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This report is prepared for the Budapest Process dialogue and its participating states and partners. In follow up 
to a webinar in 2020 on the topic of migration narratives, this report provides recommendations including for 
further research with a focus on the countries in the Silk Routes Region. It responds to the wish to strengthen the 
research and knowledge base of the Budapest Process, as endorsed by the Budapest Process Senior Officials in 
the Implementation Plan of the Call for Action. 
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Executive summary and 
recommendations

• Understanding and explaining attitudes to migration in the Silk Routes countries is key for policy-
makers to better ensure safe, orderly and regular migration, both by discouraging irregular migra-
tion and reducing xenophobia to immigrants.

• This report is concerned both with understanding and explaining propensity to emigrate and at-
titudes to immigration in the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, the People’s Republic of Bangla-
desh, the Islamic Republic of Iran, the Republic of Iraq and the Islamic Republic of Pakistan.

• The report presents a theoretical and empirical overview of what is known in the region and be-
yond, relying on the state of the art of social science and the latest data.

• We overview the key drivers of emigration as shown by the academic literature: political and eco-
nomic context, socio-demographics of would-be emigrants and facilitators of and obstacles to 
emigration, such as migration networks.

• We suggest that the literature has so far overlooked the psychological profile of migrants that are 
likely to both explain propensity to emigrate and offer guidelines to policy communicators about 
what type of communication works.

• There have been extensive studies into the drivers of emigration in most of the Silk Routes coun-
tries, particularly Afghanistan and Bangladesh, producing insights that are listed in the report.

• Empirically, we show, using the latest data, that trends in propensity to emigrate vary greatly 
by country, with notable upticks in Afghanistan and Iraq since 2008, strong declines in Pakistan 
and Bangladesh and relative stability in Iran. However, there remains a paucity of data in most 
countries.

• Our in-depth data in Iraq shows that around 67 per cent of citizens have not thought of emigrating 
while 33 per cent of citizens have: 20 per cent who would not emigrate without papers and 12 per 
cent who would.

• The reports presents results from an logistic model showing that the key determinants of wanting 
to migrate—regardless of regularity –are: youth, education, unemployment or low income, being 
less religious, feeling unsafe of insecurity, having experienced depression in the last six months 
and holding more pessimistic views of Iraq’s economic and political situation.
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• Of those willing to migrate, the key determinants of being willing to do so without papers are: 
being male, being unemployed or with a low income, being pessimistic about the future eco-
nomic situation of the country, social media use and trust, receiving remittances and not feeling 
stressed by life.

• We then move to attitudes to immigration, which we show are typical of the developing world 
in that they are driven by economic concerns of competition over employment and the threat of 
social conflict.

• However, in terms of the socio-demographic and psychological differences between those who are 
pro- and anti-immigration, we do not see the clear polarisation witnessed in “western” countries. 
However, greater studies should be made of attitudes to immigration in the region, particularly in 
those areas with large scale recent migration flows.
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• This initial overview report leads to four recommendations:

 ˮ First, there is little high-quality publicly available data on propensity to emigrate in the re-
gion—this almost certainly has held back our understanding of the causes of emigration in the 
region and its rectification via investment in and collaboration with academic social surveys 
(e.g. World Values Survey, South Asian Barometer) should be a top priority for policymakers.

 ˮ Second, thereafter, the efficacy of current and future interventions, which attempt to cor-
rect misperceptions about irregular migration—a major driver of irregular migration—or 
about immigration, should be tested via impact assessment or experimental social scien-
tific methods leading to causal inference. These can be based on previous theoretical argu-
ments, empirical findings and future findings based on improved data. In the long-term this 
will improve the quality of such interventions. 

 ˮ Third, researchers should consider the psychological profile of potential emigrants and host 
populations when designing interventions; this will require more data and in-depth studies.

 ˮ Fourth, the drivers of attitudes to immigration are partially distinct in the Silk Routes coun-
tries to those in “western” countries. As such, assumptions regarding the transferability of 
findings should be avoided and, instead, new studies should be made identifying the key 
causes of variation in the region which can then be linked theoretically with previous findings.
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Introduction

Migration is likely to remain one of the world’s most important and complex political challenges 
throughout the 21st century. Not only does migration have vast economic consequences, but its gov-
ernance raises profound legal- and rights-based questions for millions of people worldwide. Public 
attitudes to immigration and propensity to emigrate increasingly represent major parameters for pol-
icymakers when setting migration policy. The debate is granted further gravity and complexity by the 
highly charged questions of identity, values and community that discussing the topic of migration 
engenders. As such, understanding what public attitudes to migration are, how they are formed and 
what interventions are likely to affect them—negatively or positively—is of overwhelming practical im-
portance for advocacy organisations, governments, communicators, policymakers and those working 
in politics who either want to know what is likely to be a sustainable migration policy framework or 
how to communicate effectively on migration.

Furthermore, explaining variation in attitudes to migration can offer deeper insights into key social 
scientific questions, providing evidence in support of, at times, competing scientific theories that see 
public opinion and behaviour as, on the one hand, volatile, irrational and prone to manipulation or, 
on the other, the result of deep-seated and stubborn psychological predispositions or early-life expe-
riences. More sophisticated, contemporary theories consider the interactions between these forces.

Unsurprisingly, the Budapest Process therefore sees understanding attitudes to migration amongst 
the five Silk Routes countries as vital to achieving its broader objective of ensuring safe, orderly and 
regular migration, most obviously in terms of preventing and counteracting irregular migration, un-
derstanding public opinion on propensity to emigrate and supporting the integration of migrants and 
counteracting phenomena of discrimination, racism and xenophobia. Therefore, this report asks: (1) 
what are attitudes to migration in the region, both in terms of attitudes to immigration and propen-
sity to migrate, (2) how are these changing; (3) why do individuals vary so much on these issues; and 
(4) what should we recommend to policymakers based on this report? Overall, however, this report 
represents a ‘lay of the land’ of public attitudes and what is known about them in the region, from 
which more specific research questions can be asked.

As such, the report proceeds as follows. The first part asks who wants to emigrate and why? To answer 
this, it first overviews the main academic theories of emigration and suggests a number of shortcom-
ings that remain the literature, before summarising the country-specific literature from each of the 
five Silk Routes countries. This section continues by overviewing trends in propensity to migrate in the 
last decade in each of the countries before investigating the causes of emigration, based on the early 
theoretical findings, further in one country—Iraq—in which raw data is publicly available. The second 
part of the report concentrates on who thinks what about immigration and why and includes three 
sections: first, a brief overview of previous research on attitudes to immigration; second, descriptive 
statistics of trends across the region in the attitudes to immigration; and third, based on the previous 
theoretical considerations, asks what are the correlates of attitudes to immigration in the region.
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Who wants to emigrate 
and why?

In terms of emigration, policymakers and social scientists are typically more concerned with under-
standing rates of behaviour and planned behaviour than they are with attitudes to policy. Although 
one recent study (Kustov, 2020) has analysed the key determinants of attitudes to emigration as a 
societal issue (i.e. “‘Do you think that emigration is a very serious problem, a somewhat serious prob-
lem, not a serious problem, or not a problem at all for your country?”) the literature on attitudes to 
emigration overwhelmingly seeks to describe, explain and predict one’s propensity to emigrate. This 
is in clear contrast to immigration attitudes, which we naturally conceive of as policy attitudes, per-
ceived effects, etc. As such, social scientific findings on ‘who wants to emigrate and why?’ are highly 
distinct from ‘who thinks what about immigration and why?’. In this section we first overview the key 
academic findings that explain who wants to emigrate and why, before performing our own analyses 
using data from the Silk Routes countries. 

Key academic theories of propensity to emigrate

Key academic findings on the determinants of propensity to emigrate can be broadly placed into three 
groups: the political and economic context of the origin country; the socio-demographics of the indi-
vidual; and whether the individual has contact with an existing migrant network. 

Beyond existing work, this report also proposes that an individual’s psychology is also likely to be a 
major cause of variation, as well as potentially partially explaining the gender gap in willingness to 
emigrate irregularly. 

Political and 
economic 
context

Socio-
demographics

Migrant 
Network 
Contact

 KEY ACADEMIC
FINDINGS
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Perhaps the most well-known explanation regarding propensity to emigrate is the so-called inverse 
U-curve, or “migration hump”, which postulates that, as a country’s level of development increases, so 
does the propensity of its citizens to emigrate due to increases in their structural and material capability, 
partially in terms of access to credit, skills composition and macroeconomic conditions. The same theo-
ry suggests that at a certain level of economic development—as of 2018 around $6000 GDP per capita at 
purchasing power parity (PPP), i.e. around the level of Angola, Uzbekistan or Vietnam—that propensity 
to emigrate peaks and thereafter begins to fall. The empirical reality of this curve, particularly in causal 
terms, has recently been contested (Benček and Schneiderheinze, 2020) even if in, descriptive terms, it 
remains fairly self-evident. Similarly, development economists have debated at great length the exact 
reasons for the relationship, which are almost certainly highly complex (see e.g. Dao et al. 2018 for recent 
summary). At this point it is worth pointing out the GDP PPP per capita of the Silk Routes countries 
respectively according to the IMF (2020) are: Afghanistan ($2,073); Bangladesh ($5,139); Iran ($11,963); 
Iraq ($9,952); and Pakistan ($5,160). As such, based purely on levels of economic development, we would 
expect citizens of Bangladesh and Pakistan to be close to peak propensity to emigrate since they are 
more likely to have the economic ability to do so than citizens of Afghanistan and they are more likely to 
have the desire to do so for material reasons than citizens of Iran or Iraq. This inverse U-curve relation-
ship between development and propensity to emigrate has been shown to be exacerbated by greater 
education and greater unemployment (Esipova, Ray and Pugliese 2011; Migali and Scipioni 2018).

Other findings based on host country context include: the quality of the democratic system, the govern-
ment’s capacity to provide services (including education, social security, pensions and ability to impose 
law; e.g. Van Dalen and Henkens, 2007; Dustmann and Okatenko, 2014), perceptions of neighbourhood 
safety, perceptions of corruption, evaluations of government effectiveness, being a victim of crime, and 
satisfaction with democracy (e.g. Begović et al, 2020). This leads Hiskey et al. (2014) to summarise that ‘the 
emigration decision of certain individuals in authoritarian regimes is without a doubt in large part a func-
tion of the political system and one’s assessment of their future within that system.’ Most pronounced of 
all is the effect of war on propensity to emigrate regardless of development levels (Cohen, 1987).

Aside from contextual (and perceptual) determinants, there are a number of consistent findings at 
the individual-level in socio-demographic terms. Male gender, youth, higher education, urbanity, be-
ing unmarried, being foreign-born and personal economic and life dissatisfaction (though these are 
perceptual) have all been repeatedly shown to increase one’s chance of emigration (e.g. Hiskey et al., 
2014; Migali and Scipioni, 2018).

 FINDINGS IN
SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHIC TERMS
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Finally, awareness of migrant networks and having contacts who are migrants is one of the most 
consistent findings in the literature on propensity to emigrate, with proposed causal mechanisms 
including increased informational, logistical and social support as well as lower perceived risk (e.g. 
Bertoli and Ruyssen 2016; Migali and Scipioni 2018). Such effects have been shown to be enhanced 
with greater geographical and cultural proximity (Dao et al. 2018;  Mai, 2005) and social media use 
(Dekker and Engbersen, 2013).

Overall, the above findings lead Black et al (2011: S5) to produce a theoretical model of the decision to 
migrate (see Figure 1 below) that combines macro contextual factors (politics and economics, but also 
environmental, social and demographic issues) with the individual’s socio-demographic characteristics 
and ‘intervening obstacles and facilitators’ (see also, Carling, 2002, on the effects of barriers and con-
straints to migrate and Carling and Schewel, 2018, on the two-step model of aspirations and abilities).

Figure 1. ‘A conceptual framework for the ‘drivers of migration’’

Source: Black et al. (2011: S5)

 The influence of
 environmental change

on drivers

Political
Discrimination/persecution

Governance/freedom
Conflict/insecurity
Policy incentives
Direct coercion

Environmental
Exposure to hazard
Ecosystem services, incl.
• land productivity
• habitability
• food/energy/water security

Demographic
Population size/density
Population structure
Disease prevalence

Social
Seeking education

Family/kin 
obligations

Economic
Employment opportunities
Income/wages/well-being

Producer prices (e.g. Agriculture)
Consumer prices

Spatial+/or temporal 
variability & difference 
in source & destination

Gradual

Sudden

Actual

Percieved

Personal/household 
characteristics

Age, Sex, Education, wealth, 
Marital Status, Preferences, 

Ethnicity, Religion, Language

Decision
Migrate

Stay

Intervening obstacles
and facilitators

Political/legal framework
Cost of moving
Social networks
Diasporic links

Recruitment agencies
Technology

macro

micro

meso



14     .     Understanding and explaining attitudes to migration in the Silk Routes and South Asian countries

In addition to these well-established findings are a number of novel findings that are worth mention-
ing. Uprety (2017) shows that trade between low- and high-income countries encourages emigration 
from the former to the latter, but only for those with high skill levels. David and Jarreau (2016) show 
that informal employment, along with unemployment, leads to emigration. Recent studies testing 
the proposition that foreign aid reduces emigration have found little evidence to suggest it does, par-
ticularly in the short-term (Dreher and Fuchs, 2019; Clist and Restelli, 2020)

Finally, I argue that psychological indicators have been overlooked in the literature on propensity to 
emigrate (though see Carling and Collins, 2018, for recent insights into emotions and desires). Indeed, 
as Hiskey et al (2014: 93) note ‘very little work exists on the cognitive process that precedes the actual 
act of emigration’. Furthermore, we already know that the perceptions about democracy and politics 
that have been shown to have effects on propensity to emigrate are, in turn, partially determined by 
more deep-seated psychological forces. We can expect a number of key psychological concepts to 
have effects, including:

• Personal values, i.e. one’s broad motivation goals in life that dictate more specific attitudes and 
behaviours, should affect propensity to emigrate. For example, in the terms of Schwartz’ basic 
human values (1992) we can expect valuing self-direction, stimulation as well as, potentially, 
achievement and universalism to increase propensity to emigrate, whereas valuing tradition, con-
formity and security plausibly reduce propensity to emigrate. A number of other values-schema 
could also be applied (Dennison et al, 2020).

• Identities, i.e. one’s self-assessed in-group, as well as its conception, intensity or commitment. 
Those holding extra-national identities (e.g. European, Asian, Arab, etc.) are plausibly more likely 
to emigrate than those holding particularly strong national identities.

• Personality types or traits, i.e. one’s pattern of thoughts, emotions, social styles and behaviours 
that affect their self-perceptions, values and attitudes, with more open-minded and less agree-
able individuals more likely to emigrate and more neurotic and, perhaps, conscientious individuals 
less likely to do so.

• Moreover, self-conceptions, meta-cognitions, and psychological health all plausibly may have ef-
fects.

Previous findings from the Silk Routes countries

This section briefly overviews key findings explaining propensity to migrate on a country-by-country 
basis for each of the Silk Routes countries.
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Afghanistan: escaping insecurity and poverty

In general terms, Garrote Sanchez (2018) projects that the socio-demographic profile of Afghan mi-
grants during the 2020s will largely support that found in the general literature—that is young men 
with at least some basic education and from middle-income backgrounds—while insecurity, conflict 
and natural disasters will contribute to over time variation, averaging at around 200,000 people per 
year. Various sources (e.g. UNHCR 2013) suggest that the main two destination countries of Afghan 
emigrants are Pakistan and Iran, with an estimated maximum of 2,500,000 Afghans residing in each, 
while the United Arab Emirates (around 300,000) and Germany (125,000) are estimated to be the 
third and fourth most common destinations.

More theoretically novel are the findings of Loschmann and Siegel (2015) suggest that Afghan emigra-
tion is less driven by the search for alternative sources of income and more about scattering familial 
presence to provide alternative locations in case of a deterioration of the security situation. Similarly, 
Dimitradi (2018) analyses the ‘declared reasons’ for emigration of Afghans both from Afghanistan and 
from Iran—often returning to Afghanistan, though also in both cases migrating to Europe via Turkey 
and Greece. She argues that (2018: 26) ‘those fleeing Afghanistan tend to put forth pervasive insecu-
rity, lack of safety, the Taliban and IS, as well as poverty.’ Those leaving Iran focus more on the more 
prominent role immigration plays in the current political and geo-political situation, and their feelings 
of insecurity in that regard. They acknowledge that their journey was fragmented suggesting that 
there are likely to be multiple and dynamic motivations throughout the emigration process—a reality 
by no means dynamic to the Afghan situation. She argues that if legalisation were possible, most 
Afghans would have stayed in Turkey, from which the desire to emigrate on to Greece and Europe is 
dictated by employment.

In other cases, individuals and families were unable to work and support their families because of 
rules that were imposed on them, most notably by IS. More than a quarter (28%) of respondents said 
that the activities of IS were a significant factor in their decision to leave, particularly in Syria but also 
in Iraq, Afghanistan and Yemen: ‘When you are a civil servant in Kabul you receive death threats by 
the Taliban. Now there is also IS in Afghanistan, and the situation has deteriorated. IS and the Taliban 
are collaborating. I have received many death threats. I was forced to leave Afghanistan. Otherwise, 
I would have never left my country. I was scared about my daughters’ and my personal safety. Before 
I left, the last threat I received said that either I quit my job, or myself and my whole family will be 
beheaded.’ (Afghan Tajik man, aged 50).

Bangladesh: environmental pressures, rural-urban domestic migration and low-skilled emigration

In terms of general migrant profiles, Sharma and Zaman (2013) analyse the characteristics of individ-
uals from the 11 per cent of Bangladeshi households with members who had migrated abroad in the 
last ten years: showing that they are young (average of 31 years old) but not as young as internal mi-
grants overwhelmingly male (over 90 percent) and typically moved to the Gulf as low-skilled workers 
who had not completed secondary education. The most common destinations were: Saudi Arabia (42 
per cent); United Arab Emirates (16 per cent); United Kingdom (10 per cent) and Kuwait (10 per cent). 
They also use regression models to show that age and education both bear non-linear relationships 
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with propensity to migrate—first increasing and then falling after age 44 and nine years of education. 
They also show that relatively wealthier households are more able to finance migration—supporting 
the inverse U-shape theory at the household level. However, households with non-farm businesses 
are less likely to include migrants, again supporting findings on quality of work and findings below on 
the importance of environmental pressures in explaining Bangladeshi migration (Carrico and Donato, 
2019) as well as costly high-return emigration as a source of capital to be invested in productivity-en-
hancing modern farming technology (Mendola, 2008).

Studies using Bangladeshi data have been particularly concerned with two phenomena. The first is in-
vestigating the effects of environmental change on migration, which is often of a reactive, temporary 
and domestic nature (Joarder and Miller, 2013) as well as being a ‘last resort’ (Penning-Rowsell et al., 
2013) with thresholds for climate-induced migration dictated by residential satisfaction and mobility 
potential (Adams and Kay, 2019). The latter authors conclude that, as a result, early migration can 
be expected in Kanthaltali and late migration can be expected in Aslampur. However, others (Etzold 
et al, 2013) suggest that such migration is not so much the result of climate change but overwhelm-
ingly rainfall variability, food insecurity and seasonal demand for agricultural workers, all within the 
context of regional inequality and pre-harvest seasonal famines (Chowdhury et al, 2009). The second 
phenomena is rural-urban domestic migration in the country, which has been shown to result from 
economic disparities including income, employment opportunities and absorptive capacity, as well as 
joining relatives (Ullah, 2004; Lagakos et al, 2018). 

Iran: highly educated and politically motivated

Compared to Afghanistan and Bangladesh, there have been far fewer studies of emigration from Iran, 
not least because it is a much less prevalent contemporary phenomenon. However, since the revolu-
tion Iranian emigrants have been characterised as ‘highly educated or skilled managerial level’ often 
motivated politically and in some cases bringing large amounts of capital to Europe or North America 
(Zangeneh, 2004) or leaving research and educational institutions (Ashourizadeh, 2017). However, 
in the twenty-first century there has been a second track of emigrants leaving, mainly for economic 
reasons, who were typically were working class with less education and skills than previous emigrants 
(Hakimzadeh, 2006). 

Iraq: war, insecurity and ethnic tensions

Iraq, though slightly more so than Iran, has received relatively little scholarly attention when consider-
ing the drivers of emigration, described by Chatelard (2012: 359) as a ‘significant blind spot’. This may 
be due to its only relatively recent transformation into an emigration country. Regardless, it is begin-
ning to change, with recent IOM reports on Iraqi emigration (IOM, 2016) finding war and insecurity to 
be the most common reasons for migration. Sirkeci (2005) argued that international emigration from 
Iraq resulted from ethnic tensions between Kurds, Shiites, Sunnis and Turkmen, while we know that 
a number of outflows dramatically increased in the years 2006 and 2007, driven by the breakdown of 
security and resulting in the establishment of a number of migrant networks such as Iraqi-Kurdish 
communities in Sweden. The advent of IS exacerbated these pressures, with Crawley and Skleparis 
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(2018: 54) concluding that the primary motivations of migrants based in Greece that are originally 
from Afghanistan, Iraq and elsewhere are war and insecurity. Eklund and Pilesjo (2012) consider the 
standard theoretical explanations for emigration in the context of Iraqi domestic migration within 
and from Duhok, concluding ‘economic reasons to be the main motivation for migration, closely fol-
lowed by family/marriage … Environmental migration is low and can be explained by the low depen-
dence on agriculture in the region.’

Pakistan: at the peak of the inverse U-curve

Compared to Iran and Iraq, the determinants of emigration from Pakistan are somewhat more well-
known, not least because it is one of the 10 major emigration countries of the world. Aqeel (2012) 
notes that the socio-demographic profile of the 60 per cent of Pakistani emigrants who move to 
the Middle East countries is markedly different from those who move to OECD countries, with the 
latter more educated and more likely to travel with families, and both divergent trends exacerbated 
by migrant networks. However, most findings regarding Pakistani migrants are typical of the broader 
literature: low wages, poor working conditions, lack of amenities and unemployment all contribute to 
Pakistani emigration (Lakha and Azizi, 2011). 

Who wants to emigrate? Evidence from the Silk Routes countries

With the above theoretical expectations and empirical findings in mind, we now turn to producing our 
own analyses of the determinants of propensity to emigrate. Unfortunately, the major international 
social science surveys that cover the Silk Routes countries—notably the World Values Survey and the 
South Asian Barometer—do not include questions that capture propensity to migrate. Instead, we 
can turn to two sources, only one of which is public. The first is the Arab Barometer, which has asked 
citizens of most countries of North Africa and the Middle East about their propensity to migrate in 
multiple waves of surveys throughout the twenty-first century. This very high quality source of data 
also includes questions on a large range of variables that, theoretically and following the above dis-
cussion, we can expect to affect one’s propensity to emigrate. This includes one Silk Routes country: 
Iraq. The polling company Gallup has also asked citizens in scores of countries around the world about 
their propensity to emigrate, including each of the five Silk Routes countries, since 2008. However, 
this data source is private, making analyses of raw data difficult beyond basic over time trends by 
country, gender and age group, presented below. This essentially leaves us with Iraq as our main case 
and the Arab Barometer as our main data source for the purposes of in-depth analysis. Although this 
is a disadvantage to producing broader conclusions for the Silk Routes countries, that is partially 
offset by the fact that, hitherto, Iraqi emigration has been relatively understudied, despite being of a 
considerable scale. Survey questions measuring propensity to emigrate in both the Arab Barometer 
and Gallup World Poll are shown below in Table 1.



18     .     Understanding and explaining attitudes to migration in the Silk Routes and South Asian countries

Table 1. Questions on planned emigration

Source Question Responses

Arab 
Barometer 
Wave V

“Some people decide to leave their 
countries to live somewhere else. Have 
you ever thought about emigrating from 
your country?”

1. Yes

2. No

“People want to emigrate for different 
reasons. Why have you thought about 
emigrating?”

1.  Economic reasons
2. Political reasons
3. Religious reasons
4. Security reasons
5. Education opportunities
6. Reunite with family
7. Corruption
8. Other

“Which country are you thinking of 
emigrating to?”

1. Saudi Arabia 2. The United Arab 
Emirates 3. Qatar 4. Bahrain 5. Kuwait 6. 
Oman 7. Egypt 8. Jordan 9. Lebanon 10. 
Morocco 11. Algeria 12. Tunisia 13. Turkey 
14. The United States 15. Canada 16. The 
United Kingdom 17. Eastern Europe 18. 
France 19. Germany 20. Spain 21. Italy 
22. Other Western European countries 
23. Sub-Saharan Africa 24. Other

“Would you consider leaving [COUNTRY] 
even if you didn’t have the required pa-
pers that officially allowed you to leave?”

1. Yes

2. No

Gallup 
World Poll

“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?” 

1. Yes

2. No

“Are you planning to move permanent-
ly to another country in the next 12 
months, or not?”

1. Yes

2. No

“Have you made any preparation for this 
move?”

1. Yes

2. No
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Evidence from the Gallup World Poll on how propensity to emigrate is changing

During the eight-year period covered by Gallup, we see significantly different trends in desire to emi-
grate across each of the five Silk Routes countries. In 2008, Afghanistan had the highest proportion 
of citizens expressing a desire to emigrate—34 per cent, a figure that fell gradually so that, by 2012, 
just 22 per cent wished to do so. However, since then the figure has risen fairly continuously so that, 
by 2018, the figure was again even higher, over 41 per cent. Bangladesh has witnessed a more steady 
decline, from 27 per cent in 2008 to 19 per cent in 2018. Iranian citizens have been even steadier in 
their desire to emigrate, with about 20 per cent expressing a desire to do so throughout the time pe-
riod. Iraq has seen the sharpest and most consistent increase in desire to emigrate, from a low of 16 
per cent in 2011 to 38 per cent in 2018, a similar figure to that of Afghanistan. The strongest decline in 
propensity to emigrate is seen in Pakistan, down from 19 per cent in 2011 to 8 per cent in 2018.

Figure 2. Percentage reporting that they would like to emigrate, 2008-2018 in Afghanistan, 
Bangladesh, Iran, Iraq and Pakistan

Source: Gallup World Poll. Responses to “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?”
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In Figure 3, we can see desire to emigrate again by country, but this time broken down by gender. Un-
like actual emigration, the gender differences in the desire to emigrate are much smaller. In Afghani-
stan, we see that women are by now in fact more likely to desire emigration.

Figure 3. Percentage reporting that they would like to emigrate by gender, 2008, 2013, 2018 in 
Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Iran, Iraq and Pakistan

Source: Gallup World Poll. Responses to “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?”

Finally, the breakdown by age group is presented in Figure 4. Again, age correlates less strongly with 
desire to emigrate than actual emigration so that we still see high proportions of those over 40 want-
ing to emigrate, especially in Afghanistan and Iraq.
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Figure 4. Percentage reporting that they would like to emigrate by age group, 2018 in Afghanistan, 
Bangladesh, Iran, Iraq and Pakistan

Source: Gallup World Poll. Responses to “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?”

Evidence from the Arab Barometer on how propensity to emigrate is changing

The Arab Barometer has conducted international standard social scientific surveys across the Middle 
East and North Africa since 2006. Iraq has been surveyed in three waves: 2011, 2013 and 2018. The 
sample design is area probability sampling—making the surveys representative at both national and 
governorate level—and the mode is face-to-face interviews in the respondent’s home. Each survey 
includes around 2400 respondents. More methodological information can be found on the Arab Ba-
rometer’s website.1

Before performing our own analyses to consider the determinants of emigration in the region, we can 
briefly consider some aggregate-level data on how propensity to emigrate has been changing in Iraq. 
As we can see in Figure 5, the proportion of Iraqis who had thought of emigrating remained stable be-
tween 2011 and 2013, dropping slightly from 24.5 per cent to 21.1 per cent. However, by 2018, the figure 
had risen sharply to 32.9 per cent.

1 https://www.arabbarometer.org/survey-data/methodology/
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Figure 5. Propensity to emigrate over time in Iraq

Source: Arab Barometer II, III, V. Responses to “Some people decide to leave their countries to live somewhere else. Have you 
ever thought about emigrating from your country?” in Iraq.

In all three waves, those who responded that they had thought of emigrating were also asked for what 
reason they had thought of emigrating. Unfortunately, the Arab Barometer changed the format for 
responses across the three waves, making diagnosing of over-time trends difficult. As such, we first 
present the 2018 responses, in Figure 6, followed by the results in 2011 and 2013, in Figure 7.
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Figure 6. Reasons given for wanting to emigrate from Iraq, 2018

Source: Arab Barometer 2018.

As we can see, by some distance the most common given answers in 2018 were economic and security 
reasons. This largely supports the findings of the literature that emphasise the security motivation 
for emigration from Iraq, in addition to the typical economic motivations. In 2011 and 2013, the Arab 
Barometer offered less specific responses that were largely the same in both waves. As we can see, 
a plurality of respondents in both waves stated that they wished to emigrate for both economic and 
political reasons, highlighting the complex nature of motivations to emigrate.
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Figure 7. Reasons given for wanting to emigrate from Iraq, 2011 and 2013

Source: Arab Barometer 2011 and 2013

Evidence from the Arab Barometer on the correlates of Iraqi propensity to emigrate

We now turn to analysing the determinants of propensity to emigrate in Iraq. The 2018 Arab Ba-
rometer offers a number of novel questions regarding emigration beyond the past questions about 
desire to emigrate, in particular, whether the individual would do so without papers and to which 
country they would like to emigrate. As such, the below analyses consider the differences between 
three groups: (1) those who have not thought of emigrating (67.1 per cent of Iraqis); (2) those who have 
thought of emigrating but would not do so without papers (20.2 per cent of Iraqis); and (3) those who 
have thought of emigrating and would do so without papers (12.6% of Iraqis, see Figure 8).
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Figure 8. Distribution of desire to emigrate and willingness to do so without papers in Iraq

We consider the differences between 
these groups in terms of the variables 
that have been shown to be determi-
nants of emigration, as discussed above, 
grouped into: (1) socio-demographics; (2) 
economic and political attitudes; (3) and 
psychological, media and remittances. 

Starting with socio-demographics, as 
shown in Table 2, there is no gender dif-
ference between those who have not 
thought of emigrating and those who 
have but would not do so with without 
papers. By contrast, those willing to do so 
without papers are overwhelmingly male. 
In terms of age, there is a clear linear rela-
tionship across the three groups, so that 
those who have thought of emigrating 
tend to be older than those who have not, 
and this is even more the case for those 
who would be willing to do so without 
papers. There are also numerous trends 
between the three groups and the indi-
vidual’s governorate of residence: Bagh-
dad stands out for an overrepresentation 
of those only willing to emigrate with pa-

pers, while Sulaymaniya has a disproportionate number of those who would do so without papers. In 
general, those thinking of emigrating are more educated, though this is less the case for those willing 
to do so without papers. Those willing to emigrate without papers stand out from both groups for 
being disproportionately likely to be unemployed and to be single. Both are equally less religious than 
those not thinking of emigrating. 
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Table 2. Socio-demographics by propensity to migrate and willingness to do so without papers 
in Iraq

Haven’t thought 
of emigrating 

(N=1,633 ; 
weighted 67.1%)

Have thought of emigrating
(N=827 ; weighted 32.9%)

Sample
(2,461 ; weighted 

100%)

Wouldn’t consider doing 
so without papers
(N=501 ; weighted 

20.2%)

Would consider doing 
so without papers
(N=323 ; weighted 

12.6%)

Gender

Female 51.5 51.7 30.9 48.9

Male 48.5 48.3 69.2 51.1

Age group

18-25 27.9 33.2 40.1 30.6

26-39 31.1 35.4 37.8 32.8

40-59 30.9 25.8 18.5 28.3

60+ 10.1 5.7 3.2 8.3

Governate

Baghdad 21.4 27.5 21.4 22.6

Salahaddin 4.0 5.1 5.9 4.4

Diyala 4.0 8.4 1.2 4.6

Wasit 4.6 2.4 1.7 3.8

Maysan 3.5 1.7 2.8 3.1

Basra 9.1 5 7.7 8.1

Dhi War 7.0 3.2 3.6 5.8

Qadisiyah 2.5 6.6 4.6 3.6

Babylon 5.8 5.2 6.2 5.7

Karbala 3.3 4.9 1.6 3.4

Najaf 4.3 4.2 2.5 4.1

Anbar 5.2 4.1 4.6 4.9

Nineveh 9.9 11.7 10.8 10.4

Erbil 5.9 2.5 5.8 5.2

Kirkuk 4.1 4.9 5.2 4.4

Sulaymaniya 5.5 2.7 14.4 6.0

Level of education

None 8.4 4.0 4.1 7.0
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Elementary/
Basic

52.2 27.9 41.6 50.0

Secondary 15.1 13.7 20.6 15.5

Tertiary 24.4 34.4 33.9 27.6

Employment

Employed 13.7 14.5 9.3 13.3

Self-employed 9.7 13.7 16.9 11.4

Retired 8.1 5.4 4.3 7.1

Housewife 40.3 34.4 20.7 36.6

Student 10.8 14.9 14.8 12.1

Unemployed 9.6 9.3 21.8 11.0

Other / don’t 
know

7.8 8.0 12.1 8.4

Marital status

Single 26.1 30.8 40.4 28.9

Married / 
Widowed

71.3 66.9 55.5 68.4

Other / refused 2.6 2.3 4.1 2.7

Income

<300k 20.6 19.7 22.3 20.6

300-600k 31.5 29.9 33.8 31.5

600-1000k 28.4 32.3 28.2 29.2

1000k+ 15.6 14.7 12.2 15.0

Don’t know / 
refused

4.0 3.4 3.5 3.8

Religious sect

Sunni 31.5 35.3 41.9 33.5

Shia 48.9 44.0 38.9 46.6

“Just a Muslim” 17.1 17.3 16.5 17.1

Other / don’t 
know / refused

2.6 3.5 2.8 2.8

Religiosity

Religious 53.3 41.3 41.1 49.4

Somewhat 40.8 51.7 51.3 44.3

Not religious 5.0 6.1 7.3 5.5

Don’t know / 
refused

0.9 0.9 0.3 0.8

Source: Arab Barometer, 2018
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We now move on to considering how economic and political attitudes vary between the three groups 
of interest, as shown in Table 3. Both of those groups thinking of emigrating are less likely to believe 
that Iraq is heading in the right direction, are more likely to evaluate the current economic situation 
as “very bad” and more likely to believe that the future situation will be “worse” or “much worse”. In 
terms of politics, both groups of would-be emigrants are: (1) more likely to prefer non-religious polit-
ical parties to religious ones; (2) more likely to assess Iraq’s democratic credentials as poor; (3) more 
likely to see freedom of expression as unprotected in Iraq; and (4) more likely to see the Iraqi national 
government as corrupt; even more so in every case for those who would emigrate without papers.

Table 3. Economic and political attitudes by propensity to migrate and willingness to do so without 
papers in Iraq

Haven’t thought 
of emigrating 

(N=1,633 ; 
weighted 67.1%)

Have thought of emigrating
(N=827 ; weighted 32.9%)

Sample
(2,461 ; weighted 

100%)

Wouldn’t consider 
doing so without papers

(N=501 ; weighted 
20.2%)

Would consider doing 
so without papers 
(N=323 ; weighted 

12.6%)

Direction of country

Right 20.5 12.2 11.5 17.7

Neither 75.3 86.0 88.1 79.1

Wrong 3.7 1.7 0.4 2.9

Don’t know / 
refused

0.4 0.2 0 0.3

Current economic evaluation of Iraq

Very good 1.6 0.9 0.2 1.3

Good 22.3 14.2 16.2 19.9

Bad 42.9 42.2 40.7 42.5

Very bad 32.6 42.1 43.0 35.8

Don’t know 0.6 0.6 0 0.5

Future economic situation of Iraq

Much better 16.1 12.6 7.0 14.2

Better 30.4 28.4 30.1 30.0

The same 23.9 24.4 23.7 24.0

Worse 13.2 16.4 17.0 14.3

Much worse 10.1 15.7 18.0 12.2

Don’t know / 
refused

6.3 2.6 3.6 5.2
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Prefer religious or non-religious party?

Religious, 
strongly

38.0 33.7 23.6 35.4

Religious 11.7 13.6 12.5 12.2

Non-religious 23.5 24.5 36.1 25.3

Non-religious, 
strongly

12.2 13.8 14.6 12.8

Don’t know / 
refused

14.6 14.5 13.4 14.4

How democratic 
is Iraq? (0-10; 
mean)

4.2 3.7 3.2 4.0

To what extent is freedom to express opinions protected in Iraq?

Great extent 11.7 10.1 8.4 11.0

Medium extent 23.2 21.0 21.5 22.5

Limited extent 15.4 11.2 13.7 14.4

Not at all 47.7 57.0 56.3 50.7

Don’t know / 
refused

2.0 0.6 0.2 1.5

To what extent is there corruption at national level in Iraq?

Great extent 70.2 80.0 85.3 74.1

Medium extent 20.5 17.3 11.7 18.8

Limited extent 4.8 1.7 2.0 3.8

Not at all 2.7 0.6 0.6 2.0

Don’t know / 
refused

1.8 0.3 0.4 1.4

Source: Arab Barometer, 2018

Finally, we look at the psychological, media use and remittance profiles of the three groups, as shown 
in Table 4. Both groups thinking of emigrating are less likely to feel that their personal safety and se-
curity is ensured, particularly those willing to do so without papers. Those willing to emigrate without 
papers are by some distance the heaviest users of social media amongst the three groups and are the 
only group for whom a majority trust social media more than traditional news outlets. In terms of 
psychology, both groups of would-be emigrants expressed a greater sense of control over their own 
lives, those unwilling to emigrate without papers especially so, and both groups were also more like-
ly to express having experienced high levels of stress as well as depression. Finally, those willing to 
emigrate without papers were particularly likely to regularly receive remittances, suggestive of their 
proximity to migrant networks.
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Table 4. Psychology, media and remittances by propensity to migrate and willingness to do so 
without papers in Iraq

Haven’t thought 
of emigrating 

(N=1,633 ; 
weighted 67.1%)

Have thought of emigrating
(N=827 ; weighted 32.9%)

Sample
(2,461 ; 

weighted 100%)

Wouldn’t consider 
doing so without papers

(N=501 ; weighted 
20.2%)

Would consider doing 
so without papers
(N=323 ; weighted 

12.6%)

Evaluation of personal safety / security

Fully ensured 25.9 17.3 15.7 22.9

Ensured 56.4 51.4 45.0 54.0

Not ensured 13.3 20.3 26.7 16.6

Not at all 
ensured

4.3 10.9 11.7 6.6

Don’t know 0.5 0.1 0 0.6

How much do you use social media per day?

Not at all 5.0 4.2 3.8 4.6

up to 2 hours 52.3 50.1 38.1 49.7

up to 5 hours 28.0 29.9 31.4 28.9

up to 10 hours 6.3 8.2 15.3 8.0

10 hours+ 7.6 7.7 11.5 8.2

To what extent do you trust information on social media more than in newspapers or TV? 

Strongly agree 13.3 18.4 25.2 15.8

Agree 24.8 28.1 33.6 26.6

Disagree 30.0 27.2 22.2 28.5

Strongly 
Disagree

25.7 23.2 16.6 24.0

Don’t know / 
refused

6.2 3.2 2.4 5.1

To what extent do you feel free to make decisions for yourself on how to live your life? 

Strongly agree 52.7 61.8 51.3 54.2

Agree 29.9 24.8 35.8 29.7

Disagree 12.4 8.0 9.7 11.2

Strongly 
Disagree

4.1 5.2 3.3 4.2

Don’t know / 
refused

0.9 0.2 0 0.7
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In the past six months, how often did you feel so stressed that everything seemed to be a hassle? 

Never 13.3 6.5 11.5 11.8

Sometimes 39.3 42.2 33.9 39.2

Often 34.8 35.2 43.4 36.0

Most of the 
time

12.1 15.6 11.1 12.7

Don’t know / 
refused

0.5 0.5 0 0.4

Life is overwhelming at times. In the past six months, how often did you feel so depressed that nothing 
could cheer you up? 

Never 19.7 11.5 9.3 16.8

Sometimes 40.5 36.9 33.8 39.0

Often 27.6 37.6 40.8 31.2

Most of the 
time

11.3 13.6 13.6 12.0

Don’t know / 
refused

0.8 0.3 2.5 1.0

Receive remittances?

Monthly 1.3 1.5 4.7 1.7

A few times a 
year

1.0 0.4 3.2 1.1

Once a year 2.0 1.9 2.8 2.1

None 93.9 93.8 87.0 93.1

Don’t know / 
refused

1.7 2.3 2.3 2.0

Source: Arab Barometer, 2018

Why do some want to emigrate? And why are some willing to do so irregularly?

We now move on to more sophisticated analyses to understand exactly which of the above relation-
ships are maintained when the effects are tested by a logistic regression model. Rather than present 
the lengthy models—based on the same Iraqi data as above—here , I simply list those effects that are 
found to be statistically significant on (1) wishing to emigrate rather than not emigrate and (2) be 
willing to emigrate without papers rather than not being willing to do so. Those variables are shown 
in Table 5 below.



32     .     Understanding and explaining attitudes to migration in the Silk Routes and South Asian countries

Table 5. Variables with statistically significant effects in models predicting desire to emigrate (left) 
and willingness to do so without papers (right)

Those thinking about emigrating more likely 
to be:

Amongst those willing to emigrate, those who 
would consider doing so without papers are 
more likely to be:

• Young 

• Highly educated

• Unemployed or with a low income

• Sunni rather than Shia

• Less religious

• Feel safety and security is not ensured

• Have experienced depression in the last 6 
months

• Believe country is heading in the wrong 
direction

• Believe the future economic situation will 
be worse

• Prefer non-religious political parties

• Believe country is not democratic

• Believe there is corruption at national-level

• Male

• Unemployed or with a low income

• Believe the future economic situation will 
be worse

• Prefer non-religious political parties

• Trust and use social media a lot

• Not feeling stressed by life

• Already receive remittances

Overall, we see that, amongst Iraqis, being young, highly educated, unemployed or with low income, 
Sunni and less religious makes one more likely to want to emigrate, as does less personal, political 
and economic satisfaction. By contrast the determinants of being willing to do so without papers, 
rather than being unwilling to do so, are fewer. Male gender is overwhelmingly important, as is a 
worse economic position, including pessimism about the future. Social media use and trust and re-
ceiving remittances also make would-be emigrants more willing to do so without papers.

Beyond econometric modelling, we can also consider how the stated reasons for wanting to emigrate 
vary between those unwilling and willing to do so without papers and how their desired destinations 
vary. In Figure 9, we can see that those who would only emigrate with papers are more likely to be mo-
tivated by security and education, whereas those willing to emigrate without papers are more likely to 
be motivated by economic, politics, corruption and for religious reasons.
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Figure 9. Stated reasons for wanting to emigrate by willingness to do so without papers in Iraq 

Source: Arab Barometer, 2018

Finally, we compare the desired destination country of both groups in Figure 10. As we can see, those 
who would only travel with papers overwhelmingly have Turkey in mind as their destination country. 
Those willing to emigrate without papers are more focused on “Western” countries, particularly Ger-
many, the UK, the USA, Canada and other western European countries.
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Figure 10. Desired emigration destination by willingness to do so without papers in Iraq

Source: Arab Barometer, 2018. Notes: 0.0 for both groups for Algeria, Bahrain, sub-Saharan Africa and Tunisia
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Who thinks what about 
immigration and why?

Academic explanations for variation in attitudes to immigration

There has been a vast academic literature attempting to explain variation in attitudes to immigra-
tion. Rather than attempt to summarise the entire literature here, I display a proposed “funnel of 
causality” (Figure 11; see Dennison and Dražanová, 2018, for earlier version) that combines previous 
explanations and attempts to order them, so that more ‘distal’ effects (such as the effects of ear-
ly-life socialisation), which are more stable and have large effects throughout life, are placed on the 
left, whereas more ‘proximal’ effects (the effects of day-to-day events such as the receipt of new 
information), which are more short-term and weaker are on the right. Crucially, an individual’s more 
fundamental characteristics both shape the short-term variables (for example, via the choice of the 
newspaper they receive) and the effects of the short-term variables (for example, the reaction that 
they have to different forms of messaging).

Figure 11. Theoretical ‘funnel of causality’ of attitudes to immigration
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However, although there is a vast literature explaining attitudes to immigration, it is almost entirely 
based on studies of individuals in developed countries, overwhelmingly in Europe and North America. 
There are very few studies specifically looking at any of the Silk Routes countries. This is because: (1) 
there is greater funding for studies in developed countries; (2) immigration is a far more politically sa-
lient issue in these countries (whereas in the Silk Routes countries issues of insecurity and unemploy-
ment dominate); and (3) there is relatively less data on attitudes to immigration in the Silk Routes 
countries. A notable exception to this is the World Values Survey, which has asked respondents in a 
growing number of countries across the world about their attitudes to immigration since the 1980s. 
Intermittently and increasingly, this has so far included four of the Silk Routes countries: Bangladesh, 
Iran, Iraq and Pakistan. Below, we consider how responses to questions asking about attitudes to 
immigration have changed in the region in each wave of the World Values Survey, which uses face-
to-face in-home interviews of representative samples of a minimum of 1200 individuals from each 
country based on a combination of probability and stratified sampling. Full details can be found on 
the World Values Survey’s website.2

How are attitudes to immigration changing in the region?

In Figure 12, we see the main variable of interest when measuring attitudes to immigration, respons-
es to the question ‘How about people from other countries coming here to work. Which one of the 
following do you think the government should do? Let anyone come who wants to; Let people come 
as long as there are jobs available; Place strict limits on the number of foreigners who can come here; 
Prohibit people coming here from other countries.’ Included are responses from four of the Silk Routes 
countries as well as India, given its geographical proximity. As we can see, as is the case elsewhere in 
the world, the distribution of attitudes to immigration is relatively stable across time: with a slight 
increase in positivity over time in Bangladesh, India and Iran, but a slightly decrease in positivity in 
Pakistan. Iraq was only surveyed once, in 2018. Of the four Silk Routes countries, by 2018 Bangladesh 
was the most positive to immigration, followed by Iran, Pakistan and Iraq.

2 http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSContents.jsp
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Figure 12. Immigration policy preferences over time in Bangladesh, India, Iran, Iraq and Pakistan 

Source: World Values Survey

In Figure 13, below, we can also see how the four Silk Routes countries compare globally in their immi-
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closed attitudes.
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Figure 13. Immigration policy preferences globally 

Source: World Values Survey, 2017-2020
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We now turn to considering how attitudes to immigrants’ participation in the labour market has 
changed over time in the Silk Routes countries. As shown in Figure 14, there is widespread belief that 
employers should give priority to nationals over immigrants across all of the countries and across 
time, something that is a standard trend in the developing world. 

Figure 14. Belief that employers should give priority to nationals over immigrants in Bangladesh, 
Iran, Iraq, India and Pakistan 

Source: World Values Survey
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Below, in Figure 15, we also consider change over time in attitudes to immigrants in social terms. In 
every country considered, except Pakistan, there has been a decline the percentage of citizens that 
state that they would not like to have immigrants or foreign workers as neighbours.

Figure 15. Proportion mentioning “immigrants or foreign workers” as a group that the respondent 
would not like having as a neighbour over time in Bangladesh, Iran, Iraq, India and Pakistan 

Source: World Values Survey
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Figure 16. Perceived impact of immigration on development 

Source: World Values Survey, 2017-2020

Notes: Now we would like to know your opinion about the people from other countries who come to 
live in [your country] - the immigrants. How would you evaluate the impact of these people on the 
development of [your country]?. Source: World Values Survey (2017-2020)
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Finally, in Figure 17, we see the perceived effects of immigration in each of the four countries. 

Figure 17. Perceived effects of immigration in the Silk Routes countries. 

Source: World Values Survey (2017-2020)
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Evidence from the World Values Survey on the correlates of support for 
immigration in Bangladesh, Iran, Iraq and Pakistan

Having provided overviews of attitudes to immigration, including change over time, we now turn to 
analysing the correlates of preferred immigration policy in the four countries. The variables we consid-
er are derived directly from the funnel of causality above, and so are built on previous findings of the 
determinants of attitudes to immigration, primarily based on studies in Europe and North America. 
However, the use of ‘freedom versus equality’ and ‘freedom versus security’ values and the use of 
feeling of closeness to country, continent, world and village are relatively novel. For each of the four 
countries, we compare the socio-demographic, values and identities, political and media profiles of 
two groups based on the responses to the question ‘How about people from other countries coming 
here to work. Which one of the following do you think the government should do?’ On the one hand 
are those who reply either “Let anyone come who wants to” or “Let people come as long as there are 
jobs available”, who we can characterise as relatively pro-immigration, and on the other hand are 
those who respond “Place strict limits on the number of foreigners who can come here” or “Prohibit 
people coming here from other countries”, who we can characterise as relatively anti-immigration.

As shown in Table 6, unlike the strong age divide that has been demonstrated in “Western” countries, 
in each of the four Silk Route countries those opposed to immigration are only marginally older, while 
gender differences are extremely minor. Similarly, tertiary education is only associated with more 
positive attitudes to immigration in two of the four countries. However, more similar to advanced 
democracies is the relationship with income, in which those with higher incomes are more pro-immi-
gration in each of the four countries. Even in terms of employment status, only in two countries are 
those opposing immigration more likely to be unemployed. 

Table 6. Correlates of attitudes to immigration in the Silk Routes region. 
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%

43
.6

%

44
.6

%

55
.4

%

30
.4

%

69
.6

%

41
.0

%

59
.0

%

Socio-demographics

Age (mean) 36.5 36.7 38.5 40.1 35.8 36.8 34.0 36.9

Gender (% female) 51.9 47.6 48.8 49.0 48.0 49.7 52.4 42.8
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Education

Primary 46.7 44.9 12.4 15.5 31.5 32.7 39.4 45.4

Secondary 44.7 44.7 13.1 16.4 41.3 34.4 34.5 34.8

Post-Secondary 0.8 1.6 44.9 44.0 13.2 13.1 15.3 11.3

Tertiary 7.8 8.9 29.6 24.1 14.0 19.9 10.9 8.5

Income (mean national decile membership) 5.7 5.4 4.1 3.8 4.5 4.5 4.7 4.3

Employment status

Full-time 10.8 12.9 16.5 17.6 22.8 22.4 27.5 37.6

Part-time 7.8 6.1 8.0 7.3 12.3 6.5 8.2 8.4

Self-employed 24.0 26.4 14.7 13.8 14.0 12.1 11.4 11.0

Retired 1.9 1.0 6.2 5.6 10.8 6.0 1.8 1.6

Housewife 44.1 41.3 22.5 27.6 22.2 34.5 42.1 35.7

Student 7.6 7.9 14.2 8.8 7.4 7.5 4.1 2.2

Unemployed 3.9 4.4 16.3 19.0 10.5 10.2 4.9 3.6

Children (mean) 1.8 1.8 1.4 1.7 2.4 2.4 2.4 2.8

Values and identities

Would fight for country? (% yes) 94.9 96.4 70.8 76.0 78.9 81.2 83.6 81.4

% say freedom more important than equality 73.2 75.6 31.1 32.1 39.1 37.6 66.4 66.3

% say freedom more important than security 24.5 29.1 18.6 12.2 11.1 9.3 44.3 45.6

Feel close to country? (% very) 40.1 48.4 80.5 83.2 70.6 79.0 74.9 79.1

Feel close to continent? (% very or close) 35.9 48.3 52.1 58.1 62.6 61.0 79.0 80.2

Feel close to world (% very or close) 37.2 37.9 76.6 75.7 67.0 60.7 80.6 78.1

Feel close to village, town, city (% very) 82.8 83.9 70.7 76.0 71.8 85.6 81.4 84.6

% say that most people can be trusted 16.9 8.7 16.5 13.5 13.9 10.1 27.2 21.6

Politics

Left-right self-placement 7.2 7.2 n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a

Confidence in Parliament? (% a great deal / 
quite a lot) 75.2 78.9 59.5 68.9 16.2 10.6 52.7 57.0

Media

Social media use (% daily or more) 15.1 17.7 65.8 57.7 47.3 58.4 15.1 11.4

Immigration perceptions

Leads to social conflict (% agree) 50.7 66.7 23.3 52.8 20.5 11.7 42.9 63.5

Good for culture (% agree) 40.9 23.1 56.7 47.5 19.0 21.3 45.1 52.2

Increases unemployment (% agree) 68.5 87.3 56.7 83.5 12.2 4.6 49.1 68.8

Source: World Values Survey (2017-2020)
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Onto values and identities, in three of the four countries, those opposed to immigration are more like-
ly to say that they would be willing to fight for their respective country. However, the differences are 
small. Onto deeper values, there is practically no difference in any of the countries between the two 
groups in belief that freedom is more important than equality, or vice versa, nor do we see consistent 
differences between the groups in propensity to believe that freedom is more important than securi-
ty. Only when we look at attachment to country do we begin to see consistent patterns emerge, with 
those opposed to immigration more likely to feel close to their country, as we would expect from the 
extant literature. Similarly, in Bangladesh and Iran we see large differences between the two groups 
on feeling close to their continent and, in three of the countries, those who favour immigration are 
more likely to feel closer to the world. In every country, those opposed to immigration are more likely 
to feel close to their village or town. Those opposed to immigration tend to be less trusting of people 
in every country, a finding consistent with the literature.

Politically, those opposed to immigration tend to have more confidence in parliament, in three of the 
countries, clearly in contrast to the findings on ‘populism’ in western countries. There is no consistent 
relationship with social media use and attitudes to immigration across the four countries. Finally, in 
every country except Iraq, those opposed to immigration are far more likely to believe that it leads to 
social conflict and that it increases unemployment, while the relationship with belief that it is good 
for culture is considerably more ambiguous, suggesting the former two concerns drive opposition.
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Conclusion

Understanding and explaining attitudes to migration in the Silk Routes countries is key for policymak-
ers to better ensure safe, orderly and regular migration. By explaining both propensity to migrate and 
attitudes to immigration, policymakers can better design interventions and sustainable policy frame-
works that help to discourage irregular migration and reduce xenophobia to immigrants. As such, 
this report offered an initial description and explanation of propensity to emigrate and attitudes to 
immigration in Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Iran, Iraq and Pakistan by drawing on scholarly theoretical 
advances, studies in those specific countries and original empirical analyses.

In terms of propensity to emigrate, this report offers a number of key findings. Theoretically, it sug-
gests that, in addition, to existing political, economic and socio-demographic factors, a further av-
enue of research that should be explored is the extent to which psychological factors—in terms of 
values, personalities, identities, mental health and anxieties—affect one’s propensity to migrate. Giv-
en their intimate relationship with the other factors, isolating psychological factors would require 
more advanced research methods. However, such findings would be extremely useful in the creation 
of more effective interventions, particularly those that seek to correct misperceptions about either 
emigration or immigration. Empirically, this report considers the key trends in the region, which are 
already reasonably well known. In short, there have been notable upticks in propensity to emigrate in 
Afghanistan and Iraq since 2008, strong declines in Pakistan and Bangladesh and relative stability in 
Iran. However, there remains a paucity of data in most countries.

We then move onto an in-depth study of Iraq that shows that around 67 per cent of citizens have not 
thought of emigrating while 33 per cent of citizens have: 20 per cent who would not emigrate with-
out papers and 12 per cent who would. The reports presents results from an logistic model showing 
that the key determinants of wanting to migrate—regardless of regularity –are: youth, education, 
unemployment or low income, being less religious, feeling unsafe of insecurity, having experienced 
depression in the last six months and holding more pessimistic views of Iraq’s economic and polit-
ical situation. Of those willing to migrate, the key determinants of being willing to do so without 
papers are: being male, being unemployed or with a low income, being pessimistic about the future 
economic situation of the country, social media use and trust, receiving remittances and not feeling 
stressed by life.

In terms of attitudes to immigration, the report also overviews the key theoretical findings from the 
literature before empirically showing that attitudes in the region are typical of the developing world 
in that they are driven by economic concerns of competition over employment and the threat of social 
conflict, rather than the cultural issues more typical of ‘western’ countries and East Asia. However, 
in terms of the socio-demographic and psychological differences between those who are pro- and 
anti-immigration, we do not see the clear polarisation witnessed in “western” countries. 
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The above findings lead to the following recommendations. First, there is little high-quality publicly 
available data on propensity to emigrate in the region—this almost certainly has held back our un-
derstanding of the causes of emigration in the reason and its rectification should be a top priority 
for policymakers. Second, thereafter, the efficacy of current and future interventions, which attempt 
to correct misperceptions about irregular migration—a major driver of irregular migration—or about 
immigration, should be tested via impact assessment or social scientific methods based on causal 
inference. In the long-term this will the quality of such interventions. Recent impact assessments 
by the IOM can be used in this sense as examples (e.g. Dunsch et al, 2019). Third, researchers should 
consider the psychological profile of potential emigrants and host populations when designing in-
terventions; this will require more data and in-depth studies. Fourth, the drivers of attitudes to im-
migration are partially distinct in the Silk Routes countries to those in “western” countries. As such, 
assumptions regarding the transferability of findings should be avoided and, instead, new studies 
should be made identifying the key causes of variation in the region which can then be linked theo-
retically with previous findings.
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