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2. Psychosocial factors of migration: adaptation and 
application of the health belief model 

 

Abstract3 

Psychosocial factors influencing behaviour play a central role in health research but 
seem underexplored in migration research. This is unfortunate because these factors, 
which include knowledge, attitudes, beliefs, intentions and personality traits, provide 
essential and potentially effective handles for linking migration and migrant-
integration policies. We demonstrate that the health belief model (HBM) 
conceptualization of behavioural intentions contributes constructs that can further 
our understanding of migration intentions, thereby broadening the foundations for 
migration policies. We adapt the HBM to migration behaviour and then test it 
empirically by using survey data on international migration from West Africa and the 
Mediterranean region to the European Union. The results confirm that indicators of 
‘perceived threat to living conditions’, ‘perceived benefits’ and ‘perceived barriers to 
migration’, ‘cues to action’ and ‘self-efficacy’ contribute considerably to the 
explanation of emigration intentions. We conclude that psychosocial factors deserve 
greater prominence in migration theories and empirical research, and we 
recommend that migration surveys consider this framework to identify relevant 
indicators of psychosocial factors of international migration and develop appropriate 
survey questions to measure them. 

 

2.1. Introduction 

The growing importance of international migration is evident in both the data on 
migration and in the increasingly restrictive policies in most of the major countries of 
net immigration. The total number of persons living in a country different from their 
country of birth has been rising, reaching about 214 million in 2008. At the same 
time, an increasing number of countries wish to restrict immigration. In recent 
decades, immigration and migrant-integration in various countries, such as those of 
the European Union (EU), have become major policy issues (UNDP, 2009). 
Understanding of migration behaviour is hampered by methodological and data 
collection constraints, while the multifaceted migration process almost defies 

                                                   
3  A slightly different version of this chapter is published as:  
 Groenewold, G., de Bruijn, B. and Bilsborrow, R. (2012). Psychosocial Factors of 

Migration: Adaptation and Application of the Health Belief Model. International 
Migration, 50(6), 211–231. doi: 10.1111/j.14682435. 2012.00781.x 
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conceptualization. Not surprisingly, a wide range of competing theories and models 
of migration exist (IOM, 2003; Massey et al., 1999). 

One criterion to differentiate migration theories is the extent to which they 
acknowledge individuals as active agents in migration.  

A large body of migration literature draws on macro-oriented theories in which the 
individual as decision maker is absent, as in neoclassical development theories 
(Harris & Todaro, 1970; Ranis & Fei, 1961), dual labour market theory (Piore, 1979) 
and world systems theory (Kritz & Zlotnik, 1992). Some approaches, such as social 
capital and social network theory (Bourdieu, 1986; Boyd, 1989), take an intermediate 
position and identify potential migrants in the context of their social networks in 
origin and destination areas. Migration theory in which the individual agent does 
occupy centre stage is dominated by neoclassical human capital theory (Sjaastad, 
1962). In the New Economics of Labour Migration theory (Stark, 1991; Stark & 
Bloom, 1985), the individual decision-making is, on the other hand, replaced with a 
model in which migration decisions are made by several household members 
through a kind of cost-benefit analysis. However, this neoclassical microeconomics 
approach assumes rational decision making by referring to behaviour outcomes that 
supposedly reveal peoples’ preferences. It does not study the internal processes 
underlying these behavioural outcomes, there thus being surprisingly little attention 
paid to this psychological dimension in migration theory. Nevertheless, there has 
been some attention to the decision making process in the work of De Jong and 
fellow scientists. Their value expectancy model assesses people’s goals and values, 
and the subjectively expected net contribution of migration to realize them. 
Application of the value-expectancy model in migration research has, however, 
remained limited (De Jong, 1994; De Jong & Fawcett, 1991). 

In contrast, in health behaviour research, psychosocial and cognitive factors 
traditionally occupy a prominent place and underlie behavioural change policies and 
programmes (Glanz, Rimer, & Lewis, 2002). The purpose of this paper is to examine 
whether conceptualizations of health behaviour are useful to the understanding of 
migration behaviour. 

A review of behavioural theories and applications in the health sector, addressed in 
the next section, suggests that the health belief model (HBM) (Rosenstock et al., 
1988) provides, after adaptation, a useful framework for analyses of psychosocial 
factors of migration intentions.  

In the section that follows, we test this HBM-inspired psychosocial model of 
migration using empirical data collected in a multi-country study on migration from 
West Africa and the Mediterranean region to the European Union (Schoorl et al., 
2000). 
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2.2. Conceptualization 

In contrast to migration theory, the focus in health research is on psychosocial 
factors influencing behaviour, including knowledge, attitudes, beliefs, intentions and 
personality traits. So far, the experience has been that these factors provide effective 
policy-handles leading to effective health behavioural change programmes. 

At the individual level, three main lines of theory have been widely applied in health 
research: social cognitive theory, the theory of reasoned action and its elaboration 
into the theory of planned behaviour, and the HBM. Over the years, these theories 
have partly converged and reinforced each other by adapting and accommodating 
theoretical constructs operating as cognitive mediators of action. 

Social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986) is a general social psychological theory of 
behaviour. It assumes the dynamic interaction between behaviour, personal factors 
and the environment. In Bandura’s cognitive theory, the most pervasive mechanism 
of personal agency is a person’s self-efficacy beliefs; that is, beliefs about one’s 
capability to implement courses of action required to accomplish specified 
behaviours. Persons with confidence in their abilities tend to have higher aspirations, 
invest more effort in choosing goals and persevere longer in the face of difficulties 
and setbacks. Bandura considers the self-efficacy concept the ‘foundation of human 
agency’ (Bandura, 2001, p. 10). The concept has been applied to a wide range of 
research on human behaviours, including educational achievement, occupational 
performance, coping behaviours and various health-related behaviours, such as 
alcohol and smoking cessation. Evaluation studies generally find strong support for 
the explanatory power of the self-efficacy concept (Holden, Moncher, Schinke, & 
Barker, 1990). There is some debate about whether people’s efficacy beliefs refer to a 
differentiated set of self-beliefs for distinct areas of behaviour (Bandura, 1977, 1986) 
or to some generalized sense of confidence in one’s coping ability across a wide range 
of situations (Luszczynska, Gutierrez-Dona, & Schwarzer, 2005). 

A different line of reasoning was developed by Fishbein and Ajzen (Ajzen & Fishbein, 
1980; Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975) in their theory of reasoned action (TRA), an 
elaboration of earlier value-expectancy models. The theory asserts that behaviour can 
be understood by reference to a relatively small number of concepts. A person’s 
intention to perform specific behaviour is the immediate antecedent of that 
behaviour. An intention, in turn, is determined by beliefs about the behaviour. 
Behavioural beliefs affect an intention through their influence on a person’s attitude 
towards the behaviour – a dimension evaluating the behaviour’s positive and 
negative consequences. Normative beliefs refer to a person’s perception about the 
judgement of ‘important others’ about performing a particular behaviour. Such 
normative beliefs and peoples’ motivations to comply constitute so-called subjective 
norms, which influence a person’s intention. The TRA was designed to explain 
behaviours that are under volitional control. To better explain other types of 
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behaviours, TRA evolved into the theory of planned behaviour (TPB) by adding a 
perceived behavioural control concept, which refers to peoples’ beliefs about their 
ability to perform a given behaviour. There is large compatibility between Ajzen’s 
behavioural control and Bandura’s self-efficacy concepts (Ajzen, 1991). The TRA and 
TPB are dominant in behavioural change research – notably in health research – and 
find strong empirical support (Armitage & Conner, 2001; Sutton, 1998), while the 
addition of the perceived behavioural control concept often improves the explanation 
of behaviour (Armitage & Conner, 2001). Ajzen and Fishbein claim that behaviour 
can be altered by influencing the underlying belief system, but they do acknowledge 
the limitations of social intervention and persuasive communication strategies 
(Fishbein & Ajzen, 2005). 

Several concepts from social and cognitive psychology were incorporated in the HBM 
to explain, predict and influence preventative health behaviour (Rosenstock, 1974). 
The HBM states that a person’s health behaviour is determined by six factors; that is, 
sets of beliefs or perceptions cf. Glanz et al. (2002): 

 Perceived susceptibility: A person’s beliefs about the chances of contracting a 
negative health condition. 

 Perceived severity: A person’s beliefs about the seriousness of contracting the 
health condition. 

 Perceived benefits: A person’s beliefs about the effectiveness of the strategy to 
reduce the threat of illness. 

 Perceived barriers: A person’s beliefs about the potential negative (tangible and 
psychological) consequences of adopting the health strategy. 

 Cues to action: Personal, interpersonal or environmental experiences (e.g. media 
publicity, natural disaster) that motivate a person to take action. 

 Self-efficacy: Confidence in one’s ability to successfully execute the health 
strategy. 
 

The first two factors – perceived susceptibility and perceived severity – together 
represent the perceived threat or risk perception of a situation, such as the perceived 
risk of dying from a disease. Perceived threat may set the stage for contemplating 
risk reduction strategies and enhance the urgency or motivation to avert the threat 
(Floyd, Prentice-Dunn, & Rogers, 2000). The perceived benefits and barrier factors 
reflect the perceived net benefit of implementing a specific health-orientated strategy 
and affect a person’s attitude towards action. Together, risk perception and perceived 
net benefits are thought to account for people’s readiness to act. The ‘cues to action’ 
factor refers to experiences that trigger a person’s perceived direct need to take 
action. The last factor included in the HBM is self-efficacy, borrowed from Bandura’s 
social cognitive theory (Bandura, 2001; Rosenstock et al., 1988). Table 2.1 shows an 
application of the HBM to HIV/AIDS. The HBM is generally regarded as the 
beginning of systematic, theory-based research into health behaviour, and empirical 
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support attributes to the model a prominent status in health research next to the 
above-mentioned theories (Harrison, Mullen, & Green, 1992). In health education 
and behavioural change programmes, the HBM factors are translated into practical 
measures to promote a recommended health action by focusing on peoples’ health 
beliefs and self-efficacy, and providing them with cues for action. 

The above theories have been successfully applied in health policies and programmes 
(e.g. HIV/AIDS programmes), and this invites an exploration of their application in 
other domains, such as in migration research and policy design. The HBM integrates 
several theoretical perspectives and has the important feature of including a 
perceived threat or risk perception factor, which can also be associated with a stage 
in migration decision making where a perceived need is felt to move elsewhere 
because living conditions are threatened. A first step in the development of an HBM-
inspired psychosocial model of migration is to transpose the HBM into a 
corresponding model at a higher level of abstraction, as illustrated in the third 
column of table 2.1. 

The next step is then to interpret migration as instrumental to behaviour (i.e. action 
Y) to realize a distant goal (e.g. maintaining or improving current living conditions), 
in the same way as maintaining or improving good health is the distant goal in the 
original HBM. In the HBM, the perceived threat factor and its components of 
perceived severity and susceptibility represent an expected negative health state, 
with the underlying distant goal of maintaining or improving good health (Becker, 
1974). Subsequently, each of the transposed factors is then interpreted and defined in 
terms of migration as the instrumental behaviour and preserving or improving living 
conditions as the distant goal. The other HBM components – perceived benefits and 
barriers, cues to action and self-efficacy – directly relate to behaviour that is strategic 
to avoiding a deterioration of a person’s health. In other words, these components 
relate to behaviour that is instrumental to achieving the ‘end-state’ of good health.  

The aim of the HBM is to explain the likelihood of this instrumental behaviour and 
the identification of pathways to its promotion through intervention handles. The 
main difference between the original HBM and the migration variant is the 
predetermined part. In the original HBM, a perceived threat to maintaining good 
health is the ultimate and unambiguous goal and is linked to some relevant action 
that contributes to good health (i.e. condom use to prevent HIV infection; see table 
2.1). However, in the migration variant, that distant goal is not immediately and 
unambiguously clear and defined, while the relevant action is predetermined (i.e. 
migration). From studies on international migration, we know that migration can 
serve a variety of goals, including economics-, family-, study- and politically related 
ones, while the economic one is often found to be the most important (Massey et al., 
1999).  



500811-L-bw-Groenewold500811-L-bw-Groenewold500811-L-bw-Groenewold500811-L-bw-Groenewold

20 Chapter 2 

 

 

Also, for reasons of data availability, we choose the economic goal, ‘maintaining or 
improving income and living conditions’ of the self or the family, as the distant goal 
to facilitate model specification of the migration variant of the HBM (column four in 
table 2.1.).  

 

Table 2.1 Transposing the health belief model to a psychosocial model of migration 

 

 

The concomitant factors therefore become:  

(1) The perceived threat of insufficient income, i.e. beliefs about the chance of 
ending up in an unsatisfactory financial state and living conditions.  

(2) Beliefs about the seriousness of this state.  

(3) The perceived net benefit of migration, i.e. beliefs about the effectiveness of 
migration to reduce the threat of insufficient income and living conditions.  

(4) Beliefs about barriers to migration.  

(5) Personal, interpersonal – i.e. migrant network externalities – and 
environmental cues that trigger initiatives to migrate.  

HBM concept HBM in HIV/aids Generalization of the Transpose of HBM to
research HBM migration research

1. Perceived Perceived chance Perceived chance of Perceived chance that 
susceptibility of becoming getting into state X income will become in

infected insufficient

2. Perceived Perceived severity Perceived seriousness Perceived seriousness of 
severity of becoming of state X having insufficient income

infected

3. Perceived Perceived benefits Perceived benefits of Perceived benefits of
benefits of condom use implementation action Y migration

4. Perceived Perceived barriers Perceived barriers to Perceived barriers to
barriers to condom use implementation action Y migration

5. Cues to Personal or Personal or environmental Personal, interpersonal, or
action environmental events events that motivate environmental events 

motivating condom useaction Y motivating migration

6. Self-efficacy Confidence in one's Confidence in one's Confidence in one's ability
ability to successfully ability to successfully to successfully migrate
use condoms implement action Y
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(6) The confidence in one’s ability to migrate successfully. In the next section, we 
report an empirical test of our adaptation of the HBM as a psychosocial model 
of migration. 

 

2.3. Data, methods, indicators 

2.3.1. Data 

Our data come from the NIDI/EUROSTAT multi-country survey project 
investigating the push and pull factors of international migration from West Africa 
and the Mediterranean region to the European Union (Schoorl et al., 2000).  

The project selected countries belonging to the same migration system (Kritz & 
Zlotnik, 1992; Massey et al., 1999): five migrant-sending countries (Ghana, Senegal, 
Morocco, Egypt and Turkey) and two receiving countries (Spain and Italy). 

In the migrant-sending countries, four or five large regions were chosen, which were 
purposely identified on the basis of their level of economic development (high or low) 
and the presence of a culture of international migration (long-standing or recently 
emerging). In each region, households were sampled following a stratified multi-
stage two-phase sampling strategy whereby households with international migrants 
were oversampled.  

All persons between 18 and 65 years of age, including visiting members who reside 
abroad, were eligible for interviewing. In receiving countries, samples were taken of 
Senegalese and Moroccan immigrants (Spain) and of Egyptian and Ghanaian 
immigrants (Italy) in regions where, according to official statistics and key 
informants, the concentration of these immigrants was highest. 

Table 2.2 The survey characteristics 

 

 

Statistical Total households
representativeness Households sampled and

Country aimed at screened  interviewed Migrant Non-migrant

Ghana Regional 21,504 1,571 752 819

Senegal Regional 13,298 1,740 1,173 567

Morocco Regional 4,512 1,953 1,460 493

Egypt National 27,438 1,941 1,324 617

Turkey Regional 12,838 1,564 1,061 735

Household type
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For the development of sampling frames, data derived from recent censuses, 
municipal population registers, voting registers and databases of migrant 
organizations were used and key informants consulted. After the penultimate 
sampling stage (e.g. sampling of census blocks), a screening phase followed to 
determine the eligibility of households and individuals for sampling and 
interviewing. Data were collected between June 1996 and December 1998 
(Groenewold & Bilsborrow, 2008).  

For the present study, we examine the emigration intentions of persons without 
international migration experience, called non-migrants, living in Ghana, Senegal, 
Morocco, Egypt and Turkey (table 2.2.). 

 

2.3.2. Methods and indicators 

To address the question of whether HBM-inspired psychosocial factors and other 
relevant factors affect migration intentions, we use stated migration intentions of 
non-migrants as the dependent variable in the following general equation: 

Y α i X i β i N i γ i C i ε,	 

where,  

 Y = 1 if a person intends to emigrate and Y = 0 if not. 

 X(i) is the vector of HBM-inspired psychosocial factors. 

 N(i) is the vector of the types of ties that non-migrants have with relatives who 
have emigrated. 

 C(i) is the vector of control variables. 

 ε is the error term. 

 α(i), β(i) and λ(i) are vectors of model coefficients. 

 

With respect to the vector of HBM-inspired psychosocial factors, X(i), we note here 
that the surveys were not specifically designed to collect data on these factors. 
However, the data do provide a useful, though limited, set of proxy indicators.  

Below, we list five main factors and their indicators, and include a ‘+’ or ‘–’ sign to 
express the expected direction of effect on intentions to emigrate, whereby the 
‘perceived susceptibility’ and ‘perceived severity’ concepts were combined into the 
embracing concept of ‘perceived threat’ (Schwarzer, 1992). 
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1. Perceived threat to financial living conditions (+): 

 The perception that the current household financial status is insufficient and 
unsatisfactory. 

 The perception that the household financial status is low compared to other 
households in the neighbourhood. 

2. Perceived benefits of migration (+): 

 The perception that income will rise as a result of migration. 
 The perception that one gains the respect of one’s peers. 
 The perception that accompanying children will have a better future abroad. 

 3. Perceived barriers to migration (-): 

 The perception that it is difficult to observe one’s religion (in a European 
country). 

 The perception that it is difficult to find paid work (in a European country). 

4. Cues to action (+): 

 The presence of an established culture of migration from the region to stimulate 
people to emigrate. 

 The receipt of remittances from relatives abroad that may trigger interest to 
also emigrate. 

5. Self-efficacy (+): 

 The perception that being well-off is due to hard work. 
 The perception that improvement of living conditions is within personal 

control. 
 The perception that it is within personal control to influence one’s life. 
 The perception that it makes sense to make plans in life. 

Regarding the ‘perceived threat’ factor, we include two indicators. The first addresses 
the perception about the current financial status of the household and the second is 
an indicator of perceived relative deprivation (Freedman, 1963; Stark, 1991). Those 
who perceive that the income situation in the household is insufficient or barely 
sufficient, and those who perceive that the household is worse off compared to 
others, are expected to more often express the intention to emigrate. 

Regarding the ‘perceived benefits’ factor, the data provides information on different 
types of benefits that can be derived from migration for reasons to improve living 
conditions: income improvement, gain of respect from peers and a better future for 
accompanying children. If respondents indeed associate these benefits with 
migration, they are expected to express emigration intentions more often. 
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Two pieces of information are available that can represent the ‘perceived barriers’ 
factor. The first is the perception about how difficult it is to find paid work abroad, 
and the second is the perception about how difficult it may be to observe one’s 
religion in a host country in Western Europe. Regarding the latter, this indicator may 
act as a barrier, given the importance attributed to religiosity in the general 
population in these mainly Islamic (except for Ghana) migrant-sending countries 
(Pew Research Center, 2006). 

The ‘cues to action’ factor points to effects of personal, interpersonal and contextual 
experiences that may induce a person to emigrate. We identified two proxy indicators 
to represent this factor.  

The first describes the influence of the context; that is, the extent to which a culture 
of emigration pervades the area where people live and affects migration decision 
making. The theory of cumulative causation lends support for this, as it argues that a 
kind of culture of emigration emerges in an area when, over time, subsequent 
international migration flows have led to the expansion of ties between emigrants 
and those who stayed behind. Social contacts, information exchange and financial 
assistance between persons concerned alter both the mind-set as well as the social 
context: migration eventually becomes engraved into the community (Kandel & 
Massey, 2002). Thus, we expect that non-migrants in regions with a longer and more 
established emigration culture are more likely to express emigration intentions. The 
second indicator is ‘whether or not remittances are received by the household’. 
Remittances from relatives abroad are tangible expressions of social relations and 
convey implicit messages of financial success, which are worth following, so that 
recipients may express emigration intentions more often (Van Dalen et al., 2005a). 

In terms of the self-efficacy factor, the surveys were not designed to collect the 
information required to construct a conventional ten-item general self-efficacy scale, 
with acceptable validity and reliability across cultures (Schwarzer & Born, 1997). We 
explored whether the response on four questions about perceived personal control 
over various aspects of one’s life (e.g. becoming well-off, influencing living 
conditions; see table 2.3.) could be used to derive a simple general self-efficacy scale 
(GSS). The results of principal components analysis and reliability analysis provide 
statistical support (i.e. Cronbach’s alpha = .64) for this. The methodology used is the 
same as that used to derive a household wealth index (see below). For illustrative 
purposes, the predicted scale values are grouped into tertiles, in order to classify 
persons as having relatively low, medium or high levels of self-efficacy. 

For representing the types of ties that non-migrants maintain with relatives who 
have emigrated or returnees – the vector N(i) in the equation – we derived a 
household typology from the original data to disentangle and classify the various 
ways in which households are structured in terms of ties between non-migrants and 
household members who had emigrated or returned. Thus, non-migrants are living 
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in four different household types: households without emigrants (i.e. non-migrant 
households); households with emigrants (i.e. current migrant households); 
households with return migrants (i.e., return migrant households); and households 
with emigrants as well as return migrants (i.e. mixed migrant households). 
Depending on the household type, such non-migrants are exposed differently to 
migrant network externalities (e.g. information on potential places of destination, 
work and assistance before, during and after migration). It is expected that such 
persons in households with emigrants and/or return migrants are more exposed to 
network externalities and more often have emigration intentions. 

The C(i) vector reflects person- and household-level control variables. These are 
known to influence migration (i.e. the person’s age, sex, education, marital status, 
work status and, less often included, household wealth status) as, generally speaking, 
persons with migration intentions are young, male, single, better educated and, 
depending on the local situation, they may already have some form of paid work, but 
need a higher income that may not be locally available or accessible.  

Regarding age, we included the square of age as an additional model variable, to 
reflect the commonly held belief that migration intentions increase with age in the 
youngest age groups but, beyond a certain age, decrease as age increases further.  

We included an objective measure of accumulated household wealth, although we are 
not clear about what to expect in these countries about the direction of its effects. For 
instance, it can be argued that migration intentions to improve living conditions are 
highest in poor households; but in fact, intentions may be lowest, because the cost of 
emigration is far beyond people’s financial means. Similarly, in relatively rich 
households, constraints financing emigration may be negligible, but they may not 
feel the need to emigrate. Principal components analysis (results not shown) applied 
to data on household assets, amenities and housing quality was used to derive a 
wealth index, according to the methodology described by Filmer and Pritchett 
(2001). 

In this paper, multivariate results are adjusted for clustering effects, because data 
from more than one respondent in the same household may be present in the 
analysis, which impinges on the statistical significance of the model coefficients 
through increased standard errors. 

 

2.4. Results 

2.4.1. Characteristics of respondents 

Table 2.3 presents an overview of the characteristics of non-migrants for which 
multivariate effects are examined in the next subsection. The data show that there 
are considerable differences between countries regarding persons with migration 
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intentions, with the highest percentages in Ghana and Senegal and the lowest in 
Egypt. In addition to genuine differences between countries, age and sex differentials 
may exist. For instance, the relatively low level of intentions among Egyptian non-
migrants may be explained by the fact that women are over-represented. Apart from 
the fact that, for many Egyptian women, job opportunities abroad are scarce, notably 
in the region, there are also cultural barriers that generally discourage women from 
developing migration intentions for economic reasons. The development of 
migration intentions for reasons of family reunification is unlikely because spouses 
who have emigrated, most of whom work in the nearby Gulf States, must return to 
Egypt after expiration of their labour contract. 

Regarding the remaining socioeconomic and demographic variables, the data show 
that levels of education are, in general, low. Thus, about three-quarters of the non-
migrants in the study regions in Senegal and Morocco and almost two-thirds in 
Egypt have never attended school. In Ghana and Turkey, in contrast, the majority 
has at least completed primary school. 

Regarding work status, about 60 per cent of non-migrants in Ghana, Senegal and 
Morocco indicated that they worked for pay in the week preceding the interview, 
which is much more than in Egypt and Turkey. Women are over-represented among 
non-migrants in Egypt, and their low participation in paid work partially reflects 
existing cultural barriers to female labour force participation; in particular, for 
married women. 

The majority of non-migrants in four of the five countries are ‘Ever married’, which 
generally means currently married (data not shown). However, in Ghana, the 
situation is different as most non-migrants are single, which is important given the 
strong links between marital status and migration in general. 

Regarding the migrant network factor, table 2.3. shows that in each country a 
considerable proportion of the sample, between 40 per cent and 65 per cent, lives in 
households where one or more members currently lives abroad or is a return 
migrant, and thus is exposed to information about living conditions abroad, receipt 
of remittances and forms of assistance from relatives abroad to (also) emigrate. 

Regarding the HBM factors, the data show that in all countries except Egypt, most 
people perceive themselves as living in households in which the financial living 
conditions are inadequate.  

With respect to ‘perceived benefits of migration’, the majority of respondents – in all 
countries – associate emigration with income improvements and more respect from 
peers, while a few associate emigration with a better future for their children. 
Perhaps they think that raising children in another culture, with different norms, 
leads to undesirable attitudes and behaviour.  
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Table 2.3 Characteristics of respondents 

 

Ghana Senegal Morocco Egypt Turkey
Dependent variable

Intention to emigrate Y es 46 39 28 12 25
No 54 61 72 88 75

Independent variables:
Socioeconomic-demographic 

Age (average) 33 33 41 37 37
Sex Male 39 44 69 27 32

Female 61 56 31 73 68

Education No education 21 75 72 59 41
Primary level 17 19 16 9 48
Secondary level 55 6 7 22 10
Highest levels 7 1 4 11 2

Marital status Never married 58 32 20 20 21
Ever married 42 68 80 80 79

Paid work Yes 64 56 56 33 31
No 36 44 44 67 69

Accumulated wealth status Poorest 40 percent 42 37 38 45 38
Middle 40 percent 39 36 40 39 41
Richest 20 percent 20 27 21 16 21

Ties with emigrated household members
Household type Non-migrants only 61 34 58 35 52

With return migrants 7 21 4 27 12
With current migrants 30 32 35 28 29
With curr./ret. migrants 2 14 3 9 7

Perceived threat to living conditions
Perceived financial status Sufficient 33 28 47 68 27
of household Barely sufficient 32 52 35 25 46

Insufficient 36 20 18 7 26

Perceived relative deprivation Better-off than neighbours n.a. n.a. 8 11 13
Same n.a. n.a. 72 71 66
Worse-off than neighbours n.a. n.a. 21 18 21

Perceived benefits of emigration 
Income improvement Y es 75 82 63 73 67

No 25 18 37 27 33

Better future for children Yes 39 39 37 75 49
No 61 61 63 25 51

Greater respect from peers Yes 80 73 78 54 68
No 20 27 22 46 32

Perceived barriers to emigration
Finding paid work More difficult abroad 23 8 5 75 31

Equally difficult here or abroad 19 23 21 11 22
Easier abroad 58 69 74 13 47

Observe one's religion abroad Same as here/easy 72 70 69 90 60
Difficult 28 30 31 10 40

(continued)
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Table 2.3 (Continued) 

 
 

Moving on to the ‘perceived barriers factor’, there are only two measures available: 
perceived difficulty of finding paid work abroad and difficulties in observing one’s 
religion. There are of course other, more important perceived barriers, including 
language, the cost and distance of migration, and legal, visa and other obstacles in 
both the countries of origin and of destination. However, we did not collect this kind 
of information from non-migrants in the surveys. 

However, countries show important differences regarding these two barriers. With 
regard to the ‘perceived difficulty of finding work abroad’, especially in Senegal and 
Morocco, a minority perceive this as difficult, which implies that the issue is 
generally not considered as a barrier to migration.  

However, a considerable proportion of respondents in most countries consider it ‘as 
difficult here as abroad’. This suggests that, given the high unemployment rates in 
these countries, such persons consider the economic and social costs of emigration 
greater than the benefits, so that this response can be interpreted as a barrier to 
emigration.  

Egypt is a special case, as three out of four respondents perceive it as difficult to find 
paid work abroad, which is not surprising given their orientation towards the labour 
markets in the Gulf States, and efforts that it takes, including enquiries and job 
competition, to obtain a labour contract in those countries. 

Ghana Senegal Morocco Egypt Turkey

Cues to action
Region's culture of emigration Long tradition of emigration 50 50 24 55 34

Recently emerging 50 50 76 45 66

Receives remittances Yes 30 47 32 20 22
No 70 53 68 80 78

Perceived self-efficacy (scale items)
Becoming well-off is due to Good luck 30 65 11 14 52

Hard work 70 35 89 86 48

Can influence living conditions Can do something 87 49 48 64 48
Beyond control 13 51 52 36 52

Can influence life Possible 69 24 38 10 22
Impossible 31 76 62 90 78

Making plans in life Makes sense 90 68 92 69 67
No sense 10 32 8 31 33

General Self-efficacy Low 9 53 42 48 55
Medium 33 29 32 44 30
High 57 18 27 7 15

N= (non-migrants/potential emigrants) 613 1,505 532 2,819 1,648
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Although the survey question referred to perceptions about finding work in Europe, 
it may be that most respondents projected their perceived views about difficulties in 
the Gulf States to Europe. Probably more importantly, women constitute the 
majority of Egyptian respondents and many rarely work outside the home for 
cultural reasons, let alone abroad. Egyptian respondents are also outliers regarding 
the second indicator, ‘perceived ability to observe one’s religion’. Given a lack of 
familiarity with the situation in Europe, they may have projected their perceptions 
about the ease of observing one’s religion in neighbouring Islamic Gulf States to the 
situation in Europe. 

The distribution of responses to the first ‘cues to action’ factor, ‘culture of 
emigration’, mainly reflects the criteria of the sample designs, while the 
distributional characteristics of the other indicator, ‘receipt of remittances’, are 
affected by the type of household in which the non-migrants are living. Non-migrant 
and return migrant households do not have members living abroad, while current 
and mixed migrant households have, so that receipt of remittances is far more 
frequent in the latter type of household. These constitute 52 per cent of the sample 
households in Turkey and Egypt, 60 per cent in Ghana, 79 per cent in Morocco and 
85 per cent in Senegal. 

Regarding the self-efficacy indicators and the GSS scale, table 2.3 shows marked 
differences between countries. Ghana stands out in terms of perceptions that it is in 
the power of the individual to influence the course of his or her life, and that hard 
work can lead to prosperity. In all countries but Ghana, women appear to have lower 
self-efficacy than men (data not shown). Thus, 54–64 per cent of the women in the 
other four countries are in the lowest self-efficacy group, while only 10 per cent 
reside in Ghana. 

To conclude, the above analysis shows that non-migrants in these five countries have 
different profiles in terms of factors and indicators included in the model. In the next 
section, we examine this in more detail. 

 

2.4.2. Multivariate analysis 

Table 2.4 shows the results of logistic regression analysis, with odds ratios indicating 
the strength and direction of effects of each independent variable on the dependent 
variable; that is, the probability of having migration intentions.  

For categorical independent variables, odds ratios express the magnitude of effect of 
a particular category relative to the reference category. Reference categories are 
indicated in the leftmost column and are italicized. 
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Table 2.4 Effects of model variables on intentions to emigrate (odds ratios)  
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An odds ratio greater than 1.00 denotes a positive effect of a variable category on the 
intention to migrate, while a value of less than 1.00 denotes a negative effect. As the 
dependent variable is binary, a proxy indicator – Nagelkerke’s R2 – is used to 
estimate the percentage of variation in migration intentions explained by all 
variables in the model. The ‘country’ factor is included in the pooled data models to 
test for the existence of country-specific differences in effects: differences between 
gross (i.e. bivariate) and net (i.e. multivariate) coefficients indicate country-specific 
differences in overall effects of model variables. 

We now address the following two central issues of this paper: (1) whether, and to 
what extent, the five HBM-inspired factors (along with other factors) have the 
theoretically expected effects and whether the results differ across countries; and (2) 
to what extent the HBM-inspired factors and indicators contribute to explaining 
migration intentions, once others have been controlled for. 

Regarding the first issue, we now turn to results of analysis of pooled country data, 
presented in the left-hand part (‘Pooled samples’) of table 2.4. The ‘Gross’ column 
shows the odds ratios describing the direct or bivariate effects of each variable in the 
model on the dependent variable, without considering the effects of other model 
variables. The coefficients in the ‘Net’ column do take the effects of all other variables 
in the model into account. 

We first briefly describe the gross coefficients of the main factors and individual 
indicators, as these provide a first test of our hypothesized effects. Then the net 
effects are discussed, including differences from the gross effects. The second column 
on the bivariate odds ratios indicates full support for the hypothesized effects of all 
HBM-inspired factors and indicators, migrant network factors, and socioeconomic 
and demographic control variables. 

Regarding the block of HBM indicators, the strongest effects appear to be those of 
the ‘perceived benefits’ factor. In particular, if potential emigrants have positive 
expectations about income improvements abroad, they have considerably higher 
emigration intention probabilities. For instance, the results show that persons who 
expect that emigration leads to higher income have a 6.4 times higher probability of 
having migration intentions than those without, indicating a powerful effect. 

The perception that emigration boosts respect from peers is also linked to migration 
intentions, with intentions being almost twice as high among persons with that 
perception compared to those without. 

The ‘self-efficacy’ factor also appears to be important predictor of intentions. Persons 
with a high confidence in the capability to influence their lives have an almost three 
times higher probability of having emigration intentions than those without.  
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Another important indicator is the ‘perceived threat’ factor; that is, the perception 
that the current financial situation of the household is insufficient compared to the 
aspired situation. In a similar way, the block of ‘cues to action’ indicators shows 
results in the expected direction, so that migration intentions are highest among 
those in regions with a long-standing tradition of emigration, and among persons in 
households receiving remittances from abroad. 

The ‘perceived barrier’ factor is relevant in the sense that the migration intentions of 
non-migrants are considerably tempered if they perceive that finding paid work 
abroad is at least as difficult as in the home country. Moreover, if non-migrants 
perceive difficulties observing religious customs in a host country, migration 
intentions are also tempered. 

Moving on to the other variables in the model, indicators for the ‘Ties with emigrated 
household members’ factor show significant effects in the hypothesized directions 

Non-migrants in current-migrant and mixed-migrant households are more likely to 
emigrate than in other types of households, which is likely to be a spin-off of contact 
with relatives who have emigrated, or returnees, providing potential migrants with 
information about income and living conditions abroad, assistance in receiving 
countries and so on. 

The effects of all of the control variables are statistically significant and in the 
predicted directions. Ignoring country of residence, the probability of migration first 
increases with age (the age coefficient is greater than 1.00) and then decreases. 

The probability of a man having migration intentions is almost three times higher 
than of a woman. Also, education is positively associated with migration intentions, 
while being married is a barrier. 

Finally, persons with paid work are more likely to emigrate than those without, 
perhaps because they expect to receive better pay for executing the same type of work 
abroad. As expected, wealth or economic status, as measured in assets, access to 
amenities or housing quality, is not systematically associated with emigration 
intentions, suggesting that expectations about financial gains abroad are more 
important predictors of emigration than actual wealth conditions. 

The coefficients of the ‘country’ indicator show that intentions vary across countries. 
Ghanaians are the most likely to have emigration intentions, while Egyptians are the 
least likely. This is consistent with the observed country differences in table 2.3. 

A comparison of the net and gross coefficients of the variable country in the net 
effects column (‘Pooled samples’), leads to the conclusion that differences across 
countries can be almost exclusively explained by substantive variables in the model. 
Most coefficients of the ‘country’ variable are no longer statistically significant, 
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suggesting that, with the exception of Egypt, one may generalize across countries 
about the effects of all of the substantive variables. 

Analysis of table 2.3 suggests that the characteristics of non-migrants in different 
countries differ. This raises the question about whether variation in emigration 
intentions in these five countries is mainly due to differences in those characteristics 
or to effects of the model variables, notably the HBM-inspired factors. Therefore, we 
also fitted country-specific models. 

Table 2.4 shows that, in spite of the common features, the effects of the model 
variables do vary across countries, and that the contribution of the HBM-inspired 
factors in the explanation of emigration intentions is considerable, once the effects of 
all other factors and indicators have been accounted for. The values of Nagelkerke’s 
R2 (‘Pooled samples’) indicate that models with all factors included explain a 
considerable amount of the variation in emigration intentions, ranging from 29 per 
cent (Turkey) to 56 per cent (Morocco).  

The results of all of the models show that the net contribution of the HBM-inspired 
factors to the explanation of emigration intentions is fair (about 7 per cent for Egypt) 
to considerable (about 14 per cent for the other models). As already mentioned, the 
case of Egypt may be special in the sense that emigration intentions are dominated 
mainly by access to labour contracts with firms abroad, mainly in the Gulf States, and 
less by perceptions concerning other benefits and barriers. 

The variation in the statistically significant odds ratios suggests that profiles of 
potential migrants in different countries differ. For example, the profile of a non-
migrant with the highest emigration intentions in Ghana is as follows: a man of any 
age (although women emigrate on a more equal basis in Ghana than in the four 
predominantly Islamic countries); who has attained a level of education beyond 
secondary level; who lives in a household where others have already emigrated; who 
lives in a region with a recently emerging culture of emigration; who judges that the 
household finances are inadequate; who expects that emigration will boost income as 
well as respect from peers – in particular, when living in a remittances-receiving 
household – and who believes that it is easier to find paid work abroad than at home; 
and who has a medium to high level of self-confidence to emigrate whenever (s)he 
chooses. 

The results show that in Ghana, all HBM-inspired factors and indicators are 
important in predicting emigration intentions. In Senegal too, all except one of the 
HBM factors are important, with particularly strong effects of living in a context with 
an emigration culture, and perceived financial benefits of emigration. In Morocco, 
only three of the five HBM-inspired factors are important, with slight effects of the 
other two (cues to action and self-efficacy), while in Turkey, four of the five HBM-
inspired factors are important, with self-efficacy marginal, though in the expected 
direction. For Egypt, only two HBM-inspired factors are important, which is to be 
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expected because emigration intentions are fully determined by two other all-
pervasive factors: the perceived access to foreign labour markets and the perceived 
ease of finding work abroad (consistent with the above explanations).  

The predicted effects of receipt of remittances, notably for Turkey and Ghana, are 
consistent with the strong effects of household type on emigration intentions, 
captured by indicators measuring the ties maintained with family members who have 
emigrated. 

 

2.5. Discussion 

The purpose of our research is to find out whether insights gained in health 
behaviour research are beneficial to migration research, and, ultimately to the design 
of more effective migration policies. Our review showed that, contrary to the 
situation in health research, policies and programmes, psychosocial factors are 
underexplored in migration research and their importance is underrated. 

Our review showed that the HBM, after adaptation, may provide a useful framework 
for examining the role of psychosocial factors in the process of migration. This led us 
to develop a transposed HBM model that helps us to better understand migration 
intentions and migration decision making. The adapted HBM model consists of five 
psychosocial factors: (1) the perceived threat to current living conditions; (2) the 
perceived benefits of migration; (3) the perceived barriers to migration; (4) events 
that may trigger migration (i.e. cues to action); and (5) the perceived confidence 
about one’s capability to implement a successful move abroad, inferred from a 
measure of self-efficacy. We empirically tested this model using data collected in a 
multi-country survey project investigating the determinants of international 
migration. We used the information collected from non-migrants in migrant-sending 
countries, those without personal experience of international migration. The surveys 
were not designed to meet the specific needs of our research, so the availability of 
suitable indicators was limited. In spite of this, the results clearly show that our 
understanding of migration intentions is enhanced if attention is paid to the 
psychosocial determinants of migration intentions. Putting aside the special case of 
Egypt (for reasons explained above), the results show that all HBM-inspired factors 
are relevant to the explanation of migration intentions in each country, and they 
indeed add a fair to considerable amount of explanation to our detailed 
understanding of migration intentions. Even though the derived self-efficacy scale 
was based on fairly crudely measured indicators, it performed reasonably well and 
well enough to illustrate its value in predicting migration intentions.  

The significant effect of the ‘cues to action’ factor shows that migrant network 
externalities, such as receipt of remittances from relatives abroad and the existence 
of a tradition of emigration in a region, can have strong positive effects on the 
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development of migration intentions. The operationalization of the ‘cues to action’ 
factor would have benefited from the presence in the data of information about 
respondents’ recent and past experiences with regard to political pressure or 
exposure to environmental disasters. 

While we have demonstrated the importance of the transposed HBM psychosocial 
factors to the understanding of migration decision making of persons who are free to 
decide whether or not to move, the question remains as to whether these factors are 
also relevant in order to understand the migration behaviour of forced migrants. Are 
they also important to persons whose lives are at stake because they are situated in a 
context of political upheaval, war or environmental threat? We think that the answer 
is yes. In terms of the transposed HBM factors, migration decision making in both 
groups only differs in terms of the evaluation that people make, given the situation 
they are in, with respect to the relative importance that they attach to each of these 
factors. We believe this is so because forced migrants or displaced persons usually 
constitute a subgroup in a population, which is under some sort of threat (i.e. ‘cue to 
action’). Not all members of a population migrate or flee to another place when their 
country is at war, or when areas are flooded or hit by earthquakes, or raided by 
hostile factions, even when others believe that lives are at stake. Those who stay 
simply make different evaluations about the threats and the net benefits of moving 
away, and they may have insufficient self-confidence to successfully use migration as 
a strategy to improve their situation elsewhere. 

Another important issue is about the link between migration intentions and actual 
migration. There is little to be gained in pursuing a better conceptualization and 
estimation of migration intentions if the intentions bear little relevance to actual 
migration. Empirical research shows that gaps do exist (Lu, 1999; Sheeran, 2001) 
and that they are more likely to occur when the time gap between expressing an 
intention and implementing the behaviour increases. Such gaps occur because the 
obstacles that arise may turn out to be greater than anticipated, and intentions may 
be based on unrealistic perceptions or incorrect information. One way to partly 
bridge the gap is to examine self-efficacy more closely, such as in HBM, as it accounts 
for the perceived control that people have in performing the intended behaviour. 
Self-efficacy is especially important in the case of international migration, where 
people generally lack full control to implement intentions, since substantial 
investment, skills, the support of others and self-confidence are required to 
undertake such a major step in the life course as migration. Another way is to extend 
behavioural intention models to include the full process of decision making, such as 
pursued by a relatively new line of theory development, with applications in the 
health policies and programmes that distinguishes motivational processes from 
volitional processes (Heckhausen, 1991). The key issue there is to distinguish 
between determinants of implementation intentions and determinants of intention 
formation (Gollwitzer & Oettingen, 1998; Sniehotta, Scholz, & Schwarzer, 2005). 
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A final issue concerns the policy relevance of our findings. We think that both 
migration and migrant-integration policies benefit if they more explicitly consider 
psychosocial factors in their implementation strategies. The effects of migration 
policies of receiving countries could be enhanced if development aid projects and 
programmes in sending countries could be used as vehicles to reach out to potential 
migrants in sending countries with information and sensitization activities. On the 
one hand, such activities would focus on replacing overly optimistic views regarding 
financial gains of emigration, ease of adaptation in receiving countries, quality of 
living conditions, and attitudes of host populations towards immigrants, with more 
realistic ones. On the other hand, activities would focus on sensitizing people about 
the importance of investing in education and occupational skills, of themselves and 
of their sons and daughters, as successful integration in receiving countries will 
increasingly depend on the knowledge and skill levels of immigrants. Such 
information and sensitization activities in sending countries impinge on the 
psychosocial factors of ‘perceived net benefits of migration’, ‘perceived barriers to 
migrations’ and levels of ‘self-efficacy’. Furthermore, the psychosocial factors 
included in the model are also relevant to migrant-integration policies, as they are 
likely to influence acculturation attitudes and preferences of immigrants. If 
expectations regarding financial benefits of migration are not met, barriers to 
emigration are underestimated, (e.g., more religious or ethnic discrimination 
encountered than expected) and a person’s efficacy to become a successful immigrant 
turns out to be lower than expected, then immigrants may develop separation or 
marginalization attitudes. Integration and assimilation attitudes are likely if 
evaluations of immigrants regarding migration benefits, barriers and self-efficacy are 
positive. For a discussion of acculturation attitudes and determinants, see Berry 
(1997) and Bourhis et al. (1997). 

We recommend: (1) efforts at the conceptual level to further develop linkages 
between existing migration theories and between migration and acculturation 
theories, providing a broader base for the design of more effective policies; (2) the 
development and testing of more indicators of the HBM-inspired factors, and their 
inclusion in data collection activities; and (3) the development and testing of a 
migration-specific self-efficacy scale. 

 


