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OVERVIEW
Since its founding in 2001, the Center for Global Development 

(CGD) has worked to “reduce global poverty and improve lives 

through innovative economic research that drives better pol-

icy and practice by the world’s top decision makers.”1 This mis-

sion entails focusing on all aspects of development-related 

policy, not just foreign aid. One important—and often over-

looked—such topic is international migration. Unlike trade 

and foreign direct investment, migration is little discussed 

in development spaces. When it is, more often than not it is 

treated as the antithesis to development; migration happens 

when development fails. In this paradigm, migration also 

hinders development through so-called brain drain, or taking 

skilled people away from poor origin countries. 

CGD is one of the few development organizations that has 

tried to better understand and focus on migration as part and 

parcel of the development process. That is, it has promoted 

the idea that migration can be a tool for development. CGD 

researchers have shown that the potential welfare gains from 

increased migration far exceed those from trade, foreign aid, 

or foreign direct investment.2 As former senior fellow Lant 

Pritchett and former senior policy analyst Farah Hani have 

argued, “The gains to human well-being from more and better 

flows of workers between countries are an order of magnitude 

larger than feasible ‘interventions’ to people in situ.”3 

CGD has also long prioritized the mission of “ideas to action.” 

As a so-called “think and do tank,” CGD encourages its staff to 

create both solid empirical research and policy innovations. In 

the migration field, this has entailed looking for ways to tangi-

bly capture some of the welfare gains mentioned above. One 

such policy proposal, the Global Skill Partnership (GSP), is the 

brainchild of Michael Clemens, senior fellow and director of 

migration, displacement, and humanitarian policy. The model 

was designed to maximize benefits from migration for all 

involved (origin countries, destination countries, employers, 

and the migrants themselves) while minimizing potential neg-

ative effects. It is one tool in a broader range of CGD propos-

als aiming to bring together the migration and development 

fields for mutual benefit. Almost 10 years since its genesis, the 

Global Skill Partnership model has gained significant policy 

attention and is now being piloted in multiple contexts. Estab-

lishing the GSP as an effective tool for mutual benefit is an 

important first step toward further integrating migration and 

development policy.

What follows is not a formal program evaluation, but rather 

an effort to contextualize CGD’s promotion of the GSP concept 

with particular focus on its impact to date. The report is largely 

based on interviews with CGD staff and external stakehold-

ers, including funders, project implementers, and strategic 

partners. A former member of the CGD migration team, the 

author draws on both her knowledge of the broader migration 

and development space and specific past experiences with 

the GSP idea.

GENESIS OF THE GSP IDEA 
(2005–2012)
According to founding president Nancy Birdsall, CGD’s focus 

from the start was on “telling the rich world what they could do 

to encourage development,” specifically beyond foreign aid.4 

Migration caught her attention as potentially impactful, not 

least because remittances were starting to gain more atten-

tion from major development players like the World Bank. 

However, she found the sole focus on remittances frustrating, 

especially considering migration’s role as a poverty-reduction 

strategy. Remittances were a “safe harbor” for the rich world, 

requiring minimal action on their part. Yet these same rich 

countries were resistant to the idea that more migration could 

be good for the world. Birdsall therefore saw both a topical and 

a strategic gap for CGD to fill.5 

At this time, migration and development were largely consid-

ered separately in both the academic and policy spheres. In 

2007, sociologist Hein de Haas noted a “lack of any credible 

coherence between aid and migration policies.”6 The two areas 

were addressed by different government agencies and differ-

ent international organizations and had different geographic 

focuses. While migration policymakers in wealthy destina-

tion countries focused mainly on domestic concerns (such 

as integration and border control), development practitioners 

worked mostly on mobilizing remittances and diasporas to 
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benefit origin countries.7 It was not until 2006 that migra-

tion and development were addressed as linked on the global 

stage, with the formation of the UN High-Level Dialogue on 

International Migration and Development.8 

At the time, attempts to look beyond remittances to study how 

rich countries could encourage migration in support of devel-

opment were rare.9 The World Bank launched its Research 

Program on International Migration and Development in 2003 

to strengthen the migration-development knowledge base, 

but the program focused almost exclusively on remittances. 

A 2009 conference announcement highlighted a new push to 

“go beyond remittances.”10 On the migration side, the Migra-

tion Policy Institute (MPI) was founded in 2001 to “improve 

immigration and integration policies through authorita-

tive research and analysis” but employed a more US- and 

Europe-focused approach. Of 90 research publications issued 

in MPI’s first five years, only two centered on the link between 

migration and development. Both focused on remittances.11 

It is therefore unlikely that another organization would have 

filled this gap if CGD had not done so.

In 2005, Birdsall requested that the newly hired research fel-

low Michael Clemens look into migration issues. Senior fellow 

Lant Pritchett was also pursuing the angle of labor mobility 

as a highly impactful development strategy. In 2006 Pritch-

ett published his book Let Their People Come through CGD, in 

which he argued that “the gains to people in poor countries 

from labor mobility are enormous compared to everything 

else on the development agenda.”12 Birdsall acknowledged 

that this idea was “bound to be controversial,”13 and a New 

York Times article described Pritchett’s proposed temporary 

guestworker program as “equally offensive to the left and the 

right.”14 Despite the fact that the same Times profile noted 

that the book was published “to little acclaim—none at all, in 

fact,”15 it was foundational to CGD’s emerging work on migra-

tion. More broadly, Let Their People Come, one of CGD’s first 

books, demonstrated an enthusiasm for innovation and going 

against the grain. It also set the stage for early collaborations 

between Pritchett and Clemens and kicked off a growing focus 

on development for people versus for places.16 

In 2008, the World Bank asked Pritchett to contribute a back-

ground paper to the forthcoming World Development Report 

2009: Reshaping Economic Geography.17 The paper, coauthored 

with Clemens and Claudio Montenegro from the bank’s Devel-

opment Research Group, was entitled “The Place Premium.”18 

It highlighted the massive arbitrage opportunity inherent to 

international labor migration, quantifying the enormous 

wage gap across borders. The paper found that “the wages 

of a Peruvian worker willing to work in the United States are 

about 2.6 times as much as the same person would make in 

Peru.”19 This background paper ended up framing the entire 

World Development Report; the opening sentence states that 

“place is the most important correlate of a person’s welfare.”20 

Socializing the “place premium” concept in the broader devel-

opment space both (1) directly led to further CGD research on 

the topic and (2) laid the groundwork for CGD policy innova-

tions capitalizing on the potential welfare gains described. The 

Journal of Economic Perspectives approached Pritchett to write 

a paper expanding on Let Their People Come and “The Place 

Premium.” Pritchett asked if his CGD colleague Clemens might 

be interested instead. Clemens wrote what was to become his 

most-cited paper on migration, entitled Economics and Emi-

gration: Trillion-Dollar Bills on the Sidewalk?21 As summarized 

in a CGD blog post from Clemens, the 2011 paper argues that 

“a modest increase in emigration out of low-income coun-

tries—just 5% of the people now living there—would expand 

the world economy by several trillion dollars every year... . 

Minor reductions in the barriers to labor mobility would add 

more value than the total, global elimination of all remaining 

policy barriers to goods trade and all barriers to capital flows, 

combined. This creates the greatest single opportunity for 

global economic prosperity in our age.”22 

This work established Clemens and Pritchett as two of the 

leading economists advocating for expanded immigration. 

In an academic setting, the work might have stopped there, 

once the idea itself had been articulated. However, given CGD’s 

focus on “ideas to action,” the next step became exploring how 

it might be possible to realize these huge gains to interna-

tional labor mobility. In 2012, Birdsall requested that Clemens 
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prepare three policy proposals for the CGD board meeting, 

highlighting tangible ways policymakers could use migration 

as a development strategy. One of these proposals was what 

would become the GSP.

Clemens had been noticing a “fundamental incompatibility” 

prevalent in migration policy conversations: origin coun-

tries oppose skilled emigration given brain drain concerns, 

but destination countries want only skilled immigration. He 

thought that “rather than taking it off the table, full stop, we 

should develop policies to help adjudicate” the issue.23 An 

earlier paper of his studied the emigration of African health-

care workers, finding that increased access to overseas jobs 

actually encouraged more young people to enter the domestic 

healthcare field.24 Combining these two concepts, Clemens 

hypothesized that fears of brain drain were driven more by 

financial concerns than emigration per se: origin countries 

were upset that money dedicated to training their citizens 

“disappeared” overseas. So, Clemens thought, what about tak-

ing a part of the enormous gain from migration and using it to 

finance part or all of the training? Rich countries could thereby 

pay for the education of more skilled workers in poorer coun-

tries, directly addressing brain drain concerns.

CGD’s network of researchers helped develop and incubate the 

original GSP proposal. Upon hearing the idea, Pritchett sug-

gested adding another “track” to the proposal: that is, training 

workers both to migrate and to stay home. This could further 

help ameliorate brain drain concerns and create a multiplier 

effect by increasing human capital in local labor markets. 

This “home track” is one of the main elements making a GSP 

distinct from other labor mobility programs.25 Additionally, 

Birdsall highlighted the importance of working with CGD pol-

icy outreach and communications staff to refine how to pitch 

the GSP concept more broadly.26 A 2012 panel at the Global 

Economic Symposium was the first public discussion of the 

GSP model.27 

PUBLIC OUTREACH, HONING 
OF THE IDEA, AND INCUBATION 
PERIOD (2012–2016)
This initial outreach set the stage for further institutionaliza-

tion of the GSP concept, in particular the first written descrip-

tion of its tenets and goals. In 2011, World Bank labor mobility 

expert Manjula Luthria invited Clemens to speak at the launch 

of the International Labour Mobility program at the World 

Bank’s Center for Mediterranean Integration in Marseilles, 

which she oversaw. Luthria thought the focus on employment 

and economic growth in North Africa could facilitate conver-

sations about labor mobility with Europe, though countries 

were still reticent due to fears of brain drain. Luthria therefore 

commissioned a study investigating the potential of the GSP 

approach for an EU-funded program training North Africans 

at home. She hoped this might help shift the narrative and 

show countries that “it’s not brain drain or no migration.”28 This 

paper from Clemens was the first written output on GSPs and 

was eventually revised into the foundational statement of the 

GSP model’s promise and principles: Global Skill Partnerships: 

A Proposal for Technical Training in a Mobile World.29 

Though the EU–North Africa program mentioned above did 

not come to pass,30 Luthria helped facilitate an opportunity for 

Clemens to travel to Australia to study the Australia-Pacific 

BOX 1. WHAT IS A GLOBAL SKILL 
PARTNERSHIP?

A Global Skill Partnership is a bilateral 
agreement between equal partners. The country 
of destination agrees to provide technology and 
finance to train potential migrants with targeted 
skills in their country of origin, prior to migration, 
and receives migrants with precisely the skills 
they need to integrate and contribute best upon 
arrival. The country of origin agrees to provide 
that training and receives support for the training 
of nonmigrants too—increasing rather than 
draining human capital.
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Technical College (APTC), an initiative that possessed some 

GSP-like characteristics (more on the APTC below). Clemens 

had read about the APTC online and was using it as an example 

of a GSP-like arrangement in public presentations. He came 

across a blog post by Stephen Howes (former chief economist 

of AusAid) noting that the APTC had not succeeded as a labor 

mobility arrangement.31 Curious, Clemens emailed Howes 

to learn more and to see if Howes had any interest in coau-

thoring an article investigating APTC’s attempts to facilitate 

labor mobility.32 Clemens traveled to Australia in January 2013, 

where he met Howes and began interviewing sources for their 

coauthored paper. Though the final product did not explicitly 

recommend a GSP, Clemens and Howes proposed some key 

GSP elements to improve APTC labor mobility outcomes (more 

details below).33 This was the first connection of the theoretical 

GSP principles to the tangible details of an extant skills-train-

ing-cum-labor-mobility program.

Apart from this collaboration, the GSP concept did not orig-

inally attract widespread support. According to Clemens, 

funders were largely skeptical, saying the proposal sounded 

“like something the private sector should be doing.”34 During 

this period, Clemens and his team had many discussions with 

employers and officials in origin countries and destination 

countries, but early interest did not pan out.35 Clemens noted 

that there was a sense that “somebody needs to first prove 

this can work,” given the large up-front time and financial 

investments necessary.36 

The idea was particularly hard to sell in destination coun-

tries because it was being pitched at a time of very politically 

fraught migration policies. As Clemens explains, “the very 

whiff of brain drain” scared off development agencies because 

they saw their role as preventing the need for migration.37 

Meanwhile, destination country politicians couldn’t touch 

the issue of expanding migration pathways, particularly with 

migrant arrivals rising through 2015. Clemens noted that “it 

was hard to find anybody in any room who could envision 

such a project.”38 The amount of work entailed in partnering 

with local training institutions, training trainers, and building 

long-term partnerships was not palatable to policymakers, 

especially in the context of a migrant “crisis.”

Origin country governments and the private sector were also 

unconvinced. The former felt they needed a lot of up-front 

investment to make a GSP worthwhile, as many lacked the 

necessary institutional capacity.39 For example, Nigeria’s labor 

ministry was excited by the idea but ran out of money before 

it could complete its health migration strategy, much less 

implement a GSP.40 Moreover, in many countries there was a 

reasonable skepticism about such projects, given thousands 

of years of extractive migration channels.41 

On the private-sector side, there are very few immediate 

incentives for a company to invest in a GSP. This is particularly 

true for smaller businesses, as the long timeline and intensive 

start-up costs can be risky.42 The prevailing sense during this 

period was that GSPs were an interesting idea but that no one 

felt comfortable investing until there was solid proof that the 

proposal could work.

At CGD in early 2016, there was no sense that a GSP would 

become a reality in the near future. Though Clemens and other 

members of the migration team continued to promote the 

GSP concept at conferences and other public events, most 

of their time and attention shifted to other projects. Birdsall 

recalls that “for three or four years I don’t think there was any 

[outside] interest there at all, [but] the most amazing thing 

was how Michael kept plugging away at it.”43 

HEAVY OUTREACH AND IDEAS 
SOCIALIZATION (2016–2018)
Focus on migration as a political issue sharpened consider-

ably after the 2015 spike in migrant arrivals to Europe. Across 

the Atlantic, the weaponization of immigration in the 2016 

US presidential election campaign also raised the salience of 

the topic. These global developments shaped how both CGD 

and the international community pressed forward. It became 

clear that global migration governance was severely lacking, 

a gap the United Nations attempted to fill with a nonbinding 

agreement called the Global Compact for Safe, Regular, and 

Orderly Migration (GCM). CGD’s pitch to the GCM revolved 

around GSPs, and policy outreach efforts increased accord-

ingly through the GCM’s adoption in December 2018. As the 
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first-ever international agreement on migration, the GCM was 

seen as a “once-in-a-generation chance to shape migration 

cooperatively, for mutual benefit.”44 

The UN General Assembly meeting in 2016 kicked off the GCM 

process. Peter Sutherland, the former UN special represen-

tative on migration, was working to put together a report to 

inform the meeting. CGD made an effort to be involved in this 

process through conversations with Sutherland’s advisers and 

facilitated Clemens’ GSP proposal being cited (albeit in a foot-

note) under the recommendation “strengthen the architecture 

to govern labour mobility.”45 Clemens and former research 

associate Hannah Postel were also cited elsewhere for their 

work on facilitating temporary labor migration from Haiti and 

acknowledged in the report’s list of experts consulted. One of 

Sutherland’s advisers noted that there was “significant car-

ryover” from the researchers involved with the Sutherland 

report to those consulted when the full text of the GCM was 

being decided. This adviser also highlighted that the GCM 

drafters were particularly interested in soliciting fresh ideas 

and concrete proposals, and they knew that Clemens’s work 

was similarly solutions-oriented.46

CGD pitched GSPs at every major migration policy gathering. 

For example, the Global Forum on Migration and Development 

had existed for years but took on a more prominent role as 

the sounding board for GCM ideas and proposals following 

the 2016 UN General Assembly. CGD was able to secure a 

roundtable discussion fully dedicated to the GSP concept at 

the 2017 Global Forum on Migration and Development in Ber-

lin. Clemens participated in the sixth thematic consultation 

for the GCM, in a session on “irregular migration and regular 

pathways, including decent work, labor mobility, recognition 

of skills and qualifications and other relevant measures.” The 

migration team also built on existing relationships to socialize 

the idea even further: for example, the Canadian government 

officially recommended building pilot GSPs into the GCM 

framework.47 

Momentum for the GSP concept had built further by Decem-

ber 2017, when UN secretary-general António Guterres 

included the “promising idea” in his contribution to the first 

draft of the GCM.48 This recommendation built on a Clemens 

paper commissioned by the UN, entitled Migration Is a Form 

of Development: The Need for Innovation to Regulate Migra-

tion for Mutual Benefit. The paper was commissioned as an 

intended contribution to the GCM and built on months of 

CGD interchanges with the compact drafting team. Until the 

GCM was signed in December 2018, CGD policy outreach on 

migration focused almost completely on GSPs. Clemens and 

former research associate Katelyn Gough attended nearly 

every GCM preparatory meeting and further spread the word 

at high-level international meetings like Wilton Park. These 

efforts involved many cold emails, seeking out individuals at 

events, and encouraging GCM drafters to be as specific and 

action-oriented as possible.49 A member of the Sutherland 

advisory team noted that CGD was highly effective at devel-

oping innovative ideas and educating people on their merits. 

She perceived CGD as taking a less active advocacy approach 

than other organizations—for example, in terms of trying to 

build alliances among UN member states. But she noted that 

this approach “worked well in an ecosystem,” as a complement 

to other actors.50 

This effort paid off when GSPs became—according to Clem-

ens—the only concrete policy proposal included in the GCM.51 

Objective 18e calls for states to “build global skills partner-

ships among countries that strengthen training capacities of 

national authorities and relevant stakeholders, including the 

private sector and trade unions, and foster skills development 

of workers in countries of origin and migrants in countries of 

destination with a view to preparing trainees for employabil-

ity in the labour markets of all participating countries.”52 The 

specificity and detail of the GSP proposal is notable compared 

to the other recommendations for Objective 18 (e.g., “engage in 

bilateral partnerships and programs”). The former Sutherland 

adviser notes a few other concrete recommendations in the 

GCM (mainly in terms of protecting migrants in transit). But 

she agrees that there are very few specific policy proposals 

in the final text, and that there is a “a very recognizable link” 

to Clemens’s work.53 

A number of changes in the policy landscape also helped 

facilitate successful socialization of the GSP concept. Clemens 
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hypothesizes that immediately following the 2015 migrant 

“crisis,” no one wanted to discuss opening more legal channels 

for migration in fear that “more people show up.”54 However, 

as time passed and the crisis did not recur, countries realized 

they needed to put new structures in place to regulate future 

migration flows. Concurrent with the development of the GCM, 

policymakers began thinking about the medium to long term 

again. States now recognized that the post-2015 emergency 

measures were only a Band-Aid but were dissatisfied with 

the existing policy options.55 The desire for innovative, lon-

ger-term policies created fertile ground for CGD’s policy out-

reach. Perhaps more surprisingly, the rise of global populism 

and the belief that foreign aid needs to benefit the national 

interest also helped socialize the GSP concept. As a program 

that not only educates workers in origin countries but also fills 

destination country labor needs, a GSP can be compelling to 

individuals across the ideological spectrum.56 

Even more broadly, global demographic shifts have caused 

destination countries to recognize the need to diversify 

beyond traditional migration channels. Migration from 

long-standing countries of origin (e.g., India, the Philippines, 

and Mexico) has slowed as their populations age and become 

wealthier. Destination countries started to “compete” against 

each other to attract skilled workers; for example, the EU’s 

2020 New Pact on Migration and Asylum acknowledges that 

the region is “currently losing the global race for talent.”57 

In addition, the international community was looking for 

ways to bridge the GCM with the Sustainable Development 

Goals (Agenda 2030).58 GSPs fit this mandate well by providing 

both skills training and likely poverty alleviation in developing 

countries with a “safe, regular, and orderly” migration chan-

nel.59 Moreover, after 18 months of intense migration policy 

debate, few other concrete policy options had emerged.60 

CGD’s outreach surrounding the GCM (and the ensuing 

mention in the GCM text) was likely effective in several ways. 

First, CGD’s involvement in the drafting process—as an orga-

nization offering expertise and policy specificity—opened 

doors for further discussions of potential GSP implementa-

tion. Gough met with members of the GCM drafting team on 

multiple occasions, including to discuss the practicalities of 

implementing a GSP and how the GCM language could best 

capture these considerations.61 Second, inclusion in the GCM 

removed some of the “chicken or egg” discourse around need-

ing to show proof of the GSP’s efficacy before anyone would be 

willing to pilot it. According to Gough, this also gave some GCM 

signatory governments political ammunition for legitimacy 

and government sponsorship of a future GSP.62 CGD policy 

fellow and assistant director for migration, displacement, and 

humanitarian policy Helen Dempster disagrees, suggesting 

that interest in GSPs has occurred despite rather than because 

of GCM inclusion, particularly for governments skeptical of 

the compact.63 

The extended GCM outreach campaign also enabled CGD to 

work behind the scenes on ways to pitch the GSP concept and 

develop possible adaptations. This effort stemmed directly 

from many conversations about what it would take for states 

to implement a GSP pilot. Gough was consistently in touch 

with both the GCM drafting team and interested government 

representatives via phone and email, and in person when 

possible. Hearing these parties’ questions and concerns, CGD 

adapted accordingly. The team homed in on (1) detailing the 

GSP esque aspects of successful private-sector initiatives; (2) 

highlighting how tailorable the idea is to different contexts; 

(3) reassuring policymakers that a GSP can, in many cases, be 

implemented without a change to migration statute; and (4) 

proposing the “aid in the national interest” approach to bring 

both liberals and conservatives to the table. These strategies 

have all proven useful in different country contexts.64 

PILOTS (2019–PRESENT)
When asked what she attributes recent interest in GSPs to, 

Dempster notes that “sustained hammering is effective!”65 In 

early 2019, Dempster joined CGD as the first full-time migra-

tion team staff member focused solely on policy outreach. 

A senior-level hire who had previously worked in migration 

policy and thus knew all the major actors and understood 

the landscape, Dempster has been able to jump-start the 

implementation of multiple GSP pilots. In part this is simply 

because no one from the migration team (typically comprised 
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of Clemens, a research assistant, and a program coordinator) 

had ever had the time and/or mandate to spend so much time 

on policy outreach. By contrast, Dempster estimates that half 

her time has been spent “catalyzing the GSP idea” through 

in-person contact with policymakers, including near-weekly 

trips to Brussels.66 By many accounts, Dempster is also well 

known and respected in the field.67 For example, upon reach-

ing out to a Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation 

staffer she knew from a previous job, Dempster was promptly 

invited to speak in an agency strategy session on the topic. 

Dempster’s position in the CGD Europe office has likely helped 

these efforts, as Europe has been a more receptive policy land-

scape than the United States. 

We can broadly categorize existing GSP pilot programs into 

two types: preexisting programs that were adapted to more 

fully embrace the GSP model, and programs that were cre-

ated from scratch with the explicit aim of implementing GSP 

principles.

Preexisting programs
GIZ-Kosovo. Germany has implemented youth training and 

employment programming in Kosovo since 2017, with the 

aim of reducing Kosovar youth unemployment (currently 

over 50 percent).68 The Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internatio-

nale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) recently began to trial elements 

of a GSP in the construction sector, building on an existing 

private healthcare training partnership. While the GSP-like 

dimensions of the Youth, Employment and Skills in Kosovo 

(YES) project were not implemented, a new project building 

on the networks created and lessons learned is already under 

development.

The GSP model was introduced to the project by a GIZ staff 

member who had previously conducted a study about applying 

the model in the Philippines. He noted that while the on-the-

ground Kosovo construction work was “quite grassroots,” it 

reminded him of the GSP model with its focus on training 

Kosovar workers to find work both at home and abroad. 

When he began working on the project, it didn’t yet have a skill 

partnership model incorporated, but he wanted to explicitly 

engage with the GSP idea and evolve the project accordingly. 

This suggests that the GSP model is sufficiently fleshed out 

that it may no longer require active intervention from CGD to 

implement.69 As the project evolved, GIZ staff aimed to keep 

the GSP principles in mind and incorporate lessons learned 

from previous private-sector skill partnerships. Despite the 

limited reach of the Kosovo pilot, project staff noted that skill 

partnerships could be a “big story” for development agencies 

since they combine many elements of interest.70 

APTC. The Australia Pacific Training Coalition (APTC, previ-

ously known as the Australia-Pacific Technical College) was 

established in 2007 to foster skills creation and labor mobility 

across the Pacific. Since the program was announced in 2005 

at the 36th Pacific Islands Forum leaders meeting, five training 

schools on different Pacific Island nations have taught almost 

17,000 students. 

The APTC’s original focus was to train Pacific Islanders for 

employment in high-demand sectors both at home and 

abroad. Its two major goals since its inception have been to 

“build up human capital on the islands, and to provide skilled 

workers for shortage occupations in Australia.”71 Migration 

from Pacific Island nations has traditionally been seasonal 

and lower-skill,72 a trend the APTC aims to diversify. The 

training institutes provide Australian-recognized credentials 

across a range of qualifications (certificates, diplomas) and 

industry sectors (automotive, manufacturing, construction, 

electrical, tourism and hospitality, and healthcare). 

Though labor mobility has always been a part of the APTC 

model, only 2.9 percent of graduates had migrated overseas 

by 2014 (1.2 percent to Australia). CGD’s 2014 evaluation of the 

APTC called for the inclusion of a more formal “away track” 

in response to the low numbers of graduates working inter-

nationally.73 An internal Department of Foreign Affairs and 

Trade (DFAT) evaluation of the second APTC stage built on 

these recommendations, which eventually became a major 

part of the third stage redesign. Beginning in 2018—follow-

ing CGD’s 2014 recommendations—the APTC’s third stage has 

included this “away track.” CGD’s collaboration with Stephen 

Howes, professor of economics at the Australian National 

University and the former chief economist at AusAid (DFAT’s 
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precursor) was an important element of what current APTC 

leaders see as “quite a strategic partnership” between CGD 

and the university.74 Howes noted that GSPs are a “very radical 

idea,” and radical ideas typically “take a long time to socialize 

and create uptake,” especially when sponsored by national 

governments.75 

GSP creation from scratch
PALIM. The original impetus for the Pilot Project Address-

ing Labour Shortages through Innovative Labour Migration 

Models (PALIM) program came from the Flanders region 

of Belgium, which since 2017 had been facing a shortage of 

information and communications technology workers. The 

Flemish leadership was interested in finding qualified foreign 

workers to fill these gaps and jump-start business growth and 

productivity. This desire dovetailed quite nicely with the Euro-

pean Commission’s 2018 communication on fostering legal 

migration pathways, which highlighted the desire to “make 

legal pathways a compelling part of our partnership approach 

with third countries.”76 The European Commission also set up 

the Mobility Partnership Facility to fund member state pilot 

programs on legal migration. The Belgian Ministry of Devel-

opment Coordination tasked its development agency, Enabel, 

with assembling a proposal for a pilot project.

PALIM was designed as a “by the book” GSP, following GSP 

principles as closely as possible while adapting to the “complex 

reality” of Belgium, Morocco, and the system of partnerships 

that developed. When Enabel was tasked with developing a 

pilot program on legal migration pathways, such a project 

“could have been anything” given the broad mandate from 

the ministry. Raffaella Greco Tonegutti, Enabel’s labor mobil-

ity specialist, had heard about the GSP model in a previous 

position and thought it might be a match for Enabel’s focus on 

piloting and testing development innovations. She contacted 

CGD to propose that Enabel become the first EU actor to fully 

implement the GSP model in practice.77 

The program trained 120 workers beginning in late 2019; more 

than half found jobs in Morocco and the rest continued with 

more specialized training courses or are currently seeking 

employment in both Belgium and Morocco. The job-match-

ing aspect of the project—especially for the Belgian compa-

nies recruiting abroad—was unfortunately complicated due 

to COVID-19 border closures. PALIM concluded on April 30, 

2021, but support to the participants will continue through 

the new EU-funded project Towards a Holistic Approach to 

Labour Migration Governance and Labour Mobility in North 

Africa (THAMM).78 Notably, THAMM is a scaled version of the 

GSP that includes three origin and three destination countries. 

The importance of sustained CGD 
outreach
As detailed in the previous section, the “away track” innovation 

in APTC’s curriculum derived from Clemens’s 2014 paper with 

Stephen Howes. Howes continued to push the idea during an 

evaluation of the APTC to which he served as an adviser, and he 

achieved the labor mobility track’s inclusion in 2018. This suc-

cess speaks to the importance of CGD’s strategic partnerships. 

CGD had been actively building bridges with the Australian 

government since 2006—through a funding partnership and 

Australia’s participation in the Commitment to Development 

Index—which laid the groundwork for Clemens to connect 

with Howes.79 Publishing the 2014 paper in partnership with 

Howes at the Australian National University was also key to 

the adoption of the “away track.” CGD was relatively unknown 

in Australia, so the work wouldn’t have had the same impact 

without this collaboration.80 With his colleague Richard Cur-

tain, Howes was able to “take [Clemens’s] ideas and run with 

them” to encourage government uptake.81 

In a slightly more haphazard fashion, the other two pilot proj-

ects that have been initiated occurred because staff members 

at other organizations had heard about the GSP concept in 

previous jobs. Though at the time they were unable to move 

the concept forward, their new positions further facilitated 

engagement with and trial of GSPs. The key takeaway here is 

that patience has been a virtue for CGD and that seeding ideas 

widely can ultimately bear fruit both directly and indirectly.
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SUCCESS MEASUREMENT AND 
TAKEAWAYS
How can we measure the success of GSPs? Most fundamen-

tally, success would entail a merging of migration and develop-

ment policy at the national and/or international level, through 

recognition that each affects the other and policy should take 

this into account.82 An interim step would be that GSPs become 

a main tool or new model in the migration-development pol-

icy toolbox. Country governments are the actors most relevant 

to this goal, as they control their borders, but some elements 

of the GSP—such as capacity building and training—can be 

implemented by nongovernmental and private-sector orga-

nizations. The most proximate success metrics are (1) amount 

of new country uptake and (2) success/scale-up of ongoing 

pilot projects. 

Progress on the first is promising. CGD has begun to follow up 

on pre-COVID connections and is responding to an increased 

demand for healthcare partnerships. Dempster notes that the 

idea was “taking off” by late 2019, and she held workshops for 

policymakers in seven European countries. By late 2020, there 

had been an “explosion of interest in healthcare partnerships.” 

Though most countries had healthcare worker shortages 

pre-COVID, now there is both (1) an increased need and (2) a 

renewed understanding of the role migrants play within the 

healthcare system. For example, the UK is proposing a num-

ber of upcoming healthcare partnerships, of which at least 

two will be GSPs. The EU’s agenda on fostering legal migration 

pathways (described above in the context of PALIM) is a con-

comitant impetus. Since this agenda also includes a funding 

mechanism to kick-start such pathways, this lowers mem-

ber states’ risk burdens and is likely another factor driving 

increased interest.

There is also interest in expanding the core GSP remit. The 

UK government is starting to think about how it could apply 

the GSP concept to refugee populations. CGD has also been 

involved in discussions about targeting climate-vulnera-

ble countries, with a focus on how policymakers could use 

GSPs to build skills for low-carbon transitions. As discussed 

above, often a “brain circulation” component drives these 

conversations, for example, “having the right people in the 

right places” with previous relevant experience and knowledge 

of the GSP concept. Finally, though most of the interest to date 

has been on Europe-Africa partnerships, CGD is beginning to 

explore the possibility of a United States GSP with the North-

ern Triangle. 

Dempster notes a concurrent narrative change, with countries 

slowly recognizing the need to shape migration for mutual 

benefit.83 Similarly, the focus on legal pathways for labor 

migrants has grown and in some cases (e.g., the EU’s Talent 

Partnerships) mirrors the CGD approach.84 Dempster has also 

noticed a shift away from arguments that development will 

stop migration, noting that “connecting migration to develop-

ment has arguably been the biggest impact of CGD outreach 

in this space.”85 

Despite all these successes, a number of challenges remain:

1.	 Timeline. GSP projects are hugely time-intensive and 

produce results that are far from immediate. The co-CEO 

of one of the CGD migration team’s longest-running 

funders is concerned about the use of pilot projects “as a 

mode,” as they are highly capital- and labor-intensive.86 

2.	 Scale. These programs start small. For example, in CGD’s 

work facilitating temporary labor migration from Haiti, 

just 62 workers moved over three years.87 The small scale 

is, of course, a valid concern for funders and implement-

ers. However, given the long timeline discussed above, 

it makes sense that participation would remain low at 

the start. And the benefits to those who do travel are 

enormous.88 Dempster notes that some policymakers 

are open to the idea of a GSP only if CGD can prove such a 

program will reduce irregular migration. This is impossi-

ble with the model’s current scale and results timeline.

3.	 Complexity. GSPs require a relatively large network of 

committed players. Starting such a network from scratch 

is difficult—for example, if a country is interested in 

principle, how does it begin? There is no single body 

set up to facilitate increased labor migration (including 

to conduct up-front planning and support countries 

during implementation). Creating and maintaining 
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partnerships is both crucial to the program’s success and 

extremely difficult. And while the benefits of bundling 

a labor mobility program with skills training are clear, 

the fact that both elements are necessary for a GSP to 

succeed makes its implementation more complex and 

opens more potential for it to not work.

4.	 Funding and sustainability. Costs are extremely high per 

worker, especially during the pilot phase. For exam-

ple, the PALIM project cost €1.5 million and required 

full-time staffing to develop, for 40 people who ended 

up moving. Currently, all these projects are funded 

primarily by official development assistance. This is not 

sustainable in the long run; a successful GSP must even-

tually transition to a more sustainable financing model. 

Dempster explained the current sense that development 

assistance can be used to bring companies on board 

and provide free (to them) workers in the beginning, but 

once the partnership is established the private-sector 

partners can begin picking up more of the costs.89 This is 

currently being attempted by the APTC, but with minimal 

success thus far.90 

5.	 Political constraints. Despite CGD’s work to develop a 

political narrative that can be palatable across the aisle, 

the fact remains that countries have sole sovereignty 

over their borders. If a government does not wish to 

admit migrants, it has no obligation to do so. Clemens 

hopes that the success of programs like the GSP can 

help people change how they think about migration, but 

others—including one of the CGD migration team’s main 

funders—are not as convinced. Open Philanthropy’s 

co-CEO Alexander Berger believes that the “constraints 

[to program growth] are fundamentally political rather 

than economic.”91 While Clemens and Dempster believe 

that the GSP can help build a broader political constit-

uency for labor migration, Berger sees this (currently 

limited) constituency as necessary for bringing such 

projects to scale. 

More broadly, it is unclear what role CGD will continue to play 

as GSPs become more widespread. Dempster believes the 

migration team may continue to actively promote the model 

for the next few years. External take-up has increased; in fact, 

sometimes CGD does not even hear about a specific proposal 

that’s been floated. In one way, this is a definite sign of success. 

However, Dempster also suggests that an “unintended con-

sequence of [the GSP idea] getting bigger is that CGD has lost 

ownership over it.” If CGD does step back from active GSP out-

reach, there will be no central organization to help interested 

partners get up and running.92 Additionally, if CGD takes less 

active ownership over the GSP name and concept, this may 

confuse implementers and potentially hinder future uptake. 

For example, an initiative spearheaded by the International 

Organization for Migration and the International Labor Orga-

nization (with other international organization partners) also 

has a program entitled “Global Skills Partnerships.” Though 

the two programs are practically distinct, the shared termi-

nology—and separate ownership of the concept—has already 

confused potential implementers.93 

Relatedly, Clemens has driven much of the idea’s generation 

and outreach. According to Birdsall, “A lot of this success 

comes down to Michael as an individual. He has worked hard 

to make [GSPs] matter—to come up with policy solutions and 

to push to make sure they happen.” Berger agrees, noting that 

Clemens epitomizes the CGD model of “bridging big ideas 

with practice.” However, having programs that are managed 

and driven forward by a single individual can also raise con-

cerns, as the work portfolio becomes highly dependent on one 

person’s personality, professional exigencies, and personal 

connections. Channeling impact through a single individual 

creates many complexities.

Overall, though, this case study finds that the development of 

the GSP model in practice has embraced the CGD approach 

to great success. Dempster suggests that “perhaps similar 

migration pathway expansions would have occurred with-

out CGD as developed countries acknowledge aging demo-

graphics, labor force shortages, and the need for development 

partnerships.”94 But CGD has raised the profile of the idea, 

demonstrated its importance, provided a concrete option 

to test, and directly supported governments in these efforts. 

Perhaps CGD’s biggest impact has been to make expanded 

labor mobility pathways more development-friendly. Without 
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CGD’s focus on the development aspects of nondevelopment 

policies, countries might have chosen direct labor recruitment 

schemes with minimal development benefits. And beyond the 

tangible elements of a GSP, CGD has demonstrated that inno-

vation in this very thorny policy space is possible.
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