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Abstract: I conduct an audit study in Yangon, Myanmar to examine the effects of foreign labor
market experience on employment outcomes in the Myanmar labor market. I find heterogeneous
effects by employer type (local, foreigner), occupation (software developer, accountant, engineer),
and foreign country where such experience was accumulated (Singapore, Malaysia). In particular,
I find a large and significant effect for software developers who accumulated experience in
Singapore, and no significant effect for the same experience accumulated in Malaysia; The
Singapore effect is mainly due to foreign employers operating in Myanmar. In contrast, I find no
significant effects of foreign experience for accountants and engineers; This is true for both
Singapore and Malaysia experience, as well as for local and foreign employers.
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1.

INTRODUCTION

One prominent feature of international migration today is that a vast majority of migrants return
to their country of origin after taking up employment or spending time in a host country for a
certain period (Gibson and McKenzie, 2011). Frequently cited economic reasons for returning
include: (1) higher returns in home countries to human capital accumulated in host countries
(Dustmann, Fadlon and Weiss, 2007 & 2011); (2) higher returns to self-employment activities in
home countries relative to host countries (Dustmann and Kirchkamp, 2002); (3) higher preferences
for consumption in home countries (Dustmann and Weiss, 2007); (4) a high purchasing power in
home countries relative to host countries (Dustmann and Weiss, 2007); (5) an increase in wage
differentials between host and home countries (Dustmann, 2003); (6) a fulfilment of a saving target
that allows migrants to become entrepreneurs in home countries (McCormick and Wahba, 2001;
Wahba, 2015; Mesnard, 2000); (7) worsening economic outlook in host countries relative to home
countries. Non-financial factors such as personal preferences, social ties, and life styles are also
found to be strong determinants of return migration (Gibson and McKenzie, 2011).
Prior studies analyzing the effects of foreign experience find that return migrants are more likely
than non-migrants to earn higher wages in home country labor markets (Wahba, 2015; Reinhold
and Thom, 2013; Co, Gang, and Yun, 2000; Barrett and Goggin, 2010; Martin and Radu, 2012).
The effects are also found to differ by: (1) gender (Co, Gang, and Yun, 2000; Barrett and
O’Connell, 2001); (2) occupation (Reinhold and Thom, 2013; Co, Gang, and Yun, 2000); (3) host
country or region where experience was accumulated (Co, Gang, and Yun, 2000; Barrett and
Goggin, 2010; Carletto and Kilic, 2011); and (4) education level of returnees (Barrett and Goggin,
2010; Reinhold and Thom, 2013; Barrett and O’Connell, 2001; Barrett and Goggin, 2010).
In this study, I examine the relationship between foreign labor market experience and employment
outcomes that have received little attention in the extant literature 1. It is important to study
employment outcomes because, despite possessing valuable skills and overseas experience,
returnees could face barriers to full participation in local labor markets. For instance, a mismatch
between skills acquired abroad and skills demanded by local employers (Sun, 2013) and a lack of
cultural awareness and sensitivity may make returnees less attractive than non-migrants to
potential employers in home countries, which could worsen employment outcomes for returnees.
Or, a lack of social ties and connections in home country context after years of absence could
lengthen their employment search process and thus unemployment spell (Martin and Radu, 2012).
Examining the employment consequences of migration experience is hampered by the fact that
migration is a highly selective process. For instance, Ambrosini et al. (2011), Wahba (2015), De
Coulon and Piracha (2005), and Dustmann and Weiss (2007) find that migrants are positively
selected relative to non-migrants. Similarly, in return migration, individuals who choose to return
1

The only study I am aware of that examined the employment status of returnees is Saarela and Finna (2009), who
found that the chance of employment for returning Finns is half that of non-migrants. This employment difference is
stable over time after their return and is robust across different socioeconomic groups. However, this estimate is likely
to suffer from selection bias, as the analysis simply regresses the employment status on migration status, controlling
for observables. Martin and Radu (2012) is another study that analyzes employment patterns of return migrants in
Eastern European countries and find return migrants are more likely to become unemployed in the first year after their
returns.
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may fundamentally differ on both observed and unobserved characteristics from those who don’t
return. Indeed, prior studies show that returnees are both negatively (Wahba, 2015; De Coulon and
Piracha, 2005) and positively selected relative to migrants who don’t return (Ambrosini et al.,
2011; Martin and Radu, 2012). In addition, when analyzing the effects of return migration, one
also has to address the bias associated with returnees self-selecting into specific occupations in
home countries. For instance, compared to non-migrants, return migrants are more likely to
become entrepreneurs (McCormick and Wahba, 2001; Wahba, 2015; Martin and Radu, 2012). As
a result, differences in outcomes between returnees and non-migrants reflect unobserved factors
such as personality and motivation that can influence both migration decision and outcomes of
interest (McKenzie et al., 2010; McKenzie, 2012).
Given the highly selective nature of migration and return migration, studies analyzing the effects
of foreign experience using conventional survey approaches may fail to uncover the true
explanation for differences in outcomes between returnees and non-migrants. In the outmigration
literature, there are lottery programs (e.g., the US H-1B visa lottery and New Zealand visa lottery
program) that enable researchers to causally estimate the return to migration (i.e., the impacts of
people leaving their home country for other countries) 2. In contrast, in return migration, there are
no precedents for policy programs that will serve as natural experiment allowing for causal
inference of return migration.
This study aims to address the shortcomings inherent in the use of conventional survey data
approaches and provide causal estimates of the effects of foreign experience. In particular, this
study employs a resume audit methodology that randomly assigns if a fictitious job applicant has
foreign labor market experience or local experience. This methodology allows me to observe
outcomes for returnees and non-migrants that are similar in both observable and non-observable
characteristics, except for one important dimension – migration status. Then, any observed
differences in outcomes between the two groups can be solely attributed to employers’ reaction to
migration experience. The resume auditing method has proven quite useful for studying
differences in labor outcomes by race (Bertrand and Mullainathan, 2003), age (Lahey, 2008;
Neumark et al., 2015), length of unemployment (Kroft et al., 2013), college education (Martorell
et al, 2014), and nationality (Oreopoulos, 2011).
In this paper, I present results from a resume audit study conducted in Yangon, Myanmar, that
seeks to examine two questions: (1) how much demand exists for return Burmese migrants who
accumulated computer programming, engineering, and accounting skills in Singapore and
Malaysia, relative to similar workers who accumulated the same skills in the Myanmar labor
market? (2) does the demand for these skills acquired in Singapore or Malaysia differ by
occupation, employer type, and foreign country? The resume audit study involved: (1) submitting
hundreds of fictitious resumes online in response to postings for skilled occupations (software
developer and programmer, accountant, and engineer) by two kinds of employers (foreign and
local) in the Myanmar labor market; and (2) measuring callbacks for each resume submitted. Each
2
For instance, Clemens (2013) exploits a US H-1B visa lottery program that exogenously determines whether an
Indian software worker works in India or in US and finds that an average software developer earns $USD 55,000,
more than an equivalent worker in India. Likewise, McKenzie et al. (2010), exploiting outcomes from a lottery
program used to admit migrants from Tonga to New Zealand, find that migrants on average see a 263% increase in
income one year after arriving in New Zealand.
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resume was randomly assigned whether an applicant accumulated work experience in Malaysia or
Singapore, or in the Myanmar labor market.
Overall, I do not find statistically significant evidence that foreign experience is favored overall
by employers in Myanmar. This aggregate effect however masks a great deal of heterogeneity by
occupation, employer type, and foreign country. Specifically, software developers and
programmers with foreign experience are highly favored, particularly if the experience was
accumulated in the Singapore software industry; When selecting on employer type, I find that the
effect of Singapore experience is mainly driven by foreign employers in Myanmar. In contrast, I
find no significant effects of foreign experience for accountants and engineers; This is true for both
Singapore and Malaysia experience, as well as for both local and foreign employers.
This paper contributes to the existing literature on return migration in two ways. First, it addresses
the endogeneity of return migration and provides causal estimates of foreign experience. Second,
it helps better understand heterogeneous effects by occupation, employer, and foreign country
where experience was accumulated. It also contributes to a growing list of labor market audit
studies conducted in developing country settings (e.g., Galarza and Yamada 2014; Banerjee et al.
2009; Bóo, Rossi, and Urzúa 2013).
The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. Section 2 presents the experimental design
and describes the sample and data source used in this analysis. Section 3 details empirical analysis,
followed by a presentation of the findings in Section 4. Section 5 concludes.

2.

EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN

The experiment was conducted in Yangon, Myanmar. With a population of over 6 million, Yangon
is the cultural, commercial and financial capital of Myanmar, home to over 90% of all registered
businesses, and thus accounts for a vast majority of private sector jobs. When it comes to
examining how returning skilled migrants can potentially close the skills gap and strengthen a local
labor market in a developing country, Myanmar offers an excellent case study due to its unique
economic and political history. Since its independence from Great Britain in 1948, Myanmar was
ruled by three consecutive military regimes until 2015 when the first democratically-elected
civilian government came to office in the country’s history. During decades of military rule,
crackdowns on students, political oppression, and severe economic hardships triggered a departure
of the skilled and talented to other countries in search of better economic opportunities.
Meanwhile, absent meaningful educational reforms, the country’s higher education system was
unable to produce graduates equipped with the skills employers needed. Although no official
statistics are available, anecdotal evidence suggests that a large number of Burmese migrants work
as engineers, skilled laborers, surveyors, IT analysts, and nurses in more advanced countries
(relative to Myanmar) such as Singapore and Malaysia. Many of these migrants have worked for
international firms and accumulated skills consistent with global standards. Thus, they could be a
potential source of skills for employers in Myanmar if programs and policies designed to attract
them to return home can be put in place 3. The historical context and current political climate of
3

In fact, some skilled migrants have already returned home to take advantage of new economic opportunities that
have been created since the country opened up in 2011. See for instance, http://www.straitstimes.com/asia/se-asia/thereturn-of-the-burmese-diaspora.
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Myanmar provide a unique opportunity to explore how return migrants fare in the labor market,
which will generate policy implications specific to Myanmar, but also applicable to other
developing countries facing shortages of sufficiently skilled workers.
Preparation of resumes began with sampling job openings, and collecting job requirements from
job advertisements each week. I then prepared resumes meeting those requirements in terms of
educational attainment, years of work experience, salary requirement, and relevant computer skills.
For each job posting, I prepared two resumes, and for each resume, I randomized the following
variables: (1) country where an applicant accumulated labor market experience (local/foreign), and
(2) foreign country (Singapore/Malaysia) conditional on being assigned foreign experience. The
choice of Singapore and Malaysia labor markets in this application is meant to reflect the actual
situation that most skilled Burmese migrants work in these countries. In addition, the
characteristics of the Singapore and Malaysia labor markets are fundamentally similar to those of
Myanmar. For instance, although workers are allowed to form unions in these three South East
Asian countries, their collective political clout is relatively limited and labor rights are significantly
curtailed, compared with those found in liberal democracies in western countries; protests by
workers are rarely tolerated and often suppressed immediately. Thus, we can rule out Myanmar
employers’ concern that returnees who have been exposed to the Singapore and Malaysia labor
markets might demand excessive political rights and stage protests.
If an applicant had foreign experience, this information was salient to employers in the subject line
of the emails sent to employers by listing “[Position applying for]: Applicant with work experience
in Singapore/Malaysia”, as well as in the content of the application letter by listing “I had relevant
work experience in Singapore/Malaysia”. In addition, foreign experience is also salient in the
resume by listing an applicant’s last three foreign employers, and their foreign addresses. Each
resume listed the job title, period of employment, and company name of an applicant’s recent three
jobs in chronological order. The total years of work experience listed in the resume were always
the same for both applicants and met the job requirements. Both applicants were unemployed and
looking for employment. Similarly, age of applicant, year of graduation, college major, university,
computer skills, and other related skills were the same for both resumes. One of the resumes was
randomly assigned a female name and the other a male name. For job openings with gender
restriction, both resumes were assigned the same gender. Gender requirement for a job opening
was always mentioned in the advertisement. Name of an applicant was always listed at the top of
the resume with a large font size. Address and contact information were listed below the name.
The resumes themselves were designed based on a large pool of actual resumes used by applicants
in the Myanmar market. While each employer was sent two resumes, they were sent at least a day
apart. Each resume was randomly assigned a template and a cover letter. The font and layout
choices were also randomized. Because the number of features randomized by the experiment was
large, it was unlikely that the resumes would have similarly listed characteristics to describe the
applicants. Furthermore, different fonts and layouts were used for each resume sent to an employer.
Thus, it is very likely that employers viewed each resume as coming from an independent and real
applicant.
Finally, resumes were saved as word files and randomly submitted via emails (independent of any
resume characteristics) to employers over a two-day period (Wednesday to Thursday) in each of
the 19 weeks between March 23, 2015 and August 7, 2015. Unsuccessful applications due to
5

incorrect employers’ email addresses, which constitute less than 1% of the sample, were dropped
from the sample.
The sample for job openings is from a popular magazine among job seekers in Myanmar
(Opportunity; http://www.opportunity.com.mm/). The magazine carries only job advertisements,
is published weekly, and accounts for approximately 90% of all job advertisements in the country.
Job openings are classified by industrial sector: (1) production and manufacturing, (2)
construction, (3) tourism, (4) IT, (5) trading, (6) service, and (7) Non-government organizations
(NGO) and international non-government organizations (INGO). I restrict the sample to: (1) skillsintensive and professional job categories; (2) job openings that require applicants to submit
resumes via email; and (3) non-NGO and non-INGO jobs. I also restrict the sample to one
randomly selected job opening per employer although several employers list multiple job openings
in a given week. Each company is uniquely identified by a combination of information available
in the advertisements, including company name, address, phone number, and email; I use this
information to ensure that each company is sampled only once in the event that a company’s job
advertisements show up in several issues of the Opportunity magazine during the study period.
Only the occupations of software developer and programmer, accountant, and engineer are chosen
for this study because they represent growing occupations as Myanmar has been trying to move
from an agriculture-based economy toward a service, manufacturing and production based
economy. An examination of the Opportunity magazine reveals they account for more than 80%
of all professional and technical job openings in a typical week. Myanmar has seen a gradual
increase in the inflow of foreign direct investment since 2011 when it opened up, resulting in an
increased number of foreign companies and multinational corporations operating in Myanmar 4.
Further, as the Myanmar economy is projected to grow at an annual rate of approximately 8% in
the coming years, according to the World Bank 5, a shortage of workers with sufficient skills among
these occupation groups will be an issue for both local and foreign employers in the coming years.
The distribution of sample job openings, broken down by occupations, is provided in Appendix A.
Broadly, 46% of them can be grouped as accountant, 39% as engineer, and 14% as software
developer and programmer.

3.

EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS

The outcome used in prior resume audit studies (e.g., Bertrand and Mullainathan, 2004; Kroft et
al., 2013; Lahey, 2008; Oreopoulos, 2011) is if a resume submitted receives a callback for an
interview. I study additional outcomes because of the unique challenges – relative to the literature
– faced by conducting this method in Myanmar. First, employers in Myanmar do not rely as
heavily on resumes in terms of screening applicants and inferring productivity, compared with
employers in other developed countries, in particular the US. Rather, personal interview combined
with oral examination about knowledge on relevant subjects is the preferred method for screening
applicants. Second, the marginal cost to interview an applicant is very low in Myanmar. As a result,
a high percentage of applicants is interviewed for a job opening, making resumes relatively less
effective as a screening device and thus weakening the effects of listing any resume characteristics
(e.g., foreign experience). This study finds that the average callback rate is 22%, compared to 34
5

http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/BX.KLT.DINV.CD.WD
http://www.irrawaddy.com/business/world-bank-forecasts-7-8-growth-in-burma-this-year.html
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5% found in prior studies. Moreover, in prior resume audit studies, information regarding whether
a resume submitted receives a callback is retrieved from content of voice message left by employer.
In contrast, employers in Myanmar rarely leave voice message and whenever an employer calls
back, a trained auditor pretending to be the applicant has to answer the call and is instructed to
mention to the employer over the phone that he/she is no longer interested in the employment
opportunity. As a result, the employer is more likely to call back the second applicant for an
interview.
I focus on an outcome to circumvent this issue and uncover an employer’ interest in an applicant:
if a resume submitted is the first to receive a callback for an interview. The outcome produces
variation even when employers call back both applicants and some of this variation may be
informative about employers’ preferences. As a robustness check, I also consider another
outcome: if a resume submitted receives a callback for an interview conditional on employers
calling back only one applicant out of two. This outcome eliminates employers that are calling
back both applicants, and instead focuses on employers that are more likely to be making active
hiring decisions based on the resume characteristics.
To assess the effect of foreign work experience on the outcome variables, I estimate the following
model by OLS.
Yijt = β 0 + β1 * foreignijt + ω X ijt + γ t + ε ijt
where the indices have the following meaning: resume i gets submitted to employer j in week t
. Yijt is the outcome variable of interest. The term ε ijt is an error. foreign is a treatment variable
taking a value of 1 if a resume is associated with foreign experience, and zero otherwise. I report
all standard errors adjusted for clustering at employer level (Bertrand and Mullainathan, 2004;
Oreopoulos, 2011). X is a vector of randomly assigned resume characteristics that include resume
template fixed effects, resume cover letter fixed effects, resume address fixed effects, and gender
of an applicant. The regression model also controls for week fixed effects captured by γ t . The
parameter of interest, β1 , captures the average effect of listing foreign experience on the outcome
variable. Given that resume characteristics are randomized, their inclusion should not matter but
will help reduce unexplained error, thereby improving the statistical precision of estimates of the
treatment effects. To investigate if the effect of foreign experience varies by foreign country where
experience was accumulated, I disaggregate the total treatment effect by introducing dummies for
Malaysia and Singapore separately. To assess if callback rates are different across employer
subgroups (foreign, local) and occupation subgroups (accountant, software developer, engineer),
I restrict the sample according to the subpopulation of interest and report results for each
subpopulation group separately. For each specification and sample restriction, I report OLS results
with and without controls.

4.

RESULTS

Table 1 presents the results for mean equality tests of the randomly assigned resume
characteristics. The last column reports p-values, with the null being that the means are equal
between local and foreign applicants. The results suggest that randomization was successful. Table
2 lists callback statistics and shows that the average callback rate is 22%, which is significantly
higher than 3-10% found in prior studies (e.g., Bertrand and Mullainathan, 2004; Kroft et al., 2013;
7

Lahey, 2008; Oreopoulos, 2011; Galarza and Yamada 2014). About 72% of employers didn’t call
back any applicants, 13% call back one of the two applicants, and 15% call back both applicants.
Table 3 reports descriptive statistics of the treatment variables and randomly assigned resume
characteristics. Of 1,938 resumes submitted, 50% are assigned foreign work experience, and
conditional on being assigned foreign experience, 50% of resumes are associated with the
Singapore labor market experience and 50% with the Malaysia labor market experience. Each of
the four resume templates is equally represented. About 52% of resumes are associated with female
names, and 50% are associated with an address in a rich neighborhood. The average age of
applicants is 27 years, and half of the resumes are assigned application cover letter # 1.
Table 4 presents the OLS results where I pool together all occupation groups. The results in
Column 1 suggest that there is no statistically significant effect of listing foreign labor market
experience on receiving a callback first for an interview. This point estimate is unaffected by the
inclusion of additional controls in Column 2. Columns 3 & 4 report the results for the subsample
of local employers, revealing no statistically significant difference in first callback rates between
local and foreign applicants either. I reach the same conclusion when selecting on foreign
employers in Columns 5 & 6. I then disaggregate the total effect of foreign experience into
Singapore and Malaysia experience by introducing country dummies (Table 5). The point
estimates suggest that Singapore labor market experience is favored by foreign employers and less
favored by local employers, and Malaysia labor market experience is less favored by both local
and foreign employers, though the estimates are not statistically significant.
The aggregate results presented in Tables 4 and 5 may mask heterogeneity by occupation. Before
investigating heterogeneity across three occupation groups – (1) software developer and
programmer; (2) accountant; and (3) engineer – it may be helpful to explain first why we might
expect heterogeneous effects by occupation, given the unique setting and context of this study.
Compared to universities in other ASEAN countries, degree programs on computer studies were
introduced relatively late by Myanmar universities. Founded in 1971, The Yangon University of
Computer Studies (http://www.ucsy.edu.mm/ucsy/) was the only higher educational institution
granting degrees in computer studies until 1997, when a second University of Computer Studies
was opened in the city of Mandalay (http://www.ucsm.edu.mm/). The lack of meaningful
educational reforms, prolonged closure of universities, and significantly curtailed school duration
during the military rule negatively affected the skills level of many university graduates, including
those who attended the two computer universities. Further, the development of the Myanmar
software industry was hampered by decades of isolation and economic sanctions that restricted
inflows of IT technologies, personnel, and tech firms from more developed foreign countries.
Since the country opened up in 2011, there has been an increase in the demand for skilled IT and
software personnel, and this increased demand is mainly fueled by a boom in the service industry.
Unlike computer science, knowledge about accountancy has been well established within local
institutions and companies. Furthermore, accounting practitioners are required to be certified by
local professional and statutory boards 6, and company annual financial reports are also required
by existing rules to be prepared and approved by locally certified accountants. Unlike the two
6

The Myanmar Institute of Certified Public Accountants (http://myanmar-icpa.org/) and the Myanmar Accountancy
Council (http://www.aseanaccountants.org/memberpage-7Myanmar%20Accountancy%20Council%20(MAC)%20Union%20of%20Myanmar.html) are the two governing
bodies of accounting practices.
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computer universities, Myanmar engineering schools are relatively old, dating back to the British
colonial period 7. Thus, knowledge about engineering is more developed and diffused than
computer science within the Myanmar higher education system.
Table 6 reports the results for the subsample of software developers and programmers that
constitute 14% of the sample job openings. The results show that, on average, software developers
and programmers with foreign labor market experience are 18.9 percentage points more likely than
equivalent applicants with Myanmar experience to receive callbacks first from employers and the
difference is significant at the 5% level; This difference in first callbacks represents about a 116
percent effect relative to the baseline estimate of 16.2 percentage points. This relationship is largely
unchanged when I add controls in Column 2. When disgrregating the total treatment effect into
local and foreign employers in Columns 3 & 5, the positive effect of foreign experience reported
in Column 1 is mainly attributed to foreign employers. Specifically, foreign employers hiring
software developers and programmers are 33.3 percentage points more likely to first call back an
applicant who acquired skills abroad; the point estimate is statistically significant at the 10% level
and equivalent to a 140 percent effect relative to the baseline callback rate of 23.8 percentage
points (Column 5). In contrast, I find a much smaller and insignificant effect for local employers
who are on average 13.2 percentage points more likely to first call back an applicant with foreign
experience, or a 100 percent effect relative to the baseline estimate of 13.2 percentage points
(Column 3).
I then analyze if the effect of listing programming skills acquired in the Singapore software
industry differs from that of the Malaysia software industry.With a population of approximately
5.5 million people 8 and skilled migrants constituting over one-third of its labor force 9, Singapore
is more economically developed than Malaysia, and both countries are more developed than
Myanmar in many aspects. Home to leading multinational IT corporations such as IBM, the
Singapore software industry is considered the most developed among Southeast Asian nations and
the skill level of its labor force is relatively high compared with that of other South East Asian
nations. The results listed in Table 7 show that resumes listing work experience in the Singapore
software industry are on average 24.8 percentage points more likely than local applicants to receive
callbacks first from employers, and the difference is statistically significant at the 5% level
(Column 1); the point estimate is robust to the inclusion of controls in Column 2. When breaking
down by employer type, I find that the coefficient of Singapore experience is (1) smaller and
insignificant among local employers in Column 3 (a 124 percent effect relative to the baseline
estimate of 13.2 percentage points), and (2) larger and significant at the 5% level among foreign
employers in Column 5 (a 183 percent effect relative to the baseline estimate of 23.8 percentage
points). This again suggests that the initial estimated effect of Singapore experience reported in
Column 1 is mainly due to foreign employers.
I next examine the return to listing accounting skills acquired in Singapore and Malaysia.
Accounting jobs make up 46% of the sample job openings, with most accounting jobs requiring:
(1) at least a degree; (2) knowledge of accounting software; (3) local accounting experience and
7

For instance, the Yangon Institute of Technology, the premier engineering university in Myanmar, was established
as Department of Engineering under Rangoon University in 1924.
8
http://www.singstat.gov.sg/statistics/browse-by-theme/population-and-population-structure
9
http://stats.mom.gov.sg/Pages/Labour-Force-Summary-Table.aspx
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practices; (4) internationally recognized qualifications such as London Chamber of Commerce &
Industry (LCCI); or (5) a professional license such as Certificate in Public Accounting (CPA).
Table 8 lists the OLS results for the subsample of accounting jobs by employer type and by
seniority (accountant/senior accountant). The coefficients for the Malaysia experience have
negative signs across the four columns, but fail to be significant except in Column 4 where it is
significant at the 5% level. The coefficients for the Singapore experience have inconsistent signs
and are not significant. The possible explanation for the insignificant effects may be due to the fact
that, in most countries, accounting practices tend to be country-specific. For instance, accounting
practitioners are required to be certified by local professional and statutory boards and company
financial reports are also required to be prepared and approved by locally certified accountants.
This suggests that accounting skills acquired in foreign labor markets tend to be less transferrable
to and do not always enhance productivity in home countries. In Myanmar, the Myanmar
Accountancy Council (MAC) is the main body responsible for regulating accounting practices and
issuing professional licenses, including the Certified Public Accountant (CPA) certificate that is
subject to annual renewal.
Engineers are the second largest occupation group, making up 39% of the sample job openings.
Table 9 presents the OLS estimates for the subsample of engineers, which show that the effects of
engineering experience accumulated in Singapore and Malaysia are not statistically significant
(Column 1), and this is true for local employers (Column 2), as well as for foreign employers
(Column 3). To assess if the effects differ by engineering discipline, I present separate results in
Table 10 paying attention to civil engineering jobs, which make up 40% of all engineering jobs.
The results are qualitatively similar to those presented in Table 9, with no discernible effects of
foreign experience found for civil engineers.
This study finds that 15% of employers call back both applicants, 13% call back only one applicant
(out of two), and 72% do not call back any applicants (Table 2). As a robustness check, I also
analyze callback patterns focusing on the 13% of employers that call back only one applicant. As
this sample restriction results in a substantial decrease in the sample size, I group the Malaysia and
Singapore experience into one group to enhance statistical power. The OLS estimates presented in
Table 11 are qualitatively similar to the previous results. The results indicate that when deciding
to call back one applicant (out of two), employers hiring software developers and engineers are
more likely to call back return migrants than non-migrants for interviews. In contrast, employers
hiring accountants are less likely to call back return migrants. The coefficients are however not
significant, largely due to reduced effective sample size as a result of clustering of standard errors
at the employer level.

5.

CONCLUSION

As the Myanmar economy continues to grow and further undergoes transformation in the coming
years, a chronic shortage of sufficiently skilled workers will continue to be a pressing issue for
Myanmar employers. Myanmar migrants have been returning home to take advantage of increased
economic opportunities, yet little is known about how much demand exists for skills and
experience that return migrants acquired in foreign labor markets. In this study, I analyze the
employment outcomes of returnees that has received little attention in the extant literature. Despite
prior studies showing that returnees are more likely to earn higher wages than non-migrants
(Wahba, 2015; Reinhold and Thom, 2013; Co, Gang, and Yun, 2000; Barrett and Goggin, 2010;
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Martin and Radu, 2012), a host of factors including a lack of characteristics crucial for finding
employment and performing well on a job in local context (e.g., social ties and connections) and a
mismatch of skills could inhibit their full participation in local labor markets (Sun, 2013; Martin
and Radu, 2012).
Overall, I find limited impact of foreign work experience on employment outcomes in the
Myanmar labor market. This however masks a great deal of heterogeneity by occupation, employer
type, and foreign country where such experience was accumulated. In particular, I find that
programming skills acquired in the Singapore software industry are valued by employers in
Myanmar, in particular foreign employers, while the same skills acquired in Malaysia have no
discernible impact. These findings are consistent with (1) the industrial trend that the Myanmar
software industry is still in its infant stage as a result of years of isolation that restricted inflow of
IT technologies, personnel, and tech firms from more developed foreign countries; and (2) the fact
that the Singapore software industry is more developed than Malaysia. In contrast, I find no strong
evidence suggesting that accounting and engineering skills acquired in Singapore and Malaysia
are favored by employers in Myanmar, with the possible explanation is that accounting and
engineering practices tend to be country or local-specific. My findings seem to be in line with prior
findings indicating that some skills acquired overseas are less transferrable to a local labor market,
and thus do not always translate into improved productivity (e.g., Sun, 2013).
One caveat of this study is that since the sample only involves current job seekers, the results may
not be generalizable to returnees who are currently employed, out of the labor force, or selfemployed. That said, given anecdotal evidence that a large percentage of skilled Myanmar
migrants are returning (coupled with the Myanmar government’s efforts to reach out to the
Myanmar diaspora population across the world), a focus on specific job seeker groups will be of
particular interest to policy makers, as well as to migrants planning on returning.
One direct policy implication arising from this research is that return migration policies targeting
specific occupations and employers will be more effective than a single policy targeting all
occupations and employers. Bilateral exchange programs that enable workers to spend a certain
period in a foreign country to acquire and develop specific skills, and policies aimed at facilitating
the inflow of foreign expertise and investment in lagging industries such as software and IT will
be helpful in strengthening job skills in Myanmar.
While findings from this research shed some light on the relationship between foreign experience
and employment outcomes, more research is needed to uncover the possible underlying
mechanisms that might explain systematic variation in employers’ hiring decisions and the
interactions between various mechanisms. One plausible mechanism may be that employers might
worry that local applicants may lack language skills to effectively communicate with foreign
clients. Or, employers might worry that returnees might lack required social skills in the local
context after years of absence, and thus may not perform well on a job. Any future research
disentangling the effects of each of the possible mechanisms are encouraged. The Myanmar
financial and banking sector will see a substantial growth and may become an engine of economic
growth in the coming years as a result of the recent liberalization of the industry. Thus, future
studies analyzing employment outcomes of returnees focusing on occupations in the Myanmar
banking and finance industry (e.g., financial, risk and credit analyst) will be very helpful.
11

Despite the recent growth in the private sector’s total employment share, the Myanmar government
is still the largest single employer accounting for 10-20 percent of total employment. Since taking
office in March 2016, the current government has been launching numerous outreach programs
(via its foreign embassies) encouraging Myanmar citizens living abroad to return home. Yet, it
remains unclear how returnees can be successfully integrated into the highly bureaucratic
government sector. Thus, the same analysis should be extended to government employment in any
future research.
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Table 1: Randomization Tests
Sample Means
Local
Foreign
Applicants
Applicants
Resumes associated with template 1a
0.25
0.25
Resumes associated with template 1b
0.27
0.24
Resumes associated with template 2a
0.24
0.27
Resumes associated with template 2b
0.25
0.25
Female applicants
0.52
0.52
Resumes associated with rich neighborhood
0.52
0.48
Resumes associated with cover letter #1
0.50
0.50

Table 2: Descriptive Statistics for Callbacks
N
Resume is the first to receive a callback for interview
1,938
Resume receives a callback for interview
1,938
Job openings in which no applicants receive callbacks
969
Job openings in which only one applicant receives callback 969
Job openings in which both applicants receive callbacks
969

Mean
0.14
0.22
0.72
0.13
0.15

Table 3: Descriptive Statistics of Independent Variables
N
Mean
Treatment Variables
Foreign experience
1,938 0.50
Malaysia Experience | Foreign Experience
969
0.50
Singapore Experience | Foreign Experience
969
0.50
Covariates
CV template 1a
1,938 0.25
CV template 1b
1,938 0.25
CV template 2a
1,938 0.25
CV template 2b
1,938 0.25
Resumes with female names
1,938 0.52
Resumes associated with rich neighborhood
1,938 0.50
Age of applicant
1,938 26.57
Cover letter # 1
1,938 0.50
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p-value of test of
mean equality
0.87
0.09
0.09
0.87
0.93
0.16
0.96

Min
0
0
0
0
0

Max
1
1
1
1
1

Min

Max

0
0
0

1
1
1

0
0
0
0
0
0
24
0

1
1
1
1
1
1
37
1

Table 4: Dependent variable: if a resume is the first to receive a callback for an interview
Employer
Foreign experience
Constant
Controls
N
R2

Local and foreign companies
(1)
-0.007
(0.017)
0.146
(0.011)***
NO
1938
0.000

(2)
-0.007
(0.017)
0.178
(0.039)***
YES
1938
0.019

Local companies
(3)
-0.013
(0.019)
0.140
(0.013)***
NO
1538
0.000

(4)
-0.014
(0.019)
0.154
(0.042)***
YES
1538
0.024

Foreign companies
(5)
0.015
(0.041)
0.165
(0.026)***
NO
400
0.000

(6)
0.008
(0.043)
0.317
(0.103)***
YES
400
0.039

Standard errors (clustered at company level) are in parentheses. * p<0.10; ** p<0.05;*** p<0.01. Controls include week fixed effects, resume template fixed
effects, resume cover letter fixed effects, gender of an applicant, and a dummy indicating if a resume is associated with an address in a rich neighborhood.

Employer
Malaysia
Singapore
Constant
Controls
N
R2

Table 5: Dependent variable: if a resume is the first to receive a callback for an interview
Local and foreign companies
Local companies
Foreign companies
(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)
(5)
(6)
-0.015
-0.018
-0.012
-0.016
-0.025
-0.039
(0.020)
(0.020)
(0.022)
(0.022)
(0.047)
(0.048)
0.000
0.003
-0.014
-0.011
0.050
0.047
(0.021)
(0.021)
(0.022)
(0.022)
(0.051)
(0.053)
0.146
0.179
0.140
0.154
0.165
0.319
(0.011)***
(0.039)***
(0.013)***
(0.042)***
(0.026)***
(0.105)***
NO
YES
NO
YES
NO
YES
1938
1938
1538
1538
400
400
0.000
0.019
0.000
0.024
0.005
0.045

Standard errors (clustered at company level) are in parentheses. * p<0.10; ** p<0.05;*** p<0.01. Controls include week fixed effects, resume template fixed
effects, resume cover letter fixed effects, gender of an applicant, and a dummy indicating if a resume is associated with an address in a rich neighborhood.
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Job category
Employer
Foreign experience
Constant
Controls
N
R2

Table 6: Dependent variable: if a resume is the first to receive a callback for an interview
Software developer / programmer
Local and foreign companies
(1)
0.189
(0.081)**
0.162
(0.043)***
NO
148
0.047

(2)
0.190
(0.086)**
0.104
(0.151)
YES
148
0.174

Local companies
(3)
0.132
(0.086)
0.132
(0.047)***
NO
106
0.027

(4)
0.127
(0.096)
0.103
(0.154)
YES
106
0.145

Foreign companies
(5)
0.333
(0.189)*
0.238
(0.096)**
NO
42
0.115

(6)
0.233
(0.221)
0.473
(0.313)
YES
42
0.445

Standard errors (clustered at company level) are in parentheses. * p<0.10; ** p<0.05;*** p<0.01. Controls include week fixed effects, resume template fixed
effects, resume cover letter fixed effects, gender of an applicant, and a dummy indicating if a resume is associated with an address in a rich neighborhood.

Job category
Employer
Malaysia
Singapore
Constant
Controls
N
R2

Table 7: Dependent variable: if a resume is the first to receive a callback for an interview
Software developer / programmer
Local and foreign companies
(1)
(2)
0.124
0.123
(0.098)
(0.111)
0.248
0.255
(0.097)**
(0.093)***
0.162
0.143
(0.043)***
(0.151)
NO
YES
148
148
0.057
0.184

Local companies
(3)
(4)
0.099
0.109
(0.105)
(0.121)
0.164
0.145
(0.106)
(0.112)
0.132
0.114
(0.047)***
(0.153)
NO
YES
106
106
0.031
0.146

Foreign companies
(5)
(6)
0.206
0.036
(0.235)
(0.326)
0.429
0.392
(0.204)**
(0.216)*
0.238
0.399
(0.098)**
(0.248)
NO
YES
42
42
0.140
0.484

Standard errors (clustered at company level) are in parentheses. * p<0.10; ** p<0.05;*** p<0.01. Controls include week fixed effects, resume template fixed
effects, resume cover letter fixed effects, gender of an applicant, and a dummy indicating if a resume is associated with an address in a rich neighborhood.
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Employer
Job category
Malaysia
Singapore
Constant
Controls
N
R2

Table 8: Dependent variable: if a resume is the first to receive a callback for an interview
Local companies
Foreign companies
Accountant
Senior accountant
Accountant
Senior accountant
(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)
-0.049
-0.038
-0.078
-0.160
(0.043)
(0.050)
(0.087)
(0.076)**
-0.071
0.010
0.090
-0.031
(0.042)*
(0.051)
(0.155)
(0.096)
0.181
0.223
0.298
0.160
(0.090)**
(0.121)*
(0.268)
(0.181)
YES
YES
YES
YES
396
324
88
80
0.087
0.054
0.233
0.300

Standard errors (clustered at company level) are in parentheses. * p<0.10; ** p<0.05;*** p<0.01. Controls include week fixed effects, resume template fixed
effects, resume cover letter fixed effects, gender of an applicant, and a dummy indicating if a resume is associated with an address in a rich neighborhood.

Job category
Employer
Malaysia
Singapore
Constant
Controls
N
R2

Table 9: Dependent variable: if a resume is the first to receive a callback for an interview
Engineer
Local and foreign companies
Local companies
Foreign companies
(1)
(2)
(3)
-0.001
-0.006
0.036
(0.034)
(0.037)
(0.098)
-0.007
-0.008
0.037
(0.032)
(0.036)
(0.078)
0.140
0.099
0.331
(0.059)**
(0.060)
(0.143)**
YES
YES
YES
752
594
158
0.032
0.055
0.114

Standard errors (clustered at company level) are in parentheses. * p<0.10; ** p<0.05;*** p<0.01. Controls include week fixed effects, resume template fixed
effects, resume cover letter fixed effects, gender of an applicant, and a dummy indicating if a resume is associated with an address in a rich neighborhood.
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Job category
Employer
Malaysia
Singapore
Constant
Controls
N
R2

Table 10: Dependent variable: if a resume is the first to receive a callback for an interview
Civil engineer
Local and foreign companies
Local companies
Foreign companies
(1)
(2)
(3)
-0.047
-0.060
0.030
(0.053)
(0.059)
(0.155)
-0.024
-0.012
-0.062
(0.056)
(0.067)
(0.139)
0.118
0.120
0.032
(0.082)
(0.090)
(0.245)
YES
YES
YES
300
230
70
0.048
0.077
0.156

Standard errors (clustered at company level) are in parentheses. * p<0.10; ** p<0.05;*** p<0.01. Controls include week fixed effects, resume template fixed
effects, resume cover letter fixed effects, gender of an applicant, and a dummy indicating if a resume is associated with an address in a rich neighborhood.

Table 11: Dependent variable: If a resume receives a callback conditional on employers that call back one applicant out of two
Occupation
Software developer
Accountant
Engineer
(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)
(5)
(6)
Foreign experience
0.455
0.623
-0.246
-0.182
0.208
0.230
(0.289)
(0.358)
(0.126)*
(0.136)
(0.136)
(0.141)
Constant
0.273
0.678
0.623
0.480
0.396
0.266
(0.144)*
(0.329)*
(0.063)***
(0.156)***
(0.068)***
(0.139)*
Controls
NO
YES
NO
YES
NO
YES
N
22
22
122
122
106
106
R2
0.207
0.855
0.060
0.197
0.043
0.234
Standard errors (clustered at company level) are in parentheses. * p<0.10; ** p<0.05;*** p<0.01. Controls include week fixed effects, resume template fixed
effects, resume cover letter fixed effects, gender of an applicant, and a dummy indicating if a resume is associated with an address in a rich neighborhood.
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Appendix A: Distribution of Sample Job Openings
Frequency
Accountant
242
Senior accountant
202
Architect
13
Draftsmen
22
Software developer and programmer
74
IT technician
62
Civil engineer
150
Mechanical, electrical, and electronic engineer
87
General engineer
7
Junior civil engineer
9
Project engineer or project manager
52
Assistant chief engineer
3
Assistant engineer
3
Senior civil engineer
8
Sales engineer
4
Service engineer
18
Nurse or pharmacist
11
Other
2
Total
969
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%
24.97
20.85
1.34
2.27
7.64
6.40
15.48
8.98
0.72
0.93
5.37
0.31
0.31
0.83
0.41
1.86
1.14
0.21
100

