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Abstract 

This paper critically examines the micro-level perspective of migration 
theories and research, with a focus on migration decision making. It first 
presents an extensive sociological review of current major migration theories 
with particular attention to the ways that migration decision making is observed 
in each theoretical model. The subject of migration decision making has been 
severely marginalized in current theories because of their emphasis on macro- 
level causal influences and the nalve perceptions of the ways people make 
decisions in the context of migration. To resolve this issue, a cross-disciplinary 
dialogue on decision making is an essential means for shedding new light on 
the subject as well as enhancing our knowledge concerning the general 
phenomenon of migration. This paper proposes alternative directions for 
reconceptualizing migration decision making and further engaging in empirical 
exploration of the subject by reviewing three important perspectives of human 
decision making, drawn respectively from psychology, economics, and 
sociology. 
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Introduction 

Migration has always been a significant aspect of human history. The 

touchstone for the field of migration studies is Ravenstein's late 191h c. analysis of 

migration in Britain and Western Europe, and his resulting proposition of the 

"laws of migration."' Despite the early beginning of migration studies, it was not 

until the 1950s that the interest in the field truly flourished. It _was fostered by the 

emergence of several relevant social science paradigms and a growing realization 

among policy makers of the importance of analyzing and understanding 

migration processes. Several theoretical models have since been developed in an 

attempt to grasp the increasing complexity of human migration, including its 

causes, processes, and consequences. Although several scholars have proposed 

different taxonomies of current migration theories, these theories are generally 

categorized into three perspectives. The macro-level approach emphasizes the 

aggregate phenomena of migration, exploring the patterns and directions of 

population movement as well as identifying the social-economic, political, 

geographic, and other structural factors associated with the migration systems. 

The micro-level approach observes the ways individuals respond to structural 

forces within the migration systems and the ways they construct their migration 

experiences; this approach ascribes particular significance to mobility choices and 

the adaptation process. The middle-range approach concentrates on institutional 

variables, underlining how family and social networks function to link micro and 

' Reacting to a study by Farr published in 1876, which claims that migration appears to proceed 
without any particular logic, Ravenstein proposes seven "laws" of internal migration in his two 
seminal papers of the 1880s. ( I )  Migration and distance: the majority of migrants move across 
short distances: and migrants who move across long distances are generally attracted by a major 
center of commerce and industry. (2) Migration by stages: migrants from more remote areas. 
setting in motion waves (or what Ravenstein calls "currents" of migration), t i l l  the gaps in the 
rural areas left by those who have migrated to urban centers. (3) Stream and counter-stream: 
each major stream of migration produces a counter-stream. (4) Migration motives: economic 
welfare is the dominant motive of individual migrants. (5) Migration and gender: females are 
generally more likely than males to engage in short-distance migration. (6) Urban-rural 

difference: generally, rural inhabitants are more prone to migration than urban drellers. (7) 
Technology and migration: advancements in transportation technology and the expansion of 
manufacture and commerce all lead to increases in migration (Ravenstein? 1885; 1889). 
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macro processes (Pedraza, 1994; Stalker, 1994). 

This paper aims at reconceptualizing the micro-level perspective of 

migration theories and research, with a focus on migration decision making. It 

first presents an extensive sociological review of current major migration theories 

with particular attention to the ways that migration decision making is observed 

in each theoretical model. Based on the review of these theories, I will argue that 

migration theories to date have mostly emphasized macro-level causal influences. 

The available micro-level theories, which have been generated mostly from post 

hoc assumptions, have also oversimplified the nature and process of migration 

decision making. These theoretical perspectives either adopt a perfunctory view 

on the nature and process of decision making in the event of migration, or simply 

take for granted the prominence of economic motives in migration strategies and 

behavior. To resolve the issue of the marginalization of migration decision 

making in migration theories, this paper calls for a cross-disciplinary dialogue on 

decision making to shed new light on the subject as well as to enhance our 

knowledge concerning the general phenomenon of migration. The first step 

needed to remedy the theoretical underdevelopment of migration decision making 

is to take on the theoretical and empirical work on decision making accomplished 

in other fields of study. After all, migration is a demographic phenomenon that 

represents not only the effects of structural and institutional forces, but also a 

complex social-psychological process of choosing and making decisions. By 

learning how decision making is examined and understood in other fields and 

under different contexts, we may enrich the sociological insights on decision 

making in the context of migration. 

Furthermore, this paper carries a pragmatic proposition concerning 

migration policy and practice. If migration intervention strategies are to be 

successful, they must be based on valid knowledge of causal factors. Theories 

and research that focus on structural or institutional factors may presumably seem 

more useful for policy considerations, for they deal with the broad processes that 

public policies seek to shape. Nevertheless, as De Jong and Fawcett point out, 

"the descriptive usefulness is not the same as prescriptive usefulness" (De Jong 

and Fawcett, 1981: 44). Causal connections shown at the macro-level are 

sometimes of limited practical value because they refer to factors that cannot 



readily be modified by public policy. Studies and theories that focus on the 

process of migration decision making, however, will suggest alternative means by 

which such a decision can be influenced through public policies and programs. 

For example, they can suggest ways in which policy interventions may "channel" 

people's migration decision-making process or alter their expectations about 

obtaining their goals in alternative locations. 

Approaches to Migration Decision Making: - 
A Critical Review 

Although different theories have been developed to explore the phenomenon 

of migration, for one reason or another, the issue of migration decision making is 

rarely the predominant focus in major theoretical models. Therefore, instead of 

providing a review of the theories of migration decision making, I will critically 

examine the six major theoretical models of migration in light of how migration 

decision making is comprehended in each model and what can be learned from 

utilizing these models to study migration decision making. These six models are: 

the push-pull model, the human capital model, the place-utility model, the value- 

expectancy model, the neo-Marxist model, and the network model. 

Theoretical Models of Migration 

Push-Pull Model 

The push-pull model was derived essentially from Lee's "theory of 

migration," in which Lee identifies four types of factors affecting the process of 

migration: ( I )  factors associated with the area of origin, (2) factors associated 

with the area of destination, (3) intervening obstacles between origin and 

destination, and (4) personal factors. In the areas of origin and destination, three 

kinds of factors are involved: (1) "pull" factors which act to hold people within 

the area or to attract people to it, (2) "push" factors which act to repel people 

from the area, and (3) factors to which people are essentially indifferent (Lee, 

1966). According to Lee, the "push" and "pull" factors at origin and destination 

co-shape the size and direction of migration, with the intervening obstacles and 

personal factors mediate therein. Based on his theory, Lee also refines and 
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restates Ravenstein's "law of migration" as a series of macro-level hypotheses 

regarding the volume of migration, the development of streams and counter- 

streams, and the characteristics of migrants.' Because Lee's theory and 

hypotheses help to restore an analytical emphasis in migration research, his 

theoretical framework has since been used extensively to investigate the spatial, 

temporal, and causal factors in migration (Lewis, 1982). 

lnfluenced by the macro-orientation of Lee's theoretical framework, the 

push-pull model emphasizes the structural factors of attraction and repulsion in 

areas of origin and destination in the formation and regulation of migration 

patterns. At the macro level, this model suggests that migration is an outcome of 

poverty and backwardness in the sending areas. The structural "push" (economic, 

social and political hardships in the poorest part of the world) and "pull" 

(comparative advantages in the more advanced countries) factors not only are 

causal variables that determine the size and direction of human migration; they 

also operate systematically to filter migrants from a broad population in shaping 

the distinctive profiles of migrant groups (Georges, 1990; Portes and Rumbaut, 

1990; Cinel, 199 1 ; Grasmuck and Pessar, 199 1). This perspective is established 

under two assumptions: first, the expectation that those who are in the most 

disadvantaged sectors of the poorer societies are most likely to participate in 

migration; and second, the postulation that such flows arise spontaneously out of 

the mere existence of global inequality. 

At the micro-level, the push-pull model transforms the structural "push" and 

"pull" factors into an individual's "costs" and "benefits." In the push-pull model, 

migration decision making is dominated by rational choice. It suggests that an 

individual's migration behavior results from a rational calculation of costs and 

benefits and aims at maximizing gains, in which pursuing the economic gain 

being the prime goal. Each individual migrant is regarded as a rational being who . 
neutrally assesses the available destinations to select the optimal option with the 

greatest expected returns. The model also implies that the factors being weighed 

in a migration decision are comparable in value and thus can be measured and 

* For details of the hypotheses, see Lee (1966: 52-57). 














































































