



Migration Intentions and Emigration Drivers in Sri Lanka: An Analysis of Colombo Municipal Council	Comment by AVENDA Benjamin Terseer: Consider reframing to “Emigration Intentions and Drivers among Residents of Colombo Municipal Council, Sri Lanka” This is Clearer and academically straightforward and more consistent with your actual primary data. More precise than “migration intentions,” since your study is specifically about leaving Sri Lanka. 
Not overly ambitious given the sample size of 69


Abstract	Comment by AVENDA Benjamin Terseer: The abstract addresses an important and timely issue and presents the study’s context, key findings, and policy relevance clearly; however, a clearer statement of the research gap, more information on the study design, sampling & analytical methods, & greater caution in interpreting the findings from the small sample of 69 respondents, particularly the comparisons between migration intentions and actual national departures and the conclusions regarding gender constraints and brain drain. 
Emigration has been a persistent feature of Sri Lanka's socio-economic landscape since the 1970s, but the 2022 economic crisis triggered an unprecedented surge, with foreign employment departures rising from 122,264 in 2021 to a record 311,161 in 2023. This study examines the drivers of emigration intentions among residents of the Colombo Municipal Council (CMC), Sri Lanka’s most urbanized and highly educated area, and compares them with national migration trends. Primary data were collected through a structured questionnaire administered to a sample of 69, as CMC residents. These data were analyzed descriptively and compared with secondary data. Emigration intent among respondents was pervasive: 86.4% intended to migrate within the next five years, with economic factors the dominant motivation, followed by educational and family reasons. Income dissatisfaction was near universal (95.5%), 90.9% believed better opportunities exist abroad, and only 22.7% rated their quality of life as good. The comparative analysis shows convergence in economic motivation but sharp divergence in gender and skill profiles: the sample was 63.6% female and 77.3% degree-holding, whereas only 44.7% of actual national departures are female and roughly 21% are classified as skilled. This gap points to constrained migration aspirations among urban women, who face regulatory barriers such as the Family Background Report requirement, and to a distinct brain-drain segment whose departure carries the greatest long-term developmental cost. The study concludes with six evidence-linked policy recommendations: improve income and economic stability, reduce the cost of living, improve urban quality of life, retain skilled human capital, create more quality employment opportunities, and strengthen political stability and good governance.
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1. Introduction	Comment by AVENDA Benjamin Terseer: The intro provides a good contextual background; however, the specific research gap and the study’s unique contribution should be stated more explicitly. You need to state why examining emigration intentions among CMC residents adds value beyond existing national migration statistics. Feel free to expand your introduction to 3 pages.
Migration has become one of the most significant global demographic and socio-economic phenomena, influencing population dynamics, labour markets, and national development. Similarly, the movement of Sri Lankans to other countries for employment and permanent settlement is not a recent occurrence. It has continued since the 1970s, primarily driven by the search for better employment opportunities, higher wages, and improved living standards. Although the scale, destinations, and motivations for migration have evolved, emigration has remained a persistent feature of Sri Lanka's socio-economic landscape (Jayawardena, 2020).
The most recent and unprecedented wave of emigration emerged following Sri Lanka's severe economic crisis in 2022. The country experienced acute shortages of fuel, medicine, and essential commodities, prolonged daily power outages, and inflation that reached approximately 70%, causing a rapid increase in the cost of living. These economic hardships, together with widespread public protests and a subsequent change in government, significantly weakened public confidence in the country's economic and political stability (Ranaraja, 2025). Consequently, the desire to seek employment and better opportunities abroad increased substantially. 
At present, nearly 3 million Sri Lankans live and work overseas, of whom approximately 1.25 million are permanently settled outside their country of birth, equivalent to almost one in twenty of the population (Ranaraja, 2025). The remittances they send have become Sri Lanka's largest source of foreign exchange earnings, reaching USD 5.97 billion in 2023 and surpassing revenue from both garment exports and tea (Central Bank of Sri Lanka, 2023). While these remittances play a vital role in supporting household livelihoods and strengthening the national economy, the continuous outflow of educated, skilled, and professionally qualified individuals poses significant long-term challenges. Critical sectors such as education, healthcare, public administration, and technical services are increasingly experiencing shortages of qualified personnel, while many young graduates seek opportunities abroad shortly after completing their education. This continuing brain drain has raised growing concerns regarding the country's future human capital, institutional capacity, and sustainable socio-economic development.
Despite the availability of national migration statistics that document the volume and characteristics of actual migration flows, relatively little attention has been paid to understanding migration intentions before departure, particularly among educated urban populations whose decisions often precede and shape future migration patterns. Examining migration intentions provides valuable insights into the social, economic, and political factors that influence individuals' aspirations to emigrate and offers an opportunity to identify emerging migration trends before they are reflected in official statistics.
Against this background, the present study focuses on the Colombo Municipal Council, Sri Lanka's most urbanized, economically dynamic, and highly educated region. By examining residents' intentions to migrate and the underlying drivers influencing their decisions, the study compares these findings with national migration trends to identify similarities and differences between individual migration aspirations and observed national migration patterns. Through this comparative analysis, the study seeks to provide a more comprehensive understanding of the factors shaping emigration intentions in Sri Lanka and to contribute evidence that can inform future migration and development policies.
Study Area 
The study was conducted within the Colombo Municipal Council (CMC) area, located in the Colombo District of the Western Province, Sri Lanka (Figure 1). As the country's capital city and principal urban centre, the CMC represents the administrative, commercial, financial, and economic hub of Sri Lanka. The municipality covers approximately 37.3 km² and is divided into 47 administrative wards, each characterized by varying population densities, land-use patterns, and socio-economic conditions.
[image: ]
Figure 1. Location of the study
The CMC area was selected because it accommodates a highly diverse population comprising government employees, private-sector professionals, entrepreneurs, students, and self-employed individuals. It also contains the highest concentration of educational institutions, corporate headquarters, government offices, healthcare facilities, and commercial establishments in Sri Lanka. As a result, the area attracts people from across the country while simultaneously serving as one of the major origins of international migration.
Following Sri Lanka's economic crisis in 2022, residents of the CMC experienced substantial increases in the cost of living, housing expenses, transportation costs, and employment uncertainty. Given its concentration of educated and economically active populations, the municipality provides an appropriate setting for examining migration intentions and identifying the socio-economic, political, and personal factors influencing residents' decisions to emigrate.
The selection of the Colombo Municipal Council area is therefore justified by its strategic importance as Sri Lanka's foremost urban centre, its socio-economic diversity, and its prominence in generating skilled and professional migration. Findings from this study provide valuable insights into migration intentions within the country's most urbanized environment and facilitate comparison with national migration trends.
2. Data and Methods	Comment by AVENDA Benjamin Terseer: Methodology is good, but the use of a relatively small sample of 69 respondents requires stronger justification, especially regarding the sampling technique & representativeness. You need to clarify whether the study is exploratory/descriptive and limit generalizations accordingly. 
The study uses primary and secondary data collection. Primary data were collected using a structured questionnaire administered to residents of the Colombo Municipal Council in December 2023. A total sample of 69 respondents was selected. The questionnaire was designed to capture six key dimensions: Socio-demographic characteristics, Migration intentions, Drivers of emigration, Economic perceptions, Quality of life assessment, and Political and governance perceptions. 
Secondary data refers to information that has already collected and published by other organisations. For this study, the following sources were used: Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign Employment (SLBFE) Annual Report 2023, Central Bank of Sri Lanka Annual Report, and other published reports and research papers. These secondary sources provided the national and historical context needed to interpret the survey findings and to carry out the comparative analysis.

2.3  Sampling 
	The sample size was calculated by following the formula presented by Taherdoost (2017). In the formula, n is the required sample size, p is the percentage occurrence of a state or condition (the default value is 50%), E is the percentage of maximum error required or the margin of error (the default value is 10%), and Z is the value corresponding to the required level of confidence (Z = 1.645 for a 90% confidence level).

The formula returned a minimum required sample size of 69 at a 90% confidence level and a 10% margin of error; a total of 69 responses was collected and analysed (Taherdoost, 2017).
2.4  Analysis 
The survey data were analyzed in two ways. First, descriptive analysis was used to summarize the responses, counting how many people gave each answer and calculating percentages. This is presented in tables and charts throughout the results section. The study employed a comparative analytical method to examine differences and similarities between primary survey findings and national-level migration statistics. The analysis focused on identifying areas of convergence and divergence related to migration motivations, gender composition, educational background, and employment characteristics. Quantitative survey data collected from residents in Colombo were compared with secondary national migration data to evaluate broader migration patterns and socio-economic trends. 

3.  Results and Discussion

3.1 Sri Lanka’s Migration Trend at the National Level
National statistics drawn from the Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign Employment (SLBFE, 2023), the Central Bank of Sri Lanka (2023), and Ranaraja (2025) provide essential context for situating the primary survey findings within broader migration trends affecting the country as a whole. Sri Lanka's foreign employment departures demonstrate a dramatic post-pandemic recovery. After collapsing to 122,264 in 2021 due to COVID-19 disruptions, annual departures rebounded sharply to a record 311,161 in 2023. It is a 154% increase in just two years (SLBFE, 2023; Ranaraja, 2025). This national-level surge confirms that emigration aspirations are not confined to the Colombo District, the structural push factors driving people to seek employment abroad are operating across the country on an unprecedented scale.

3.2.	Student Migration and the Education Emigration Pathway
Student migration has grown substantially over the review period, with outflows rising by 63% over five years and reaching a peak in 2024. Australia, Canada, and the United Kingdom are the principal destinations for Sri Lankan students studying abroad (ICEF Monitor; Ranaraja, 2025). What makes this trend particularly consequential for national development is that 83% of overseas students report no intention to return to Sri Lanka (Weeraratne et al., 2022). Within this group, 45% plan to remain abroad for employment and 38% intend to continue their studies overseas. Education-led migration has therefore effectively become a permanent emigration channel, systematically removing highly skilled young people at the point of their entry into productive adulthood before they can contribute to the country's economic recovery.

3.3.  National Migration Statistics
The gender composition of Sri Lankan labor migration has shifted substantially over recent decades. Males now account for 55.3% of departures and females 44.7%, a near-reversal from 1986 when female migrants constituted approximately 76% of total departures (SLBFE, 2023; Ranaraja, 2025). This shift is attributable to the Family Background Report requirements, minimum age regulations, and documented cases of abuse that progressively restricted female domestic worker migration to the Middle East.
Skill-level disparities remain pronounced and are particularly stark among female migrants. Over 90% of Sri Lankan women who migrate for work are engaged in low-skilled or domestic work categories, a figure that stands in sharp contrast to Sri Lankan women's high literacy rates among the highest in Asia (SLBFE, 2023; Ranaraja, 2025). Among male migrants, approximately 38% are classified as skilled workers, 22% as semi-skilled and 35% as low-skilled, with the remaining 5% falling into other categories of the SLBFE classification, indicating a somewhat more diversified skill profile.
The Gulf states continue to dominate destination countries. Saudi Arabia received the largest share of Sri Lankan workers (63,929 departures in 2023), followed by Kuwait (62,277), Qatar (48,521), and the UAE (38,451). Notably, European destinations are growing in significance, with Romania recording 11,748 Sri Lankan arrivals and the UK 4,427. South Korea, under a bilateral labour agreement, received 9,746 Sri Lankan workers (SLBFE, 2023).
Finally, a critical structural driver of education-led emigration is the severe domestic bottleneck in tertiary education. Approximately 28,000 students qualify for university admission each year but are unable to secure a place within Sri Lanka's public university system (Ranaraja, 2025). This supply-demand mismatch creates a structural compulsion to seek higher education abroad, a pathway that, as noted above, frequently converts into permanent emigration.

3.4	Drivers of Migration Intentions among Residents of the Colombo Municipal Council

The demographic profile of the 69 respondents is shown in Table 1. The majority were female (63.6%), aged 26–35 (59.1%), and held a bachelor's or postgraduate degree (77.3%). More than half were employed in the government sector (54.5%), with the most common income bracket being Rs. 100,000 - 200,000 per month (27.3%).

Table 1: Demographic Profile of Respondents 

	Characteristic
	Category
	Count
	Percentage (%)

	Gender

	Female
	44
	63.8%

	
	Male
	25
	36.2%

	Age Group

	18–25
	16
	23.2%

	
	26–35
	41
	59.4%

	
	36–45
	9
	13.0%

	
	46–55
	3
	4.3%

	Education

	A/L
	13
	18.8%

	
	Bachelor’s
	41
	59.4%

	
	Postgraduate
	13
	18.8%

	
	Other
	3
	4.3%

	Occupation

	Government
	38
	55.5%

	
	Private
	19
	27.5%

	
	Other
	12
	17.4%

	Monthly Income

	< Rs. 50,000
	13
	18.8%

	
	50–100k
	16
	23.1%

	
	100–200k
	19
	27.5%

	
	200–500k
	13
	18.8%

	
	> 500k
	9
	13.0%



As per the data, two key points emerge from the findings. Firstly, more than half of the respondents are employed in the government sector, a category typically associated with stable and secure employment. However, the persistence of strong migration intentions within this group indicates that job security alone is insufficient when wages and living standards do not align with the rising cost of living. 78.2% of respondents possess a university-level education including Bachelor’s and Postgraduate degrees, highlighting that migration is largely driven by highly educated individuals. This underscores a significant future risk of brain drain.

3.4.1. Motivation for Emigration
86.4% of respondents said they were actively planning to emigrate within the next five years. Only 13.6% had no plans to leave. The following figures show the most important findings from the survey.


Figure 2: Primary Motivation for Emigration

Figure 2 shows the primary motivation for emigration. Economic reasons dominate overwhelmingly 63.6% of respondents cited financial and employment concerns as their main motivation. Educational opportunities and family reasons each accounted for 13.6%, while personal development motivated 9.1%. Strikingly, zero respondents listed political or social factors as their primary reason, even though 90.9% described Sri Lanka as politically unstable. This tells us that politics does not directly push people to leave, but it deepens economic pessimism by reducing confidence that the government can improve conditions.


Figure 3:  Push – Pull Factors for Migration 

Figure 3 shows the push-pull factors across five key dimensions. 'Push' refers to how strongly domestic conditions are driving people away; 'pull' refers to how strongly foreign opportunities are attracting them. Both forces are simultaneously high across all five dimensions dissatisfaction with local conditions ranges from 36.4% to 95.5%, while belief in better foreign conditions ranges from 68.2% to 90.9%. This double pressure explains why emigration intentions are so high even among people who are employed and earning a reasonable income.


As per the study, motivations differ by gender and age. Male respondents are more strongly economically driven (75.0%) than females. Family-related reasons were cited only by female respondents (21.4%), reflecting the greater family care responsibilities that women carry in Sri Lankan society. Looking at age groups, the youngest respondents (18 - 25) split equally between economic and educational motivations (40% each), while the main working-age group (26 - 35) is heavily economically motivated (68.4%). Older respondents (36 - 45) are the most likely to cite family reasons (33.3%), especially concerns about their children's safety and education.


3.4.2. Key Indicators of Migration Intentions among Residents of the Colombo Municipal Council

The survey findings reveal a strong tendency towards emigration among respondents, with 86.4% expressing their intention to migrate abroad. This indicates that migration aspirations are not limited to specific social groups but are widespread, including among educated and employed individuals. A major factor contributing to this intention is the low level of income satisfaction, where only 4.5% of respondents reported being satisfied with their income, while 95.5% expressed dissatisfaction. This represents the most consistent negative perception identified in the study and reflects concerns regarding economic security and financial stability.
Employment-related perceptions further highlight the challenges faced by respondents. Although 27.2% considered job opportunities as good, 36.4% rated them as fair and another 36.4% as poor, indicating limited confidence in the domestic employment environment. Particularly, dissatisfaction was higher among government sector employees, with 50% reporting poor job opportunities. In contrast, 90.9% of respondents believed that better opportunities exist abroad, demonstrating the influence of perceived economic advantages and improved career prospects in shaping migration decisions.
Quality of life perceptions also contributed significantly to migration intentions. Only 22.7% of respondents considered their quality of life as good, while 31.8% rated it as fair and 45.5% as poor. Thus, nearly three-quarters of respondents (77.3%) expressed a moderate to negative perception of their current living conditions. Similarly, political instability emerged as a major concern, with 90.9% of respondents perceiving the country’s political situation as unstable. This suggests that governance-related uncertainties have become an important push factor influencing migration decisions.
Furthermore, perceptions regarding government support for overseas migration were largely negative. While 36.4% considered government support to be adequate, 63.6% perceived it as poor. Despite the increasing importance of overseas employment and remittances, respondents indicated limited confidence in institutional support mechanisms. Regarding major economic concerns, the highest-ranked issues were the high cost of living and economic instability, each identified by 37.9% of respondents as the most significant challenge. Overall, the findings demonstrate that economic pressures, limited employment opportunities, declining quality of life, and political uncertainty collectively contribute to strong migration intentions among respondents.
Open-ended responses gave important personal context to these numbers. Several respondents mentioned fears about their children's futures: 'Not safe for kids and the future of the next generation is questionable.' Others pointed to the direct cost-of-living pressure: 'My salary is not enough to live the comfortable life I want.' The deterioration of social trust was also noted: 'Overall quality of society is degrading as a result of the poor financial status of people.' These voices confirm that the desire to emigrate is not purely about salary; it is about a broader loss of confidence in Sri Lanka's future.

However, as a comparison, the economic motivation in the two sources converges: 63.6% of respondents named economic factors as their primary reason for wanting to leave, against the over 79% of migration decisions that Ranaraja (2025) attributes to economic drivers. The gap of roughly fifteen percentage points is itself informative. It reflects the higher educational profile of the Colombo sample, among whom educational advancement and career development sit alongside wage considerations rather than being displaced by them.
On gender, the two sources diverge sharply, and in a direction that matters. The survey sample is 63.6% female, whereas women account for only 44.7% of actual national departures (SLBFE, 2023; Ranaraja, 2025). Female aspiration therefore exceeds female realization by close to twenty percentage points. This is not a sampling artefact; it is a measurable suppression effect. Ranaraja (2025) documents the mechanisms directly: the Family Background Report requirement, which withholds recommendation from women with children under five, and the raising of the minimum age for female migrant domestic workers from eighteen to twenty-one in 2013. Women in Colombo want to leave in greater numbers than the departure statistics reveal, and regulation is what stands between the two figures.	Comment by AVENDA Benjamin Terseer: Parts of your conclusions appear stronger than the evidence supports. Claims regarding “brain drain,” “measurable suppression” of female migration, and regulatory barriers being responsible for the gap between female aspirations and actual departures require more robust empirical evidence and should be presented more cautiously
Conclusion and Recommendations
Conclusions	Comment by AVENDA Benjamin Terseer: For your discussion and conclusion - The comparison between migration intentions among the CMC respondents and national migration statistics is good; but, the authors should clearly acknowledge that the two datasets differ in both population coverage & outcome measured (emigration intention versus actual departure). Some of the interpretations, particularly regarding female “suppression” and the role of regulation, should therefore be presented more carefully unless it is supported by additional evidence. 
This study analyzed migration trends in Sri Lanka by integrating national-level statistics with primary survey data from the Colombo District to understand both structural drivers and individual motivations. The findings show that migration is a long-term socio-economic process mainly driven by economic hardship, limited opportunities, and declining confidence in domestic development.
At the national level, Sri Lanka experienced a strong post-pandemic surge in foreign employment departures, reaching 311,161 in 2023. This reflects the continued importance of overseas employment as a major livelihood strategy. Remittances, which reached USD 5.97 billion in 2023, remain the country’s largest source of foreign exchange and support around one in eight households, highlighting strong economic dependence on migration. However, this reliance also creates vulnerability during economic instability. In addition, education-led migration is increasingly becoming permanent, as many students studying abroad do not return, contributing to significant brain drain due to limited local higher education capacity and better perceived opportunities overseas.
Survey findings from Colombo strongly align with national trends. An overwhelming 86.4% of respondents intend to migrate within the next five years. The main driver is economic dissatisfaction, particularly low income, high cost of living, and limited job opportunities. The push–pull framework explains this clearly, strong dissatisfaction with local conditions is matched by strong attraction to better opportunities abroad, creating powerful migration pressure even among employed and educated individuals.
Although political instability is widely perceived, it does not directly cause migration but instead reduces trust in governance and weakens economic confidence. The study also highlights that migration is highly concentrated among educated individuals, with 77.3% holding university degrees, indicating a strong brain drain effect. Even government employees show high migration intentions, proving that job security alone is not enough without adequate wages and living standards.










Policy Recommendations
Based on the findings, the following six recommendations are made. Each is directly linked to the evidence from this study.
Improve Income and Economic Stability
Reduce the Cost of Living
Improve Urban Quality of Life
Retaining Skilled Human Capital
Create More Quality Employment Opportunities
Strengthen Political Stability and Good Governance
Policy 
Recommendations












Figure 4: Policy recommendation to control the brain drain of Sri Lanka

Figure 4 presents a comprehensive set of integrated policy interventions to address the root causes and consequences of migration. The findings of this study indicate that income dissatisfaction, political instability, the high cost of living, poor quality of life, and limited employment opportunities are the major factors influencing migration intentions among urban residents in Sri Lanka. Since income dissatisfaction emerged as the strongest push factor, policies should focus on improving economic stability by increasing real wages, controlling inflation, and providing financial incentives for skilled professionals. Access to affordable housing and low-interest loan schemes for young professionals would also help reduce financial pressures and improve living standards, thereby reducing the motivation to migrate. In addition, measures to control the cost of living, such as stabilizing the prices of essential goods and services, improving public transportation, reducing utility costs, and expanding affordable housing programmes, are necessary to enhance the economic well-being of urban households.
Political instability was identified as another major factor encouraging migration; therefore, strengthening democratic institutions, improving transparency, reducing corruption, and ensuring policy consistency are essential to building public confidence and creating a stable environment for economic and social development. Although poor job opportunities were a comparatively weaker push factor, better employment prospects abroad acted as a strong pull factor. Thus, policies should focus on attracting foreign investment, supporting innovation and technology sectors, promoting entrepreneurship, and creating high-skilled employment opportunities with clear career advancement pathways. Furthermore, improving the quality of urban life through investments in healthcare, education, public transport, environmental management, housing, and public safety would enhance the attractiveness of living in Sri Lanka and reduce migration intentions.
Finally, targeted measures are needed to retain skilled professionals in sectors such as healthcare, education, engineering, and information technology. Competitive salaries, improved working conditions, research opportunities, and career development programmes would help reduce the outflow of human capital while contributing to national development. Together, these policy measures can address the key push factors identified in this study and support the retention of skilled and productive populations within urban Sri Lanka.
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Economic Factors	Educational Opportunities	Family Related Factors	Personal Development	63.6	13.6	13.6	9.1	Motivation


Respondents (%)



Push 	
Income dissatisfaction	Poor quality of life	Unstable political env.	Poor job opportunities	High cost of living	95.5	45.5	90.9	36.4	63.6	Pull 	
Income dissatisfaction	Poor quality of life	Unstable political env.	Poor job opportunities	High cost of living	90.9	72.7	68.2	81.8	77.3	Pull - Push Factors
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