
Social science that makes a difference

Voices of Critical Skilled Migrants in South 

Africa. A Case study of Gauteng Province

Phase 1 Report Launch

Human Sciences Research Council

EPD/AISA/DGSD

22 June 2018



Social science that makes a difference
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What is this study about?

• It is part of a series of studies commissioned by the CEO of
HSRC, Prof Crain Soudien into migration and how it could be
managed to positively impact on economic growth and
development in South Africa

• How South Africa could enhance its competitiveness and
attractiveness to the best and brightest needed for economic
growth and development – i.e. attract, recruit and retain
critical skills

• Establish a criteria by which South Africa could measure and
evaluate its competitiveness over time compared to the
favourite destinations of skilled migrants around the world –
Critical Skills Attraction Index
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Why such a study? South Africa’s need for critical skills

• Post 1994, South Africa has continued to lose critical skills 
especially in the professional, semi-professional and technical 
categories, clerical and sales, managerial, executive and 
administrative occupations etc (DHET, 2014)

• Statistics show that in 2001 alone South Africa lost nearly six times 
more professionals and technicians than it gained (CHE, 2002).

• Disproportionate increase in demand for highly skilled labour due to 
significant economic expansion post independence

• The impact of the HIV/AIDS pandemic on the labour force 
irrespective of skill level
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South Africa’s need for critical skills 

• Intense global competition for the “best and 

brightest”

• Inadequate skills development to replace lost 

skills, post-secondary

• S.A’s policy paradox: Transformation vs. 

unemployment vs. critical skills
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Intense global competition for critical skills 

Nobel Prize winners welcome

http://mqrp.qc.ca/blogue/2018/02/25/nous-demandons-lannulation-des-hausses/
https://www.cnbc.com/2018/03/06/canadian-doctor-protest-their-own-pay-raises.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/worldviews
http://mqrp.qc.ca/blogue/2018/02/25/nous-demandons-lannulation-des-hausses/
https://globalnews.ca/news/4036952/quebec-nurses-push-for-new-law-to-limit-nurse-to-patient-ratios/?utm_source=@Global_Montreal&utm_medium=Twitter
http://montrealgazette.com/news/local-news/quebec-health-minister-urges-nurses-to-take-full-time-positions
http://workpermit.com/uk/tier-1-visas-investors.htm
http://workpermit.com/uk/tier-1-visas-entrepreneurs.htm
http://workpermit.com/uk/tier-1-visas-exceptional-talent.htm
https://newsstand.google.com/articles/CAIiECSXLm7pM1J2JLDEf5qRN58qFggEKg4IACoGCAowl6p7MN-zCTDlkko
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/statement-of-changes-to-the-immigration-rules-hc309-7-december-2017
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South Africa’s skills development profile
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South Africa’s skills development profile
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South Africa’s policy paradox

Unemployment

Critical SkillsTransformation

Yes

??

??

HSRC (2017) Voice of Critical Skilled Migrants in South Africa.
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South Africa recognises these challenges

In recognition of the continuous loss of skills, 

• The Human Resource Development Strategy of South Africa 

(HRDSA, 2010 – 2030) emphasized the need for a national 

“scarce skills list” which is aligned to South Africa’s social and 

economic priority and goals (RSA, 2009).

• Immigration Amendment Act 2011, compelled the DHA to 

compile a critical skills list that South Africa needs for economic 

growth and development (RSA, 2011) – done
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South Africa’s recognises these challenges

• “The NDP prioritises the acquisition of skills, some of which must be 

recruited internationally, in order to achieve national priorities such 

as inclusive economic growth (NDP, 2012).

• “However South Africa has not yet put in place adequate 

policies, strategies, institutions and capacity for attracting, 

recruiting and retaining international migrants with the 

necessary skills and resources (DHA, 2016:10).“

• South Africa is unable to find the skills it needs in the quantities 

required as stipulated in its critical skills list. 
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A number of research questions emerge

• How can South Africa attract, recruit, retain and integrate critical skills 

which are lacking in its economy? 

• What makes South Africa a country of choice for critical skilled 

migrants?

• Who are South Africa's competitors in attracting critical skilled 

migrants and why, what makes them attractive?

• How do critical skilled migrants view South Africa? what has been 

their experience?

• What should South Africa change to enhance its competitive edge 

over other developed countries scrambling for skilled migrants in 

Africa?  
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Key 
Findings

Literature Review

Qualitative data 
collection/
analysis

Study Reports

13
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How the study was done

• Review of existing literature as well as relevant national 
reports/document

• Data collection – sequential exploratory; 
 qualitative (KIIs, FGDs), purposive sampling, small sample, test study 

using Gauteng

 quantitative (secondary data) 

• Research Output:
 Literature review report

 Fieldwork report

 Index Construction Report

 1 Journal article

 2 Policy briefs
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Relevant literature – what makes a skill critical

Who a critical skill is turns out to be a “fluid” concept in the 
literature. 

• Varies across countries and through time (Rughuram, 
200:430)

• No consensus among social scientists about the definition of 
“skill”, used synonymously with ability, competence, talent, 
human capital or cultural capital (Green, 2011 cited in 
Nowicka, 2014:173)

• Strongly based on existing demand  by markets, firms and 
States. Basically what I desperately need is what I call 
“critical” (Frietas et al. 2012)
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Relevant literature – what makes a skill critical

Three main dimensions emerge in literature

Education: qualification/years of schooling/completed secondary or 
tertiary education (ICMPD, 2005:2). Mainly used to operationalise the 
concept of “highly skilled” for statistical purposes

Occupation: a pre-determined list of specialisations (Charloff and 
Lameitre, 2009:11), Used extensively by Australia and Canada in their 
point system

Wages: used as a benchmark indicator to measure quality of previous 
work experience in migrant’s home country, adaptability and 
productivity for the new employer than a foreign acquired qualification  
(Charloff and Lemeitre, 2009:11)
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Relevant literature – what makes a skill critical

• South Africa uses a combination of education and occupation as 
its basis for defining who a critical skill is, based on sectoral 
needs in its economy

• The Critical Skills list of the DHA is structured as such upon 
observation

• To give a clear focus and direction to this study, we stick to South 
Africa’s critical skills list to determine who a critical skill is for the 
purpose of this study

• Consequently this study is not about low skill, unskilled, 
refugees or asylum seeking migrants
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• Altruism motives (Chami et al. 2005)

• Self interest (Rapport & Docquier in Singer 2008); enlightened self

interest (Lucas & Stark, 1985)

• Portfolio choice allocation (Katseli and Glytsos, 1986) i.e. investment

opportunities back home

• Patterns of migration; permanent versus temporary migrants

(Glystos, 1997).

Related literature – what drives migration, including C.S.
18



Home country (origin) Host country (destination)  

 Remittances (Sims, 2009)

 Smooth household consumption 
and income, reduces poverty 
(Woodruff & Zenteno, 2001; Ratha, 
2003)  

 Finance for  microenterprises, 
creates employment  (Woodruff & 
Zenteno, 2001)

 Enhances access to finance where 
financial systems are under-
developed (Gupta et al. 2007)

 Appreciates the domestic currency-
worsening trade deficit ─ Dutch 
disease (Opoku-Afari et al., 2004; 
Corden et al., 1982; Singer 2008)

 Contribute to GDP growth through 
increased productivity, 

 Pay taxes and enhance fiscal 
revenue

 As entrepreneurs and investors 
they create jobs and promote 
innovation, skills transfer, 

 As consumers, increase aggregate 
demand both domestically and 
abroad. This may alter GDP, 
inflation, trade balance an 
exchange rate

Khoudour and Sparreboom (2014)

19Relevant Literature – how critical skills add value
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Sample/Unit of Analysis

Stakeholder Instruments No. of participants Location

Foreign Mission KII* 1-2 per mission At site

Private Sector Industry 
Group

Focus Group 2: 5 - 8 participants
per group

At site

Recruitment Agency KII 1-2 per firm At site

Universities/Research
Organisations

KII Where applicable At site

Immigration Law Firm KII 1-2 per organisation At site

*Key Informant Interview

The majority of interviewees have acquired PhD degrees in a range of fields:
Environmental Sciences and Sustainable Development, Archaeology, Economics,
Business Administration, Sociology, Anthropology, Political Studies, Geographical
Information Systems and International Law and Medical personnel.
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Geographical spread of respondents

Canada, New Zealand, Ghana, Nigeria, Cote d’Ivoire, Kenya, Cameroun, Botswana, 
DR Congo, Argentina , United Kingdom.
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What did we find

• Why did you leave your country

• What made you choose South Africa

• Which other destination did you consider and why

• How would you rank pull factors in order of importance

• Living in South Africa

• Finance and investment opportunities in South Africa

• Labour market and relate issues

• Other crucial opportunities for migrants

• Perceptions of stakeholders on skilled migration

• Comparative country case studies

22
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Why did you leave your country? 

• Fleeing wars and political conflict

• Got on the wrong side of the political elite

• Skills surplus and job market saturation for highly 
skilled people.

• Greener pastures - economic hardships
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Why did you choose South Africa? 
• “I came here to do my Masters n PhD and decided to remain here because there is more 

room for intellectual development here better than in my home country”

• “Proximity to home country and potential to get a job at my level of skill as it is an “emerging 

market”

• “Relatively stable economy, greener pastures, functional institutions”

• “I wanted to contribute to the development of an African country instead of colonialists”

• The advantage of political neutrality – no politically driven uncertain future

• “Impressive education infrastructure, especially tertiary level and for children as well” 

• “Physical and technology infrastructure that makes South Africa well linked to global systems 

and at par developed countries”
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Which other countries did you consider migrating to and why? 
• “Australia and New Zealand. They have favourable polices for migrants. 

Reasonable paths to permanent residency or citizenship” 

• “Netherlands, studied and worked there and was now familiar with the place. 

UK wanted to go study there. I was also approached with an opportunity to 

partner in a North-South Research project on environmental politics and 

policies.” 

• “America because of the job opportunities and a good health care system”

• “Canada, Zambia, Ghana, Kenya and the UK, found those countries more 

welcoming for skilled immigrants/foreign cultures with no hindrance to 

upward professional mobility of immigrants”

• “Qatar, because of the lucrative compensation packages & ease of hiring 

foreign nationals”
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Ranking of reasons for choice of migration destination

Rank Pull factor

1. Employment opportunities at level of skill

2. Economic stability, growth and future prospects

3. Quality of education infrastructure, especially tertiary

4. Rule of law, political stability, cost of living

5. Quality of health care 

6. Civil liberties

7. Others. i.e. personal reasons related to family etc.
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 “Social unrests very high, 691 violent 
protests between 2009 – 2014, most 
striking years 2012 – 173 protests; 2014 
155 protests” – attributable to past 
injustices, poverty, inequality, failed 
government promises”

 “Crime is a major challenge in South 
Africa – poverty, inequality, socio-
economic injustices”

 Economic discrimination a feature of 
SA society as a whole, is subtle due to 
the confidentiality of compensation 
packages, social discrimination is 
more obvious and rampant due to racial 
tensions and anti-foreigner sentiments”

 “Cost of living is high in South Africa 
and continues to rise as the economy 
falters”

 “South Africa more open to white 
foreigners than their black African 
counterparts” - openness to foreign 
cultures

 The high level of social unrests does not 
directly impact on critical skills in South 
Africa, more on small business 
holdings, could still be a risk over time. 

 “Crime is not that different in SA 
compared to other countries, media 
hype has a role to play”

 “I do not feel more discriminated against 
in S.A. than other foreign countries I 
have worked in”

 “I do not experience brain waste. My 
organisation makes good use of my 
skills and expertise”, “not in South 
Africa”

 “Cost of living is better than where I am 
coming from and in other countries I 
have worked in”, “for lower income 
earners in SA it must be a challenge”. 

27Living in South Africa

Negative Positive 



 “Working on temporary contracts inhibit 
longer-term planning and long-term 
investments”, “we cannot invest as 
foreign nationals, opportunities only 
benefits South Africans”

 “Social instability is a deterrent to 
investment in South Africa” 

 “Repatriating returns on investment 
becomes highly complicated, almost 
deterring investments” 

 “The cost of remitting money is 
ridiculously high, too many documents 
required by banks to monitor 
transactions”

 Access to and use of financial 
products are a challenge even on 
critical skills visa. E.g. loans, overdraft, 
credit cards. 

 “Remitting money has become easy 
due to advanced technology, but the 
sharp depreciation of the rand has 
made it more expensive to remit”

 “A well documented migrant should not 
find it difficult to remit money home, or 
invest in South Africa, however things 
becomes easier as one progresses  
towards P.R. and on to citizenship” 

 “Things got easier when I managed to 
achieve a certain level of credit history”

28Financial and investment opportunities in S.A.

Negative Positive 



 “Recruitment programmes for critical 
skills not known”

 “In several competitive jobs priority is 
given to locals sometimes with less 
skills’, “institutions of higher education 
go understaffed looking for locals”, “in 
some cases contracts of foreigners are 
terminated irrespective of critical skill”

 “Seems not everyone is comfortable 
with immigrants here even if they have 
critical skills” 

 “Tedious” and “difficult” procedure to 
acquire work permit from SA embassies 
overseas”, “insufficiently informed 
embassy Staff.”  

 “Employer not involved in the 
processing of the critical skills apart 
from proving applicability to critical skills 
list”, “highly costly to process critical 
skills as it is issued for a short period of 
time, and the foreign skill has to repeat 
the entire process” 

 “Verification by SAQA problematic”

 “My area of expertise was in acute 
shortage to cover private, public and 
academic sectors, so our immigration 
and documentation was well facilitated”

 “Remuneration is good in the South 
African context, but when money needs 
to be transferred to Europe, the 
situation changes, due to the 
depreciation of the rand”, 

 “Remuneration used to be better, but 
not much space for complaints these 
days due to reduced opportunity” 

 “Regional mobility for research or 
fieldwork within SADC improves as 
immigration status progresses towards 
P.R. and citizenship”

29Labour market conditions and related issues

Negative Positive 



 “Most foreigners in South Africa fund 
themselves, so retaining them will be 
difficult” 

 “Limited professional growth 
opportunities for foreigners”, “limitations 
to upward professional mobility” 

 Ease of permanent residence: “it’s 
very complicated and very arbitrary 
sometimes. The home affairs officers 
are at time not fully conversant with the 
requirements especially when dealing 
with black immigrants from Africa”

 “My wife is in the medical profession 
and the requirements for her to get a 
permit here are just too complicated. It 
can take many years before she can be 
approved”

 “Research funding opportunities are 
much better here in SA than in my home 
country”, “funding is important for study 
and research purposes”, “easy access 
to funding depends on which institution 
or sector one works in”

 Professional growth opportunities 
are “essential for broadening and 
enhancing my professional skills”, “are 
important to me as a person”, 

 “Yes there seems to be a reasonable 
path to permanent residence, though 
the charges are high and some of the 
requirements are difficult to understand”

 Family reunification: “Since family 
members are given a work permit along 
with the applicant, I think the process is 
fair as they may use their capacity to 
look for employment. “

30Other crucial opportunities for critical skilled migrants

Negative Positive 
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Any other issues experienced by skilled migrants

• “I would recommend Home Affairs to have a database of
skilled migrants’ i.e. people who hold critical skills permit
and encourage them to apply for permanent residence with
ease. For example, since they already submitted
documents with the first application, a way has to be
considered that will avoid a repeat of going through the
tedious application process and improve on the processing
time of the applications. If the skilled migrants can have the
permanent residents they might be willing to settle and help
develop South Africa’s economy and other development
initiatives”
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Perceptions of other countries – New Zealand

• “Immigration underpins tourism and export education, New 
Zealand’s biggest services export industries. Supporting these 
industries means efficient and speedy decision making for visa 
applicants and encouraging high quality students to choose 
New Zealand by the incentives provided by work rights and 
pathways to residence.”

• “Just over one in four people in New Zealand’s workforce are 
migrants; migrants provide a net fiscal contribution of $3.3 
billion a year, while the New Zealand born population 
contributes $2.8 billion.”

• “It is only where there is no New Zealander to take up a job, 
that it goes to a skilled migrant”, “consultations with the 
private is key in this regard.” 
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Perceptions of other countries – Botswana

• ….”some professions such as teaching, nursing are 

welcoming skilled immigrants across Africa.”

• “There is a perception among Batswana that immigrants are 
going to take their jobs, just like here in South Africa where 
South Africans think immigrants are going to take their jobs. 
They say if opportunities arise they should be given to 
Batswana first not foreigners. They also argue that there is 
unfairness between Batswana and foreigners when it comes 
to salaries. They say foreigners are paid more than them and 
even if the immigrant leaves that position and is taken over by 
a Motswana, the salary scale is reduced.”
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Perceptions of other countries – South Africa

• “It is only where South Africans have not been produced in 
sufficient quantities, or at all, that one can “skills shop” by 
attempting to recruit foreign nationals to fill the void on an interim 
basis. I stress that this should always be on an interim basis and 
that the ultimate goal should be to transfer skills to South Africans, 
by that critical skills visa holder.”

• “Unexplained delays within the Department of Home Affairs, 
unreasonable and incorrect decisions emanating from the 
adjudication team of the Department of Home Affairs have very 
often precipitated in highly skilled foreigners simply not being able 
to or willing to await the outcome of a process that could take 
months. This flies in the face of the way these matters were dealt 
with prior to the 2014 amendments, which was done expeditiously 
prior to that date. This means that highly mobile skills for which 
South Africa is competing in the global village environment, are 
potentially being lost or actually lost to the South African 
environment.”
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What are other countries doing

Countries like Australia, Canada, New Zealand, USA, U.K 

have diverse tools they use to select highly skilled migrants, 

largely falls into two main categories

• Immigration driven: a point system to assess the desirability 

of a foreign national

• Employer driven: an employer has to make a job offer for a 

highly skilled migrant to be admitted
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What are other countries doing - mechanisms

• Online point system to assess the desirability of a foreign national

• Regular visits by home affairs and other state departments to 

Universities to recruit critical skills in needed specialisations just 

before graduation, e.g. Masters, PhD, post-doc

• Outreach programmes by embassies in their respective countries

• Emphasis on skills transfer from critical skill to local resource in 

contracts

• Granting permanent residence to post-graduates in “lacking” fields, 

especially Masters, PhD, Post - doc

• Programmes to integrate migrants into society and  sensitize 

society to different people and cultures. Strong on cultural 

diplomacy
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Conclusion 

Pull factors Deterrents

South Africa - Higher Education 

infrastructure,

- Opportunities for further 

intellectual development

- Economy

- Proximity to home country (in 

Africa)

- Institutional quality

- Political neutrality of career 

and future prospects

- Degree of openness

- Xenophobic attacks

- Social unrests/volatile society

- Crime is high

- Black African discrimination

- General dislike for foreigners, 

whether critical skill or not

- Complicated documentation 

processes

- Reactionary policy stance

Other countries - Ease of documentation

- Ease of hiring

- Quality of health care

- Openness to foreign cultures

- Good programmes to integrate 

migrants into society

- Income

- Ease of remitting money even 

when studying

- Proactive policy stance

- Distant location and harsh 

weather

- Growing anti-immigration 

sentiments, led to changes in 

government I some developed 

countries 
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Policy recommendations

• SA needs to recognise that there is intense global competition for critical 
skills, respond strategically. Market itself based on pull factors, address 
deterrents

• SA must transition from a reactionary to a proactive stance in its migration 
policy related to critical skilled migrants – online systems, outreach 
programmes, university collaborations, dissemination strategies etc.

• Programmes to integrate critical skilled migrants into society and sensitise 
society to different cultures and peoples – openness to foreign blacks

• Improve application processes – shorten application turnaround times, 
advertise visa regimes to target group, address information asymmetries 
from top to bottom along its service delivery chain and enhance coherence 
between policy and practice.
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Policy recommendations

• Market entry barriers for foreign businesses into South Africa should 

be reviewed, especially the minimum capital requirements – too high. 

Efforts should be focussed on technical and job creation 

requirements in South Africa – we need to create jobs.

• DHA must keep a current database of critical skills and all information 

relevant to them. Their data can be updated periodically like the FICA 

details by Banks. That way applications for Permanent residence will 

not require the critical skilled migrant to start from scratch since his 

information will already be on DHA database and systems 
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Way forward – 3 Phases

• Phase 1: Gauteng Province – this report launch

• Phase 2: Nationally representative sample size survey –

Attractiveness Index Construction for South Africa

• Phase 3: Remittance country partnership & Labour 

agreement between S.A and the highest critical skilled 

migrant sending countries.
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Contribution of the study

• Useful feedback for DHA and South Africa as a whole on key challenges 
and critical aspects to consider in immigration policy and practices related 
to critical skills

• Develop a Critical Skills Attraction Index to serve as a barometer to 
be used by South Africa to monitor and evaluate its progress in 
attracting, recruiting and retaining much needed critical skills for 
economic growth and development. 

• The index would help to highlight which specific issues require 
Government attention and which policy interventions are required to 
mitigate the challenges identified for redress. 

• The findings of this study would also enable South Africa to assess its 
relative competitiveness compared to the preferred destination for skilled 
migration both in African and around the world. 
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