
M
igration is one of the most 
hotly debated, but also one 
of the least understood 
public issues. The main 

problem is not so much a lack of knowled-
ge, but rather the polarised nature of the 
migration debate, particularly its framing 
in simplistic, dichotomous pro- and anti-
-terms. Indeed, debates have become so 
polarised that most nuance gets lost, with 
pro- and anti-migration camps often exa-
ggerating the harms and benefits of migra-
tion by cherry-picking only the facts that fit 
their narrative.
Meanwhile, anti-immigration rhetoric and 
largely symbolic border crackdowns dis-
tract the attention away from the real ques-
tions: Why have over three decades of 
border controls failed to stop illegal migra-
tion and the suffering at our borders? Why 
have governments failed to address the 
exploitation of migrant workers? Why are 
politicians consistently failing to deliver on 
their promises? Why is the actual effective-
ness of policies rarely the subject of serious 
debate?
As I argued in my book How Migration 
Really Works, border policies have often 
failed to deliver – or have even backfired 
– because they are not based on a genu-
ine understanding of migration processes. 
On the one hand, this is because the truth 
about migration gets distorted by politi-
cians, NGOs and international organisa-
tions which have particularly biased views 
of migration. On the other hand, most 
debates – and policies – about migration 
are based on simplistic, deeply flawed as-
sumptions about the very nature and caus-
es of migration. ‘Border policies have failed 
… because they are not based on a genu-
ine understanding of migration processes’
Conventional ideas about migration 
are closely associated to the so-called 
‘push-pull’ model, which has achieved 
near-total hegemony in popular thinking, 
education and migration narratives ped-
dled by media, pundits and politicians. 
Push–pull models usually identify eco-
nomic, environmental and demographic 

the world’s population. This means that at 
least 96 percent of the world’s population 
is living in their native country. Schewel 
(2020) has therefore argued that migration 
research suffers from a mobility bias: by 
focusing on the causes of migration, we 
tend neglect the countervailing structural 
and personal forces that prompt so many 
people to stay at home.
We therefore need an entirely new way of 
thinking about migration, particularly in the 
context of how so-called ‘South-North’ mi-
gration is usually imagined. This should be 
a holistic perspective, that analyses migra-
tion as an intrinsic part of broader develop-
ment processes, instead of somehow the 
antithesis of development and a ‘problem 
to be solved’. Indeed, rather than a stere-
otypical ‘desperate flight from misery’, nu-
merous studies have shown that migration 
is generally an investment in the long-term 
wellbeing of entire families, something that 
requires significant resources.
In a recent article, A Theory of Migration, 
I argued that we need to redefine human 
mobility as people’s capability to choose 
where to live, including the option to stay, 
rather than as the act of moving or mi-
grating itself (de Haas 2021). This yields 
a vision in which moving and staying are 
seen as complementary manifestations of 
migratory agency. I also argued that, from 

factors which are assumed to push people 
out of countries of origin and pull them into 
destination countries.

Particularly within the context of so-called 
‘South-North migration’ push-pull models 
portray the ‘root causes’ of migration as an 
outflow of factors like poverty, unemploy-
ment, violence, population growth and en-
vironmental degradation linked to climate 
change. The push-pull framework seems 
attractive because of its apparent ability 
to incorporate all major factors affecting 
migration decision-making. Yet despite its 
appeal and widespread use, the push-pull 
model is unable to explain a whole range 
of empirical paradoxes.
For instance, if poverty and destitution 
are the root cause of migration, why do 
the poorest countries in the world tend to 
have the lowest emigration levels? Why 
does emigration typically increase when 
low-income countries ‘develop’, become 
richer and income gaps with destination 
countries actually decrease? If ‘population 
pressure’ really drives migration, why do 
most migrants move from relatively sparse-
ly populated areas to densely populated 
areas? Why is emigration generally high-
est from middle-income countries where 
population growth is declining fast? If envi-
ronmental degradation really pushes peo-
ple off the land, why does long-distance 
migration often decrease during droughts 
and floods?  
And – perhaps most importantly – why do 
most people not migrate despite the abun-
dance of alleged ‘push’ and ‘pull’ factors? 
Over the past decades international mi-
grants have represented roughly 3-3.5% of 
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We need a paradigm shift if we are to overcome the current polarisation and to facilitate more 

nuanced debates – and more effective policies – about migration.
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FIGURE 1. A DIFFERENT MIGRATION 
THEORY: THE ASPIRATIONS-
CAPABILITIES MODEL
Source: Hein de Haas, 2010.

Migration aspirations

Migration capabilities



2/2

how variations in the specific local ‘devel-
opment context’ and path dependencies 
may shape specific mobility trajectories. 
They also reveal many instances in which 
people express attachment to their place 
and their community and their strong de-
sire to stay.
If anything, this shows that global migra-
tion has very little to do with stereotypical 
views according to which global migration 
is essentially about mass migration from 
the ‘Global South’ to the ‘Global North’. In 
fact, this exposes the whole South-North 
polarity as highly problematic, as most 
people prefer to stay, most mobility is with-
in countries and many low- and middle-in-
come countries are important destination 
countries in their own right.
This highlights the need to see migration 
as a constituent part of development and 
social transformation. The consequences 
of adopting this view are revolutionary. Un-
derstanding the inevitability of migration, 
and its central role in economic develop-
ment and social transformation, will lead 
us to a totally new way of understanding 
human mobility.
To achieve such a fundamental rethinking, 
it is imperative to liberate ourselves from 
the old ways of thinking as the push-pull 
model is fundamentally flawed in its key 
prediction and core assumptions about 
the very nature and causes of migration 
processes. We need nothing less than a 
paradigm shift if we are to overcome the 
current polarization and to facilitate more 
nuanced debates – and more effective 
policies – about migration. l

there, we need to reconceptualise migra-
tion (the actual act of moving) as a function 
of people’s aspirations and capabilities to 
migrate within given sets of perceived ge-
ographical opportunity structures. 
Within this alternative perspective, we 
need to consider migration as an invest-
ment and resource. However, it is also a 
reaction to profound, largely irreversible 
changes in people’s subjective ideas 
about the ‘good life’, which typically oc-
curs as societies go through fundamental 
cultural changes linked to education, mod-
ernisation and media access.
The resulting framework helps us under-
stand the complex and often counter-in-
tuitive ways in which broader processes of 
social transformation shape patterns of mi-
gration. For instance, it helps us to explain 
why development and social transforma-
tion in low-income countries generally 
increase migration, as factors like poverty 
reduction, increasing education and bet-
ter infrastructure tend to simultaneously 
increase people’s capabilities and aspira-
tions to move within and across borders.
Similarly, we need to see rural-to-urban mi-
gration as an intrinsic, and therefore largely 
inevitable, part of urbanisation processes 
which in turn are part of a broader trans-
formation from rural-agrarian to urban-in-
dustrial economies and aspired lifestyles. 
The latter shows the necessity of adopting 
a broader social transformation perspec-
tive in analysing migration that includes 
cultural change instead of more limited, 
income-based definitions of development.
This new paradigm also leads to a very 
different view on how future development 
may shape migration from low-income 
countries. For instance, sub-Saharan Afri-
ca is the least migratory region in the world, 
partly because of the high incidence of 
poverty and poor connectivity. Any form of 
development is therefore likely to lead to 
more migration within and from Africa.
Conversely, impoverishment can actually 
lead to less migration. In fact, the biggest 
victims of environmental (or economic or 
political) havoc are those who lack the ca-
pabilities to migrate and thus get trapped 
in situations of what Carling (2022) has 
called ‘involuntary immobility’. This chal-
lenges the conventional idea that climate 
change will lead to massive international 
migration; environmental degradation may 
actually deprive people of the means to 
move over long distances (see de Haas 
2023). While such factors are likely to in-

crease people’s migration aspirations, they 
may effectively decrease their migration 
capabilities, rendering the net effect theo-
retically ambiguous
Of course, we cannot blindly apply such 
schemes to individual countries. The PAC-
ES project, carried out by a 14-partner con-
sortium led by ISS, explores how societal 
change, individual life experiences and mi-
gration policies shape decisions to stay or 
to migrate over time and across countries. 
Preliminary findings highlight the highly di-
verse ways in which social transformations 
have shaped mobility transitions across 
different places and societies.

Ethiopia, for instance, has seen a strong 
increase in emigration as part of more 
general development trends. However, 
PACES research has highlighted signifi-
cant differences in how Ethiopia’s ‘mobility 
transition’ is manifested at the local and 
regional level. For instance, the city of Ada-
ma is undergoing very rapid development 
processes, attracting internal migrants and 
also changing the economic structure and 
social fabric of the community. At the same 
time, young people’s notions of the ‘good 
life’ are shifting rapidly, reflecting cultural 
changes and growing expectations about 
income and job stability linked to growing 
levels of education. The resulting combi-
nation of uncertainty and changing expec-
tations fuel growing migration aspirations. 
However, in Adama, international migra-
tion is strongly perceived as an endeavour 
of women who migrate to Gulf countries.
On the other hand, in the smaller city of 
Kebribeyah, close to the Ethiopia-Somalia 
border, young people also express migra-
tion aspirations linked to the lack of job 
opportunities that match their increasing 
education levels. However, in Kebribeyah 
migration aspirations are strongly project-
ed on the US. This preference has been 
shaped by the regular resettlement to the 
US of Somalian refugees living in the refu-
gee camp on the outskirts of Kebribeyah. 
At the same time, the peacefulness of life 
in Kebribeyah makes it an attractive desti-
nation for internal migrants from other ar-
eas of Ethiopia. These examples highlight 
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Notes

This short-paper was originally published at DEVISSUES, 
International Institute of Social Studies, The Netherlands. 
https://www.devissues.nl/rethinking-migration-development
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