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Abstract

A subjective well-being angle has emerged as an important new frontier to
advance the understanding of the causes and consequences of migration. The
purpose of this chapter is to organize and take stock of this emerging literature on
the bidirectional relationship between migration and happiness by reviewing the
available literature from a global perspective. The literature review covers both
international migration and internal migration and considers the outcomes of
various stakeholders (migrants, hosting communities, and family members left
behind). The literature documents ample evidence that happiness plays an impor-
tant role in migration decisions, with relatively unhappy people moving to
happier places, even after accounting for standard predictors of migration. In
some contexts, internal migrants experience a premigration happiness dip. Most
international migrants gain happiness from migration, hosting populations tend to
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experience a mixed but small impact, and family members staying behind
generally experience a positive impact on evaluative well-being but not emotional
well-being. However, the outcomes are strongly context-dependent and important
differences exist between individuals. The impact of migration is much smaller
for internal migrants. Overall, the current evidence suggests that migration
contributes to a happier world because of the generally positive effects on
migrants and the marginal effects on hosting communities.

Introduction

The international migrant population has grown from 175 million in 2000,
representing 2.8% of the world population, to 272 million in 2019, representing
3.5% of the world population (UN DESA 2019). Currently about 0.6% of the world
population are migrating across borders in a 5-year period (Abel and Sander 2014).
In addition, an estimated 750 million adults (15% of the world’s adult population)
say they would permanently migrate to another country if they could (Esipova et al.
2017). Considering that a small subset of people with international migration
aspirations actually moves abroad, the international migrant population is expected
to grow to 400 million in 2050 (UN DESA 2015). Moreover, an estimated 763 mil-
lion persons (12% of the world population) lived within their own country but
outside their region of birth in 2005 (Bell and Charles-Edwards 2013), which
illustrates that many more people relocate within countries than between countries,
particularly from the poorer rural areas to the richer urban areas.

Consequently, migrant inflows are an increasingly important societal issue in
hosting communities. For instance, a 2017 survey shows that Europeans consider
immigration together with the threat of terrorism the biggest issues faced by the
European Union (O’Connor 2020). The concerns about migration have major
impacts on public policies and voting behavior (e.g., Brexit). Given the omnipres-
ence and potential impact of international migration, optimizing the human migra-
tion process is one of the biggest challenges in our globalizing world. However, a
comprehensive account of the causes and overall consequences of migration is
lacking because the traditional focus on objective drivers and outcomes of migration
has proven insufficient to explain migration behavior and evaluate migration out-
comes at the broadest level of well-being (Castles 2010; Zuccotti et al. 2017).

In the 2010s, a subjective well-being angle has emerged in the migration literature
as an important new frontier to advance the understanding of migration (Hendriks
2015). Subjective well-being (SWB), colloquially referred to as happiness and used
interchangeably here, is a person’s subjective experience of his or her quality of life.
It includes people’s affective experiences (the frequency of experiencing positive
and negative emotions and moods) and life evaluations (contentment or life satis-
faction) (Diener et al. 1999). This trend parallels the rapidly growing science of
happiness and the growing use of SWB measures in the social sciences to compre-
hensively evaluate human well-being or utility, a trend that is also seen in economics
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(see the “Economics of Happiness” chapter in this handbook). An important reason
for the emerging SWB angle is the growing evidence that people’s choice behavior
in important life decisions is strongly (even if not exclusively) driven by the
maximization of happiness when basic survival needs are met, which reflects the
notion that virtually all people yearn for a happy life (Benjamin and Heffetz 2012;
Benjamin et al. 2014a). A second reason relates to the core strengths of SWB
measures (see the “Measuring Subjective Well-Being” chapter in this handbook).
SWB is typically measured by self-reported information, with experienced affect
being gauged by survey questions asking people how often they experience certain
emotions and moods (e.g., the PANAS scale) and life evaluations being gauged by
survey questions such as “How satisfied are you with your life, all things consid-
ered?” or the Cantril ladder-of-life question “Please imagine a ladder with steps
numbered from zero at the bottom to ten at the top. Suppose we say that the top of the
ladder represents the best possible life for you and the bottom of the ladder represents
the worst possible life for you. If the top step is 10 and the bottom step is 0, on which
step of the ladder do you feel you personally stand at the present time?”. While SWB
measures tend to be less precise than objective measures of well-being such as
income and educational outcomes due to measurement biases, they capture in an
integrated manner what people hope to ultimately gain from life by allowing
individuals to evaluate their own outcomes while taking into account their own
preferences (Hendriks and Bartram 2019; OECD 2013; Ormel et al. 1999). By
implication, knowledge regarding the bidirectional relationship between migration
and happiness is essential for prospective migrants and policymakers in making
informed decisions regarding migration. Accordingly, this chapter features the key
insights and evidence on the bidirectional link between internal and international
migration and happiness from this emerging literature.

Literature review

The Role of Happiness in Migration Decisions

About 1% of the world’s population have fled their homes within or across country
borders because of conflict or persecution (UNHCR 2020), representing a small
fraction of the total number of internal and international migrants. Another small
fraction of migrants are forced to leave their homes because of other direct survival
threats such as malnutrition. However, the migration decision of a large majority of
migrants includes a voluntary component that is driven by the goal of achieving a
better life for themselves or their significant others. In other words, voluntary
migrants attempt to maximize utility at the individual or household level by migrat-
ing within or across borders if the expected benefits of doing so outweigh the
expected costs, i.e., if expected utility is positive (Stark and Bloom 1985).
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Happiness Expectations
Given that people generally consider happiness and health as the aspects that matter
most in life (Balestra et al. 2018), happiness expectations are proposed to be valuable
proxies for expected utility and can be interpreted as a summarizing measure of the
more specific goals people aim to achieve from migration (Frey and Stutzer 2002).
Benjamin et al. (2014b) confirm the importance of happiness expectations in the
context of migration by showing that the best predictors of the choice rankings over
residencies of US medical students in the National Resident Matching Program were
evaluative SWB expectations, i.e., where one expects to have the best possible life
and the highest life satisfaction. While evaluative SWB expectations were imperfect
predictors of choice rankings, they were better predictors than, for instance, future
career prospects and location desirability. Evaluative SWB expectations predicted
choice behavior better than affective SWB expectations in this migration context,
which has also been found for choice behavior more generally (Benjamin and
Heffetz 2012; Benjamin et al. 2014a). Unfortunately, the role of happiness expecta-
tions in other migration contexts is unknown, probably because such data are not
readily available.

Individual Happiness Levels
One strand of literature has turned to exploring whether people’s happiness levels are
relevant predictors of the desire or intention to migrate to another country using
cross-sectional data at the individual level. Most studies use data from the Gallup
World Poll where migration aspirations are measured using the question “Ideally, if
you had the opportunity, would you like to move permanently to another country, or
would you prefer to continue living in this country?” while migration intentions are
measured using the question “Are you planning to move permanently to another
country in the next 12 months?” or the follow-up question “Have you done any
preparation for this move?”.

Correlational evidence consistently shows that relatively unhappy people have
more frequently both a desire and the intention to emigrate, even after accounting for
standard predictors of migration such as socio-demographic and economic charac-
teristics and having a network abroad (Brzozowski and Coniglio 2021; Migali and
Scipioni 2019; Graham and Nikolova 2018; Ruyssen and Salomone 2018; Cai et al.
2014; Lovo 2014; Otrachshenko and Popova 2014; Chindarkar 2014; Graham and
Markowitz 2011). To exemplify, the unconditional difference on the 11-point Cantril
ladder-of-life scale between people with and without migration aspirations is
approximately a half point in Europe (Lovo 2014) and two-tenths of a point in
Latin America (Graham and Nikolova 2018). More specifically, those aspiring or
intending to move abroad tend to have relatively high objective success (wealthy and
well-educated) but relatively low SWB, which Graham and Markowitz (2011) refer
to as “frustrated achievers.” A plausible explanation for this pattern of frustrated
achievers is that unhappy people stand to gain the most from migration while
wealthier people can better bear the financial costs of migration. The selection of
unhappy people into migration holds for both affective and cognitive measures of
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happiness, and although it is more prominent in high-income countries, it also holds
in middle-income countries (Migali and Scipioni 2019; Cai et al. 2014). The
relationship is more complex in low-income countries, with unhappier people having
more often a desire to migrate but less probability to prepare to move abroad (Migali
and Scipioni 2019). People in low-income countries may act less often on their
migration aspirations because they lack the financial resources to cover the costs of
migration and they face greater legal barriers to move abroad. The finding that
happier people are less likely to self-select into migration in middle-income and
high-income countries suggests that outmigration does not lead to a “happiness
drain” in those countries, but such a “happiness drain” may occur in low-income
countries. In line with the notion that people yearn for happiness, those with an intent
to emigrate prefer locations with higher average life satisfaction, which holds after
controlling for standard predictors of migration such as the macroeconomic envi-
ronment, distance, language, and share of migrants (Lovo 2014).

More scant evidence is available on some related questions about international
migration decisions. First, few studies have gone beyond conditional associations to
examine the causal effect of happiness on emigration intentions. Ivlevs (2015) shows
that the consistently observed association between emigration aspirations/intentions
and happiness does not necessarily imply that there is a causal effect of happiness on
emigration aspirations/intentions because of endogeneity issues. He has attempted to
address the endogeneity issue using an instrumental variables approach. Consistent
with previous literature, Ivlevs observed that more dissatisfied people in Central and
Eastern Europe and Central Asia were more likely to have emigration intentions in a
standard OLS framework, with a U-shaped relationship emerging after further
inspection. However, the instrumental variable analysis revealed the opposite;
more satisfied people had a higher probability of reporting intentions to move
abroad. Although it is questionable whether the positive causal effect generalizes
to other contexts because happiness and migration intentions are exceptionally
weakly related in Eastern Europe (Lovo 2014), this finding highlights that caution
is needed in making causal inferences based on the widely documented negative
association between happiness and emigration intentions/aspirations. Better causal
evidence is available in the small literature on return intentions based on German
panel data. The panel study of Shamsuddin and Katsaiti (2020) shows that greater
life satisfaction positively influences the intended length of stay and the intention to
stay permanently among immigrants in Germany, which also holds in a study on
older immigrants in Germany (Cela and Bettin 2018). In a similar vein, the corre-
lational study of Schiele (2021) shows that immigrants in Germany are more likely
to have return intentions when life satisfaction is higher in their home country and
lower in their host country, which holds at both the country level and the (projected)
individual level.

Second, there is limited evidence about how individual-level happiness relates to
actual emigration behavior rather than emigration aspirations/intentions. Using
Polish panel data, Brzozowski and Coniglio (2021) shows that the greater intent to
migrate among unhappier Polish individuals within and between households trans-
lates into more actual migration only for selected subgroups, such as women and
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employed individuals. Although also in this case the absence of a main effect may
not generalize to other contexts because of the exceptionally weak link in Eastern
Europe (Lovo 2014), this finding suggests that happiness may shape individuals’
willingness and intention to emigrate more than their actual migration behavior, at
least in Poland.

Third, few microlevel studies have examined the relative importance of happiness
as a predictor of emigration aspirations and intentions. Graham and Nikolova (2018)
show for Latin America that the predictive power of life evaluations tends to be
smaller compared to some standard predictors of emigration intentions and aspira-
tions (socio-demographics, network abroad, income and mobility, and confidence in
institutions) when jointly considered. It is sensible that the predictive power of
happiness reduces when modeled jointly with more specific subjective perceptions
and objective circumstances given that happiness serves as a summary indicator of
the perceptions and circumstances that matter for quality of life.

More panel evidence is available on internal migration decisions. Internal migra-
tion typically refers to moves of at least 25 km. Kratz (2020) finds evidence for the
“frustrated achievers” hypothesis among economically motivated internal migrants
in Germany by showing that they had a better socioeconomic disposition but not
higher life satisfaction before relocating than those who stay. Mixed evidence is
found regarding the existence of a premigration happiness dip among internal
migrants. Internal migrants in Germany did not experience a life satisfaction
(or happiness) dip before migration (Fuchs-Schündeln and Schündeln 2009;
Erlinghagen et al. 2021), apart from women moving long distances (Kratz 2020)
and migrants who moved from eastern to western Germany after the reunification
(Melzer and Muffels 2017). Internal migrants in the UK who moved short distances
(<25 km) experienced a life satisfaction dip in the 4 years before migration, but
those moving longer distances did not (Nowok et al. 2013). Similarly, a life
satisfaction dip before migration was experienced by those moving residence in
Australia (Preston and Grimes 2019; Frijters et al. 2011) and young adult migrants
moving within Sweden (Switek 2016). In general, the life satisfaction dip seems to
be caused more by people moving to overcome the dip than that anticipating
migration causes a dip, but stronger evidence is needed to verify this supposition.

Aggregated Happiness Levels
The limitations of the above discussed microlevel studies are further addressed by
various macro-level studies that use aggregated happiness to help predict actual
migration flows. This strand of the literature confirms that people move away from
unhappy places toward happy places. The strongest evidence on international
migration comes from the panel study of Grimes and Wesselbaum (2019) in
OECD destination countries. They show that bilateral migration flows increase
with increasing life evaluations in destination countries and decrease with increasing
life evaluations in origin countries, even after controlling for income levels and other
standard predictors of migration such as colonial ties, language similarity, sharing
borders, and geographical distance (for additional evidence, see Polgreen and
Simpson 2011 and Cai et al. 2014). The relative importance of happiness is smaller
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than these standard predictors of bilateral migration flows, but it is at least as
important as economic indicators such as GDP per capita and the unemployment
rate (Grimes and Wesselbaum 2019; Polgreen and Simpson 2011; Cai et al. 2014;
Lovo 2014). In addition, Grimes and Wesselbaum (2019) find that higher happiness
inequality in a country appears to boost both emigration and immigration, possibly
due to frustration arising from a social comparison effect on the one hand and an
optimism bias of upward mobility on the other hand. A similar picture emerges for
internal migration decisions. Happier places in the United States grew at substan-
tially faster rates than did less happy places due to higher net intra-country migration,
controlling for economic and noneconomic variables typically associated with intra-
country migration (Lucas 2014; Glaeser et al. 2016; Hummel 2016). However,
Glaeser et al. (2016) note that this process is slow so that cities may remain unhappy
for long periods, implying that people are not happiness-maximizing but trade off
happiness against other competing objectives such as higher wages and lower
housing prices. Overall, a growing literature shows that happiness dynamics capture
important quality-of-life-related reasons for both internal and international migration
that are not captured by traditional migration models.

The Impact of Migration on the Happiness of Migrants

The geographical variation in happiness within and between countries suggests that
a person’s place of residence is a key determinant of happiness (Helliwell et al. 2018;
Burger et al. 2020; The Economic Geography of Happiness). However, it cannot be
assumed that moving to happier places always makes migrants happier, and vice
versa, because migrants and locals may differ in their stable personal characteristics
(e.g., genetic differences), objective circumstances (e.g., differences in their labor
market position, social exclusion, and language boundaries), happiness functions
(e.g., migrants may derive more happiness from social support), and the person-
location fit (e.g., migrants may fit less well in happy but xenophobic places).
Similarly, it cannot be assumed that the utility maximizing behavior of migrants
and the important role of happiness maximization in this regard will always lead to
positive happiness outcomes because of people’s bounded rationality (McKenzie
et al. 2013). This raises the question to what extent – and under what conditions –
migrants become happier through migration.

International Migrants
The more detailed but less up-to-date overview of Hendriks (2015) shows that
longitudinal or experimental data on the happiness outcomes of international
migrants is scarce. Some studies have resorted to comparing migrants to stayers
with similar characteristics in the home country (“matched stayers”). However, when
stayers are solely matched based on objective characteristics (e.g., education, age,
and gender), the estimated impact of migration on happiness tends to be downward
biased if relatively unhappy people tend to migrate (see section “The Role of
Happiness in Migration Decisions”). To alleviate this selection problem, some
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studies have compared migrants to matched stayers who intend to move (“matched
potential migrants”) (Nikolova and Graham 2015; Hendriks et al. 2018). By com-
paring approximately 36,000 migrants to matched potential migrants across more
than 150 countries, Hendriks et al. (2018) estimate that immigrants worldwide, on
average, evaluate the quality of their lives 9% higher after migration while
experiencing 5% more positive affect (enjoyment, happiness, and laughter) and
7% less negative affect (worry, sadness, and anger). This finding suggests that
migration generally results in substantial happiness gains for migrants. However,
the outcomes substantially differ between migrants moving to and from different
regions of the world.

The largest happiness gains are generally experienced by people moving to more
developed countries (see also IOM 2013). For instance, of all flows examined in
Hendriks et al. (2018), the largest happiness gains occurred among migrants who
moved to Western Europe from developing regions, including sub-Saharan Africa
(a gain in perceived quality of life of 29%), the Middle East and North Africa (16%
gain), Central and Eastern Europe (14% gain), and the Commonwealth of Indepen-
dent States (14% gain). These findings correspond with the observation by Helliwell
et al. (2020) that the life satisfaction levels of immigrants in the UK and Canada
mimic those in their destination countries rather than their typically unhappier origin
countries. Long-term life satisfaction gains are also observed among Russians who
migrated to Finland in the longitudinal study of Lönnqvist et al. (2015) and among
Turkish labor migrants in old age who moved to Western Europe decades ago and
stayed there for at least 5 years (Baykara-Krumme and Platt 2018). However, there
are notable exceptions to this general pattern. Latin American migrants moving to
Western countries do not gain much happiness by migrating (Graham and Nikolova
2018; Hendriks et al. 2018). One likely reason is that Latin Americans are much
happier than would be expected based on Latin America’s level of economic
development, which is partly because of their rich social lives – a part of life they
may partly lose by migrating. Another notable exception comes from the natural
experiment of Stillman et al. (2015) who showed that migrants from Tonga to
New Zealand were 1 year after arrival as happy as their counterparts who had to
stay in Tonga while being significantly less happy 33 months after their move despite
large gains in objective well-being. In contrast to Hendriks et al. (2018), Bartram
(2013a, b) found no consistent evidence of Eastern European migrants in Western
Europe being happier than stayers, which may be attributed to sample or methodo-
logical differences (e.g., Bartram controls for more potentially mediating pathways).
An important gap in the literature is that the happiness outcomes of international
refugees have remained unexplored.

The impact for people moving between similarly developed places is mixed, with
persons moving between developed countries benefiting more than people moving
between developing countries (IOM 2013; Hendriks et al. 2018). Examples of such
migration flows where positive outcomes were observed are Western Europeans
moving to Northern America, Australia, or New Zealand; UK residents moving to
Ireland (Hendriks et al. 2018); migrants aged 50+ who moved between European
countries (Gruber and Sand 2021); and German emigrants who moved to other
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(mostly Western) European countries (Erlinghagen 2011). Examples of migration
flows where no positive outcomes were observed are individuals moving within
South Asia or between Anglo-Saxon countries (Hendriks et al. 2018).

For those moving to less developed countries, the results tend to be either neutral
or negative (IOM 2013). For instance, Hendriks et al. (2018) observed a null effect
for some 750,000 Western Europeans who moved to Eastern Europe, while Bartram
(2015) found a negative effect for Western Europeans moving to Southern Europe.

The above findings should not be interpreted to show that moving to a wealthier
country is all that matters. Other country-level conditions are at least as important for
well-being –most notably, the host society’s social environment and in particular the
attitudes of the native born toward immigrants (Hendriks and Bartram 2016).
Accordingly, the average happiness gain of migrants is more strongly correlated
with the happiness gap (r ¼ 0.80) and the development gap (r ¼ 0.76) than with the
income gap (r ¼ 0.62) between destination and origin countries (Hendriks et al.
2018). This finding implies that moving to a happier or more developed country
contributes more to happiness than migrating to a wealthier country. An illustrative
example is the relatively low happiness gains of Latin American migrants in Western
countries compared to migrants from similarly wealthy but unhappier regions
(Hendriks et al. 2018).

Consistent with hedonic adaptation theory, migrants moving to more developed
countries achieve almost the full happiness gain from migration in the first few years
after migration, after which migrants’ happiness does not substantially change with
their length of stay and the second generation is generally not happier than their
immigrant parents (Hendriks and Burger 2020). The initial happiness gain leads the
happiness levels of immigrants to converge close to the happiness levels of the host
country’s native populations (Helliwell et al. 2018; Hendriks 2015). The stagnant
happiness levels after the initial “honeymoon” period of migration are inconsistent
with the objectively improving life conditions of most migrants moving to more
developed countries. A prominent reason that their subjective gains lag behind their
objective gains is that migrants and migrant generations gradually evaluate their
conditions in the host country through an increasingly critical lens because of
hedonic adaptation mechanisms (Hendriks and Burger 2020). Notwithstanding
these hedonic adaptation mechanisms, acculturation remains important because
happiness gains are particularly achieved by migrants who successfully acculturate
to the mainstream society while simultaneously maintaining their heritage culture
(Nguyen and Benet-Martínez 2013; Angelini et al. 2015).

Internal Migrants
Studies investigating how internal migration affects the happiness of internal
migrants have predominantly focused on economic migration within large countries
such as China, Germany, and the United States. The impact of migration is generally
much smaller for internal migrants than for international migrants. A primary
explanation is that the circumstances of internal migrants tend to change less, such
as the quality of institutions and the experienced cultural and language boundaries.
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The literature discussed below shows that the happiness returns to internal migration
vary from positive to negative.

Positive effects are generally documented in developed countries. Melzer (2011)
and Melzer and Muffels (2017) studied migration from East Germany to West
Germany following the reunification in 1990. These studies report an increase in
life satisfaction following migration due to better labor market outcomes. Although
migrants report happiness levels above the East German average, their average
happiness levels remain below that of the West German population. Building on
this work, Kratz (2020) found for Germany that economic migration has a positive
impact on life satisfaction, net of both observed and unobserved differences between
migrants and stayers. Positive long-lasting effects are also found for internal
migrants in the UK (Nowok et al. 2013), Australia (Preston and Grimes 2019),
and for young adult migrants in Sweden (Switek 2016). However, the results exhibit
heterogeneity and context dependency. Kratz (2020) found that the impact is tran-
sitory for women and long-lasting for men, while Preston and Grimes (2019) found
stronger gains for women and Nowok et al. (2013) did not find gender differences.
While all studies found that the moving distance did not matter, Kratz (2020) found
that moving toward urban areas results in stronger permanent gains than moving
toward rural areas.

Studies on developing countries have mainly focused on urban-rural migration.
Despite urban populations being generally happier than rural populations in devel-
oping countries (Easterlin et al. 2011; Burger et al. 2020), rural-urban migration has
limited or negative effects on the happiness of these internal migrants. Knight and
Gunatilaka (2010), Akay et al. (2012), Jin (2016) and Huang et al. (2017) found that
rural to urban migrants in urban China had lower happiness levels than rural
households. Similar findings were reported by De Brauw et al. (2018) for Ethiopia,
Chen et al. (2019) for Pakistan, Mulcahy and Kollamparambil (2016) for
South Africa, and De Jong et al. (2002) for Thailand. Indeed, as noted by Cardoso
et al. (2019), migration decisions are often made based on what people believe urban
areas can offer and not on what they actually offer. At the same time, objective
circumstances for these migrants often improve, as evidenced by income and
consumption patterns.

Several explanations have been brought forward to explain lower happiness
among rural-urban migrants compared to rural nonmigrants despite their advantaged
economic situations. First, a number of studies (e.g., Knight and Gunatilaka 2010;
Mulcahy and Kollamparambil 2016; Chen et al. 2019) have attributed the lower
happiness levels of migrants to high aspirations in relation to achievement as well as
social comparison effects. With regard to China, Cai and Wang (2018) argue that the
higher subjective social status of rural residents vis-à-vis migrants explains their
higher happiness, while Wang (2017) shows that people living in the countryside
adopt lower standards when assessing their social status than migrants. At the same
time, it should be taken into account that Chinese rural to urban migrants face
institutional discrimination due to the hukou system (Chen 2013), have to leave
behind family and friends (Bonnefond and Mabrouk 2019), and disproportionally
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end up in 3-D (dirty, dangerous, and demeaning) jobs with limited income opportu-
nities (Meng 2012), which in turn could reduce happiness.

A similar train of thought is found in the small literature on displacement and
happiness. Randell (2016) examined rural households that were displaced due to
construction of the Belo Monte Dam in Brazil. Overall, Randell (2016) concluded
that the wealth and perceived quality of life of the local population improved.
However, the perceived quality-of-life effects of displacement were most positive
for those individuals who managed to remain near family and friends, were poorer at
baseline, and achieved relatively more economic gains. This study then also suggests
that both material and nonmaterial compensation is necessary to overcome the well-
being costs of forced migration and explains why some relocation programs have an
adverse effect on mental health even when they offer a good compensation program
(e.g., Snodgrass et al. 2016).

The Impact of Migration on the Happiness of Hosting Populations

An emerging literature has considered the impact of immigration and ethnic diversity
on the happiness of hosting populations. For Europe, higher migration inflows at the
country level generally have no statistically significant effects (O’Connor 2020;
Akdede and Giovanis 2021) or small positive nonlinear effects (Betz and Simpson
2013) on the happiness of natives. O’Connor (2020) shows that the null result over
the years 1990–2017 holds (i) across population subgroups including the poorly
educated and elderly (ii) across migrant subgroups from within or outside the
European Union (EU) and for refugees. Immigrant diversity is also not statistically
related to natives’ life satisfaction in Europe (O’Connor 2020). However, Akdede
and Giovanis (2021) do find a positive impact of migration on the happiness of
natives and second-generation immigrants in Northern, Western, and Eastern Europe
but a negative impact in Southern Europe over the period 2004–2017.

Inspired by Brexit, various panel studies have been conducted for the
UK. Howley et al. (2020) document that net inflows of foreign-born individuals
into local areas had small negative effects on happiness in the period 2000–2017, and
these happiness losses are particularly experienced by relatively older, poorer,
low-educated, and unemployed individuals. Ivlevs and Veliziotis (2018) find no
main effect of inflows of Eastern European immigrants in local areas on natives’ life
satisfaction following the 2004 enlargement that resulted in an unprecedented wave
of Eastern European workers relocating to the UK. Consistent with Howley et al.
(2020), they observed that local immigration was associated with a decrease in life
satisfaction among older, unemployed, and lower-income people, and with an
increase in life satisfaction among younger, employed, higher-income, and better
educated people. The heterogeneous impact is congruent with voting patterns in the
Brexit vote. Focusing on the related concept of ethnic diversity, Longhi (2014) finds
that white British people living in more diverse NUTS3-areas report lower levels of
life satisfaction than their counterparts in more homogenous areas. However, Knies
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et al. (2016) found no effect of ethnic diversity at the neighborhood level on the life
satisfaction of white British people.

For Germany, Akay et al. (2014, 2017) found a small positive impact of both local
immigrant inflows and ethnic diversity on the life satisfaction of natives. The middle
class and people below 50 years old particularly benefited from local immigration,
while people with open, agreeable, and conscientious personalities benefited most
from ethnic diversity. In addition, the impact of ethnic diversity was more positive
when immigrants were better assimilated and when other ethnicities were culturally
and economically closer to the German ethnicity. Ethnic diversity at the neighbor-
hood level was unrelated to life satisfaction in Germany (Kóczán 2016).

For the United States, Kuroki (2018) showed that county-level increases in ethnic
diversity and the immigrant population were associated with declining life satisfac-
tion among white men and women during the period 2005–2010. Consistent with the
age pattern observed in Germany and the UK, life satisfaction declined most for
older whites. For Australia, ethnic diversity at the neighborhood or state level has a
small negative association with emotional well-being through reduced neighborhood
trust (Churchill et al. 2019).

The magnitudes of the observed positive and negative effects are generally rather
small. To illustrate, Betz and Simpson (2013) find that a 10% increase in the
immigrant inflow (at the sample mean) in Europe increases the happiness of natives
by 0.07 points on an 11-point scale in the following year while no positive effects
were observed after the second year. Howley et al. (2020) find that an increase of
100,000 foreign-born individuals in the UK leads to a happiness decline of 0.025
points on a 37-point scale. Akay et al. (2014) find that a 1 percentage point increase
in the immigrant share in a local area results in a 0.03 increase on an 11-point life
satisfaction scale. Kuroki (2018) finds that a 1 percentage point increase in the
percentage of the immigrant population is associated with 0.0009 and 0.0021 points
reduction on a 4-item life satisfaction for white men and women, respectively. The
positive and negative effects documented in other studies are typically of a small
magnitude as well. In general, the literature documents that only large immigrant
flows have a substantial impact on the happiness of natives.

In sum, the literature on migration inflows in developed countries documents
mixed and context-dependent effects, with most studies highlighting that the
observed effects are modest and much smaller than would be expected based on
the worries of many natives about the negative consequences of migration for their
well-being. In some contexts, older people and those with lower socioeconomic
status benefit less or are hurt more by ethnic diversity and immigration. Several
studies have explored how the macroeconomic environment mediates the observed
effects. Consistent with the broader migration literature showing that macroeco-
nomic gains or losses of immigration and ethnic diversity are small, objective
macroeconomic gains or losses are not found to be major channels driving positive
or negative effects on the life satisfaction of natives (Akay et al. 2014, 2017;
O’Connor 2020). However, Howley et al. (2020) provides suggestive evidence
that perceived as opposed to actual labor market competition and social identity
are relevant channels for a negative impact of immigration on the happiness of some
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natives in the UK. Possible noneconomic channels such as congestion, social
cohesion, and perceived safety have remained unexplored.

There is less evidence on the impact of immigration in developing countries. One
exception is the study of Kreibaum (2016), which examines the impact of both the
long-term presence and additional inflow of Congolese refugees on the life satisfac-
tion of the hosting population in Uganda. Using multiple surveys and a difference-
in-difference approach, the study finds that although the objective circumstances of
the Ugandan population living near refugee settlements improved in terms of
consumption and public service provisions, they were less satisfied with their living
conditions.

The Impact of Migration on the Happiness of the Left-Behind

Millions of migrants have left family members or other significant others behind.
The most common reason is to support, via remittances, the well-being of family
members and others who remain in the less developed place of origin. Hendriks et al.
(2018) and Ivlevs et al. (2019) offered a global perspective of the happiness out-
comes for those remaining behind using Gallup World Poll data. These studies
consistently showed that having family members abroad is associated with greater
evaluative well-being and positive affect (happiness, enjoyment, and laughter), but
also with more negative affect (worry, depression, sadness, and anger) for adults left
behind. The absence of an improvement in negative affect held across all of the
21 explored regional migration flows in Hendriks et al. (2018) and thus represents a
global phenomenon. Correspondingly, Ivlevs et al. (2019) observe that remittance
receipt is not associated with less stress and depression (two components of negative
affect) and that those receiving remittances experienced more stress and depression
than similar individuals who did not have one or multiple household members
abroad. By contrast, remittance receipt amplifies the positive effects of having
household members abroad on evaluative well-being and positive affect. Individuals
in developing countries with household members living in developed countries
benefited the most in these aspects of happiness, as well as, poorer individuals
within a certain country (Hendriks et al. 2018; Ivlevs et al. 2019). This finding
corresponds with the common observations that money matters more for poorer
people and that the monetary benefits of migration are larger when moving to more
developed countries. The amplifying effect of remittance receipt is consistent with
the literature showing that remittance receipt increases the life satisfaction of those
staying behind (Joarder et al. 2017) through significant economic gains and poverty
alleviation for those left behind, thereby stimulating better outcomes in other
domains, such as better education and health outcomes. Remittance receipt does
not appear to be the only advantage of having a family abroad given that Ivlevs et al.
(2019) observe a positive effect of having a household member abroad on positive
affect and life evaluations independent of remittance receipt or income (see also
Cárdenas et al. 2009). Nonpositive effects for the left-behind were observed in
particularly short-distance migration flows, such as those moving within Western
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Europe or within Southeast Asia (Hendriks et al. 2018). A plausible explanation is
that these people often moved for reasons other than sending remittances or could
send less remittances due to smaller pay gaps between host and home countries
within world regions.

Additional research has primarily taken place in the context of Latin America.
Individuals in the former Soviet Union, Latin America, and the Caribbean with
household members living permanently abroad or temporarily abroad for work
reported higher life evaluations than individuals who did not (Hendriks et al.
2018). However, those with household members living temporarily abroad for
work also experienced more negative affect. A hedonic adaptation process may
explain why those with household members living permanently abroad did not
experience more negative affect. These findings are consistent with the observation
of Cárdenas et al. (2009) that Latin American individuals evaluate their lives more
positively when having relatives or friends abroad who they can count on. Focusing
on Mexico, Lara (2019) documented that higher migratory intensity, at the municipal
level, increases life satisfaction among the left-behind men and women while
negatively affecting the emotional states of women and positively affecting the
emotional states of men. This finding confirms the more global pattern that the
left-behind benefit more in terms of evaluative well-being than emotional well-
being. Additional evidence comes from case studies of single communities. Borraz
et al. (2010) find no positive overall effect on life satisfaction among left-behind
adult household members in an Ecuadorian community, arguing that the received
remittances compensate for the social costs of family separation. Similarly, case
studies by Jones (2014, 2015) show that household members who stayed behind in
some Mexican and Bolivian communities do not report higher family happiness than
similar nonmigrant households. Jones (2014, 2015) shows that the erosion of family
values and family unity (social cohesion) are relevant negative channels, probably
because it leads to more conflicts between household members. Case studies focused
on emotional well-being and mental health show mixed results. Negative effects
were reported for left-behind Mexican women and caregivers in Southeast Asia,
while left-behind families in Tonga and the elderly in Moldova were not significantly
affected (Gibson et al. 2011; Böhme et al. 2015; Nobles et al. 2015). Although the
above studies did not distinguish between positive and negative affect, the overall
results (null or negative effects) are in line with the global observation that increases
in positive affect are counterbalanced by increases in negative affect. The external
validity of these case studies is questionable because it is well-possible that these
communities were selected because they fared worse than others.

One caveat of the above studies is that the reported results represent the adult
population, not children. In addition, there is scant evidence on the channels through
which the happiness of the left-behind is affected. Plausible, but untested reasons,
mentioned by the authors were that the left-behind may derive satisfaction and hope
for their own futures from observing that migrants realize their potential abroad.
Various other drawbacks are highlighted in qualitative studies, such as changing
responsibilities, loneliness, impaired emotional support, and psychological discon-
nection from the migrant (Abrego 2014; Dreby 2010).
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In the context of internal migration, negative effects of migration on those left-
behind are reported in studies on Chinese urban-rural migration. Scheffel and Zhang
(2019) reported lower happiness and more loneliness among the elderly parents left
behind. The authors attributed these lower levels of well-being to the one-child
policy in combination with an elderly support system that is largely based on
intergenerational support. Interestingly, Chinese studies also focus extensively on
the effect of parental migration on the SWB of left-behind children, showing that
parental migration has at best a neutral effect on children’s SWB (Murphy 2020).
Some studies report no differences in general happiness and life satisfaction between
left-behind and other children (e.g., Wen and Lin 2012; Murphy et al. 2016; Xu and
Xie 2015; Ren and Treiman 2016), while other studies report a negative effect (e.g.,
Su et al. 2017; Shen and Zhang 2018). Parental migration seems to have especially
disruptive SWB effects when both parents migrate (Wang and Yao 2020) and on
boys (Shen and Zhang 2018). The negative effects of parental migration are partic-
ularly explained by increased loneliness, lower self-esteem, and decreased social
support.

Summary

Main Findings

A subjective well-being (or happiness) angle has emerged as an important new
frontier to advance the understanding of the causes and consequences of migration.
This chapter highlights several key findings that have emerged from this literature.
Figure 1 provides a general overview.

Regarding the causes of migration, there is ample evidence that relatively
unhappy people in middle-income and high-income countries have more often the
aspiration or intention to emigrate, even after accounting for standard pecuniary and
nonpecuniary predictors of migration. Correspondingly, panel evidence in the Ger-
man context shows that happiness is predictive of the intended length of stay of
migrants; migrants have more often the intention to return home when having less
positive happiness trajectories or when the happiness difference between the host-
and home country decreases, even after controlling for standard predictors of
migration. On the other hand, there is also initial evidence that the causal effect of
happiness on actual emigration is weaker than the (conditional) association between
happiness and emigration intentions/aspirations, and that there may be no causal
effect at all. Panel studies on internal migration in developed countries show that, in
some contexts, internal migrants experience a premigration happiness dip, but it
remains unknown whether people move to overcome the happiness dip or whether
anticipating migration causes a happiness dip. It is also unknown whether this
happiness dip extends to developing countries and international migration. Taken
together, it remains uncertain whether unhappiness causes actual emigration (hence
the upper-left question mark in Fig. 1). At the macro-level, there is consistent
evidence that people move toward happier places, with bilateral migration flows
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that increase with increasing happiness in host communities and decrease with
increasing happiness in home communities (see the middle-left arrows in Fig. 1).
The lower-left arrow shows that it remains unknown what role the happiness of
family members left behind plays in the decision to migrate and leave these family
members behind. Anticipated happiness is probably a better but less explored
predictor of migration decisions than the level of happiness. Initial evidence confirms
that the anticipated happiness gain of migration is a particularly powerful – though
imperfect – predictor of migration behavior, which is plausible given its close
relationship with expected utility. Taken together, happiness dynamics capture
important underlying quality-of-life-related reasons for both internal and interna-
tional migration that are not captured by standard migration models. This observa-
tion should encourage the migration literature to devote more attention to the role of
happiness in migration behavior and the underlying factors it captures.

Regarding the consequences of migration, the literature on international migra-
tion shows that most international migrants gain happiness from migration, hosting
populations tend to experience a mixed but small impact, and household members
staying behind generally experience a positive impact on evaluative well-being but
not emotional well-being because the left-behind tend to experience both more
positive and negative affect (see Fig. 1). However, the outcomes are strongly
context-dependent and important differences exist between individuals. Notably,
negative effects have been reported for the elderly and economically deprived
groups in some hosting countries (e.g., the United Kingdom), for some immigrant
groups (e.g., those moving to less developed countries), and for the left-behind in
some local communities in various countries (e.g., caregivers in Southeast Asia). By
contrast, particularly positive effects are achieved by migrants and the left-behind
when migrants move to more developed countries and send back remittances. The
impact of migration is much smaller for internal migrants, which is plausible because
of the larger circumstantial differences between countries than within countries.
Positive effects are generally documented for internal migrants in developed coun-
tries. Studies on developing countries have mainly focused on urban-rural migration
and show that, despite urban populations being generally happier than rural
populations in developing countries, rural-urban migration has neutral or negative
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Fig. 1 The bi-causal relationship between migration and happiness
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effects on the happiness of the internal migrants or household members left behind,
with China being the best documented example.

Policy Implications

The current evidence suggests that migration contributes to a happier world because
of the generally positive effects for migrants while migration has mixed effects on
family members left behind and marginal effects on hosting populations. Neverthe-
less, a significant proportion of migrants become unhappier through migration,
which implies that prospective migrants in selected migration flows could benefit
from support in developing realistic expectations of migration to avoid such negative
outcomes. The current evidence suggests that international migration reduces hap-
piness inequality around the world at the individual level because migrants typically
take an intermediate position between the happiness of natives in the home and host
countries, those left behind in low-income countries benefit the most, and the effects
on host countries are negligible. However, the effect of migration on happiness
inequalities between nations is less clear. On the one hand, it may slightly increase
inequalities if happier individuals in low-income countries have a higher probability
to prepare to move abroad, leading to a happiness drain in low-income countries
(Migali and Scipioni 2019). On the other hand, the lower happiness of migrants
compared with natives in the typically happier host countries may reduce average
happiness in the host countries. It is also important to note that the prevalent and vast
concerns in immigrant-receiving countries about migration are not in line with the
small (and often nonnegative) effects of immigration on societal happiness, even if
some natives do experience negative effects. Moreover, increasing the happiness of
immigrants can be a fruitful way to enhance the benefits of immigration for the host
society, since happiness has proven to be a key driver of economic, social, and health
advantages, such as greater productivity and more openness toward other cultures
(De Neve et al. 2013). Hence, policies that contribute to migrant happiness may
create a win-win situation for both immigrants and natives. Notably, happiness gains
among immigrants can be promoted by facilitating migrants’ acculturation to the
mainstream society while allowing them to also maintain their heritage culture.
Finally, the documented relevance of happiness as a determinant of migration
suggests that policy makers aiming to reduce outmigration should target not only
to improve the objective well-being of citizens, but also their subjective well-being.

Directions for Future Research

Much remains to be learned about the bi-causal relationship between happiness and
migration. Major progress in understanding the role of happiness as a cause of
migration can be achieved by further exploring (a) how strongly the expected
happiness consequences of migration influence migration decisions (thereby build-
ing on Benjamin et al. 2014b); (b) the role of individual happiness levels on actual
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emigration behavior rather than emigration aspirations/intentions (thereby building
on Brzozowski and Coniglio (2021); (c) the relative importance of happiness
compared with other standard predictors of individual-level migration decisions;
(d) causal evidence through panel, experimental, or instrumental variable designs to
better establish the causal effect of happiness on migration; (e) whether a possible
happiness dip before migration is caused by people moving to overcome the dip or
because anticipating migration causes a dip; and (f) the role of the happiness of
family members left behind in triggering people to migrate to support their families
back home.

Major progress in understanding the role of the consequences of migration for
happiness can be achieved by further exploring (a) causal evidence through panel,
experimental, or instrumental variable designs to alleviate endogeneity issues that
remain present in, for instance, migrant-stayer comparisons; (b) the channels through
which migration affects the happiness of the various stakeholders; and (c) the impact
of migration on the happiness of children and the impact of outmigration on
happiness in home countries.

Cross-References

▶Determinants of Migration
▶ Family left behind
▶Migrant Health
▶The Economic Geography of Happiness
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