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Why Should We Be Interested? 

  In the context of the climate change debate, the argument 
that environmental factors lead to migration has 
experienced a great revival 

  Most literature regards the environment-migration nexus as 
self-evident and speculates about the major consequences 
that could follow such as riots or conflicts 

  However, given that most empirical evidence is often 
anecdotal, confined to one specific region and/or suffers 
from methodological problems, we think it is important to 
look more carefully at the conditions under which 
environmental degradation leads to migration 
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Existing Theoretical Arguments on 
(Environmental Degradation and) Migration 

  Neo-Malthusian: environmental degradation deprives 
people of their livelihood and therefore leads to migration 
  Problem: deterministic, ignores possibility of adaption and other 

factors that could lead people to migrate 

  Neoclassical Economics: people will migrate if they expect 
a positive net return from their movement.  

  New Economics of Migration: migration is household 
strategy to maximize income 

 Problem: so far environmental conditions do not play a role 
in these economic models. However, they can easily be 
added in the form of push and pull factors  



Our Argument 

  Environmental problems can act as stressors that can put 
an individual’s wellbeing at risk, decrease her income, and/
or lower her prospects of future employment 

  However, migration is not first best strategy since people are 
tied to their location and migration is thus very costly 

  Instead they should try to 
  decrease personal exposure and vulnerability 
  reduce problem if possible 

  Only if level of dissatisfaction with the current environmental 
situation is large enough, people should be willing to move 

 Type of the environmental problem is a decisive factor to 
determine whether migration is more/less likely   
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Different Problems, Different Strategies 

  Sudden-onset and rapid environmental events (e.g. floods): 
  Severe impacts in the short-run 
  But mostly transitory 
  Since migration is costly, people should stay or migrate only 

temporarily 
 no significant effect on migration likelihood 

  Slow-onset and long-term environmental events (e.g. 
droughts): 
  Usually have smaller impacts on the wellbeing of individuals 
  Adaptation should often be a possible response 

  no significant effect on migration likelihood 
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Different Problems, Different Strategies 

  Perceived  long-term environmental problems (e.g. 
pollution): 
  Asymmetric impact on population 
  Impact of environmental problems is relative depending on many 

factors such as economic activity, climatic conditions or income levels 

  negative perceptions of environmental degradation should motivate 
individuals to migrate because they affect their relative level of (dis-)
satisfaction with the current location 
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Research Design 

  Micro-level survey data (EACH-For Program)  
  Includes 455 migrants and 149 non-migrants from 16 countries 

  Data on both actual environmental events and perceived 
environmental problems 

  Dependent Variable: an individual’s decision whether to 
migrate (1) or not (0) 

  Independent Variables: 
  Rapid-onset, short term event (flood) has happened in individuals’ 

region. Actual data from EM-DAT 
  Slow-onset, long-term event (drought) has happened in individuals’ 

region. Actual data from EM-DAT 
  Individual reported that environmental problem were present at last/

current location. Survey data  
  If environmental problem was present: did respondent described it as a 

long-term environmental problem. Survey data 
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  Other variables:  
•  Gender 
•  Age 
•  Rural background 
•  Household member has already migrated to this location 
•  How long has the respondent lived at the last/current location 

  Estimation technique:  
•  Logistic regression model 

Research Design 
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Summary of Results 

  Actual environmental events whether sudden-onset or long-
term do not affect individuals’ decision to migrate 

  Perceived environmental problems increase propensity to 
migrate while long-term problems rather lead to adaptation 

  Effect of environmental problems depends on how much a 
person is tied to his/her location: 
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Mediating Effect of a Person’s Background 
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Implications and Limitations 

  Environmental degradation does not automatically and 
necessarily lead to migration 

  Instead the effect of environmental factors depends on type of 
the problem and on individual’s perception of the problem 

  Important to study both decisions of migrants and of those 
who choose to stay 

  Future research should disaggregate influence of 
environmental factors even further and could move on to 
theorize and proxy an individual’s propensity to adapt.  
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