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Abstract

Mobile researchers can play a key role in facilitating knowledge transfer and ad-
vancing innovation focused on local challenges in the Global South. While most prior
research has examined South-North migration, this study investigates how South-
South fellowships influence the research agendas of non-migrating scientists at home
institutions. Specifically, we analyze changes in the disease focus of non-migrant col-
leagues’ research output before and after a fellow departs from their institution. We
find that non-migrants with a South-South fellow in their organization tend to pub-
lish more after the fellowship. We also document an increase in their publication rate
on diseases that are highly prevalent in both their home country and the fellow’s host
country. However, these effects decline with greater geographic distance between
the home and host countries, driven by fewer collaborations between researchers in
the two locations. These findings highlight how mobile researchers can expand ac-
cess to relevant knowledge at home, thereby increasing research on local challenges.
They also underscore the importance of geographic proximity in shaping the extent
to which international mobility spurs research on local issues.
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Sanchita Shrivastava, and Ben Subramani for research assistance.
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1 Introduction

Migrants play an important role in the exchange of knowledge and resources between

organizations and across borders (Nanda and Khanna, 2010; Agrawal et al., 2011a; Bor-

jas and Doran, 2012; Ganguli, 2015; Wang, 2015; Choudhury and Kim, 2019; Hernandez

and Kulchina, 2020). A growing body of literature highlights the positive impact of mi-

grants—both those who remain in their host country and those who return home, such as

participants in international fellowship programs—on innovation outcomes for individ-

uals at home. These outcomes include increased access to knowledge and international

networks (Kahn and MacGarvie, 2016b; Fry and Furman, 2023; Kang and Eklund, 2024;

Choudhury and Kim, 2019; Wang, 2015), as well as enhanced productivity (Kerr, 2008;

Choudhury, 2016; Fry, 2023a). Recent research has identified particularly strong benefits

for scientists in the Global South,1 who face structural barriers such as limited funding,

infrastructure, and access to global knowledge networks—barriers that migrants can help

to overcome. Local scientists in the Global South, who possess deep contextual knowl-

edge of pressing challenges, play a vital but often overlooked role in advancing solutions

to their own local problems (Fry, 2023b), many of which remain grossly under-studied

(Moscona and Sastry, 2022; Vakili and McGahan, 2016; Kremer and Glennerster, 2004).

Understanding how these constraints shape scientific progress—and, more importantly,

identifying strategies to mitigate them—is essential for fostering innovation that directly

addresses the challenges of the Global South.

While prior research has deepened our understanding of how skilled migration af-

fects innovation in home regions—particularly in the Global South—the vast majority of

studies focus on South-North migration pathways.2 Critics argue that such pathways

may still perpetuate a lack of focus on local challenges, with research agendas continu-

ing to be shaped by priorities of the Global North. By contrast, we know far less about

1The Global South countries referenced in this study comprise most low- and middle-income
countries and are listed here: https://owsd.net/sites/default/files/OWSD%20138%20Countries%20-
%20Global%20South.pdf

2There are some exceptions; for example, Fry and Furman (2023), who study the same fellowship program
as this paper, show that researchers in the Global South have more international collaborations following
the departure of a colleague from their institution.
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how South-South migration shapes innovation outcomes, particularly those targeting lo-

cal needs. On the one hand, South-South migration may offer fewer benefits, as migrants

may not facilitate access to resources and frontier knowledge concentrated in traditional

knowledge centers. On the other hand, South-South migrants may provide access to more

contextually relevant knowledge and connections, potentially leading to innovation out-

comes better aligned with local challenges. Given rising global barriers to mobility—such

as visa restrictions and limited access to fellowships in higher-income countries—it is in-

creasingly important to understand how South-South mobility pathways can uniquely

foster innovation in the Global South.

In this paper, we ask: How does exposure to a South-South mobile colleague shape

the research trajectories of low- and middle-income country (LMIC) scientists, particu-

larly their research output focused on local problems? We address this question and

contribute to the literature on migration and innovation in two main ways. First, we ex-

amine the effect of South-South migration on research addressing local challenges within

the context of disease studies. Second, we investigate when South-South mobility mat-

ters most for innovative outcomes by analyzing heterogeneity based on the geographic

distance between home and host countries. The extent to which non-migrants’ research

trajectories are influenced by exposure to a fellow likely depends on this geographic dis-

tance. In the Global South, where travel and communication barriers remain significant,

proximity may play a critical role both in enabling knowledge flows and in amplifying

their impact on research and innovation outcomes.

We conduct our analysis using data on female scientists who apply for an interna-

tional fellowship administered by the Organization for Women in Science for the Devel-

oping World (OSWD). This fellowship program provides opportunities for female scien-

tists in developing countries to study in another country in the Global South. To assess the

relationship between the fellowship and the research agendas of non-migrant researchers

at the fellows’ originating organizations, we construct a panel dataset of non-migrants’

publication outcomes. We focus on non-migrants at the OWSD fellowship applicants’

home institutions and in the same scientific fields, limiting to fellows and non-migrants

who publish in disease-related topics. Combining publication data with data on country-
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specific disease prevalence, we analyze changes in the likelihood that a non-migrant pub-

lishes on diseases that are more prevalent in their home (and/or the fellow’s host) coun-

try before and after the fellowship. We compare the publication output of non-migrants

whose colleagues received an OWSD fellowship with that of non-migrants whose col-

leagues applied for but did not receive the fellowship, and therefore do not travel abroad.

This design allows us to control for career, field, disease, and temporal changes in publi-

cation output.

Consistent with prior literature on South-North fellowships and innovation, we doc-

ument that non-migrants exposed to a successful OWSD fellow publish more after the

fellowship, as compared to non-migrants from institutions with an unsuccessful fellow-

ship applicant. However, we also document a novel dynamic: that non-migrants exposed

to a South-South fellow tend to increase their research focus on diseases that are highly

prevalent in their home countries following the fellowship, particularly those diseases

that are also highly prevalent in the host country. Conversely, they experience a smaller

increase in research productivity in diseases that are prevalent in only the host or home

country and not the other. Given that many of these diseases that are highly prevalent

in these countries are neglected tropical diseases,3 these results indicate that the mobility

of researchers plays a crucial role in advancing much-needed research on global health

grand challenges.

That said, we also document that following exposure to a South-South fellow, non-

migrants decrease their publication output into low prevalence diseases at home, par-

ticularly those diseases where there is a high concentration of the global disease burden

in the home country, including Ebola and Sleeping Sickness. This highlights a strategic

trade-off: while fellowships can boost overall productivity, they may also divert attention

away from certain locally concentrated health challenges. Institutions must weigh these

trade-offs carefully when designing and supporting fellowship programs.

Finally, our findings suggest that while non-migrating colleagues of successful fellows

see increased levels of increased productivity and their relative focus on home-country

3Neglected tropical diseases (NTDs) are diseases that are primarily present in low-income and tropical ar-
eas that affect more than 1 billion people worldwide (https://www.who.int/news-room/questions-and-
answers/item/neglected-tropical-diseases last accessed 8.23.24).
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disease research increases more following the fellowship if the host destination is geo-

graphically closer to the home country. Those with geographically close host locations

also reduce their output into low prevalence concentrated diseases less. This finding sug-

gests that the location of the fellowship can have a significant influence on the focus and

outcomes of research of colleagues back at home.

We investigate possible mechanisms for these effects and do not find strong evidence

that direct collaboration with the fellow, or competitive effects with the departing fellow,

are primary drivers of non-migrants’ increased focus on locally-relevant research top-

ics, particularly for those traveling to more proximate host countries. Nor do we find

strong evidence for selection effects driving our results. Instead, we find suggestive ev-

idence that non-migrants increase the rate at which they collaborate with researchers in

the fellows’ new host institutions and countries, particularly on diseases that are highly

prevalent in both countries. This is particularly salient for those exposed to more geo-

graphically close host locations, which appears to be driven by travel frictions between

more distant locations.

We seek to bridge two literatures to contribute to our understanding of how mobile

researchers can catalyse innovation addressing problems faced by countries in the Global

South. While an extensive prior literature has documented the important role of mobile

researchers in global knowledge diffusion, network formation, and ultimately in inno-

vative productivity, in particular for scientists in the Global South (Saxenian, 2002, 2005;

Agrawal et al., 2006; Saxenian, 2007; Kerr, 2008; Oettl and Agrawal, 2008; Agrawal et al.,

2011b; Choudhury, 2016; Kahn and MacGarvie, 2016b; Kerr, 2018; Choudhury and Kim,

2019; Fry and Furman, 2023), this literature has tended to examine migration pathways

from South to North. Our findings highlight the important role that South-South migra-

tion can play in targeting context-specific problems back at home. However, the extent

and nature of this influence depend on home and host proximity. These findings comple-

ment a literature seeking to understand the drivers of innovation addressing grand chal-

lenges in the Global South (Arslan and Tarakci, 2022; Vakili and McGahan, 2016; Kremer

and Glennerster, 2004), providing a potential explanation as to why rates of innovation

addressing problems in the Global South remain low. Our findings have implications for
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policies and programs as well as for organizations aiming to leverage scientific mobility

to tackle pressing societal challenges.

2 South-South Migration and Innovation Addressing Lo-

cal Problems

Migrants play a key role in both transferring knowledge and connections from their

home regions to their new locations (Borjas and Doran, 2012; Ganguli, 2015; Wang, 2015;

Choudhury and Kim, 2019; Fry, 2023a; Fry and Ganguli, 2023). Whether they remain in

their host location or return home, migrants can act as a bridge between individuals in

their home and host regions. This brokerage effect has been well-established in scientific

and innovative fields; for example, migrants can facilitate the formation of new collabo-

rations and boost the patenting and publication productivity of their non-migrating peers

(Choudhury, 2016; Fry and Furman, 2023; Fry, 2023a; Xie and Freeman, 2023). This effect

is particularly salient for researchers based in countries in the Global South who have

limited opportunities to access resources, knowledge and connections.

However, the majority of this research has explored migration from countries in the

Global South to the North–such as fellowships supporting African scientists to study in

the United States (Kahn and MacGarvie, 2016a; Fry, 2023a). There is much less evidence

about how and when exposure to a migrating colleague moving to a country within the

Global South affects non-migrants in their home institutions. Whilst Fry and Furman

(2023) demonstrate that South-South fellows can facilitate network building across coun-

tries, there is a gap in our understanding of how this kind of migration can shape the

production of knowledge, particularly towards local problems. This study addresses this

gap by analyzing how the research trajectories of non-migrating colleagues of a fellow

evolve after the South-South fellowship.

The relationship between exposure to a South-South fellow and non-migrating col-

leagues’ outcomes is ambiguous ex-ante. On the one hand, while mobility is often seen

as a mechanism for knowledge diffusion, the benefits of South-South migration may be
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more limited compared to migration toward well-established scientific hubs in the Global

North. When scientists travel to another low- or middle-income country, they may face

similar constraints in funding, infrastructure, and access to high-impact networks as they

did in their home institutions, which could have limited impact on their colleagues back

at home, and ultimately on progress towards local problems.

On the other hand, a fellow leaving from their institution traveling to another coun-

try in the Global South might result in their non-migrating colleagues focusing more on

salient local problems. Mobile individuals play a key role in creating a bridge from their

home regions to knowledge and collaborators in their new locations (Borjas and Doran,

2012; Choudhury and Kim, 2019; Fry, 2023a; Fry and Ganguli, 2023; Ganguli, 2015). In-

sofar as the knowledge and collaborations transferred home are relevant to local prob-

lems, this could increase the rate of research into these problems. For example, scientists

from malaria-endemic countries may gain new insights or discover alternative solutions,

or meet new collaborators, during a fellowship in another Global South country where

malaria is also prevalent. These new learnings and connections might be shared with

colleagues back home, resulting in an improved propensity and ability to address local

malaria challenges.

Moreover, the extent to which non-migrants’ research trajectories are shaped by expo-

sure to a fellow may vary substantially, particularly based on the geographic distance be-

tween the home and host countries. While exposure to a fellow can help reduce frictions

between more distant locations—facilitating knowledge flows that might not otherwise

occur—it is reasonable to expect that, in the context of South-South mobility, these effects

would be stronger between geographically closer countries. This is especially relevant

given the resource constraints, limited infrastructure, and persistent challenges related to

communication and travel across much of the Global South. Even relatively short dis-

tances can present significant barriers in these settings.

Indeed, prior research highlights the critical role of travel costs and geographic fric-

tions in shaping innovation and collaboration outcomes (Catalini et al., 2020; Bahar et al.,

2023). Other studies show that knowledge transfers most effectively when there is some

degree of overlap or similarity between home and host contexts—whether in terms of
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knowledge distance and cultural distance (Kolympiris et al., 2019; Lane et al., 2021; Kang

and Eklund, 2024). Taken together, these insights suggest that in South-South mobility

schemes, geographic proximity between home and host countries may not only influence

the ease of accessing new knowledge but also amplify its eventual impact on research and

innovation outcomes.

In this paper we take a question-driven approach to explore two central research ques-

tions:

1. How does a Global South researcher traveling to another Global South country on

a fellowship program influence the research by non-migrating colleagues at their home

organization?

2. To what extent is the influence of a researcher’s South-South mobility moderated

by the geographic proximity of the home and host country?

3 Setting, Data and Empirical Strategy

To study these questions, we explore the relationship between exposure to a scientist

who is supported by a South-South fellowship operated by the Organization for Women

in Science for the Developing World (OWSD) and outcomes of their non-migrating col-

leagues. We compare changes in the types of research output of non-migrating colleagues

of a successful OWSD PhD fellow to changes in the types of research output of non-

migrating colleagues of an unsuccessful OWSD PhD fellowship applicant. The colleagues

of the unsuccessful applicant allow us to identify counterfactual outcomes in the absence

of the OWSD fellowship.

3.1 Organization for Women in Science for the Developing World

OWSD provides grants to female scientists to study abroad during their PhDs. Fe-

male scientists in developing countries apply to OWSD for funding to support their PhD

studies after having obtained approval from their proposed host institution in another

country in the Global South. Fellows can apply for a full-time fellowship, which allows
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them to complete their PhD degrees at a host institution for up to four years, or they

can pursue a “sandwich" fellowship which enables them to study for a shorter period in

another country and then return to their home institutions to complete their degrees.

Fellows are selected based on the feasibility of completing their proposed research

project, the match between the proposal and the potential host institution, and the quality

of the connection that the applicant has made with the host and other relevant partner

organizations. OWSD also aims to achieve diversity each year in terms of the fellows’

locations and scientific fields. Importantly for our study, there is no evidence that OWSD

selects fellows based on the alignment of their home organization’s research interests and

the prevalence of these topics in their home or proposed host countries.

The unsuccessful OWSD applicants in our sample are unlikely to have opportunities

to travel abroad. In the absence of the OWSD fellowship, access to international opportu-

nities is limited for female scientists in the Global South. OWSD applicants are generally

“young women who may never have left their home town before, let alone their coun-

try" (Quadrio-Curzio et al., 2020). Indeed, our conversations with OWSD administrators

confirmed that the majority of unsuccessful applicants fail to visit their proposed host

institutions, providing us with a reasonable control group to which we can compare the

effect of exposure to a fellow.

3.2 Sample construction

3.2.1 OWSD applicants

We begin with a sample of OWSD PhD fellows who applied to the program from

1996 to 2016 and agreed to have their data used for research. We have data on 315 ap-

plicants in total, which includes data on 134 successful applicants and 181 unsuccessful

applicants.4 We have information on their home institution, proposed host institution,

year of fellowship, and field of study. The home institution is where they are based at the

time of applying for the OWSD fellowship. We match the names, institutions and field

of study of the fellows with their full publication record, if any, using the Elsevier Scopus
4There are a total of 2,952 applicants, out of which which 654 were awarded fellowships. Our sample of 315
applicants is representative of all applicants in terms of country of origin and field of study.
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database.

3.2.2 Non-migrant colleagues

As we are primarily interested in the effects of being exposed to a fellow as opposed

to the effects on the fellow directly, we generate a sample of applicants’ non-migrating

colleagues in their home institution.

To identify non-migrant colleagues, we select individuals from the Elsevier Scopus

publication database who are affiliated with applicants’ home institutions in the three

years prior to fellowship application and who publish in the same broad field (such as

agricultural research or health research).5 We extract each non-migrant scientist’s en-

tire publication history from the Elsevier Scopus publication database to generate annual

variables on research output as described below. We retain publication records of sample

scientists for the five years prior and up to ten years following the fellowship application

year.6

Measuring the extent to which researchers focus on local problems is challenging. We

do so by concentrating our publications and measures on diseases (more details in the

next section) and leverage geographic variations in disease burden worldwide to create

clear indicators of both the local nature of issues and the focus of a scientist’s research

agenda. Given this focus, we restrict our sample to the set of OWSD applicants and

their non-migrating colleagues who ever publish in any disease. This leaves us with 3,667

treated non-migrant scientists (those whose colleague received an OWSD fellowship) and

2,943 control scientists (those whose colleague applied for but did not receive an OWSD

fellowship) who ever publish in diseases. This corresponds to 198 OWSD applicants, of

whom just over 50% applied for sandwich fellowships. Of the non-sandwich successful

5Many scientists in our sample are exposed to more than one OWSD applicant. We treat each non-migrant
× applicant pair as a separate observation, and cluster standard errors at the level of the colleague. Ap-
pendix Table A14 shows our results limiting only to the set of non-migrants treated by a single applicant.

6For ancillary analysis, we impute the gender of each non-migrant scientist in the sample. We use a com-
mercial database obtained from the company Ethnic Technologies that identifies gender using first names.
However, we only have data on first names for 45% of the individuals in our data because the remainder
of our individuals do not have a first name listed on their publications. For the sample of people for whom
we do have first names, we can identify gender unambiguously for 35%. Our gender-identified sample of
non-migrants is 27% female and 73% male.
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fellows, just over 35% of them returned home following their fellowship, but conversa-

tions with OWSD administrators and fellows suggest that a large proportion of fellows

remain connected with their home countries even if they remain abroad. Just over 59%

of the non-migrant disease sample is from Nigeria, with other common home countries

being South Africa, Zimbabwe, Cameroon, Bangladesh, Ethiopia, and Kenya. Around

40% of the sample identified South African host institutions, with other common host

institutions situated in China, Malaysia, India, Pakistan, Kenya, and the Philippines.7

3.3 Data and measurement

3.3.1 Disease publications and prevalence

In addition to annual counts of total publications, we develop several measures of re-

search topics of focus. For all non-migrating scientists’ publications, we identify whether

each publication is related to diseases that are prevalent in their home country and/or

the applicant’s proposed host country.8 To measure the disease focus of each publication,

we use a key word search to identify whether a publication covers a specific disease topic

out of all 156 diseases9 included in the Global Burden of Disease database (i.e., for each

disease we identify whether it is mentioned in the title or abstract of the publication). 30%

of publications in our sample match to at least one disease.

We then identify the country-specific prevalence of each of our 156 diseases using

the Global Burden of Disease database. The majority of our analysis utilizes the disease

prevalence measure of the percent of ‘Disability-Adjusted Life Years’ (DALYs) in a coun-

try in the year prior to the publication year (to allow for publication lag). We consider a

7Appendix Table A1 lists the set of home and proposed host countries for non-migrating colleagues. In
Appendix Table A8, we run our main analyses excluding non-migrants who are exposed to an applicant
who selected an institution in South Africa to ensure that our results are not driven only by one host
country.

8As a robustness check, we validate our main results using data on crop and pest prevalence. This is dis-
cussed in greater detail in Appendix B. In a manner identical to the disease identification, we use key
word searches of the title and abstract of the publications to identify whether each publication covers a
crop or pest topic. We next merge the set of all sample publications to data on country-specific crop/pest
prevalence in using the Centre for Agriculture and Bioscience International’s (CABI) Crop Protection Com-
pendium (CPC). Results of these analyses are presented in Appendix Table A15

9We exclude diseases that are not endemic to physical environments; eg, “falls", “drowning", “fire, heat,
and hot substances".
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disease to be of high prevalence in a country if its percent of DALYs is greater than the

median percent as calculated from our full set of diseases and countries.10 As an example,

if malaria is responsible for 0.05 percent of DALYs in a country, i.e. contributes towards

0.05 percent of DALYs there, whereas the median DALYs across all diseases and all coun-

tries is 0.005 percent, malaria would be considered highly prevalent in that country. There

is significant variation in highly-prevalent diseases across home and host countries. For

some home countries, high-prevalence diseases include liver cancer and diabetes, whilst

for others they include malaria and schistosomiasis.11

We leverage our data on diseases featured in publication abstracts and titles to gener-

ate several key measures that capture the local nature of research. In our primary analysis,

we measure individual-level annual publication counts to evaluate the number of articles

a non-migrant publishes12 on diseases that are of high prevalence in:

• The home country

• The host country13

• Both the home and host countries

• The home country but not the host country

And one measure that captures the number of publications on diseases that are not

high prevalence in the home country. These tend to be diseases that are low prevalence,

as most countries have at least some cases of the majority of diseases in the sample.

10Appendix Table A3 shows our results using alternative measures of disease prevalence.
11We are also particularly interested in research on Neglected Tropic Diseases (NTDs); thus, in additional

analysis, we narrow our set of diseases to specifically examine non-migrant scientists’ proclivities to pub-
lish on NTDs.

12Around 8% of our sample publications cover more than one disease. In this instance, if there is at least one
disease covered in the publication in the named measurement category, the publication takes the value of
1 for that measure. If there is more than one high prevalence disease covered in the named category, the
publication takes the value of the count of diseases covered. These measures therefore reflect the number
of disease publications per person per year.

13For non-migrating colleagues, the host country is where their colleague who applies for the fellowship
identifies as the country they will visit.
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3.3.2 Geographic Distance

In order to evaluate the extent to which distance between the home and host loca-

tion shapes the non-migrant scientists’ research agenda we use data on bilateral distance

in kms between countries gathered from CEPII (Mayer and Zignago, 2011). To explore

mechanisms we generate data on primary language in each home and host country to

identify those with shared primary languages, and we leverage our data on disease preva-

lence to identify countries that have a high proportion of shared diseases. We look at

home–host country pairs that are in the top 25 percent of country pairs when it comes to

shared disease prevalence, as these represent countries that have a high level of problem

overlap. Lastly, we use data on flight time between countries.

3.3.3 Collaborations

To explore any mechanisms driving our observed effects, we evaluate whether the

fellow shapes the non-migrants’ research trajectory directly by collaborating with non-

migrant colleagues or indirectly via facilitating international collaborations. We generate

variables that reflect the rate at which non-migrant colleagues collaborate with both the

OWSD applicant and with individuals in the applicant’s host country. Namely, we eval-

uate the author lists of each publication in our sample and identify if they include: 1) the

OWSD applicant, 2) anyone in the host institution, and 3) anyone in the host country.

3.4 Empirical strategy

In order to identify the relationship between exposure to a fellow and non-migrant

scientists’ research agendas, we leverage a differences-in-differences design. We compare

publication patterns on specific disease topics before a colleague’s fellowship versus after,

relative to the change in non-fellow-exposed scientists’ outcomes, using a scientist fixed

effect specification. Our preferred analysis uses data at the person-year level and our

outcome variables measure the annual count of publications in each category of interest

(publications on home topics, publications on host topics, publications on topics preva-

lent in both home and host contexts, and publications on topics prevalent only in home
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or host contexts). Our estimating equation (1) relates a non-migrant scientist i’s publica-

tions in year t to the timing of the fellowship. The first year of treatment is the year after

fellowship application (to allow for publication lag and migration time). We estimate the

following:

E [yit|Xit] = exp
[

β0 + β1(A f ter_Fellowship × Success f ul_Applicant)it+

β2(A f ter_Fellowship)t + σt + τi + f (AGEit)
]

(1)

Where σt are year fixed effects, τi are individual fixed effects, and f (AGEit) is a flexible

function for scientist’s career age. Standard errors are clustered at the person level.14

While our primary results are based on a person × year-level dataset, we also conduct

analyses at the person × year × disease-level; that is, we construct a dataset that identifies

the number of publications an individual has on each of the 156 diseases in our sample in

each year. In these specifications, we include person × disease and disease × year fixed

effects, as well as person × year fixed effects. This allows us to account for unobserved

propensities of individuals to publish in particular diseases overall, variation in disease

research output trends over time, and person-level general research output trends over

time.

In heterogeneity analysis we include a triple interaction between the A f ter_Fellowship

and Success f ul_Applicant variables with a continuous variable LogHome/HostDistance(kms).

One concern with the baseline, and heterogeneity, analysis is that in the absence of

the OWSD fellowship, the research trajectory of the treated scientists, or non-migrants

exposed to a fellow, would have changed even in the absence of the fellowship. This

could happen if the likelihood of receiving the fellowship is correlated with home insti-

tution strength in local problem research. Another concern is that the home and host

institutions were developing informal relationships and that corresponds to the success

of the fellowship application. To the extent that this is more likely in cases with similar

home and host countries, this would bias our results. We address this concern in two

14In Appendix Table A16, we estimate our main results using a Poisson Maximum Likelihood model.
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main ways.

First, we are evaluating non-migrant colleagues’ publication patterns, not fellows’

own publications; based on conversations with OWSD administrators, we anticipate that

an applicant’s fellowship outcome is unlikely to be based on their colleagues’ research tra-

jectories. However, in the event that it is, our empirical strategy accounts for underlying

heterogeneity between individual non-migrants through the use of the fixed-effects speci-

fication. Therefore, our effect measures the change in outcomes pre- and post-fellowship,

net of any differences between individuals in the sample. Because we are relying on

the timing of the fellowship event to identify our main relationship, we test whether

there were already differences in publication patterns between our treatment and control

groups in the pre-treatment periods. Figures 1 and 2 present these results for publica-

tions on home-country diseases. These figures demonstrates that there is no significant

pre-trend; treated and control colleagues publish on diseases present in their home coun-

tries at equivalent rates prior to the fellowship.15

Second, we conduct a series of tests (described in detail later in Section 4.4) to assess

the extent to which pre-treatment characteristics of the fellow and the home institution,

in particular – the fellow’s and the home institution’s proclivities to publish in local prob-

lems – is driving the observed effects. Our results are robust to accounting for these

features that could potentially drive our results.

While we attempt to account for alternative explanations that could be driving our

findings, in the absence of an experimental context, we are unable to claim causality.

Rather, we are documenting an important relationship between mobile researchers and

the rate of research into local problems back at home.

15Treatment occurs at various times in our setting; not all fellows are treated in the same year. When treat-
ment timing varies, our estimation approach using difference-in-differences estimation compares already-
treated units and later-treated units (a “forbidden comparison" (Goodman-Bacon, 2021)), which can neg-
atively weight units that are treated earlier and lead to inaccurate estimates. As a result, we also evaluate
our results using differences-in-differences estimators that avoid comparing already-treated units to later-
treated units. We identify that the estimators developed by Borusyak et al. (2022) and Gardner (2022) are
best suited for our setting. Appendix B provides further detail about our empirical approach. We conduct
our main analysis using these estimators and Figure B1 shows pre-trend figures using these results. Our
results are very similar to what we find in our Ordinary Least Squares analyses.
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4 Results

4.1 Descriptive Statistics

In Table 1, we provide details on the treated and control samples at the year of appli-

cation. Columns 1 and 2 show averages and standard errors in brackets for our control

and treatment groups, respectively. Column 3 shows the raw difference in means be-

tween treated and control groups, and column 4 shows the t-statistic for significance of

that difference.16 As we see in this table, there is balance of key productivity statistics,

career, gender and research direction at the time of treatment. While there are some small

differences in the collaboration rate between home and host country researchers between

treated and control scientists, for our empirical approach, we include individual-level

fixed effects in our regressions and run a number of of robustness checks to verify if it is

these non-migrants driving our results.

Across the sample of treated and control scientists, on average, sample scientists

publish more on home country diseases than host country diseases, and these papers

on home-country topics make up a large proportion (on average, 42%) of their overall

publications pre-treatment. Collaborations with outside researchers are fairly rare, and

non-migrants produce just 0.07-0.11 publications with host country researchers in the five

years prior to treatment.

4.2 Changes in research addressing local problems

We start by examining the effect of exposure to a fellow on non-migrants’ overall pro-

ductivity. Table 2 presents these results.17 Consistent with prior research in this area, we

show that non-migrants whose colleagues received an OWSD fellowship publish more

after their exposure to a fellow (column 1). Non-migrants’ annual publication outputs

are 5% higher following their colleagues’ initiation of a fellowship abroad.

16The t-test compares the control and treatment group means and assumes a null hypothesis that the two
means are equal. If the t-statistic is greater than 1.96, we can reject the null hypothesis that there is no
difference between means at a 5% level of significance.

17Note that the coefficients for A f ter_Fellowship and Success f ul_Applicant are absorbed by fixed effects
for years since treatment, and individual level fixed effects.
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Our central question is: do non-migrants publish more on diseases that are preva-

lent in their home countries after exposure to a fellow from their institution? Table 2

shows results for publication counts on diseases that are of high prevalence in home (and

host) countries. We start by evaluating the change in the count of publications on high-

prevalence home country diseases. We show the raw data representing the changes in

publication output on locally-prevalent diseases plotted in Figure 1 and the correspond-

ing regression results in column 1 of Table 2. Through looking at both the total number of

publications annually in high prevalence diseases (top row), and looking at the propor-

tion of publications in home country diseases (bottom row), we see that non-migrants are

more likely to publish on diseases that are high prevalence in their home countries after

the fellowship (column 2). We also find that they are more likely to publish on diseases

that are high prevalence in their colleagues’ host countries (column 3). However, these ef-

fects are mostly driven by publications on diseases that are high prevalence in both home

and host countries (column 4) with are smaller observable increase in research on diseases

prevalent only the home country (column 5). Interestingly, column 6 demonstrates that

the non-migrants decrease their output (and proportional output) into diseases that are

not high prevalence at home, a finding to which we will return.1819

Figure 2 illustrates the temporal nature of these changes in research focus; the increase

in home country publications happens relatively quickly following their colleagues’ fel-

lowship (about two years after the fellowship, we see a noticeable change), and this effect

is sustained (although with slightly less intensity) until 10 years after the fellowship.

In Table 3, we explore whether non-migrants increase their output in diseases clas-

sified as neglected tropical diseases (NTDs). These diseases represent major grand chal-

lenges, and non-migrants in the Global South may possess a unique comparative advan-

tage in addressing them, given their direct exposure to local disease burdens. The results

18In Appendix Table A2, we show that this increase in relative focus in home , and home and host coun-
try disease publications is not just driven by low-quality publications. We measure the sum of quality
adjusted-publications, as well as the average quality of the annual publications of treated scientists in
these diseases areas, demonstrating increases in both measures after the fellowship.

19We consider how some of our measures may contribute to the results. Appendix Table A3 shows our re-
sults using alternative measures and margins of disease prevalence. We see that even using these alternate
measures, the propensity at which non-migrants increase their relative focus on local, and particularly on
shared, problems increases.
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show a significant increase in publications on high-prevalence NTDs following exposure

to a fellow. In contrast, the decline in research output on non-high-prevalence diseases

is concentrated in NTDs—specifically, those with an outsized share of the global disease

burden in the home country (e.g., Ebola and Sleeping Sickness).

This finding suggests an important trade-off: while fellowships may catalyze greater

engagement with widely prevalent neglected diseases—possibly aligning research with

global or regional priorities—they may inadvertently draw researchers away from dis-

eases that, while highly concentrated locally, remain less prevalent elsewhere.

4.3 Heterogeneity by Geographic Distance Between Home and Host

Country

Next, we examine whether geographic distance between host and home countries

shapes changes in non-migrants’ productivity and research direction. Table 4 shows that

non-migrating colleagues of successful fellowship applicants experience a significant in-

crease in total publication output following the fellowship, as indicated by the positive

and significant coefficient in column 1. However, this overall productivity boost—as well

as the increase in publications on diseases relevant to both home and host countries—is

stronger when the two countries are geographically closer. In contrast, the effect on re-

search focused specifically on home country diseases is unaffected by distance. This sug-

gests that geographic proximity plays a key role in shaping collaborative spillovers, par-

ticularly in steering research toward shared regional challenges.

As shown in column 6, distance also appears to moderately reduce the negative ef-

fect of fellow exposure on research into non-high-prevalence diseases, though this rela-

tionship is weaker. These findings underscore the importance of geographic proximity

in amplifying research benefits of globalization. While international, in this case, South-

South fellowships can boost overall productivity regardless of distance, closer geographic

ties between home and host countries foster stronger shifts toward research on shared re-

gional challenges, big or small.
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4.4 Potential Mechanisms

We investigate several potential mechanisms that could be driving our observed ef-

fects. Namely, fellows might collaborate with researchers at home and directly transfer

new knowledge or resources that support research into local problems. Or, they could

indirectly facilitate access to knowledge and collaborators relevant to local problems.

4.4.1 Direct effect

First, we consider that fellows could directly influence their home country colleagues’

research trajectories either by collaborating with them, advising them, or acting as role

models who research local topics on an international stage. Non-migrating colleagues

could also be influenced by a departing fellow through competitive dynamics, such as

the freeing up of resources, particularly as it pertains to specific topic areas, allowing

them to move into those topic areas (Borjas and Doran, 2015; Azoulay et al., 2019).

To understand if these direct effects are driving our results, we evaluate our results

separately for non-migrants based on whether or not their fellow publishes in home coun-

try diseases.20 In Table 5, we start by looking at whether successful fellows themselves

orient their research trajectories towards home country topics (columns 1 and 2). Inter-

estingly, we see that treated fellows are not significantly more likely to research home

country diseases after they migrate. Next, we explore any heterogeneity of results ac-

cording to the fellows’ orientation. Column 3 shows results for colleagues of applicants

who never publish on home country diseases, and column 4 shows results for colleagues

of applicants who do publish on home country diseases. In both of these samples, we see

a similar magnitude of increase in the non-migrating colleague’s propensity to publish on

home country diseases, which further suggests that collaboration (or competition) with

the fellow, or specific role model or advising channels, are not likely to be driving the

publication outcomes we observe. Note also that collaboration with a fellow is extremely

unlikely; just 0.6% of sample scientists in this sample ever have a publication with a fel-

low. In addition to a low rate of collaboration with the fellow themselves, we see that our

20We identify whether fellowship applicants publish in any home country disease at any point in the 5
years before or 10 years after applying for the fellowship.
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sample of non-migrant scientists are not more likely to publish with fellowship recipients

following the fellowship (column 5). In column 6, we drop non-migrants who publish

with the fellow from our sample and our results remain robust.

Together, we fail to find strong evidence that indicates that non-migrants’ increased

research investment in local diseases is driven by the fellow directly. This also serves as

a robust test: insofar as we are concerned that a fellow is being sent to a similar host

institution in order to strengthen home institution research into local problems, we would

expect the fellows’ local research focus to be correlated with non-migrant outcomes. We

fail to find evidence for this channel, which is comforting.

4.4.2 Indirect effect

Another way in which exposure to a fellow can affect a home country colleague is

if they facilitate connections or knowledge flows between their host country and home

country colleagues. As shown in Fry and Furman (2023), fellowships of this nature can

increase the rate at which home country colleagues collaborate with the migrant’s new

colleagues in the host country. Given this, we first examine the coauthorship patterns

with host country researchers to understand the extent to which access to collaborators

could be driving the changes we see in non-migrants’ research agendas.

Our results are presented in Table 6. In columns 1 and 2, and consistent with prior

research in this area, we see that after being exposed to a fellow, non-migrants are more

likely to coauthor on any subject with a researcher from the host institution and host

country as compared to the control non-migrants. Consistent with the productivity and

research direction findings, these effects are greater for home and host locations that are

closer geographically.

To further investigate this collaboration mechanism, we examine the content of pub-

lications coauthored by non-migrants and host country scientists. We evaluate whether

these publications are on high prevalence home country diseases (column 3), non-home

country diseases (column 4), shared home and host diseases (column 5), or diseases that

are prevalent only in the home country and not host country (column 6). We see that

coauthored publications focus predominantly on diseases that are prevalent in both home
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and host countries, particularly when there is a short distance between home and host

countries, and that there is no effect on collaborative research on diseases that are present

in one environment but not the other. These results imply that the fellowship creates

opportunities for home and host colleagues to invest in areas of common interest and

relevance, but only if they are close in geographic space.

To better understand why geographic distance shapes collaborative outcomes in shared

disease research, we further analyze the results in columns 6–8. In columns 6 and 7, we

control for shared primary language between home and host countries, as well as over-

lap in disease burden. The distance effect remains unchanged, suggesting that neither

linguistic similarity nor shared epidemiological profiles explain the relationship. How-

ever, in column 8, once we control for flight time between home and host locations, the

distance effect becomes statistically insignificant and even reverses in sign. This indi-

cates that the observed distance effect is likely driven by travel frictions, rather than by

geographic distance itself.

This finding suggests that reducing travel barriers—rather than simply focusing on

geographic proximity—may be critical for enabling productive collaborations and sup-

porting research on shared regional health challenges. Programs aiming to foster collab-

oration may benefit from supporting easier and more frequent travel between partners.

4.5 Alternative Explanations

To assess the extent to which the increase we observe in non-migrants colleagues’

relative focus on problems shared by the home and the host country could be driven by

alternative explanations, we conduct several tests featured in the online appendix.

First, to account for the possibility that there are person-disease trends or disease-

specific trends in research that might be driving our results, we conduct our analysis at

the person × year × disease level in Appendix Table A6. Note that this analysis includes

scientist × disease fixed effects as well as disease × year fixed-effects and scientist ×

year fixed effects. The scientist × disease fixed effects remove time-invariant differences

in the extent to which scientists research on particular diseases. Disease × year fixed

21



effects remove the possibility that any trends observed are driven by general changes

in the level of research into given diseases over the observed time period. Scientist ×

year fixed effects account for any changes in productivity of scientists over years which

could generate changes in levels of research in given diseases. As we see in Table A6, our

results are robust to this alternative data structure. In fact, the coefficient on the diseases

prevalent at home and not in the host country is close to zero using this specification,

suggesting that the small effect picked up in the baseline specification was due to one

of these alternative channels (such as an increase in research more generally into those

diseases).

Second, we evaluate the possibility that the observed effect is driven by OWSD fel-

lows who are traveling from institutions with a greater focus on shared home and host

diseases. In other words: are fellows traveling to countries with similar problems more

likely to be from institutions with a focus on those problems, and is that driving our ef-

fects? We test this in a few ways in Appendix Table A7. First, we drop the minority of

non-migrants who had coauthored publications with anyone in the host country prior to

the fellowship, and second, we split the sample of non-migrants into those in an institu-

tion with above median relative publication output prior to the treatment on home and

host diseases, and the remainder. We fail to find any evidence that institutions with prior

relationships with the host country or that non-migrants in institutions with high home

and host disease focus are driving the observed effects. Further, we run the full analy-

sis excluding fellows who travel to South Africa, the most common host country in our

sample, in Appendix Table A8. Our results remain robust.

Third, we compare colleagues of OWSD fellows who had “sandwich" fellowships

for just to those who had longer, full-time PhD fellowships. Of our sample, 36% apply

for full-time fellowships. Presumably, the sandwich fellows had less time in which to

build relationships and connect their home and host country colleagues. In Table A9, we

see that our results are meaningfully smaller for sandwich fellows. This suggests that

the intensity of the connection to the host institution does matter for the outcomes we

find. While not the focus of the paper, in a reduced sample of non-migrants for which

we could obtain gender data, we show that the female non-migrants are more likely to
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increase their local research focus following the fellowship (Appendix Table A10). Given

the potential for homophily, this is likely to be the group of non-migrants most affected

by the departure of a female fellow from their institution, thus providing further evidence

that the observed effects are less likely to be driven by institution-specific characteristics,

and seem to be driven by the fellowship itself.

Fourth, it could be that non-migrating colleagues are more likely to study problems

that are of high prevalence globally (for example, HIV) and we are inaccurately charac-

terizing these as shared home and host problems as opposed to problems that are shared

across a variety of countries because of their global prevalence. In addition to dropping

NTDs with higher global prevalence and attention (malaria, HIV and TB) in Appendix

Table 3, in columns 2-4 of Table A11, we limit only to diseases with high global preva-

lence. Namely, we want to test whether non-migrants are orienting their efforts towards

diseases that are high prevalence in general, not necessarily specific to the home and host

country. We see that non-migrants are actually no more likely to focus on high global

prevalence diseases that are also high prevalence in home not host countries, host only,

and diseases that are not high prevalence in the home country, after the fellowship. This

result suggests that we are observing an increase in focus towards diseases specifically

prevalent in the home and host countries, as opposed to towards diseases that are impor-

tant globally.

We also test whether our effects are mechanical by randomly assigning treated col-

leagues to a placebo host country. Appendix Table A12 presents these results. The results

of this counterfactual exercise are directionally similar but meaningfully smaller (2% of

the size) of the effects we find in our main analysis.21.

Lastly, we are proposing that the effects of the fellowship are indirect, but what if

the non-migrant also migrates and that is driving our observed effects? We evaluate this

concern in Appendix Table A13 by excluding migrating non-migrants from the sample

(i.e. any non-migrant who is affiliated with another institution in another country at any

point in the post-fellowship period). The results remain similar using this alternative

21Of note, many of the placebo host countries disease prevalence overlaps with actual home countries and
so in column 2 we drop those observations, and find a null effect of the fellowship to this placebo host on
home and host disease research focus
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sample.

Overall, these analyses show that even accounting for additional institution and disease-

level observable characteristics, the effects we find on non-migrating colleagues’ research

trajectories are robust.

4.6 Crop and Pest Results

To complement our analysis of disease publications and to check whether the results

we find are unique to the disease setting, we evaluate publication patterns on crops and

pests.22 This analysis is less granular as our data on crop and pest prevalence is binary

and time invariant; there is a dummy variable that takes the value of 1 if a specific crop

or pest has appeared a country and 0 otherwise, but we do not have data on when this

measure was collected or how prevalent in a continuous manner the crop or pest is.

We conduct our baseline analysis with this data in an identical manner as we do with

disease outcomes and explore if there are changes in the frequency with which agriculture

research focused non-migrants publish on local or global crops and pests. In Appendix

Table A15, we see that non-migrants are more likely to publish on crops and pests that

are present in their home countries and on those that are present in their colleague’s host

countries after the fellowship. However, this effect is not significant when we focus only

on crops and pests that are present in home or host countries (columns 4 and 5). These

findings mirror our disease results.

5 Discussion

In this paper, we explore the extent to which there exists a relationship between expo-

sure to a fellow traveling from and to a country in the Global South and the research agen-

das of their non-migrating colleagues. Specifically, we ask whether non-migrant scientists

at the fellow’s home institution change their propensity to research more locally-relevant

problems after the departure of the fellow in the context of disease research. We document

22This analysis is discussed in greater detail in Appendix B.
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that following the departure of the fellow, the non-migrating colleagues of the fellow are

more productive, and this effect is driven by an increase in non-migrants’ propensities to

publish papers on diseases with high prevalence in their home countries. This result ap-

pears to be driven specifically by diseases shared by the home and host countries and is

stronger when the fellow travels to geographically proximate host countries. In contrast,

we find that non-migrants reduce their relative output into lower prevalence, but concen-

trated, diseases, implying trade-offs in globalization goals. We explore mechanisms and

find suggestive evidence that an increase in collaborations with host country scientists,

particularly when travel frictions are low, drive our observed changes in research focus.

This work is subject to several limitations. First, we study the implications of South-

to-South migration of scientists, and as a result, we cannot be sure that our results will

generalize to fellowships supporting migration to developed countries. Second, insofar

as the organizations with successful fellows were those also more likely to collaborate

with the host countries and contribute to local research, we could be overestimating the

effects. While we attempt to address potential biases through robustness tests and careful

consideration of the mechanisms, our results should be considered as descriptive rather

than causal. Third, we observe only female fellows and thus our results may not hold

if migrating fellows are both male and female. While these limitations may affect the

generalizability of our analysis, we believe that given that our work is one of the first

explorations into the relationship between research mobility and progress towards local,

often grand, challenges, our results provide insights that are relevant for both theory and

practice.

We contribute to two main literatures. First, we contribute to a growing literature on

the role of migration in organizational innovation outcomes (Saxenian, 2002, 2005, 2007;

Agrawal et al., 2006; Kerr, 2008; Oettl and Agrawal, 2008; Agrawal et al., 2011b; Kerr,

2018; Kahn and MacGarvie, 2016b; Fry and Furman, 2023; Choudhury and Kim, 2019;

Choudhury, 2016). Our results extend this research by demonstrating that by facilitating

the flow of knowledge, connections and resources back to their home regions —espe-

cially from countries facing similar issues— South-South mobile researchers can shape

the research orientation of their colleagues back at home. By highlighting the important
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role of shared problems in shaping innovative outcomes, we propose that the influence

of researcher mobility depends on the characteristics of the host locations.

Our findings also contribute to a growing literature the drivers of innovation ad-

dressing grand challenges, particularly problems affecting the Global South (Arslan and

Tarakci, 2022; Vakili and McGahan, 2016; Kremer and Glennerster, 2004). We highlight

the role of mobile individuals and document how and when exposure to fellows spend-

ing time in another country in the Global South can accelerate innovation addressing local

problems, many of which are grand challenges. But, by documenting the important role

of the host location features in shaping innovation towards local problems, we surface

important insights on some of the barriers to innovation towards problems in the Global

South.

This research has implications for entrepreneurs, managers, organizations, and poli-

cymakers seeking to enhance and direct innovation. Organizations, broadly defined, par-

ticularly those aiming to make progress on specific topics, can effectively leverage mobile

individuals to provide a strategic advantage in innovation. For example, by creating op-

portunities for international immersion for employees, organizations and managers can

stimulate cross-country collaborations and facilitate access to knowledge that helps others

within the organization contribute to targeted innovative solutions. Further, this research

suggests that to direct innovation, particular attention should be paid to mobility across

locations with shared problems. In other words, organizations and managers can select

contexts for relationships based on the kinds of knowledge they seek to integrate. For

policymakers, this research can provide evidence of the value of opportunities for inter-

national research exchange and inform the development of frameworks to harness the

potential of mobile scientists and innovators.
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Figures and Tables

Figure 2: Differences in publication rate into home country diseases between treated and
untreated non-migrant peer scientists

Notes: This figure shows coefficient estimates stemming from conditional (scientist) fixed-effects OLS specifications. The inverse
hyperbolic sine outcomes are regressed onto year effects and scientist age effects, and include interaction terms between treatment
status and the number of years before/after the OWSD fellowship, and a control variable representing the annual overall publication
count for each scientist. The 90% confidence interval robust standard errors clustered around the scientist is plotted with solid bars.

31



Figure 1: Changes in Disease Publication Rates

Panel A: Home Country Disease Publication Rates

Panel B: Home and Host Country Disease Publication Rates

Notes: This figure plots raw trends of average publication rates on home-country diseases (Panel A) and
home and host country diseases Panel B)per non-migrant peer scientist for the five years before and ten

years after the fellowship.
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Table 1: Summary statistics for non-migrant peer scientists (at year of application)
(1) (2) (3)

Disease
Control
Sample

Disease
Treatment

Sample
Difference

Between Groups
mean/sd mean/sd b t

Female 0.32 0.25 0.07 3.94
(0.47) (0.43)

Career Age 9.26 9.15 0.11 0.63
(7.27) (6.74)

Total publications 9.94 11.06 -1.11 -3.25
(13.61) (14.05)

Any disease publications 0.76 0.71 0.05 4.98
(0.43) (0.46)

Total disease publications 4.58 5.12 -0.54 -2.06
(10.43) (10.83)

Any home disease publications 0.71 0.67 0.03 3.02
(0.45) (0.47)

Total home disease publications 4.06 4.60 -0.54 -2.21
(9.68) (9.97)

Any host disease publications 0.60 0.54 0.06 4.72
(0.49) (0.50)

Total host disease publications 2.81 3.38 -0.57 -2.89
(7.35) (8.70)

Any home and host disease publications 0.58 0.53 0.05 3.83
(0.49) (0.50)

Total home and host disease publications 2.72 3.29 -0.57 -2.96
(7.17) (8.50)

Total home only disease publications 1.34 1.31 0.04 0.34
(4.80) (3.57)

Total host only disease publications 0.09 0.09 0.00 0.11
(0.53) (0.77)

Any collaborative publications with host country researchers 0.04 0.07 -0.03 -5.54
(0.19) (0.25)

Total collaborative publications with host country researchers 0.07 0.11 -0.05 -3.37
(0.50) (0.59)

High disease overlap between home and host country 0.33 0.09 0.25 25.24
(0.47) (0.28)

Home and host country in same continent 0.49 0.63 -0.15 -12.16
(0.50) (0.48)

Home and host country in same income band 0.33 0.11 0.22 21.66
(0.47) (0.32)

Observations 2943 3667 6610

Notes: This table depicts summary statistics for our treatment and control samples. All productivity statis-
tics are generated for the 5 years prior to treatment. Columns 1 and 2 show averages and standard errors
for our control and treatment groups, respectively. Column 3 shows the raw difference in means between
control and treatment groups, and column 4 shows the t-value resulting from a t-test for the treatment and
control samples. The t-test compares the control and treatment group means and assumes a null hypothe-
sis that the two means are equal. If the t-statistic is greater than 1.96, we can reject the null hypothesis that
there is no difference between means at a 5% level of significance.
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