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ABSTRACT
Adaptation is an essential part of climate change policy. In areas where impacts are likely to be
severe, migration is considered to be an adaptation option. In Bangladesh coastal areas migration
due to climate change is contingent on people’s freedom of choice at individual and household
level. Following Amartya Sen’s capability approach, we argue that there should be a line drawn
between migrations by free choice versus forced migration. Sen’s capability approach focuses on
the importance of people’s freedom of choice to act, and the ability to achieve what they consider
valuable in their life. In this paper, we use an extensive empirical work engaging 22 focus groups
discussions (8–12 individuals in each group) and 14 Key Informants Interviews in South-West
Bangladesh to elicit how freedom of choice changes with the economic class and social status of
an individual. Using these data we apply Sen’s capability approach to understand the role of the
freedom of choice when considering migration as an adaptation option. We argue that the
capability approach is essential in revealing a thin border between migration as a (planned)
adaptation option and forced migration.
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1. Introduction

Migration is a complex decision, influenced by many
factors, with climate-related environmental change
being just one of them. It can be seasonal, temporal
and permanent, and there is a delicate balance
between the push and pull dynamics that trigger
a migration decision. Motives range from making
a free choice in a search for better opportunities; to
being forced by complete loss of livelihood, for exam-
ple, because of cyclone damage or seawater inunda-
tion. Yet, Individual’s and capability expansion and
freedom of choice has important role to play in climate
adaptation (Biggeri and Ferrannini 2014; Clark et al.
2019). This paper uses the ‘capability approach’ of
Amartya Sen to provide a framework to investigate
the attributes that people who consider migrating
may either have or lack (Sen 1992). According to Sen,
the capability of an individual depends on a person’s
ability to choose and achieve the functioning they
need to live a life they have reason to value (Sen
2000a; Robeyns 2005). To realise their capabilities,
they need access to basic resources, including food,
employment, social networks, education and mobility.
A fully functioning human life depends on a good
socio-ecological, economic, political and personal con-
version factors, together with human, physical and
financial capital (Nambiar 2013). Freedom of choice is
intrinsically valuable to people as it gives them the
ability to achieve their own destiny both as a person
and as part of relevant communities (Alkire 2009).

Bangladesh is densely populated with 163 million
people living in a land area of 147,570 km2 and an
average annual rate of population growth of 1.2%
(UNFPA 2016). It is also disaster-prone with high risk
of cyclones and floods (IPCC AR5; Parry 2007;
Maplecroft 2011; Shaw and Mallick 2013; IPCC 2014;
Islam et al. 2014). One-third of the country has an
average elevation of 4–6 m above mean sea level
(Khan et al. 2004; CCC 2016; World Bank & GFDRR
2018). This land floods during the monsoon and is
susceptible to tidal inundation (SRDI 2010; World
Bank 2015). Sea level rise threatens infrastructure, live-
lihoods, food production and access to drinking water.
Millions of people are at risk of becoming climate
migrants from low-lying areas, thereby putting pres-
sure on land and resources in other parts of
Bangladesh (World Bank 2000; MoEF 2009; McAdam
2011; Mahmood 2012). However, not all migration is
forced, it is also a general coping strategy to reduce
livelihood vulnerability, increase livelihoods resilience
and improve wellbeing, especially in rural areas
(Mallick 2011; Shah et al. 2018; Fuchs and Thaler 2018).

We use Sen’s capability approach as an analytical
framework to explore how different dimensions of free-
dom of choice are associated with migration as an
adaptation option. The paper seeks to address the fol-
lowing two research questions: how do pull and push
migration factors differ among various socio-economic
groups; and where is the border between migration as
an adaptation option and forced migration? We
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synthesize data collected in a questionnaire survey dur-
ing the period 2013–2015 in Bangladesh and analyse
responses from 22 focus groups, consisting of 215 indi-
viduals who differ in gender, age and occupation. The
paper treats freedom of choice explicitly when studying
climate-driven migration as a path between an indivi-
dual’s socio-economic condition and their achieved
functioning. The framework used emphasizes the con-
version factors that affect an individual’s ability to
achieve their functioning and freedom of choice based
on a set of individual capabilities. The following section
outlines the conceptual framework and presents the
migration decision through the lens of Sen’s capability
approach. Section 3 presents the details of the study
area and methodology. The results are in Section 4 and
conclusions in Section 5.

2. The capability approach and climate
change migration

Amartya Sen’s capability approach framework evalu-
ates socio-economic arrangements based on the
extent of freedom of choice to achieve the functioning
necessary to lead a life an individual wants to value
(Sen 1999a:75; Alkire 2002). Sen does not advocate
a particular concept of a good life but rather empha-
sizes the importance of freedoms that each individual
can exercise concerning the options that matter most
to her or him. Human development is thus the expan-
sion of the range of genuine freedoms and choices for
each individual; and human well- being should be
assessed in the light of an individual’s social, economic
and political environment (Mizohata 2011). The global
environment is changing, and migration is one of the

possible adaptation options under conditions of cli-
mate extremes. Yet, not all individuals have access to
the same choices. There is a high degree of income
inequality in Bangladesh, which is determined by indi-
vidual access to resources and services as well as
a variety of social and economic conditions (Osmani
and Sen 2011). This inequality affects people’s ability to
migrate as a climate adaptation option.

Planned migration in response to climate change-
related stresses is a potential adaptation strategy
(Alarcón et al. 2011). It may be the most effective way
for people to diversify their income and build liveli-
hoods resilient to climate change and other environ-
mental threats (Black et al. 2011b; Kartiki 2011).
Although migration is considered one of the many
adaptation options, it is not always available as a free
choice for all individuals in a population vulnerable to
adverse climate change impacts. This paper applies
Sen’s capability approach framework (Sen 1999a) to
study individual migration decisions of individuals
with varied entitlements (Box I in Figure 1), which are
shaped through a set of conversion factors (push and
pull, see Box II; Black et al. 2011b), potential capability
set (Box III) and freedom of choice (Box IV). In the
capability framework the focus shifts from current
achievements (functionings, Box V; Sen 2000a;
Robeyns 2005), which can be seen as an outcome of
an individual decision to migrate or to stay, to
a process that a person undergoes given his/her cap-
ability set and ‘freedom’ to make choices. A capability
set depends on individual entitlements and conversion
factors (Sebastianelli 2015). For example, income is the
means but not the end; and neither is it a sufficient
measure of capability. Different people have different
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Figure 1. Climate Change (CC) migration and the capability approach framework. Understanding the relationship between
climatic drivers and individual freedoms based on Amartya Sen’s capability approach.
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income requirements within and across societies, and
higher levels of income and wealth do not always
result in higher levels of well-being (Nussbaum and
Sen 1993; Saito 2003). We used the conceptual frame-
work in Figure 1 as the basis for the field work design
and reporting of the results. The paper approaches
climate-driven migration as a path between socio-
economic conditions and achieved functioning, while
explicitly considering freedom of choice.

The relationships between different patterns of
migration (seasonal, temporary or permanent) and
the factors that influence and impact on the decision
of individuals, communities and societies, who either
chose or are forced to migrate, are an important topic
for research in a changing world (Morton et al. 2008).
These factors include personal characteristics (level of
education, age, gender, physical health state), socio-
economic characteristics of an individual’s household
(household head, size and financial ability, etc.) or the
nature of the community (availability of vital infrastruc-
ture such as schools, hospitals and other social institu-
tions), and finally living and environmental conditions
(Figure 1, Box II).

3. Methods and data

Data were collected in the field during the period
March 2013- June 2015 from 22 focus groups (8–15
individuals in each group), with 215 individuals in total,
in four coastal Upazila (sub-districts), Dacope,
Shyamnagar, Mogla and Rampalin South-West
Bangladesh (Figure 2). These sub-districts are among

the main areas of origin for people migrating to Khulna
and Dhaka cities, which are the principle destination
points for migrants from this region in Bangladesh. We
chose these four sub-districts because they experience
socio-economic problems such as unemployment and
poverty, and are exposed to a variety of climatic and
natural hazards including floods, cyclones, storm
surges, salinity intrusion, and waterlogging (CDMP II
2014). In the study areas, there have been two recent
severe cyclones, Mohasen in 2013 and Roanu in 2016,
which had major impacts on lives and livelihoods. Sea
level rise is a chronic effect of climate change and
represents a long term and structural threat. Our
assumption was that by conducting interviews in
these sites it would be possible to encounter people
who had migrated for various reasons, including slow-
onset climate impacts as well as sudden disasters. The
interviews involved key informants, local government
organizations, NGOs and local leaders in the four sub-
districts. Respondents were selected following random
sampling and stratification by wealth distribution (land
ownership, non-land assets, etc.) and occupation of the
respondents.

Data collection methods included observation
transects, Focus Group Discussions (FGD) and Key
Informant Interviews (KII) using Participatory Poverty
Assessment exercises (Chambers 1994a, 1994b) and
Participatory Wealth Ranking (PWR). The FGDs
(N = 22, 8–15 individuals in each group) were con-
ducted with male, female, elderly and the ethnic peo-
ple and covered several occupational groups (farmers,
fishermen, non-timber forest resources collectors,

Figure 2. Map showing study areas (brown) in the coastal districts of Bangladesh.
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petty traders). In the study areas, people are more or
less dependent on the largest mangrove forest, the
Sundarbans Reserve Forest. The discussions included
sharing general information about the area, people’s
living and livelihood options, environment and climate
changes, recent disasters, the impacts of past severe
disasters and the understanding of poverty and alter-
native options. The PWRs were conducted according to
criteria presented by the community/village people
and were used to create the categories of households.
The households were then divided into extreme poor,
poor, medium poor, medium rich and rich. The parti-
cipatory approach reflected the views and perspec-
tives of poor people themselves in defining poverty
(Chambers 1994a, 1994b, pp. 17–18; 2002). This
included socio-economic conditions of households
and their living standards, income, household land-
holding size, number of people in a household, educa-
tion level, occupation, access to health issues, house
condition (construction) and household assets. The
major advantage of the PWR is its departure from
externally imposed standards of poverty and offers
the possibility for the poor to prioritize the dimensions
that affect them and then offer solutions (Qizilbash
2004). The observations made during the field work
helped to obtain insights into the impacts of climate
change and migration issues. The KIIs (N = 14) covered
climate change and environmental management
issues and were conducted with key informants includ-
ing university teachers (Khulna University), policy
makers, government and non-government officials,
and union council chairmen. The KII provided addi-
tional detailed insights for triangulating the focus
group discussions and understanding local and regio-
nal level climate change and migration issues in the
study areas.

The majority of our focus groups participants were
female (more than 70%) and included 10-12% female
headed households, primarily due to migration of male
family members and family breakdown. The respon-
dents were asked about their decision-making as
a family in order to obtain the reasoning their house-
holds go through when facing disasters. We also inter-
viewed community leaders and NGO workers who
were engaged with climate change-related interven-
tions in their areas. The average age of the respon-
dents was reported to be 45 years (minimum 17 and
maximum 85 years). The main types of occupation in
our study area are fishing (60% of full-time and part-
time jobs), farming labour and non-farm labour such as
earth cutting and brickfield workers. This contrasts
with the migrated population, whose primary jobs
are mostly rickshaw-van pullers (approximately 65%),
petty traders and non-farm labour for males, and
household workers (65%) and workers at ready-made
garment factories in Dhaka for females.

4. Results and discussion

Our field work reveals different patterns of migration.
Firstly, there are several types of migration: seasonal,
temporary, or permanent; and forced or planned.
Secondly, it can be an individual, a household head,
an income earning member of a household, or an
entire family who migrate to nearby cities, in particular
to Dhaka. Some migrants also go temporarily to neigh-
bouring countries (with or without proper documenta-
tion) to earn their livelihood incomes. Thirdly, there
may be a range of push and pull factors behind
a migration decision, and these vary across different
socio-economic groups. Table 1 lists the most common
push and pull factors influencing individual migration
decisions reported by the respondents. In most cases,
non-climatic factors that cause a loss of livelihoods and
options to earn at least any income are the main
factors for the migration, but almost always environ-
mental change acts as a facilitator.

As with any relocation decision, migration is driven
by a complex interaction of three groups of factors
(Table 1). Both push and pull factors, which either
trigger migration or stimulate people to stay, are not
static. They change over time with seasons, climate
variability, and individual life events. In general,
a migration decision is costly both in terms of financial
costs and loss of social capital. Thus, households care-
fully consider a decision on permanent migration and
often make the move gradually though other types of
seasonal and temporary migration. Each type of migra-
tion is triggered by a combination of factors. Results
from the discussions show that people choose to
migrate only when push factors dominate. The ques-
tion is whether there are regularities in what factors are
the key drivers of a specific type of migration. Black
et al. (2011a) identify five drivers of migration: eco-
nomic, political, demographic, social and environmen-
tal, arguing that it is not one driver that triggers
a decision to migrate but the interaction of five drivers.
As Table 1 illustrates, the migration drivers are the
capability approach conversion factors. In most of the
cases, seasonal (S) and temporary (T) migration are
observed when attempting to secure livelihoods
aspects, such as income, and also for social-political
and environmental security. People prefer seasonal
and temporary migration because of their social
attachments and household assets. Seasonal migration
is a common income diversification strategy and is
a standard livelihood option in the context of the
study area. The focus group discussions reveal that
there has to be disturbance to the normal way of life
to cause temporary migration. It often occurs after
a hazard event that is more severe than usual.
Permanent (P) migration is an extreme measure and
is usually observed in two different types of situations.
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Firstly, when people lose their permanent settlements
after sudden on-set disasters (severe natural disasters,
like a cyclone, riverbank erosion, etc.), which act as
push factors. Secondly, in search for better opportu-
nities and under expectations of better lives and liveli-
hood, which act as pull factors. While there is a balance
of these factors that may eventually lead to a decision
on whether to migrate, not all of them have the same
weight for our population of respondents. During the
focus group discussions, we asked the respondents to
identify and rank these preventive and stimulating
factors (see Table 2).

As noted by Brown (2008), the push and the pull
factors of migrations are often highly subjective. Our
data shows that the push and pull factors of migration
differ from place to place, across individuals, commu-
nities and regions. Drivers of migration also vary across
different socio-economic groups (see supplementary
information). Individual entitlements (Box I in Figure 2)
define whether economic factors outweigh others in
a set of conversion factors (Box II) when defining an
individuals’ capability sets (Box III). Socio-economic &
environmental (& ecological) factors are one of the
main conversion factors included both in push and
pull factors that influence migration (Box II in Figure
1). These include unemployment, income possibilities
and socio-economic security. Considering the poten-
tial capability set (Box III), an individual can have secure
and steady income and resilient livelihoods as
achieved functioning (Box V). Yet, even given the con-
version factors of the individuals, the achieved func-
tioning is influenced by freedoms of choice (Box IV).
Our FGDs demonstrate that social capital and level of
community involvement varies significantly among
economic classes. As might be expected, the rich pos-
sess an ability to provide sufficient, or good quality,
food and shelter, better schooling, health care and
other necessary factors of family wellbeing. They
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Table 2. Factors that prevent migration, information collected
through FGD. (22 FGD ≈ 215 respondents).

Preventive Factors
Ranked (according to
FGD respondents)

1. Secure and steady income/livelihood
(availability of alternative livelihood
options)

1

2. Agricultural land (fertile, multi-cropping) 3
3. Hazard-free homestead (e.g. above flood
level)

2

4 Small family size (food security, good
health)

8

5. Lack of network (or no network outside
the community/region)

4

6. Social liabilities (specially the religious
leaders, teachers, doctors, local
institutional leaders, etc.)

9

7. Fear for insecure future (lack of
information and knowledge)

5

8. Financial incapability (not able to start
new living)

6

9. Physical inability (disability, no outside
support available)

7
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usually have more durable assets than other economic
classes, which allows them to be more resilient to
climate change variability and hazards. The middle
economic income class also has the ability to provide
food and can bear educational, healthcare, clothing
and other expenses for family members. This economic
class has moderately durable houses, which need
repairs or renovation every 2–5 years. There are gen-
erally two types of middle-class population in the
country: lower-middle class and upper-middle class.
Both middle classes have been experiencing shrinking
income levels in recent years. Gradual environmental
and ecological degradation and other conversion fac-
tors unbalance their status, stimulating migration deci-
sions, especially in the lower-middle class population
that has just fallen below the poverty line. The lower-
middle-class also experiences a decrease in consump-
tion expenditure and difficulties in maintaining quality
of life. The poor or chronically poor economic classes
are below the poverty line, live in poverty for longer
and cannot afford expenses for the basic needs of their
family members. Their housing conditions are not
hygienic and often require rebuilding every year or
two. They have poor asset bases, weak social networks
and higher vulnerability to poverty. The extreme poor
and destitute live with low economic activity, low
levels of productivity and lack of employment oppor-
tunities. They report serious economic as well as social
problems in their origin location and often choose to
migrate, often for long distances. There is very little
holding them in their place of origin.

The main attributes of different socio-economic
groups in the study area are summarised in the sup-
plementary information and are divided into five eco-
nomic classes. For the ‘rich’ migration is temporary for
sake of higher and better education, better health care
and better jobs leading to surplus wealth. For the
‘middle-class’ migration is mainly for income genera-
tion activities and access better services in terms of
health, education and security. For the ‘lower-middle-
class/moderate poor’ migration is mainly for income
generation; once their savings reach their target, they
return to their village to be with their family. The ‘poor’
are pushed out in search of subsistence, and so migra-
tion is therefore unplanned, and can be temporary or
permanent. The ‘extreme poor/destitute’ are pushed
out in search of subsistence, so migration is
unplanned, and can be temporary or permanent.

When matched with the push and pull migration
factors in Tables 1 and 2, the differences in triggers of
migration decisions per income class become clear. As
such, each socio-economic group, given its relative
entitlements (Box I in Figure 2) and a set of conversion
factors to which it is exposed (Box II), has a different
propensity for one of the types of migration (seasonal,
temporal or permanent). Yet, independently of an
income class, there is a threshold that needs to be

crossed to push people to migrate because, with all
things equal, people would prefer to maintain their
normal way of living. For a better access to health
and education opportunities, the rich and the middle
economic class have the tendency to migrate on the
basis of a plan (planned permanent migration) to
achieve health and education wellbeing (Box V). In
contrast, the other three economic classes put their
effort into attempting to achieve relatively secure live-
lihoods. They often choose seasonal and temporary
migration to support their daily lives. Only when
a sudden onset disaster occurs do they chose sudden
and unplanned migration, which can be either tem-
porary or permanent. Poverty is an agent of capability
deprivation (Sen 2000b); this is not only with respect to
income but also as an obstacle to achieve one’s cap-
abilities. Thus, while a particular population is exposed
to the same environmental factors, vulnerability varies
among different socio-economic groups making
a decision to stay or to migrate either a free choice
for a better future or a forced outcome.

According to Sen (2002), a potential capability set (Box
III, Figure 2) serves to represent an idea that different
people are able to generate different levels of capabilities
to achieve certain functionings from the same distribu-
tion of commodities. Sen (1985, 1999) emphasizes that
capabilities reflect a person’s real opportunities or posi-
tive freedom of choice between possible life-styles.
Freedom (Box IV) has two aspects: the process and the
opportunity (Alkire 2002). The process aspect is the ability
to act upon what matters; the opportunity aspect is the
real opportunity to achieve valued functionings (being
and doings) selected from among various good possibi-
lities. Consequently, we argue here that freedom in this
case is to have the ability to decide whether tomigrate or
not, and if to migrate then being able to choose the form
of the migration (temporary, seasonal or permanent). It
also depends on conversion factors, which affect achiev-
ing functioning.

The conversion factors (Box II) are closely inter-
twined in achieving an individuals’ functionings (Box
V). They bring individual freedom or exercise of choice
into focus. In the study, we find that economic class is
one of the criteria that influences an individuals’ deci-
sion-making strategy for migration, in other words
effecting the freedom of choice of migration. The
poor migrate in an attempt to reduce their poverty
and vulnerability; while the rich migrate to gain better
opportunities for the life they want to live and they
have a comparatively free choice of whether to
migrate or not.

Figure 3 schematically summarizes the qualitative
information collected during the focus group discussions,
which discussed how freedom of choice and migration
potential depended on the capability set (Robeyns 2006).
Based on their capability set, individuals have a choice to
stay or migrate based on the freedom of choice, and this
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decision can be either planned or entirely forced by
circumstances. In other words, Figure 3 describes the
typical logic of migration decision-making, while differ-
entiating between individual entitlements, conversion
factors, and a degree of freedom of choice that indivi-
duals experience. For example, people can plan to stay
when they have better or higher occupation or medium
occupation, good and suitable shelter in place with sus-
tainable food security and cash flow; and also have high
social status and participation. Similarly, people can plan
to migrate when they have medium or low occupational
level, bad shelter (vulnerable to disaster) and non-
sustainable food security with medium assets and social
status. Rich and medium class people have a good
chance of having free choice for a planned migration or
not to migrate at all while maintaining a decent life. On
the contrary, people are forced to migrate when they
have a low level of occupational livelihood and non-
land assets with low social status and no participation,
non-sustainable food security and vulnerable shelter (B in
Figure 3); and in similar circumstances, they are forced to
stay in the place of origin. Instead of a free choice, these
people – who are mostly from medium poor, poor and
extreme poor classes – are forced to stay in a vulnerable
condition with no choice. The effect of environmental
and climate change on household migration decision is
outlined in Figure 6 and illustrates a households’ socio-
economic situation. Individual or household migration
decisions are affected not only by a single factor but

a combination of multiple factors of personal, socio-
economic and environmental nature (Black et al. 2011a).
Thus, environmental and climate change stress has
a significant influence on displacement and migration-
related decisions (Renaud et al. 2011).

We used the capability approach framework to dis-
cern the decision-making strategy within a household
(medium poor and poor) on migration (seasonal, tem-
porary, forced or permanent). Seasonal migration (S)
takes place when people face environmental and cli-
matic disasters and they try to recover and adapt by
borrowing money/taking loans as micro-credit, and try
to increase income by alternative livelihood options. In
such cases, income earning members (particularly
male) also migrate for short time following agricultural
seasonality. It is important to note that there are differ-
ences in decision-making at household level when
contrasting their normal life, and life after a disaster
happens. It is hard to find a sustainable solution for
disaster recovery for most poor and middle-income
families due to their limited savings and poverty in
general (Rahman et al. 2013). They also decide to opt
for temporary migration (T) when they have short-term
alternative livelihood solutions (for example,
fishing, day labour) in the locality and income earning
members migrate for a short period (usually less than 6
months) to known places, mostly in the nearby cities.

Based on the data from our focus group discussions,
we outline the typical decision paths that lead

Figure 3. Freedom of choice and migration potential depending on the capability set.
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households towards a particular type of migration:
seasonal, temporal or permanent (Figure 4) when
they are differentiated by entitlements and prone to
various conversion factors. In the study areas, people
try to maintain a normal life for their household firstly
by taking alternative livelihoods, for example, outside
the main agricultural seasons people try to find non-
farm jobs (rickshaw van pulling) to obtain local income.
If that is not possible, the main earner of a household
migrates temporarily (T) to get work in the brickfields.
In the case of temporary migration, formerly a male
family member would travel to nearby cities (such as
Satkhira and Khulna) to earn a cash income by any
means so that their families can survive. However, in
the past 10 years (mainly after severe cyclone Sidr in
2007) there is a new emerging trend of young women
migrating temporarily to work at ready-made garment
(RMG) factories.

In the case of a sudden onset disaster when house-
holds lose their homestead, house, assets and livestock
and have nowhere to find living and income opportu-
nities, they are forced to migrate permanently together
with all family members. The forced migration is never
planned, therefore there is no certainty for getting
a good job in a new location. In this case, households
forced to permanently migrate either manage to find
a job for living a normal life or they become margin-
alized again in the new place.

Our focus group discussions showed that freedom of
choice is a key element in the discourse on migration as

a climate adaptation option. It is not only forced migra-
tion that is problematic. A forced option to stay is,
perhaps, even worse. If an individual does not migrate
from an area that is under threat of environmental
shocks and deprivation of resources, it may lead to
a downward spiral when people are already poor and
vulnerable to climate change and households affected
by disasters become even poorer. This category is
referred to as the ‘trapped population’ (IPCC 2014).
This applies usually to poorer households whose liveli-
hoods are adversely affected by environmental change
but who do not have any resources to move (NCEA
2015).

5. Conclusions

Mass migration, either seasonal or temporal, of labour
from the rural agriculture sector to urban non-
agricultural sectors is a common strategy used by
households to diversify their livelihood options; and
is increasing due to the impacts of climate change
(Tacoli et al. 2015). This type of migration creates
unemployment, homelessness and poverty in cities.
Lack of city planning results in the creation of urban
slums and the industrial sector cannot absorb large
numbers of migrants. Permanent migration was also
recorded in study areas among wealthier families (rich
and middle class) seeking better education, income
and livelihood opportunities. The focus group discus-
sions revealed that freedom of choice is intrinsically

Figure 4. Household-level migration decision-making in the study areas for the people who decided to not to undertake the
planned migration decisions (usually rich households).
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valuable to the individuals, enabling the ability and
opportunity to achieve their own destiny both as
a person and as part of various communities. Yet,
migration is often a forced action rather than a free
choice. Freedom of choice with respect to migration,
and a migration decision itself, have long-term multi-
dimensional consequences for human lives and liveli-
hoods. Migration is an adaptive response to changes in
people’s circumstances (Tacoli 2007; Mortreux and
Barnett 2009; Tacoli et al. 2015) and the effect of
a single factor (e.g. climate variability) is not the only
cause of a migration decision and other factors (e.g.
socio-economic condition) are interlinked.

In the future, increasing probability and severity of
climate-related disasters is expected to cause more
migration than currently observed. This paper studies
migration in coastal regions in Bangladesh through the
conceptual lens of Sen’s capability approach, highlight-
ing the role of the freedom of choice. Our focus group
discussions engaging 215 respondents in the period
from 2013–2015 reveal a number of conversion factors
(both push and pull) that influence migration decisions.
The article outlines the differences among economic
classes with respect to a variety of reasons driving
a decision on whether to migrate or to stay. Our study
indicates that in addition to conversion factors it is free-
dom of choice that is important to achieve certain func-
tionings (being or doing) in Sen’s terminology.
According to the capability approach framework, peo-
ple choose functionings for a life they want to live, and
freedom of choice in pursuit of well-being is central to
this. In the context of migration in coastal Bangladesh,
which is fuelled by increasing climate variability, the
concept of the freedom of choice is instrumental in
drawing the line between migration as an adaptation
option and forced migration. We synthesize the qualita-
tive data from the focus group discussions to outline the
typical decision paths leading to seasonal, temporal and
permanent migration decisions. Our findings provide
support for the conceptual premises of Sen’s approach.

Some challenges were experienced during the field
work. A general problem is that although the participants
of the study were informed about the objectives of the
study, they still frequently hoped for benefits resulting
from their participation, and that these would come to
them at a later point in time. We informed them and
stated clearly that this was not the case, but due to the
difficult socio-economic condition of the people living in
these areas with limited livelihood opportunities and the
prevalence aid programs from various NGOs, private,
government and international organizations, some of
the participants expected at least for some support.
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