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Abstract
This thematic issue examines questions of decision-making under limited (and contradictory) information, focusing on
migration decisions. Migrants are far from a homogenous population, but they commonly use narratives as heuristics.
We observe much agency among migrants to pursue migration plans, with migration decisions best understood as chains
of multiple decisions rather than simple push-pull or two-step models.
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1. Introduction

In recent years, migration has become highly politicized
in Western countries and many seek stricter forms of
control (van der Brug, D’Amato, Berkhout, & Ruedin,
2015). From the perspective of origin countries, how-
ever, we observe a desire to take part in the lifestyle
and riches of the Global North (Auer, Römer, & Tjaden,
2020; Smith, 2019). Two distinct literatures study why
peoplemigrate: On the one hand,migration studies have
given us two-step models where an ambition to migrate
is distinguished from the capability to do so (Carling &
Schewel, 2018; de Haas, 2011). Along with models high-
lighting social ties, two-step models help us understand
why levels of migration are not higher given the exten-
sive differences in economic and human development
(Collier, 2013). On the other hand, contributions in eco-
nomics and psychology have sharpened our understand-
ing of rational decision-making (Kahneman, 2011): Often
we make decisions in situations where perfect informa-
tion is not available or costly, and individuals are prob-
ably bounded rational rather than purely self-regarding.
Access to information also varies according to social
and personality characteristics, which may include pre-

vious migration experience and social networks (Baláž,
Williams, & Fifeková, 2016).

In the economics literature, two-step models are
largely ignored, and the focus lies on wealth and income
differences at the macro level, and human capital at the
individual level. A key assumption continues to be that
individuals and families optimize their situation within
their possibilities, and often migration can improve the
allocation of skills to the benefit of migrants and the
economy (Constant & Zimmermann, 2013). While pro-
viding a good basis to understand bounded rational
decision-making, structural factors reducing the ability
to migrate are typically not taken on board. By contrast,
migration studies seem to assume perfectly informed
decisions (albeit in two steps; see de Haas, 2011).
As a result, many policymakers are puzzled why immi-
grants try to reach Europe despite seemingly impossi-
ble odds, or by contrast, why efforts to reduce unregu-
lated migration seemingly fail to affect migration flows
(Smith, 2019). Without communication between litera-
tures, and without considering the perspective of ori-
gin countries and the individuals involved, however,
we do not understand well why individuals decide to
migrate, and we open the door for right-wing populism
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in destination countries politicizing against immigration
that may encourage discrimination against immigrants
and their descendants (Laurence, Schmid, & Hewstone,
2018; Zschirnt & Ruedin, 2016). At the UN-level, migra-
tion control is sought because uncontrolled migration
often means exploitation (Ruedin & Nesturi, 2018):
Informed choices, effective policies, reduced risks for
migrants on the move.

The objective of this thematic issue is to better under-
stand how migrants decide whether to migrate and
where to migrate to by considering the limited informa-
tion available to them. All contributions in this thematic
issue grapple with broader questions of decision-making.
Examining migration decisions provides insights into
mechanisms of decision-making that are otherwise too
subtle to study. In the articles, we cannot find the
homogenous group of ‘migrants’ as they are often
perceived in destination countries: Great heterogene-
ity exists in ambitions to migrate, capabilities to do
so, motives, routes, and reactions to changing circum-
stances ‘on the way’—a ‘way’ which may never lead to
the ‘destination.’ We do not observe naïve and gullible
migrants ignorant of the risks and dangers of irregular
migration, nor do we find masses of ‘victims’ tricked by
fraudsters and smugglers. Instead, we observe individ-
uals with aspirations, navigating a world characterized
by limitations and boundaries. Information is patchy, but
this has as much to do with the changing circumstances
and opportunities—each risky to some extent. Under
these circumstances, migrants show great flexibility to
reach their goals, drawing on heuristics and narratives
as is common in decision-making under limited informa-
tion (Batista & McKenzie, 2020; Smith, 2019). In fact,
migration decisions are chains of multiple decisions that
build one on another and can lead to unexpected turns
(Crawley, Jones, McMahon, Duvell, & Sigona, 2016).

2. Understanding Migration Decisions

The studies in this thematic issue contribute to under-
standing migration decisions in three areas: the decision
to leave, decisions en route, and decisions as student
migrants. Taken together, the contributions cover the
entire journey and complexity of decision-making, and
also include the retrospective view ofmigrants who have
returned. First, several articles focus on ambitions to
migrate and the initial decision to leave origin countries.
Many individuals take considerable risks and take on
debt in their endeavour to reach countries in the Global
North. Narratives and images of economic opportunities,
but also success stories from return migrants can trigger
and amplify desires to migrate. Narratives play a strong
role in shaping ambitions to migrate. These narratives
help potential migrants tomake sense of limited and con-
tradictory information theymay come across. They often
present migration as highly desirable, where risks and
failures in migration projects are downplayed and joked
about, while benefits are glorified (compare Alpes, 2012).

This explains why members of the family often provide
funds for migration projects.

The articles emphasize poverty, lack of perspectives,
and network effects where a successful emigrant is often
followed by others (Moyo, Nshimbi, & Laine, 2020), but
they distance themselves from almost mechanical per-
spectives where we can in principle calculate the prob-
ability of migration from objective (economic) factors.
The articles are closer to the description of migrants as
gamblers (Belloni, 2016), but emphasize a clear differ-
ence in that a gambler takes a known risk—the odds
of winning are in principle known and fixed—whereas
migrants make repeated decisions with limited, chang-
ing, and uncertain information. Drawing to some extent
on two-step models differentiating ambitions to migrate
from capabilities (Carling & Schewel, 2018; de Haas,
2011), the articles demonstrate that two-step models
do not adequately capture the repeated decisions under
changing circumstances, experience, and information.

Second, formal and informal migrationmay bemixed
on the ‘journey,’ as are periods of movement and tempo-
rary settlement. For many migrants, the circumstances
on the way change, and they show enterprising flexibility
to adjust to changing contexts: changing routes, team-
ing up with others, staying put for a while, or return-
ing home.While most individuals interviewed in the con-
text of these articles were well aware of the dangers of
their journey—being defrauded, getting stuck, running
out of money, severe violence or death—the hope for a
better future and a mindset of solving challenges when
they arrive imply that lack of information is not the main
reason for irregular migration. Migration journeys are
often not unidirectional but characterized by many deci-
sions at each step of the journey (Bolay, 2014). The arti-
cles show that different narratives and information can
influence themigration journey as individuals learnmore
about risks and likely outcomes as they progress, and as
migrants adjust desired routes and channels ofmigration.
Many articles identify strong hurdles against returning
‘empty-handed,’ even though there are narratives that
blame bad luck or unfortunate spirits to ‘save face’ for
individuals with ‘failed’ migration projects.

Third, with the increasingly difficult routes across the
Mediterranean, some individuals formally sign up for
studies in countries such as Northern Cyprus or Arab
countries as an intermediate destination, mixing for-
mal and informal migration (Dako-Gyeke, 2016; Piguet,
Nassa, Ndiaye, Oumarou, &Wade, 2020). Student migra-
tion may offer a credible alternative for individuals seek-
ing a better life in Europe, but levels of information
are often low and incomplete, meaning that potential
students navigate in narratives rather than research
their own information. At the same time, student migra-
tion serves well to highlight immobility: There are stu-
dents who eschew their opportunity to spend time
abroad, despite their stating an ambition to live abroad
for some time and having the financial support from
the universities—migration velleity rather than ambition.
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This counterfactual constitutes an important piece in
understanding decision-making, as it helps us identify
how different narratives play a role in actual migration
decisions, and why ambitions and capabilities alone do
not necessarily translate into migration.

3. Conclusion

In conclusion, the articles in this thematic issue offer
an opportunity to better understand migration decisions
under limited and contradictory information. It tran-
spires that narratives are used as heuristics to make
sense of the world sketched by bits and pieces of
information, but also that complex decisions like migra-
tion should better be understood as a series of deci-
sions all under great uncertainty. Seen this way, provid-
ing ‘better’ information is simplistic and does not do
justice to the role of narratives as heuristics to navi-
gate uncertainty, and the fact that some migrants are
indeed well-informed and aware of the risks of migra-
tion. Narratives play an important role at each decision,
which are embedded in particular contexts and social
networks that spread and filter information. The articles
in this thematic issue highlight that ‘migrants’ fromAfrica
are far from a homogenous population (see also Crawley
et al., 2016), and underscore the agency and flexibility of
migrants in reaching goals.
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