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Migrants, Remittances,  
and Politics: 

Loyalty and Voice after Exit1

Katrina Burgess

Eager to be politically engaged in their country of origin, a group of 
Mexican migrant leaders from Chicago traveled to Mexico City in April 
2010 for two sets of meetings. On the first day, they met with federal 
legislators to lobby for institutional and policy changes that would result in 
more effective outreach by the Mexican government to Mexicans living in 
the United States. Over the next two days, they participated in a workshop 
with Mexican government officials and non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs) to discuss how they might better manage and monitor hometown 
projects they co-finance with the Mexican government. 

The migrant leaders had very different experiences at these two events. 
In their congressional meetings, they found legislators to be largely unin-
terested in or resistant to their concerns—a stance they attributed to the 
disappointing turn-out by migrant voters in Mexico’s hotly contested 2006 
elections and the migrants’ refusal to adhere to Mexico’s norm of deference 
to authority. At the workshop, by contrast, they were warmly received by 
officials from the Ministry of Public Oversight (SFP) and the Institute of 
Access to Public Information (IFAI), institutions tasked with setting and 
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enforcing new standards of governance in Mexico’s public administration. 
Eager to learn more about how the country’s freedom of information laws 
might enhance their capacity to hold local officials accountable, they orga-
nized a follow-up session with IFAI officials in Chicago.2

This anecdote offers a glimpse into a phenomenon that is only 
beginning to receive systematic attention in the scholarly literature: the 
growing—and exceedingly complex—influence that migrants from the 
developing world are exerting, intentionally or not, on politics in their 
home countries. Such influence is not new, but it has arguably become 
broader and deeper in the wake of a convergence between out-migration 
and democratization in many developing countries. With ten percent of 
its population living in the United States,3 Mexico is at the forefront of 
this trend, but it is by no means alone. Migrants from new democracies as 
diverse as the Dominican Republic, El Salvador, the Philippines, Lebanon, 
Cape Verde, and Mali are influencing electoral politics, non-electoral civic 
engagement, or patterns of governance back home. This article discusses 
how this trend has been reinforced by a fundamental restructuring of the 
global political economy and suggests an analytical framework for under-
standing the nature and mechanisms of migrant influence on the quality 
of democracy back home.

MIGRATION AND DEMOCRACY IN THE NEW GLOBAL ECONOMY

Between 1970 and 2010, the estimated number of international 
migrants more than doubled from 81 million to 215 million.4 Although 
this increase has not altered the share of people living outside their coun-

tries of origin, which has remained 
relatively stable at about three percent 
since 1960,5 it has profoundly affected 
the relationship between developed 
and developing countries. In contrast 
to earlier periods of high migration, 
the vast majority of today’s migrants 
are from the global South, and the 
fastest-growing flow is from South to 

North (although South-South flows are also significant).6 Between 1960 
and 2010, the share of international migrants living in OECD countries 
increased from 37 percent to 56 percent.7 By 2009, about 80 percent of all 
migrants were from developing countries, and their remittances totaled over 
$300 billion, dwarfing both official development assistance ($120 billion) 
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and portfolio investment ($85 billion) and nearly overtaking foreign direct 
investment ($359 billion).8 

During this same period, many developing countries joined the “third 
wave” of democratization,9 which began in southern Europe in the mid-
1970s and spread to Latin America, Africa, Asia, and Eastern Europe over the 
next few decades. From 1975 to 2010, over one-third of the 144 countries 
classified by the World Bank as lower- or middle-income had experienced 
transitions from authoritarian to democratic rule.10 Although a few of these 
transitions did not last, most new democracies survived—even in the face of 
economic dislocation and/or political crises. Nonetheless, they continue to 
struggle with democratic deepening, which requires moving beyond formal 
guarantees of contestation and participation11 to establish effective and equi-
table mechanisms of representation, accountability, and rule of law.12

Reinforcing both of these shifts was a fundamental restructuring of the 
global political economy, particularly the unraveling of the Bretton Woods 
system of fixed exchange rates and capital controls (which contributed to 
high capital mobility and volatile financial markets), the emergence of 
more heterogeneous and flexible labor markets, and the adoption by many 
governments of more market-driven, outward-oriented policies. Millions of 
people from developing countries migrated North to fill jobs created, at least 
in part, by the expansion in subcon-
tracting, non-union employment, and 
the service sector.13 At the same time, 
the remittances generated by these 
migrants became a key source of foreign 
exchange for governments that now 
relied more heavily on external sources 
of development financing. Increased 
integration into global markets also 
exposed a broader segment of devel-
oping societies to Western consum-
erism and popular culture, which may 
have increased their inclination to 
migrate in search of a higher standard of 
living.14 Finally, heightened dependence 
on global trade and finance raised the costs of maintaining authoritarian 
rule, particularly in countries lacking huge markets or abundant natural 
resources, while integration into global markets enabled authoritarian elites 
to diversify away from repressive agriculture15 and contributed to the diffu-
sion of global norms in favor of democracy.16

Although such dislocation 
can pose a serious challenge 
to new democracies—in some 
cases prompting authoritarian 
reversals—it has also 
contributed to democratic 
transitions by discrediting 
authoritarian leaders and/or 
encouraging military rulers to 
return to the barracks.
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Global economic restructuring also exposed developing countries to 
recurrent economic dislocation, which spurred increased out-migration.17 
For example, in Mexico, out-migration accelerated and diversified in the 
1990s as living standards there declined, the state ceased providing credit 
and subsidies to small farmers, and regional income and growth shifted 
away from Mexico City toward the country’s northern border.18 Likewise, 
in Ecuador, a deep economic crisis in the late 1990s sparked a sudden and 
significant increase in international migration across gender, region, and 
social class.19 Similar shifts are evident across Latin America and other regions 
of the global South. Although such dislocation can pose a serious challenge 
to new democracies—in some cases prompting authoritarian reversals—it 
has also contributed to democratic transitions by discrediting authoritarian 
leaders and/or encouraging military rulers to return to the barracks.

Heterogeneity, volatility, and informality of labor markets also 
increased as a result of global economic restructuring, particularly in 
developing nations. Although these countries always had relatively large 
informal sectors, the share of “black market” workers grew significantly 
after 1980.20 Meanwhile, the job opportunities and social safety nets once 
available to workers in the formal sector shrank even further. In addition, 
urban labor markets became increasingly incapable of absorbing displaced 
rural workers.21 In response, international migration became a survival 
strategy for growing numbers of households, with remittances helping to 
smooth income and provide social insurance.22 At the same time, the frag-
mentation of labor markets and declining power of unions created addi-
tional obstacles to class-based collective action, which, paradoxically, made 
democratic politics less threatening to economic elites.23

These global shifts are by no means the only drivers of South-
North migration or democratization since the mid-1970s, nor have they 
affected all developing countries to the same degree or in the same ways. 
Nonetheless, the convergence of out-migration and democratization in 
many developing countries is shaping politics in ways that scholars are just 
starting to explore. The remainder of this article examines the mechanisms 
by which migrants may be affecting the quality of democracy in high-
migration countries faced with the dual challenge of establishing demo-
cratic institutions and overcoming economic under-development. 

LOYALTY AND VOICE AFTER EXIT

In a 1978 article, Hirschman posits a relationship between migra-
tion and democracy based on the idea of a political safety-valve: “With exit 
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available as an outlet for the disaffected, they were less likely to resort to 
voice,”24 thereby making it safer for elites to open up the political system 
to those who stayed behind.25 His metaphors of exit and voice come from 
an earlier work in which he conceptualizes them as alternative responses 
by customers of a brand or members of an organization to a decline in the 
quality of the goods or services they are receiving. Exit occurs when they 
abandon their relationship with the brand or organization altogether. Voice 
occurs when they make “any attempt to change, rather than to escape from, 
an objectionable state of affairs.”26 A third option, which Hirschman does 
not specify, is “silent non-exit.”27 Loyalty increases an individual’s propen-
sity to choose voice (or silence) over exit because of stronger affective ties 
to and/or trust in the brand or organization.28 In the absence of loyalty, exit 
is the default option because it is less costly than voice, which may require 
collective action, have longer time horizons, and/or invite retribution. In 
addition, exit and voice are viewed as mutually exclusive options, which 
means that voice will be dampened in a collectivity with high levels of exit.29 

When applied to relations between citizens and the state, exit can be 
defined as “disengagement or retreat from the state by disaffected segments 
of the citizenry.”30 Although emigration is the most dramatic form of exit 
from the state, it can also take the form of participation in black markets, 
voluntary self-help organizations, alter-
native judicial systems, or other parallel 
institutions that carry out functions 
usually performed and/or regulated by 
the state.31 As Hirschman points out, 
a state’s inability or unwillingness to 
supply public goods, including social 
justice and political liberty, is likely to 
decrease loyalty and thereby encourage 
exit,32 particularly when exercising voice is difficult.33 In the case of emigra-
tion, however, the cost of exit may rival the cost of voice, not only because 
of the social dislocation associated with leaving one’s family and commu-
nity but also because the sending and/or receiving states place legal restric-
tions on labor mobility. If both emigration and voice are prohibitively 
costly, disaffected citizens are likely to choose either internal forms of exit 
from the state or silence.34

Since Hirschman first proposed his safety-valve thesis, he and others 
have modified their understanding of the relationship between exit, voice, 
and loyalty as applied to migration and democracy. First, exit does not 
always make countries safe for democracy. To the contrary, authoritarian 
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rulers in countries such as Cuba, Mexico, Morocco, the Philippines, and 
Zimbabwe have encouraged or at least tolerated exit as a way to relieve 
pressure on their regimes,35 thereby postponing rather than facilitating 
democratization. Second, the assumption that voice and exit are mutually 
exclusive does not appear to hold under conditions of mass exodus from 
highly repressive regimes. After the fall of the Berlin Wall helped topple 
East Germany’s Communist regime, Hirschman acknowledged that out-
migration might unleash voice rather than undermine it.36 

Finally, there is ample evidence that migrants remain loyal to their 
communities of origin and sometimes exercise voice after exit,37 a possi-
bility that Hirschman did not consider. Beyond posing an additional chal-
lenge to the assumption that exit and voice are mutually exclusive, this 
outcome suggests the need to rethink the nature and role of loyalty when 
applying Hirschman’s framework to international migration. In contrast to 
exit from a brand or an organization, exit in the form of migration takes 
place across multiple scales ranging from the household to the state. While 
the choice to emigrate instead of staying home may reflect a loss of faith 
in the state, it does not necessarily connote a lack of loyalty toward the 
migrant’s relatives or place of origin.

The clearest expression of loyalty after exit is the billions of dollars 
that migrants remit back to their families. Migrants also send “collec-
tive remittances” in the form of emergency assistance and investment in 
public goods in their communities of origin. These bonds of loyalty, which 

are often complemented by regular 
communication with family members 
and other local residents, are likely to 
give migrants a vested interest in local 
conditions and thereby increase their 
propensity to exercise voice after exit. 
Moreover, the financial, human, and 
social capital they accrue as a result of 
exit “may well enhance their voice in the 
country of origin,”38 thereby creating 
additional incentives to complement 
loyalty with voice. Thus, once a migrant 
has chosen exit, loyalty’s positive effect 

on voice is likely to be restored through the migrant’s continued stake in 
conditions back home and greater leverage to change them. 

There are several channels through which migrants can exercise voice 
after exit.39 First, they can lobby family members, community leaders, or 

Particularly given the 
convergence of increased 
South-North migration and 
democratization, migrants 
from the global South are likely 
to be reshaping politics back 
home through their exercise of 
post-exit loyalty and voice. 
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public officials to support particular candidates, political parties, initia-
tives, or policies. Second, they can make financial contributions to political 
campaigns or causes. Third, they can mobilize for and/or exercise dias-
pora political rights, most commonly in the form of expatriate voting and 
migrant representation in local legislatures. Finally, they can use collective 
remittances as leverage to induce local governments to invest in public 
goods and/or alter their styles of governance. 

Particularly given the convergence of increased South-North migra-
tion and democratization, migrants from the global South are likely to be 
reshaping politics back home through their exercise of post-exit loyalty and 
voice. But are they acting as agents of democratic deepening in their coun-
tries of origin? If so, by what mechanisms and under which conditions? If 
not, are they having a negative impact or are they merely irrelevant? 

ARE MIGRANTS AGENTS OF DEMOCRATIC DEEPENING?

The first step toward answering these questions is to specify the coun-
tries in which migrants are likely to have any meaningful impact, positive 
or negative, on the practice of politics. Some new democracies are likely 
to be more susceptible to migrant influence than others. Among the key 
determinants are (1) the absolute and relative importance of emigration 
and remittances for the country’s political economy; (2) the propensity 
of migrants to remain connected to their homeland; and (3) the points 
of access available to them to exercise voice after exit. All three factors 
are partially determined by the socio-economic profile of the migrants. 
Although beyond the scope of this article, I argue elsewhere that male 
migrants who are partially but not fully integrated into their host coun-
tries are the most likely to remain engaged with their countries of origin, 
particularly if their remittances are sufficiently large to increase their pres-
tige and bargaining power back home.40 At the same time, well-educated 
migrants are more likely to have access to policymakers, particularly if they 
represent a significant share of the country’s university-educated popula-
tion and/or their home government has created institutions dedicated to 
migrant outreach. 

Based on aggregate data across forty-one new democracies, I find that 
the new democracies most likely to be influenced by post-exit loyalty and/or 
voice are Mexico and the Dominican Republic, followed by El Salvador and 
Lebanon. Other high-scoring countries are Albania, Cape Verde, Ecuador, 
Guatemala, Guyana, Kenya, Liberia, Macedonia, Mali, the Philippines, 
and Senegal. Even among these countries, however, the nature and scope 
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of migrant influence varies considerably. For example, in countries such as 
Albania, Guatemala, and Macedonia—which have high migration inten-
sity but poorly integrated migrants and weak migrant outreach—migrant 
influence tends to be diffuse, indirect (through remittances), and difficult 
to measure. Moreover, the impact of migrant outreach depends not only 
on the type of institutions and policies adopted by the home government 
but also on whether migrants gain influence at the subnational level back 
home, particularly if they are working-class migrants from larger countries 
such as Mexico.

Just because migrants influence politics back home does not mean 
that they have a positive impact on democracy, which brings us to the 
second step in the analysis. To assess the implications of migrant engage-
ment for democratic deepening, we need to unpack the mechanisms by 
which they exercise post-exit loyalty and voice. These mechanisms can 

work either indirectly through their 
influence on non-migrants or as a direct 
consequence of migrant initiative. 

Indirect mechanisms are triggered 
by loyalty in the form of economic 
and social remittances, which Levitt 
defines as “the ideas, behaviors, and 
social capital that flow from receiving 

to sending communities.”41 Both kinds of remittances have the potential to 
reshape non-migrant attitudes and behavior, with ambiguous implications 
for democratic deepening. In the case of economic remittances, recipients 
may become less inclined to exercise voice because they no longer rely 
on local politicians to provide basic necessities or public goods. In other 
words, remittances may dampen voice by facilitating internal exit from 
the state. By the same token, recipients may become less dependent on 
clientelist exchanges with local powerbrokers, which would lower the costs 
of voice and thereby encourage them to demand more democratic leaders 
and practices. In the case of social remittances, their impact is likely to 
depend not only on the content, durability, and transmission mechanisms 
of the newly acquired values, but also on the receptivity of non-migrants 
and the local opportunity structures in which they are embedded.42 Even 
if migrants are communicating democratic values or expectations, their 
family and friends may react with cynicism and resignation rather than 
voice if they do not feel sufficiently empowered to change political prac-
tices or punish corrupt leaders.

Emerging literature examines the impact of economic and social remit-

Just because migrants influence 
politics back home does not 
mean that they have a positive 
impact on democracy.
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tances on voter turnout, attitudes about democracy, non-electoral political 
activities, membership in civic organizations, partisanship, and account-
ability.43 While several studies find that being part of a migrant household or 
high-migration community weakens voter turn-out and increases political 
cynicism among non-migrants, as well as having mixed effects on account-
ability, the results are more encouraging with regard to non-electoral forms 
of participation, particularly membership in civic associations.

These indirect mechanisms of influence do not constitute voice 
after exit unless migrants intentionally use financial or social remit-
tances to influence politics back home.44 Nonetheless, sustained loyalty 
to migrants’ communities of origin increases their propensity and oppor-
tunity to complement loyalty with voice by engaging in direct mecha-
nisms of influence from abroad. As mentioned above, these mechanisms 
can include participation in electoral politics (through party activism or 
absentee voting) or in non-electoral forms of engagement (such as issue-
based lobbying or public-private partnerships to finance public goods). 
As with indirect mechanisms of influence, voice after exit can have varied 
consequences for the quality of democracy. Migrants may weaken democ-
racy by crowding out domestic claims to representation, supporting leaders 
or policies that perpetuate corrupt and/or exclusionary practices, or exac-
erbating ethnic, religious, or partisan cleavages. Alternatively, they may 
strengthen democracy by encouraging electoral competition, expanding the 
political franchise, empowering local residents to demand their rights, and 
holding politicians accountable in their 
communities of origin. Which mecha-
nisms they choose—and the implica-
tions for democratic deepening—will 
depend on the interaction between the 
socio-economic profile of the migrants 
and the institutional terrain in their 
home countries, particularly the polit-
ical party system, the nature and preva-
lence of social cleavages, and legacies of 
state-society relations. 

Migration is not the most impor-
tant determinant of the quality of 
democracy in developing countries. 
Most migrants never become actively engaged in politics back home. 
Moreover, the extent and nature of their involvement are profoundly 
shaped by the contexts of both exit and reception. Thus, the statement that 

Given their vast numbers—
and the billions of dollars 
they send back to their 
communities of origin—even 
a small increase in migrant 
engagement in politics back 
home is likely to make a 
difference, particularly at the 
local level. 
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“all politics is local” still holds in many ways. Nonetheless, the convergence 
of South-North migration and democratization has increased the incen-
tives and opportunities for migrants to exercise loyalty and voice after exit. 
Given their vast numbers—and the billions of dollars they send back to 
their communities of origin—even a small increase in migrant engagement 
in politics back home is likely to make a difference, particularly at the local 
level. It is therefore imperative for scholars and policymakers to understand 
the implications of this phenomenon for democratic governance in devel-
oping countries. n
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