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We examine how subjective perceptions shape migration aspirations in Kenya, 

Morocco, Nigeria, Senegal, and Tunisia. Combining Gallup World Poll survey data 

(2020–2023) with subnational indicators on economic activity, infrastructure, and 

conflict, we show that perceptions differ systematically by individual characteristics 

but are only weakly related to objective macro conditions. More positive perceptions 

are consistently associated with lower aspirations to migrate. Mediation analysis 

indicates that perceptions account for a meaningful share of the link between micro-

and macro-factors: 7–30% of the correlation between macro conditions and 

aspirations is mediated by perceptions, while micro effects are smaller. Our findings 

highlight the importance of subjective interpretations in migration decision-making 

and suggest that policies focusing solely on improving objective origin conditions 

may fall short if such improvements are not perceived by individuals. 

 

This paper was produced as part of the Horizon Europe project DYNAMIG. This project is 

funded by the European Union’s Horizon Europe research and innovation program under 

grant agreement number 101094347. 
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Non-technical summary 
 

Migration decisions are shaped not only by objective economic and political 

conditions but also by how individuals perceive their environment. While much 

research emphasizes structural factors such as income levels or political stability, 

this study highlights the central role of subjective perceptions in shaping migration 

aspirations. This distinction matters for policy: if people decide to migrate based on 

perceptions rather than realities, projects designed to improve living standards in 

origin countries may not reduce migration unless such improvements are recognized 

and experienced. 

 

Using survey data from five African countries—Morocco, Tunisia, Senegal, Nigeria, 

and Kenya—we ask: (i) how do perceptions vary across people with different 

individual characteristics such as gender, age, or income, (ii) how do perceptions 

affect migration aspirations, and (iii) to what extent do individual and regional factors 

shape aspirations through their influence on perceptions? 

 

We find that perceptions vary systematically with individual characteristics, including 

age, gender, and income but objective local conditions also matter: A better 

healthcare system, more roads, and lower violence at the subnational level are 

linked to positive perceptions of infrastructure, safety, and the government. 

 

Those insights have serious implications for migration aspirations. We find that 

positive perceptions across different domains are consistently linked to lowered 

migration aspirations, while for objective factors, such as the economic situation, the 

results are less intuitive. For example, people in economically stronger regions are 
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more likely to express migration aspirations. Our results suggest this may be 

because higher local prosperity raises standards and expectations, leading 

individuals to evaluate their situation more negatively. Also, access to information 

through the internet plays a pivotal role in shaping such perceptions. We explore 

such an indirect “mediation” effect and find that parts of the individual and the 

objective effects on migration aspirations run through their influence on perceptions. 

Additionally, we confirm that younger, lower-income, male, and highly educated 

respondents are more likely to aspire to migrate. 

 

Overall, the findings underscore that perceptions are central to migration decisions. 

Individual characteristics and perceptions are more influential than objective origin 

conditions, but the latter can influence aspirations indirectly by shaping perceptions. 

For policy, this means that economic, social, or security improvements alone may 

not lower migration aspirations unless they also change how people perceive and 

interpret their environment. Ensuring access to accurate and trusted information is 

therefore crucial to align perceptions with realities and to design more effective 

migration policies. 
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Introduction 
 

Subjective perceptions of economic and social environments play a critical role in 

shaping individual decisions (e.g., Claus and Dedewanou, 2024; Helbling and 

Morgenstern, 2023). Individuals exposed to the same conditions often interpret 

these contexts differently, leading to variations in economic behavior (Helbling et al., 

2021). This is particularly evident in migration, where aspirations and decisions are 

influenced not only by objective realities but also by personal interpretations of 

contextual factors and socially constructed narratives of the future (e.g., Vezzoli, 

2023; Black et al., 2022). Migration is thus not simply a reaction to structural “push–

pull” factors, but a decision shaped by expectations, evaluations of opportunity 

structures, and assessments of future prospects (De Haas, 2021; Carling and 

Schewel, 2018). Understanding how individuals perceive their environment and 

what expectations they derive is central to grasping their decisions, including the 

decision to migrate (Helbling and Morgenstern, 2023; Debray, Ruyssen and 

Schewel, 2023; Schneiderheinze and Tohoff, 2021; Dustmann and Okatenko, 

2014). Recognizing this subjective dimension is critical for both theory and policy. 

Policies aimed at addressing the “root causes” of migration by improving living 

conditions may fail if improvements are not perceived by individuals. 

 

This paper examines how individual characteristics and macroeconomic conditions 

influence migration aspirations, with a specific focus on the mediating role of 

subjective perceptions and expectations. We focus on three interrelated questions: 

(i) how subjective perceptions of contextual factors differ between individuals in the 

same environment, (ii) how subjective perceptions affect migration aspirations, and 
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(iii) whether perceptions mediate the relationship between objective conditions or 

micro-level factors and aspirations. 

 

We address these questions using Gallup World Poll microdata (2020─2023) from 

five African countries—Kenya, Morocco, Nigeria, Senegal, and Tunisia—linked to 

novel regional-level indicators on infrastructure, economic activity, and conflict. 

These countries represent diverse regions of Africa that are central for migration to 

Europe, differing in structural conditions, migration histories, and policy 

environments. We estimate probit models and a causal-mediation decomposition to 

quantify direct and indirect associations (not causal effects). Our contributions are 

threefold. First, we show that perceptions vary systematically along micro-level 

characteristics, such as age, gender, education, and internet access, but are only 

weakly and inconsistently related to objective macro indicators. This is consistent 

with Helbling and Morgenstern (2023), who, using Afrobarometer data find that 

perceptions are relatively independent of objective country-level conditions. We 

extend their findings in two ways. First, we use more granular subnational data 

(admin1) for macro indicators, which allows for within-country variation, but we still 

find that macro conditions explain little of the variation in perceptions. Second, we 

cover a broader range of perceptions, including amenities such as healthcare, 

housing, and transportation, in addition to political and economic evaluations. Our 

results thus reinforce the view that perceptions are shaped more by “who” the 

respondent is than by “where” they live. 

 

Second, we demonstrate that across all nine perception domains, more positive 

evaluations are associated with significantly lower migration aspirations. This aligns 

with the pull–push logic embedded in migration theory and with the empirical 

findings of Helbling and Morgenstern (2023). Our results also confirm the negative 

perception–aspiration link found in Migali and Scipioni (2019) and Aslany et al. 
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(2021). We extend these studies by showing that this association holds in a wider 

set of perceptions and in a more recent post-2020 African sample.  

 

Third, we assess the mediating role of perceptions. Our results indicate that 

perceptions account for a modest but meaningful share of the association between 

both micro and macro factors and migration aspirations. For macro-level variables, 

such as demonstrations, fatalities, and infrastructure, the mediated share ranges 

from 7–30%. For micro-level factors such as gender, mediation can operate in 

opposite directions: in some cases, amplifying the total effect (e.g., when negative 

perceptions align with higher aspirations), and in others, suppressing it (e.g., when 

positive perceptions counteract the direct effect). These findings nuance those of 

Helbling and Morgenstern (2023), who find little evidence of mediation, by showing 

that perceptions can partially transmit both micro- and macro-effects, 

although the magnitudes remain modest. 

 

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. Section III outlines the 

conceptual framework. Section IV introduces the data sources and key variables. 

Section V presents a set of stylized facts. Section VI details the empirical strategy, 

and Section VII reports the main findings. Section VIII concludes. 
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Conceptual framework 
 

Understanding migration aspirations requires moving beyond simplistic models of 

movement and examining the cognitive and contextual processes that precede 

actual migration. This chapter reviews the relevant theoretical and empirical 

literature on the determinants of migration aspirations, focusing on how individual 

characteristics and macroeconomic conditions influence these aspirations, and 

critically, how subjective perceptions and expectations mediate this relationship. 

 

International migration is increasingly conceptualized as a multi-stage process, 

where the decision to move is preceded by the formation of aspirations shaped by 

both internal motivations and external conditions (De Haas, 2021; Carling, 2002). 

The notion of migration aspirations has gained prominence as scholars seek to 

understand not only who migrates, but also who wishes to migrate and under what 

circumstances (Carling and Schewel, 2018; Migali and Scipioni, 2019). Migration 

aspirations encompass an individual’s cognitive and emotional orientation toward 

the possibility of migrating in the future, including their intentions, preferences, and 

desires (Aslany et al., 2021). It is important to distinguish between aspirations and 

actual migration outcomes. Many individuals who aspire to migrate may lack the 

necessary capabilities or opportunities to do so (Carling, 2002; De Haas, 2021). This 

distinction is central to the aspirations-capabilities framework, which posits that 

migration occurs only when aspirations are matched by the ability to act on them. 

According to this framework, migration is best understood as a function of both an 

individual’s aspirations and their capabilities, formed within a broader landscape of 

opportunity structures (Carling and Schewel, 2018; De Haas, 2021). Traditional 

migration theories, such as push-pull models or neoclassical utility-maximizing 
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frameworks, have been criticized for their limited ability to explain migration 

behavior, particularly in light of empirical observations that migration often occurs 

from middle-income countries rather than the poorest regions (De Haas, 2021; 

Clemens, 2022). Recent theoretical developments emphasize a stepwise and 

dynamic understanding of migration, where the decision to move is not merely a 

response to macroeconomic disparities but is shaped by a complex interplay of 

individual agency, social networks, and perceptions of opportunity (Xiang and 

Lindquist, 2014; Carling and Schewel, 2018). 

 

Empirical studies consistently demonstrate that both macroeconomic conditions and 

individual-level traits are significant predictors of migration aspirations. To fully 

capture the drivers of migration aspirations, it is essential to distinguish between 

factors operating at different analytical levels—macro, meso, and micro, and their 

link to subjective perceptions. At the macro level, structural conditions such as 

national economic development, political stability, institutional quality, and 

governance play a foundational role in shaping the context within which individuals 

form migration aspirations. For example, Auer, Roemer and Tjaden (2020) show 

that corruption increases migration aspirations using country-level indicators as well 

as cashless payment reliance as instrumental variables. van Mol (2016) finds that 

relative welfare is negatively correlated with migration aspirations of young 

Europeans, while estimates for youth unemployment indicate a positive relationship, 

as greater job market competition among young people might contribute to migration 

aspirations. Armed conflict also influences migration aspirations, although effects do 

not appear directly at the macro-level, but rather through its influence on individual 

characteristics like income, which becomes less important for migration aspirations 

in conflict affected regions Ruhe and Kuhnt (2025). 
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Meso-level factors serve as intermediaries between structure and agency, 

encompassing social networks, policy frameworks, and infrastructural systems that 

either facilitate or constrain migration. The presence of migration networks and 

community-level information channels significantly shapes perceptions of migration 

feasibility and desirability (Dekker and Engbersen, 2014; Xiang and Lindquist, 

2014). 

 

At the micro level, individual attributes such as age, gender, education, 

employment status, and risk preferences have direct effects on migration aspirations 

(Aslany et al., 2021). For example, younger individuals typically exhibit higher 

migration aspirations, while men are more likely than women to express an intention 

to migrate. Higher education is consistently associated with stronger aspirations, 

likely due to an expansion of perceived opportunity structures and life goals. Finally, 

contextual factors refer to the immediate local environments shaped by the 

intersection of macro, meso, and micro influences. These include access to public 

services, neighborhood safety, and community dynamics, all of which influence 

perceptions of quality of life and, consequently, the desirability of staying versus 

leaving (Trauner et al., 2023; Czaika and Reinprecht, 2022). These levels are not 

independent; rather, they interact in shaping the cognitive processes that inform 

migration aspirations. For instance, national-level economic indicators influence 

local labor markets, which in turn shape individual assessments of economic 

prospects and social mobility. Previous results also indicate that non-economic 

macro developments like conflict can affect the relative importance of individual 

factors like income Ruhe and Kuhnt (2025). 

 

Subjective perceptions—individuals’ interpretations of their social, economic, and 

institutional context—are central to understanding migration aspirations. Beyond 

objective indicators, perceptions determine how people evaluate their living conditions 
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and future prospects, thereby shaping their behavioral intentions (Helbling and 

Morgenstern, 2023; Debray, Ruyssen and Schewel, 2023; Schneiderheinze and 

Tohoff, 2021; Dustmann and Okatenko, 2014). This is especially important because 

individuals sharing the same environment can hold divergent perceptions. Two 

residents of the same city could report markedly different levels of safety, opportunity, 

or institutional trust, reflecting differences in social positioning, reference groups, and 

prior experiences. These perceptions are shaped not only by direct observation but 

also by cultural narratives, peer networks, and broader societal discourse (Helbling 

and Morgenstern, 2023; Vezzoli, 2023). Subjective perceptions exert a direct 

influence on migration aspirations. Higher satisfaction with public services, healthcare, 

education, and security is generally associated with a lower desire to migrate, 

whereas dissatisfaction tends to increase migration intentions (Helbling and 

Morgenstern, 2023; Debray, Ruyssen and Schewel, 2023). Perceptions of change 

over time are particularly salient: individuals who believe economic or social 

conditions are deteriorating are more inclined to migrate, while perceptions of 

improvement encourage staying (Vezzoli, 2023). Moreover, subjective assessments 

of safety, trust in institutions, and quality of life have been shown to predict 

aspirations independently of objective indicators (Helbling and Morgenstern, 2023). 

Subjective perceptions also function as mediators between macro-level conditions, 

micro-level attributes, and migration aspirations. For instance, the predictive effect of 

employment status on migration aspirations weakens when subjective economic well-

being is taken into account (Dennison, 2022). Similarly, perceptions of gender equality 

can mediate the relationship between gender and aspirations: women perceiving 

high levels of gender-based discrimination may be more likely to aspire to migrate 

despite structural barriers (Morgenstern and Vargas-Silva, 2025). The formation of 

such perceptions is influenced by access to information, personal experiences, and 

cognitive biases (see e.g., Armantier et al., 2015; Guetto et al., 2023). Information 

channels, such as traditional media, social media (Garz, 2013; Dr¨ager, 2015), and 
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interpersonal networks, play a critical role in shaping interpretations of macro, meso, 

and contextual factors. 

 

The framework yields three empirical predictions: (i) Conditional on country and 

admin1, micro-level factors (age, gender, education, income, internet, etc.) are 

systematically associated with each perception. Thereby, we expect that Admin1 

macro indicators explain less variation in perceptions than micro-level factors. (ii) 

Positive perceptions of local conditions are associated with lower migration 

aspirations. (iii) Perceptions partly mediate the relationship between (a) macro 

conditions and aspirations (e.g., such that part of the negative association between 

paved roads and migration aspirations reflects the improvement in transport 

perceptions), and (b) micro characteristics and aspirations (e.g., gender differences in 

perceived safety/treatment of women). We expect partial mediation (non-zero but 

modest shares). 
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Data 
 

This section summarizes our data sources and explains all procedures used to 

prepare the data. The analysis draws primarily on the Gallup World Poll (GWP), an 

annual, nationally representative survey conducted in more than 150 developed and 

developing countries, covering at least 98% of the global adult population. Sampling 

is nationally representative, conducted face-to-face in low- and middle-income 

countries and by telephone in some high-income countries, with typical country 

sample sizes of about 1,000 individuals. The GWP is widely used in migration 

research due to its unique combination of migration-related questions, broad country 

coverage, and inclusion of both objective and subjective measures (e.g., Dustmann 

and Okatenko, 2014; Migali and Scipioni, 2019; Auer, Römer and Tjaden, 2020; 

Bertoli et al., 2022; Ruhe and Kuhnt, 2025). 

 

We focus on five African countries—Kenya, Morocco, Nigeria, Senegal, and 

Tunisia—over the period 2020–2023, yielding a total of 20,054 observations, equally 

distributed across the five countries. The average respondent is 35.5 years old, 51% 

are women, the average annual income is approximately USD 2,000, 55% are 

employed, and 58% report having internet access1. Throughout the analysis, GWP 

survey weights are applied to variables and models whenever possible to ensure 

maximum representativeness. 

 

Our variable construction is closely aligned with the theoretical framework outlined in 

Section II, which emphasizes the role of subjective perceptions in shaping migration 

 
1 Table A2 lists the complete set of micro-level variables used in the analysis. Summary statistics are 
reported separately for each of the five countries. 
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aspirations and their potential to mediate the effects of objective structural 

conditions and individual characteristics. We therefore combine GWP micro-level 

variables, subjective perception measures, and migration aspirations with an 

additional set of macro-level variables merged at the subnational (admin1) level. 

The subnational scale is chosen because it is the most granular level consistently 

provided in the GWP, and because it allows us to match individuals to the relevant 

macroeconomic, infrastructural, and security context in which their perceptions are 

formed. 

 

A. Micro-level variables 

Our micro-level variables capture demographic and socioeconomic characteristics 

that may directly influence migration aspirations or shape subjective perceptions. All 

micro-level variables are derived from GWP survey questions, with some requiring 

minor recoding. We include the following: age, gender, income, marital status, 

urbanization, education, presence of children in the household, religion, internet 

access, and experience of hunger. 

 

Age is recorded as a numeric variable indicating the respondent’s current age; in 

certain models, we recode it into a dummy variable identifying individuals aged 35 or 

younger. Robustness checks confirm that results are qualitatively unchanged when 

using the continuous age variable. Income denotes annual per capita income in 

international dollars,2 while all remaining micro-level variables are coded as binary 

indicators. Male equals one for male respondents. Married identifies respondents 

currently married. Children indicates the presence of at least one child aged 15 or 

younger in the household. 

 

 
2 The GWP calculates annual per capita income 
(INCOME4)bydividinghouseholdincome(INCOME2)byhouseholdsize. 
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Following Migali and Scipioni (2019), Employed equals one for respondents in full-

time, part-time, or self-employment, and zero for those unemployed or out of the 

labor force. City identifies individuals living in urban areas (a large city or its 

suburbs) versus rural areas. Education distinguishes between low education 

(elementary school, less than 9 years) and high education (secondary or tertiary 

school, more than 9 years); alternative categorical coding alternatives were also 

tested. Internet indicates whether the respondent has access to the internet.3 

 

These micro-level indicators allow us to account for key demographic and 

socioeconomic characteristics that may both influence perceptions and directly 

affect migration aspirations. Additional details on GWP variable transformations and 

the complete set of summary statistics are provided in Appendix Tables A1 and A2. 

 

B. Subjective perceptions 

The GWP also provides extensive information on respondents’ evaluations of 

economic, social, and institutional conditions, making it a crucial data source for 

migration studies that intend to capture dynamics beyond classic micro and macro 

levels Auer, Römer and Tjaden (2020). We construct binary indicators for positive 

perceptions across nine distinct dimensions: education, healthcare, housing, roads, 

local economy, standard of living (SoL), safety, treatment of women, and confidence 

in the national government. 

 

These variables capture how individuals interpret their immediate environment, 

rather than the environment’s objective state. They allow us to examine variation in 

perceptions among individuals living in the same structural context. They also 

 
3 While internet access could be considered a meso-level variable between micro- and macro-levels, 
we classify it here as micro-level for simplicity, in line with our theoretical framework, which already 
places perceptions between these two main levels. 
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enable us to assess both the direct association between perceptions and migration 

aspirations, and the mediating role of perceptions between objective conditions and 

micro-level attributes such as gender. 

 

Four perception variables: satisfaction with the educational system or schools, 

satisfaction with the availability of quality healthcare, satisfaction with the availability 

of good affordable housing, [satisfaction with the public transportation systems], and 

satisfaction with roads and highways, are based on questions with the following 

structure: 

In the city or area where you live, are you satisfied or dissatisfied with ...? 

 

For these items, we code a dummy equal to one if the respondent reports being 

satisfied and zero otherwise. The same coding rule applies to perceived confidence 

in the national government4, perceptions of the treatment of women5, and 

perceptions of safety at night6. Perceptions of local economic conditions7 and 

standard of living8 are based on questions with more than two response categories 

(“getting better,” “staying the same,” “getting worse”). We create dummies equal to 

one for respondents reporting “getting better” and zero for “same” or “worse”.” 

 

C. Migration aspirations 

Migration aspirations are a core outcome variable in our analysis. They capture 

respondents’ self-reported desire to move abroad, which allows us to examine (i) 

how subjective perceptions influence aspirations and (ii) how perceptions mediate 

 
4 ”Do you have confidence in each of the following, or not? How about the national government?” 
(WP139) 
5 ”Do you believe women in (Country) are treated with respect and dignity, or not?” (WP9050) 
6 ”Do you feel safe walking alone at night in the city or area where you live?” (WP113) 
7 ”Right now, do you think that economic conditions in the city or area where you live, as a whole, are 
getting better or getting worse?” (WP88) 
8 ”Right now, do you feel your standard of living is getting better or getting worse?” (WP31) 
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the relationship between objective conditions and individual characteristics such as 

gender. While aspirations do not measure actual migration behavior, prior research 

shows that they are strong predictors of future migration flows (Bertoli and Ruyssen, 

2018). We measure migration aspirations by relying on the question, which captures 

general migration potential and will hereafter be referred to as migration aspirations: 

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? [WP1325] 

 

Graph 1: Migration aspirations 

 
 
Note: For all regions with missing values we checked that these values were in fact missing and not zero or 
coding errors. Source: Gallup (2024), own calculations. 

 

Overall, 41.5% of respondents express a desire to migrate. Aspirations are highest 

in Nigeria (52.3%) and Morocco (44.6%), followed by Tunisia (38.7%), Senegal 

(36.9%), and Kenya (35.0%) (Appendix Table A2). Graph 1 plots the share of 

individuals with migration aspirations by region, revealing substantial spatial 
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heterogeneity within each country. In Nigeria, high-aspiration regions cluster in the 

south, while northern regions report markedly lower levels. In Kenya, aspirations are 

particularly elevated in certain central and eastern regions. Morocco, Tunisia, and 

Senegal exhibit a more even distribution.9 

 

We base our analysis of migration aspirations on the 2021–2023 survey waves only, 

as the GWP did not include the question in 2019 and 2020, although it was part of 

earlier questionnaires. Despite its extensive use in migration research, recent GWP 

waves contain a limited set of migration-related questions. For example, items on 

concrete migration plans within the next 12 months or on migration preparations 

were only included until 2015. While measures of foreign networks, such as the 

Network Abroad variable in Migali and Scipioni (2019) or remittances as a proxy as 

in Helbling and Morgenstern (2023), our data contain no suitable proxy for the 

selected time frame. 

 

D. Macro-level variables 

To disentangle the role of perceptions from that of objective contextual conditions, 

we merge an additional set of macro-level variables at the subnational (admin1) 

level, the most granular geographic identifier consistently available in the GWP. 

Some variables are directly available at the subnational level, while others are 

aggregated from geospatial data. 

 

INFRASTRUCTURE/AMENITIES 

Our first source for objective macro variables is the Africa Infrastructure Database. 

Krantz (2024) gathers data from sources such as Open Street Maps to obtain 

infrastructure points on a geospatial grid and classifies them into 26 categories of 

 
9 Migration aspirations are missing for six regions. 
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interest. As an example, a point identified as a hospital would count towards the 

healthcare category, and a school towards education. Here, we aggregate these 

classified points to obtain a count of education, healthcare, and residential points 

per subnational region. Furthermore, Krantz (2024) provides the length of networks. 

We use the length of paved roads in kilometers and sum these values by region. 

 

GRP 

Although national GDP data is available for all five countries, only some statistical 

offices publish data at the subnational level i (admin1). We rely on a newly compiled 

GDP per capita dataset by Kummu, Kosonen and Masoumzadeh Sayyar (2025). 

Their data contains Gross Regional Product (GRP) per capita estimates 𝐺𝑅𝑃!,#
$% for 

the admin2 level j until 2022. Compared to previous sources of subnational GDP like 

Kummu, Taka and Guillaume (2018) or Wenz et al. (2023) their data provides a 

unique combination of geographical and time coverage. Still, admin1 level data is 

only available for Keya and thus we scale the 𝐺𝑅𝑃!,#
$% by 2020 population and obtain 

an upscaled 𝐺𝑅𝑃&,# at the subnational level i by aggregating all j ∈ i. Since we are 

interested in economic differences between regions, we average 𝐺𝑅𝑃&,# from  

2019–2022, eliminating short-term time series fluctuation. GRP is reported in 2017 

international $ PPP. 
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POPULATION, POPULATION DENSITY AND NIGHTLIGHTS 

We source multiple geospatial variables from AidData. Drawing on AidData instead 

of the original source comes with the advantage of readily aggregated data instead 

of a gridded version. First, we source the population, which is the sum of total 

population in an area in 2020 (CIESIN, 2018a). Second, we use population density, 

measured as the average number of persons per square kilometer in 2020 (CIESIN, 

2018b). Lastly, we use VIIRS nightlights. Since Henderson, Storeygard and Weil 

(2012) nightlights have been established as a proxy for economic activity when data 

coverage is insufficient. VIIRS nightlights are measured as the annual average sum 

of radiance in a region (Elvidge et al., 2021). To reduce short-term fluctuations, we 

take an average from 2022–2023. Cloud-free coverage was tested. Temporal 

coverage was chosen due to the availability of the data. 

 

DEMONSTRATIONS 

To obtain macro measures related to government performance, we draw on the 

Armed Conflict Location and Event Data (ACLED) by (Raleigh, Kishi and Linke, 

2023). Specifically, we obtain the count of demonstration events recorded from 

2020–2023 in each region. Demonstrations capture several subevents ranging from 

peaceful protests to violent riots with interventions. 

 

ORGANIZED VIOLENCE 

To cover safety concerns objectively we use the Georeferenced Event Dataset 

(GED) version 24.1 by the Uppsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP). The dataset by 

Sundberg and Melander (2013) and Davies et al. (2024) contains detailed geocoded 

information about state-based conflict, non-state conflict, and one-sided violence 
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events. Events are included once they reach a threshold of 25 annual battle-related 

deaths. Smaller incidents in the following years, where the threshold is not met, are 

also included. We draw on the estimated total fatalities variable best, which includes 

fatalities from all parties, including civilians. To measure the intensity of violent 

events, we aggregate fatalities at the subnational level from 2019─2023. 

 

Full summary statistics for all variables are reported in the Appendix (Tables A2, A3, 

A4). 
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Stylized facts 
 

Before turning to our empirical strategy, we present a set of descriptive graphs and 

maps that offer a first look at the patterns in our data. These stylized facts serve two 

purposes. First, they allow us to assess whether our sample of five African countries 

exhibits patterns consistent with findings from the broader migration literature. 

Second, they illustrate how key variables in our theoretical framework—subjective 

perceptions, migration aspirations, and contextual factors—vary across individuals 

and regions. All patterns shown here are purely correlational and should not be 

interpreted as causal relationships. They provide an empirical motivation for the 

econometric analysis in the next section. 

 

A. Subjective perceptions 

Subjective perceptions—such as views on the local economy, infrastructure quality, 

or safety—are, by definition, related to the objective reality. However, they may also 

vary systematically with micro-level characteristics (e.g., gender) and meso-level 

factors (e.g., internet access). For example, women may assess gender equality 

differently due to differences in social experience and exposure to discrimination, 

while individuals without internet access might have more limited information 

sources, shaping how they evaluate local conditions. 

 

To illustrate such differences, we plot perception gaps by gender and by internet 

access. For each perception variable, the gap is defined as the difference in the 
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share of individuals with positive perceptions between two groups. A negative gap 

indicates that the first group (men, or those with internet access) is less likely to hold 

a positive perception than the reference group (women, or those without internet 

access). Gaps are measured in percentage points, indicating the average difference 

in the likelihood of reporting a positive perception. 

 

Graph 2: Gender gaps in perceptions 

 
Note: Gender gap are calculated as the difference between the male and the female sample share with 
positive perceptions. Source: Gallup (2024), own calculations. 

 

Graph 2 presents the gender gap. Men are less confident in the government and 

less satisfied with infrastructure, such as healthcare and housing. Perceptions of 

standard of living (SoL), housing, and transport are relatively balanced across 

genders. Conversely, men are more satisfied with the state of the local economy. 

The largest differences appear in perceptions of gender equality and safety: the 

share of men who believe women are treated with dignity is 13 percentage points 

higher than for women, and the gender gap widens to 16 percentage points in the 
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perception of safety when walking alone at night. These large disparities are 

consistent with the idea that subjective safety and dignity perceptions are influenced 

by individuals’ direct social experiences. 

 

Graph 3: Internet access gaps in perceptions 

 
Note: Gaps are calculated as the difference between the sample shares with internet access and without, 
that have positive perceptions. Source: Gallup (2024), own calculations. 

 

Graph 3 shows perception gaps by internet access. Individuals with internet access 

are, on average, 9 percentage points less likely to be satisfied with the educational 

system and to have confidence in the government. They also report lower 

satisfaction with the treatment of women and with housing, healthcare, and 

transport. However, they are slightly more likely (by 2–3 percentage points) to report 

feeling safe and to view the local economy positively. The largest gap appears for 

SoL: individuals with internet access are 12 percentage points more likely to report 

improvement in their standard of living compared to those without access. 
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Together, Graphs 2 and 3 reveal that subjective perceptions of macro-level 

conditions vary systematically with micro- and meso-level characteristics. While the 

direction and size of the gaps differ across perception variables, the patterns 

suggest that the relationship between perceptions and individual attributes is 

complex and likely context-dependent. These descriptive findings support our 

theoretical premise that perceptions are shaped by both structural conditions and 

personal characteristics. 

 

B. Migration aspirations 

Having examined how perceptions vary with micro-level characteristics, we now turn 

to our main outcome variable—migration aspirations—and conduct similar 

descriptive exercises. Previous research has documented systematic relationships 

between individual characteristics and the propensity to aspire to migrate (Aslany et 

al., 2021). Using Gallup data from 2010–2015 for a global sample, Migali and 

Scipioni (2019) find that being younger, male, or highly educated increases the 

likelihood of aspiring to migrate, as does having networks abroad or a low 

perception of one’s standard of living. Our sample focuses instead on five African 

countries over the more recent period 2020–2023, allowing us to examine whether 

these general patterns hold in this specific context. 

 

Overall, 41.5% of our total sample express migration aspirations (Appendix, Table 

A2). Graph 4 plots the share of respondents with migration aspirations by gender, 

age, internet access, education level, employment status, and per capita income 

percentile. In line with Migali and Scipioni (2019), we find that men, younger 

individuals, and those with higher levels of education are more likely to aspire to 

migrate. About 45% of all men express migration aspirations, compared to 38% of 

women. More than half of respondents aged 18–25 aspire to migrate, compared to 

less than 20% among the oldest age group, indicating a clear negative association  
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Graph 4: Migration aspirations by micro-level characteristics 

 
Note: Sample shares of individuals with migration aspirations by gender, age, internet access, per capita 
income percentile, employment status and education level. Gallup (2024), own calculations. 

 

between age and migration aspirations. The education pattern is somewhat more 

nuanced: aspirations are highest among those with 9–15 years of schooling, with 

individuals holding tertiary education degrees being roughly 5 percentage points 

less likely to aspire to migrate than this group, though still above the lowest-

educated group. Employment status shows little association with migration 

aspirations—aspiration rates are similar for employed and unemployed individuals. 

In contrast, income is positively correlated with aspirations: those in higher per 

capita income percentiles are more likely to express a desire to migrate. The largest 

single-group difference is observed for internet access: individuals with internet 

access are 20 percentage points more likely to aspire to migrate than those without. 
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This finding is consistent with the hypothesis that information access, whether 

through exposure to opportunities abroad or comparisons with other contexts, plays 

a role in shaping migration aspirations. 

 

A related question is whether individuals in more prosperous regional economies 

still aspire to migrate. Economic theory offers no clear prediction on this association 

(Benček and Schneiderheinze, 2024; Clemens, 2020). While individual income is 

likely correlated with regional prosperity through the availability of higher-paying 

jobs,10 the effect of higher gross regional product (GRP) on aspirations remains 

theoretically ambiguous. Graph 5 plots the share of respondents with migration 

aspirations in each region against the log of average GRP (2020–2023). The raw  

Graph 5: Scatterplot between the regional share aspiring to migrate and gross 

regional product 

 
Note: Share of individuals that aspire to migrate based on Gallup (2024). GRP aggregated at the admin1 
level based on Kummu, Kosonen and Masoumzadeh Sayyar (2025). Own calculations. 

 

 
10 As shown in Graph 4, employment itself is not strongly correlated with migration aspirations. 
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correlation is positive, with Nigerian regions clustering in the high-GRP, high-

aspiration quadrant. This positive relationship also holds when the scatterplots are 

drawn separately for each country, thereby removing cross-country variation. 

Nonetheless, these patterns are descriptive only and may be driven by unobserved 

heterogeneity or omitted factors, such as differences in migration networks or ties to 

destination countries. 
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Empirical strategy 
 

The stylized facts presented in Section IV revealed systematic variation in 

perceptions and aspirations across individual and contextual characteristics. In this 

section, we formalize those relationships using a set of probit regressions and 

mediation models. Our aim is not to establish causal effects, but to identify robust 

partial correlations that can inform the theoretical and empirical debate on the role of 

perceptions in migration decisions. 

 

A. Probit regression 

Our main analysis is based on a set of probit regressions. To understand how 

migration aspirations and subjective perceptions of macro-level factors differ 

between individuals with different micro-level characteristics, we begin by modelling 

perceptions as a function of micro-level characteristics:  

 

where 𝑃𝑒𝑟𝑐𝑒𝑝𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑠!∗ is the latent (unobserved) likelihood of individual i to have a 

positive perception, based on the observed binary survey answers 

𝑃𝑒𝑟𝑐𝑒𝑝𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑠!	.	𝑀𝑖𝑐𝑟𝑜! is a vector of individual-level (micro) characteristics. Finally, 𝛿$ 

captures country-fixed effects and 𝜖& is an error term. 

 

To understand whether the micro-level results are robust and to understand whether 

subjective perceptions correlate with measurable macro-level factors, we extend the 

model by adding 	𝑀𝑎𝑐𝑟𝑜%, which is a matching macro-level variable at the 

subnational (admin1) level r: 
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For example, when modeling perceptions of the local economy, 	𝑀𝑎𝑐𝑟𝑜'	includes 

the corresponding GRP measure. This specification allows us to examine how much 

of the variation in perceptions is associated with objectively measured regional 

conditions, conditional on individual characteristics. 

 

We then turn to migration aspirations. The baseline model mirrors Equation (1), but 

with migration aspirations as the dependent variable: 

 

where 𝑀𝑖𝑔𝐴𝑠𝑝!∗ represents the latent (unobserved) likelihood of individual i to have 

migration aspirations, based on migration aspirations 	𝑀𝑖𝑔𝐴𝑠𝑝! 	 as observed in the 

GWP. 𝑀𝑖𝑐𝑟𝑜! 	 is the same vector of individual-level (micro) characteristics as before. 

Similar to our previous process, we begin to add extensions to the model. First, we 

add 𝑃𝑒𝑟𝑐𝑒𝑝𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑠!		to the model to study if perceptions are significantly correlated 

with migration aspirations: 

 

Due to collinearity between perceptions (Appendix Table A5), we generally include 

one perception at a time, but also estimate specifications with all perceptions jointly. 

 

Finally, we extend the model by including macro-level variables 	𝑀𝑎𝑐𝑟𝑜': 

 

As with perceptions, we typically include one macro variable at a time (Appendix 

Table A6) to mitigate collinearity. For all probit models, we report marginal effects, 

as raw probit coefficients are difficult to interpret. 
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B. Mediation analysis 

We expect that part of the association between contextual and individual factors and 

migration aspirations operates through subjective perceptions. To investigate this 

mechanism, we implement a mediation analysis. Graph 6 illustrates the conceptual 

framework. Let T denote a macro-level (or micro-level) factor, such as the state of 

the local economy, measured by GRP, M a mediating subjective perception, and Y 

migration aspirations. The macro factor T may influence Y migration aspirations 

directly and indirectly through its effect on subjective perceptions M, which are also 

correlated with migration aspirations Y. 

 

Graph 6: Simple mediation DAG with T, M, and Y  

 

 

We decompose the average treatment effect (ATE) of treatment T on migration 

aspirations into a average direct treatment effect (ADTE) and an average indirect 

treatment effect (AITE)11 by using a (causal) mediation model that is based on the 

potential-outcomes framework12 (Nguyen, Schmid and Stuart, 2021). Instead of 

using a classical approach with two simultaneous equations, the potential-outcome 

approach calculates decomposed effects via potential outcomes with and in the 

absence of treatment. Since we expect partial mediation, our main focus is on the 

AITE, defined as: 

 
11 Also referred to in the literature as total effect (TE), natural direct effect (NDE) and natural indirect 
effect (NIE). 
12 StataCorp (2025) provides an intuitive overview of the model and their software to implement causal 
mediation. 
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where 𝑌[',)	(')] is the expected outcome when individuals receive the treatment and 

experience the mediator under treatment, 𝑌[',)	(-)] is the expected outcome when 

everyone is untreated but counterfactually experiences the value of the mediator 

associated with being treated (StataCorp, 2025). 

 

In addition, following Dustmann and Okatenko (2014), we apply a Shapley 

decomposition (Shorrocks et al., 2013) to assess the relative contribution of 

microlevel factors, perceptions, and macro-level factors to the overall explained 

variation in migration aspirations. The Shapley approach computes the marginal 

contribution of each factor to the model’s 𝑅.𝑅., averaging over all possible 

orderings of factor inclusion. 

 

Finally, we stress that our research design does not identify causal effects. 

Limitations in the available data—such as the absence of direct measures of 

migration networks—mean that important confounders remain unobserved. We 

therefore interpret our results as robust correlations, while drawing on existing 

literature to discuss plausible causal pathways in the context of our theoretical 

framework. 
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Results 
 

This section presents the empirical results in three steps, mirroring the structure of 

our empirical strategy (Section V). We begin by examining how micro- and macro-

level characteristics are associated with individual perceptions of local conditions. 

We then assess the role of micro-level factors, perceptions, and macro-level 

variables in shaping migration aspirations. Finally, we turn to the mediation analysis, 

decomposing the relationship between contextual factors and migration aspirations 

into direct and indirect pathways through subjective perceptions. Throughout, we 

report marginal effects from probit models in graphical form, with full regression 

tables provided in Appendix A.A2. 

 

A. Micro-level and macro-level correlates of perceptions 

Graph 7 plots the estimated marginal effects of our micro-level variables on nine 

selected perception dimensions, with each panel showing results for a separate 

dimension. Overall, we find numerous significant relationships between individual 

characteristics at the micro-level and perceptions, but the size and the sign of the 

marginal effects vary substantially across dimensions. 

 

Younger people are more likely to be satisfied with healthcare (∼	6%), housing (∼	4%), 

and transport (∼	2%). On average, they also tend to perceive the local economy 

(∼ 4%) and the standard of living (∼	11%) more positively than older individuals. For 

the remaining four perception dimensions, marginal effects are close to zero and 

insignificant. Gender effects are more nuanced. Men are less satisfied with 

education, healthcare, and the standard of living, but report more positive views of 

the local economy (∼	5%), feel safer, and perceive the treatment of women more  
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Graph 7: Marginal effects of micro variables on perceptions 

 
Note: Age coded as dummy that indicates individuals 35 or younger. Children indicates at least one child in the household. Confidence intervals at the 90 % level. All models 
include religion and country-fixed effects. Source: Gallup (2024), own calculations. 
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positively than women (both ∼	15%). The latter two effects are among the strongest 

estimated marginal effects across all perception and micro-level variables. Higher 

log income is positively correlated with positive perceptions of healthcare, housing, 

transport, the local economy, standard of living, and treatment of women. The only 

negative relationship with significance is with government confidence. A 1% increase 

in income correlates with a reduced probability of having confidence in the government 

by 5 percentage points. Employment status is generally unrelated to perceptions, 

except for small positive correlations with safety and standard of living. Education 

shows a significant negative association with all perception variables except the local 

economy and standard of living (∼	2%/∼	4%). Married individuals tend to perceive 

the local economy, treatment of women, and the government more positively. Parents 

are generally more likely to have negative perceptions, although some effects are 

insignificant. Only the perceived safety is positively correlated with having children 

(∼	4%). Internet access is positively correlated with economic perceptions (∼	3%/∼	

8%) and negatively associated with satisfaction with education, perceptions of 

women’s treatment, and confidence in the government. 

 

After having established the linkage between individual characteristics and 

perceptions, we move to the results of the extended model. We add one matching 

macro-level variable to each model to assess whether perceptions are also shaped by 

objective regional conditions (Graph 8). Since no objective measure is available for 

women’s treatment, we analyze eight perception dimensions. Micro-level estimates 

remain close to those in the baseline, so we focus here on the marginal effects of 

macro-level variables. 

 

Macro-level variables that should benefit individuals, such as infrastructure or the 

economy, are expected to yield positive links, whereas the relationship should be  
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Graph 8: Marginal effects of macro variables on perceptions 

 
 

Note: Confidence intervals at the 90 % level. Macro variables are regressed on their respective perception 
variables. All models include the full set of micro variables as well as religion and country-fixed effects. 
Source: Gallup (2024) and macro sources, own calculations. 

 

negative for fatalities and demonstrations. We find that nearly all our perception 

variables at the regional level show significant correlations with individual 

perceptions of the local conditions. For infrastructure variables, three of the four show 

significant positive correlations with their respective perceptions. For example, an 

increase of healthcare points in a region by 1% is correlated with a likelihood increase 

of ∼	2% to have positive healthcare perceptions. Transport and Housing effects are 

similar, and education remains insignificant. 

 

Unexpectedly, a 1% increase of GRP is associated with a ∼	−3% lower likelihood of 

positive perceptions of the local economy, and using nightlights as an alternative 

economic measure yields a similar result. This negative regional-level effect contrasts 

with the positive association between individual income and economic perceptions, 

suggesting a more complex relationship. One possible explanation is that individuals 
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in high-GRP regions compare themselves to a higher local standard or have elevated 

expectations, leading to less favorable evaluations despite better objective conditions. 

We examine this further during the mediation analysis. 

 

For standard of living perceptions, also modeled with log GRP as the macro 

variable, the coefficient is insignificant and close to zero. As expected, fatalities from 

violent events are negatively associated with perceived safety, and additional 

demonstrations in a region are negatively correlated with confidence in the 

government. 

 

B. Micro-level and macro-level factors, subjective perceptions and migration 
aspirations 

 
We now turn to the determinants of migration aspirations. We begin with the 

baseline specification in Equation (3), regressing migration aspirations on the full set 

of micro-level variables. Graph 9 plots the corresponding marginal effects. 

Consistent with previous studies such as Migali and Scipioni (2019) and Aslany et 

al. (2021), we find significant negative associations with age, log income, and 

marital status, and a positive correlation with being male, highly educated, and 

having internet access. On average, being ten years older is associated with a 7% 

lower likelihood of aspiring to migrate.13 A 1% increase in individual income is 

associated with a 0.9% lower likelihood of aspiring to migrate, and being married 

reduces the probability by 8.1 percentage points. Men (7.3%), highly educated 

individuals (5.8%), and those that have access to the internet (9.1%) are on average 

more likely to express migration aspirations. Employment status and having one or 

 
13 Average marginal effects mask possible heterogeneity, with effects potentially strongest for the 
youngest cohorts and weakest for the oldest, as suggested by Graph 9. Since our primary research 
interest lies elsewhere, we do not explore this further. 
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more children are positively correlated with aspirations, but the effects are 

statistically insignificant. 

Graph 9: Marginal effects of micro variables on migration aspirations 

 
Note: Confidence intervals at the 90 % level. Children is a dummy that indicates one or more children in the 
household. All models include religion and country-fixed effects. Source: Gallup (2024), own calculations. 

 

We next extend the specification by adding one perception variable at a time 

(Equation 4). Graph 10 shows that across all nine specifications, having a positive 

perception significantly reduces the likelihood of aspiring to migrate. This finding 

aligns with Helbling and Morgenstern (2023), who use Afrobarometer data to show 

that positive perceptions lower migration aspirations. The smallest effect is observed 

for standard of living perceptions (∼ −2%). Perceptions of infrastructure quality, such 

as education or transport, reduce aspirations by ∼ 5−7%, similar in magnitude to 

safety and local economy perceptions. Satisfaction with the treatment of women is 

associated with an (∼ −8%) lower likelihood of aspiring to migrate, while the largest 

effect is found for confidence in the government. Respondents with positive views of 

the government are (∼ 12%) less likely to aspire to migrate. 
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Graph 10: Marginal effects of perceptions on migration aspirations 

  
Note: Confidence intervals at the 90 % level. Green estimates are based on a specification that includes 
only a single perception variable. Grey estimates are based on an extended specification with all perception 
variables. All models include the full set of micro variables as well as religion and country-fixed effects. 
Source: Gallup (2024), own calculations. 
 

Finally, we drop the perception variables and include one objective macro-level 

variable at a time (Equation 6). In general, we expect a negative link with migration 

aspirations. A healthy macro environment in an origin country should serve as a pull 

factor that lowers migration aspirations and vice versa for variables that indicate a 

fragile environment, such as demonstrations or violence fatalities. Graph 11 reveals 

substantial variation across variables. As expected, demonstrations and fatalities 

from violent events are correlated with an increased likelihood of aspiring to migrate 

(∼ 2−3% for a 1% increase). Given that several high-fatality regions lack data on 

aspirations, these estimates likely understate the true relationship (see Graphs 1 

and A7). Two infrastructure variables—education and healthcare—are insignificant, 

whereas residential infrastructure points and paved roads are both negatively 

associated with aspirations. An additional 1% of residential infrastructure points is 



 

 

 43 

 

associated with migration aspiration being lowered by 4 percentage points. The 

effect is of a similar size for an increase in paved roads. 

 

Graph 11: Marginal effects of macro variables on migration aspirations 

 
 
Note: Confidence intervals at the 90 % level. Green estimates are based on a specification that includes 
only a single perception variable. Grey estimates are based on an extended specification with all perception 
variables. All models include the full set of micro variables as well as religion and country-fixed effects. 
Roads and Nightlights are dropped from the extended specification due to collinearity. Source: Gallup 
(2024) and macro sources, own calculations. 

 

Contrary to our expectations, GRP is positively correlated with migration aspirations, 

a finding that is robust to using nightlights as a proxy. One possible explanation lies 

in the earlier finding of a negative relationship between GRP and perceptions of the 

local economy. Residents of more prosperous regions may still perceive local 

economic conditions as unfavorable, increasing their propensity to migrate. The 

finding also fits the correlation at the subnational level, that we presented in  

Graph 5. 
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Appendix Table A11 reports results from models including multiple macro variables 

simultaneously. Due to strong correlations among GRP and infrastructure 

measures, we generally prefer single-variable specifications to avoid collinearity 

issues. 

 

C. Mediation 

The preceding analyses show that certain micro- and macro-level variables are 

correlated with both perceptions and migration aspirations, and that perceptions 

themselves are significantly associated with aspirations (Graph 12). This pattern 

raises the possibility of indirect effects, whereby contextual or individual 

characteristics influence migration aspirations partly through their impact on 

perceptions. 

 

We test this hypothesis using mediation analysis. We run mediation models only for 

those relationships where our previous analysis suggested significant links between 

treatment T (micro- or macro-level variables), mediating perception M and migration 

aspirations Y. In the case of micro variables, we focus on the effect of gender as 

treatment T. For binary model components, such as gender T, perception M, and 

migration aspirations Y, we specify probit models. We draw on GWP survey data to 

include more than 13,000 observations from the years 2020 to 2023. All models 

include the full set of micro-level controls and country fixed effects. 

 

We discuss briefly how we expect the mediation estimation to unfold. In the case of 

a micro-variable such as gender being the treatment T, we would expect that the 

gender effect on migration aspirations is partially mediated because of the 

systematic difference in how men and women perceive their domestic environment. 

If men perceive their environment differently from women, this could contribute to 

shaping the difference in their migration aspirations. 
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Graph 12: Mediation: Average indirect treatment effects of macro variables 

and gender through perceptions on migration aspirations 

 
Note: Confidence intervals at the 90 % level. All models include the full set of micro variables as well as 
religion and country-fixed effects. Panel a) depicts the estimated average indirect treatment effect of a one 
standard deviation change in a log macro variable through a respective perception on migration 
aspirations. Panel b) depicts the estimated average indirect treatment effect of being male, compared to 
being female through different perceptions on migration aspirations. We only include variables, where 
previous models indicated significant relations between the explanatory variable (macro-level variable or 
gender), the mediator (perception) and the dependent variable (migration aspirations). Source: Gallup 
(2024) and macro sources, own calculations. 

 

For macro variables, the effect should depend on the previously estimated relations. 

Additional demonstrations were associated with lower government confidence and 

higher migration aspirations, and thus, we expect a part of the total effect should be 

attributed to how demonstrations and confidence in the government are connected 

(a simultaneous relationship is very likely here). The correlations for roads work vice 

versa. Additional roads were associated with a better perception and lower migration 

aspirations. Now we expect that a part of the negative relationship between roads 

and migration aspirations can be attributed to the increase in the perception of roads 

and the connected negative association of the road perception with migration 

aspirations. 
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MACRO-LEVEL MEDIATION 

The left panel of Graph 12 and the first section of Table 1 report the proportion of 

the total effect (AITE) mediated by the matching perception for macro-level 

variables. All six macro-level effects examined are significantly mediated in the 

expected direction. Given the continuous nature of macro variables, the estimated 

coefficients are related to a deviation of 1 σ in the log macro variable. Using 

demonstrations as an example, earlier regressions showed that demonstrations are 

negatively correlated with confidence in the government and migration aspirations. 

Because both effects are negative, the AITE is positive, with 29.7% of the total effect 

of the total effect mediated through government confidence. In marginal-effect 

terms, this translates to ∼ 1 percentage point of the ∼ 3 percentage point total effect 

(Graph 11). 

  

For fatalities from violent events, 12.2% of the total effect is mediated by perceived 

safety. GRP and local economy perceptions yield an 8.4% mediated share, rising to 

17.8% when GRP is replaced with nightlights. For residential infrastructure and 

housing perceptions, as well as roads and transport perceptions, the mediation 

effect is negative: additional infrastructure both directly lowers migration aspirations 

and indirectly reinforces this effect via more positive perceptions. The mediated 

shares are 6.7% for housing and 8.9% for transport. Across variables, macro-level 

mediation averages around 10%, with the largest share for demonstrations and the 

smallest for residential infrastructure. 

 

MICRO-LEVEL MEDIATION 

The left panel of Graph 12 and the lower part of Table 1 present mediation 

estimations at the micro-level for gender. Men are more likely to have migration 

aspirations (ATE), but the effect on perceptions varies. They are less satisfied with 

education, healthcare, the local economy, and SoL but they feel safer and they have 
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a more positive view of the treatment of women. Our estimates suggest a positive 

mediation through education and healthcare of 2.8% and 1.7%. as their negative 

perceptions correlate with their increased migration aspirations. In the case of 

perceived safety and the treatment of women, the mediation effect indicates a 

suppression of the total effect. Men are more likely to migrate but because they 

(compared to women) feel safer and think better of the situation of women, the total 

effect is dampened by proportion of 10,7% and 17.6%. Men are more likely to have 

positive economic perceptions (local economy and standards of living). Thus, our 

model estimates a suppression of the total gender effect through the better 

perception of the local economy by 3.2%. Standards of living yield no significant 

mediation effect. 

 

The results suggest that the direct effects of gender on migration might be over-

estimated, as part of the total gender effect captures how men have systematically 

different perceptions in certain dimensions. 

 

Both the macro- and micro-level analyses indicate that perceptions systematically 

mediate the link between observed characteristics and migration aspirations. For 

macro factors, the mediated share is generally positive and substantial for variables 

such as demonstrations and fatalities. For micro factors such as gender, mediation 

effects can either amplify or suppress the total effect, depending on whether the 

perception gap between groups aligns with or counteracts the direct association with 

aspirations. 

 

While these results are suggestive of underlying mechanisms, we refrain from 

causal claims due to data limitations and potential unobserved confounding. Instead, 

the findings highlight the importance of perceptions as a pathway linking both 

individual characteristics and objective macro conditions to migration aspirations. 
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Table 1: Mediation proportions 

 
Notes: AITE (indirect), ADTE (direct) and ATE (total) are given as proportions of ATE. Estimated coefficients 
are displayed in brackets. 

 

D. Shapley 

Having established that micro-level variables, perceptions, and objective macro-

level conditions are each associated with migration aspirations, we next assess their 

relative explanatory importance. Following Dustmann and Okatenko (2014), we 

employ a Shapley decomposition to apportion the model’s explained variation 

(𝑅.𝑅.) across four groups of factors, (i) micro-level characteristics (e.g., age, 

gender, income), (ii) macro-level indicators (e.g., regional GRP, infrastructure),  

(iii) perceptions of these macro-level conditions, and (iv) country fixed effects. 

Whereas mediation quantifies how macro and micro factors transmit through 

perceptions, the Shapley decomposition shows how much each block contributes to 

overall explanatory power. We implement the decomposition using a basic OLS 

model, as this specification retains more variables under collinearity constraints than 

the probit model. As shown in earlier models with multiple macro variables, 

collinearity primarily affects country fixed effects, GRP, and infrastructure measures 

(notably paved roads). 
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Graph 13: Shapley decomposition 

 
Note: OLS model with all micro, macro and perception variables. Own calculations. 

 

Graph 13 presents the results as a simple pie chart. Micro-level factors account for 

the largest share of explained variation in migration aspirations, contributing 

approximately 60%. Perceptions constitute the second-largest share at 17%, 

followed by macro-level indicators at 12%. Country fixed effects account for the 

remaining 11%. The estimates underscore the central role of individual-level 

characteristics in shaping migration aspirations, consistent with our earlier 

regression findings. Perceptions, however, emerge as more influential than objective 

macro-level conditions, reinforcing the view that subjective interpretations of the 

environment are a key intermediate layer between structural factors and migration 

intentions. Second, these findings complement our mediation results, which 

identified perceptions as a partial transmission channel between contextual factors 

and aspirations. Taken together, the two approaches highlight that perceptions are 
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not only an important mechanism but also a major source of overall explanatory 

power in migration intention models. 
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Conclusion 
 

This study examined (i) how subjective perceptions of contextual factors differ 

between individuals in the same environment, (ii) how these perceptions are 

associated with migration aspirations, and (iii) to what extent perceptions mediate 

the relationship between objective macro conditions, micro-level characteristics, and 

migration intentions. We combined Gallup World Poll microdata for five African 

countries (2020–2023) with granular subnational macro indicators, extending 

previous work on perceptions and migration by adding broader perception domains 

and a finer spatial scale. 

 

First, we find that perceptions vary systematically across micro-level characteristics, 

such as age, gender, education, and internet access. In several domains—including 

safety, treatment of women, and local economic conditions—these gaps are 

substantial. In contrast, objective macro-level indicators (e.g., GRP, infrastructure 

measures) show weaker and less consistent correlations with perceptions. This 

aligns with Helbling and Morgenstern (2023), who, using Afrobarometer data, argue 

that perceptions are relatively independent of objective circumstances. Our results 

extend their findings by using more granular subnational data, covering a broader 

range of perceptions (including amenities such as healthcare, housing, and 

transport), and demonstrating that micro-level characteristics, rather than macro 

indicators, are the primary drivers of perception heterogeneity. 

 

Second, perceptions are robustly and negatively associated with migration 

aspirations. Across all nine perception dimensions, individuals with more positive 

evaluations of local conditions are significantly less likely to express a desire to 
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migrate, with the strongest associations for government confidence, safety, and the 

treatment of women. This suggests that perceptions operate as a distinct pull factor, 

shaping migration intentions over and above measurable structural conditions. Our 

results also confirm the negative perception–aspiration link found in Migali and 

Scipioni (2019) and Aslany et al. (2021), but extend these studies by showing that 

the relationship holds for a broader set of perception dimensions beyond economic 

and governance measures, and in a more recent, post-2020 African sample. 

 

Third, our mediation analysis reveals that perceptions account for a modest but non-

negligible share of the association between contextual factors and migration 

aspirations. For macro-level variables such as demonstrations, fatalities, and 

infrastructure, mediated shares range from roughly 7–30%, indicating partial 

transmission through perceptions. For micro-level factors such as gender, mediation 

can either amplify or suppress total effects, depending on whether perception gaps 

align with or counteract direct associations with aspirations. While these results 

cannot be interpreted causally, they illustrate how perceptions form part of the 

connective tissue linking objective circumstances and migration intentions. This 

nuanced role of perceptions partly contrasts with Helbling and Morgenstern (2023), 

who do not find robust mediation effects for macro conditions; our more granular 

data reveal some evidence of partial mediation, although the magnitude remains 

modest. 

 

Fourth, the Shapley decomposition underscores the dominant role of micro-level 

factors in explaining variation in migration aspirations, accounting for around 60% of 

explained variance. Perceptions contribute more to explanatory power than 

objective macro-level indicators (17% vs. 12%), reinforcing the idea that subjective 

interpretations are not merely secondary reflections of structural realities but central 

elements in the decision-making process. This finding echoes the emphasis in 
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Dustmann and Okatenko (2014) on the dominant role of individual-level attributes, 

but also highlights that perceptions—often omitted from quantitative migration 

models—are a more powerful predictor than many structural indicators traditionally 

used in the literature. 

 

Taken together, these findings offer several implications. From a theoretical 

standpoint, our findings strengthen the case for incorporating subjective evaluations 

into migration models. While classic push–pull frameworks emphasize structural 

differentials between origin and destination, our evidence shows that these 

differentials must be filtered through the lens of individual perception to influence 

intentions. The modest mediation shares suggest that improving objective origin 

conditions alone may not translate into lower aspirations unless such improvements 

are visible, trusted, and personally experienced. 

 

From a policy perspective, interventions aimed at reducing involuntary migration 

pressures could consider not only the delivery of services and infrastructure but also 

the transparency, accessibility, and communication of these improvements. 

Information campaigns, community engagement, and inclusive governance could 

help narrow perception gaps across population groups, potentially influencing 

migration intentions. 

 

Still, limitations remain. Our cross-sectional design and limited control over 

unobserved confounding preclude strong causal claims. Moreover, the absence of 

direct measures for migration networks in the GWP prevents us from capturing an 

important determinant of aspirations. Future research could address these 

constraints by combining individual-level panel data with high-resolution contextual 

measures, enabling stronger causal inference and more precise mapping of 

perception–aspiration dynamics. 
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In sum, our study underscores the importance of perceptions as both outcome and 

mechanism in the migration process. They are shaped more by who people are than 

by where they live, and they exert independent, measurable influence on whether 

individuals wish to leave. Recognizing and addressing this subjective dimension is 

essential for both migration theory and policy. 
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Appendix 
 

A1. Summary Tables—Micro, Macro and Perceptions 

This subsection presents full summary tables of our data. First, Table A1 provides 

definitions and sources of our variables. Second, Table A2 presents summary 

statistics for our micro variables from the Gallup World Poll. Third, Table A3 contains 

our macro variables. Fourth, Table A4 summarizes our perception variables. 

Afterwards, we also include correlation matrices. 
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Table A1: Definition of variables
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Table A1: Definition of variables (continued) 
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Table A1: Definition of variables (continued) 

 
Note: GWP questions based on Gallup (2024). 

 

 

Table A2: Summary statistics—Micro variables 

 
Note: Sample from 2020–2023. Source: Gallup (2024). 

 

 



 

 

 64 

 

Table A3: Summary statistics—Macro variables 

 

Note: Different Sources. Education, Healthcare, Residential, Roads are taken from Krantz (2024). GRP and 
GRP Growth is calculated based on Kummu, Kosonen and Masoumzadeh Sayyar (2025). Nightlights are 
taken from Elvidge et al. (2021). Population data is taken from CIESIN (2018a). Fatalities are based on UCDP 
(Sundberg and Melander, 2013; Davies et al., 2024). Demonstrations are taken from ACLED (Raleigh, Kishi 
and Linke, 2023). 

 

Table A4: Summary statistics—Perception variables  

 
Note: Sample from 2020–2023. Source: Gallup (2024). 

 

Table A5: Correlation matrix perceptions 

 
Note: Sample from 2020–2023. Source: Gallup (2024). 
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Table A6: Correlation Matrix Macro Variables 

 
Note: Different Sources. Education, Healthcare, Residential, Roads are taken from Krantz (2024). GRP and GRP Growth is calculated based on Kummu, Kosonen and 
Masoumzadeh Sayyar (2025). Nightlights are taken from Elvidge et al. (2021). Population data is taken from CIESIN (2018a). Fatalities are based on UCDP (Sundberg and 
Melander, 2013; Davies et al., 2024). Demonstrations are taken from ACLED (Raleigh, Kishi and Linke, 2023). 
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Table A7: Correlation Matrix Micro Variables 

 
Note: Sample from 2020–2023. Source: Gallup (2024). 
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A2. Regression Tables 

 

Table A8: Micro—Perceptions 

 

Note: ∗p < 0.10, ∗∗p < 0.05, ∗∗∗p < 0.010. Average marginal effects. Robust standard errors in parentheses. All 
models include country- and religion-fixed effects. 
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Table A9: Macro—Perception 

 
Note: ∗p < 0.10, ∗∗p < 0.05, ∗∗∗p < 0.010. Average marginal effects. Robust standard errors in parentheses. All 
models include the same fixed effects as our previous regressions. 
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Table A10: Micro and perceptions—Migration 

 
Note: ∗p < 0.10, ∗∗p < 0.05, ∗∗∗p < 0.010. Average marginal effects. Robust standard errors in parentheses. All 
models include country- and religion-fixed effects. 
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Table A11: Macro—Migration 

 
Note: ∗p < 0.10, ∗∗p < 0.05, ∗∗∗p < 0.010. Average marginal effects. Robust standard errors in parentheses. All 
models include the same fixed effects as our previous regressions. 
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A3. Robustness Checks 

 

Table A12: Robustness: Economic macro variables on local economy 

perception and migration aspiration 

 
Note: ∗p < 0.10, ∗∗p < 0.05, ∗∗∗p < 0.010. Average marginal effects. Robust standard errors in parentheses. All 
models include the same fixed effects as our previous regressions. Based on Elvidge et al. (2021), Gallup 
(2024) and (Kummu, Kosonen and Masoumzadeh Sayyar, 2025). 
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Table A13: Robustness: Women dignity perception mean by region and 

women dignity perception deviation of means by gender on local economy 

perception and migration aspiration 

 
Note: ∗p < 0.10, ∗∗p < 0.05, ∗∗∗p < 0.010. Average marginal effects. Robust standard errors in parentheses. All 
models include the same fixed effects as our previous regressions. Women (Mean) is the mean women 
dignity perception by subnational region. Women (Deviation) is the difference between the mean women 
dignity perception by women and men (women-men). A positive deviation in a region means that women 
perceived their dignity more positive than men. Based on Gallup (2024). 
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A4. Macro data maps 

This subsection presents a series of descriptive maps that visualize the spatial 

patterns of our macro-level variables. The figures provide an overview of regional 

variation across our sample. Specifically, the maps include: Gross Regional Product 

(Graph A1), nightlights (Graph A2), demonstrations (Graph A3), fatalities from 

organized violence (Graph A7), healthcare (Graph A5), education (Graph A4), 

paved roads (Graph A6). 

 

These visualizations serve to complement the main analysis by offering geographic 

context and highlighting spatial heterogeneity in the underlying data. As shown in 

Table A6, simple visual comparison confirms that many of our macro variables are 

positively correlated, e.g., nightlights, GRP, and infrastructure measures. Macro 

variables also concentrated around regions containing capitals or other major cities. 

Furthermore, higher concentrations seem to be correlated with distance to oceans, 

a pattern that could be explained with stronger economic activity around port 

cities. 

 

A5. Additional descriptive graphs 

Lastly, we present additional descriptive graphs. These graphs provide additional 

details, such as per-country statistics and time series. 
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Graph A8: Perceptions by gender 

 
 

Note: Sample shares of positive perceptions (”Yes”). Similar for prospects (”getting better”) and subjective 
income (”comfortably” or ”getting by”). Source: Gallup (2024), own calculations. 
 

Graph A9: Local economy perception by micro variables 

 
Note: Sample shares of positive perceptions (”Yes”). Similar for prospects (”getting better”) and subjective 
income (”comfortably” or ”getting by”). Source: Gallup (2024), own calculations. 
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Graph A1: Gross regional product 

 

Note: Logged Gross Regional Product in 2017 international $ PPP, averaged over 2019–2022. Regional level 
data (admin1) aggregated in four countries based on admin2 data by Kummu, Kosonen and Masoumzadeh 
Sayyar (2025). 
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Graph A2: VIIRS nightlights 

 
Note: Logged annual average sum of nightlights measured by VIIRS (Elvidge et al., 2021). Average from 
2022 and 2023. 
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Graph A3: Demonstrations: 2020–2023 

 
 

Note: Logged count of demonstration events recorded from in each region based on the Armed Conflict 
Location and Event Data (ACLED) by (Raleigh, Kishi and Linke, 2023). 
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Graph A4: Education infrastructure points 

 
Note: Logged count of education related infrastructure points from the Africa Infrastructure Database by 
Krantz (2024). 
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Graph A5: Healthcare infrastructure points 

 
 
Note: Logged count of health-related infrastructure points from the Africa Infrastructure Database by Krantz 
(2024). 
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Graph A6: Paved roads 

 
 
Note: Logged total length of paved roads in kilometers from the Africa Infrastructure Database by Krantz 
(2024). 
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Graph A7: Organized violence fatalities: 2019–2023 

 
Note: Logged count of estimated organized violence fatalities from 2019 to 2023 from the Geo-referenced 
Event Dataset (GED) version 24.1 by the Uppsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP) (Sundberg & Melander, 
2013; Davies et al., 2024). The high number of zero fatalities is likely driven by (UCDP) inclusion threshold 
of 25 annual battle related deaths per event. 
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Graph A10: Perceptions by gender 

 
Note: Sample Shares of positive perceptions (“Yes”). Similar for prospects (“getting better”) and subjective income (“comfortably” or “getting by”).  
Source: Gallup (2024), own calculations.  
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Graph A11: Perceptions by internet access 

 
Note: Sample Shares of positive perceptions (“Yes”). Similar for prospects (“getting better”) and subjective income (“comfortably” or “getting by”).  
Source: Gallup (2024), own calculations.  
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Graph A12: Migration aspirations by micro-level characteristics by country 

 
Note: Sample shares of individuals with migration aspirations by gender, age, internet access, per capita income percentile, employment  
status and education level. Grouped by country. Gallup (2024), own calculations. 
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Graph A13: Migration aspirations by country: 2010–2023 

 
Note: Share of individuals that aspire to migrate by country based on Gallup (2024). The corresponding 
question “WP1325” has not been asked in 2019 and 2020. 
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