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Imagining mobility: the prospective cognition question in
migration research
Saara Koikkalainena and David Kyleb

aFaculty of Social Sciences, University of Lapland, Rovaniemi, Finland; bDepartment of Sociology, University of
California at Davis, Davis, CA, USA

ABSTRACT
Most migration research is focused on migrant experiences after
mobility and settlement. We argue that empirical researchers
would benefit from studying how cognitive migration, the
narrative imagining of oneself inhabiting a foreign destination
prior to the actual physical move, influences migration behaviour.
This article notes a gap in our current understanding of the
process by which individuals decide to cross international borders
and offers an agenda for remedying this. The interdisciplinarity of
migration research has not fully extended to social psychology or
cognitive social sciences, where a dynamic research agenda
has examined human decision-making processes, including
prospection and the connections between culture and cognition.
The study of socio-cognitive processes in migration decision-
making has been largely overlooked because of the after-the-fact
nature of data collection and analysis rather than an aversion to
these approaches per se. We highlight a number of strategic
findings from this diverse field, provide examples of migration
scholarship that has benefited from these insights, and raise
questions about the sides of migration process that have received
insufficient attention. A more nuanced understanding of
prospective thinking—imagining potential futures—can shed light
on the classic puzzle of why some people move while others in
comparable situations do not.
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Introduction

In this article, we observe an important gap in our current understanding of why—and
more importantly how—individuals decide to cross international borders precisely
around the problematic of what constitutes a ‘decision’ prior to the physical move.
While it is obvious that many macro- and meso-level processes also help create and
sustain migration phenomena, our aim is to suggest a refocus of migration theory on
the micro-level and to find fruitful possibilities for co-operation with sub-disciplines
that have so far played a minor role in research on migration decision-making—the
long process of how migrants come to a decision, not just an after-the-fact listing of
good or rational reasons. We propose that those contemplating migration engage in cog-
nitive migration, visualising themselves in a future time and place prior to making the
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actual move (Kyle and Koikkalainen 2011). We define it as the phase of decision-making
in which the experimental, narrative imagination is actively engaged in negotiating one’s
future social worlds and, hence, future emotional states.

Migration scholars have explained migration by focusing on, among other things, econ-
omic motivations and cost/benefit analyses, push and pull factors in sending and receiving
regions, transnational networks, the role of migration industries, and various historical
contexts that have created and sustained a migration flow to a foreign destination (see
e.g. Faist 2000; de Haas 2011; Castles, de Haas, and Miller 2014). However, these attempts
have failed to fully explain why some individuals move whereas some in comparable situ-
ations do not, why migration networks persist despite hostile efforts by states to stall
immigration, or why active state encouragement to labour migration does not necessarily
lead to transnational mobility. As de Haas (2011, 16) concludes:

What is really lacking, and what is hindering theoretical synthesis, is a more comprehensive
and convincing ‘behavioural’ framework of migration than the current theories offer. The
only systematically elaborated micro-behavioural model of migration is neo-classical.
Although neo-classical migration theory has been much reviled for a number of more and
less convincing reasons, no credible alternative has been proposed so far.

It is precisely this gap that our article wishes to highlight and explore.
The bulk of empirical migration research has thus far focused on explaining and under-

standing migration as something to be observed after the mobility has taken place (see e.g.
Arango 2000, 294; Kley and Mulder 2010; Czaika 2015; Schewel 2015). Mobility research,
largely based on the modern state’s agenda and funding, privileges the physical movement
of bodies such that the stark dichotomy of migrant/non-migrant cast a shadow across a
wide range of theorising. Migration researchers are often content with describing the qual-
ities or attributes of migrants after arrival rather than looking at individuals and house-
holds contemplating their life options prior to migration, which would necessarily
include a much larger population in origin regions (or even regions with little out-
migration at all). Social scientists build models based on aggregate level analyses that
may or may not privilege rational choices and self-interest, but often does so in ways
that demonstrate why the migrant’s description is either incorrect or not the real or
only reason for why they chose to migrate. Given the wider disciplinary context
whereby such cognitive considerations have largely been relegated to psychology, social
scientists have rarely problematised migration decision-making as a possible empirical
object of inquiry, much less examined migrant’s dreams of intended social worlds ima-
gined during the decision-making process. This is a bias that assumes that all action is
based on rational reasoning no matter how faulty or coerced such reasoning may be.

Another limitation in current mainstreammigration research is that it tends to ‘sample on
the dependent variable’, examining existing flows and migrants rather than the vast majority
of the planet that does not move—but may have considered it, planned it, and failed or
‘thought twice’ about it. Schewel (2015, 4) refers to this practice as an analytical and meth-
odological ‘mobility bias’ that hinders our capacity to fully understand different migratory
processes (see also Carling 2002; Czaika 2015, 62). To borrow the words of Joaquín
Arango ‘(… ) the usefulness of theories that try to explain why people move is in our
days dimmed by their inability to explain why so few people move’ (Arango 2000, 293).
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In this article, we attempt to move beyond both rationality and mobility biases toward
developing a dimension of a more complete behavioural model. First, we observe, in broad
strokes, some of the most common research strands within existing psychological or cog-
nitive approaches (broadly defined) to understanding migration and migrants, though not
meant to be an exhaustive review. Second, we then explore two relevant research areas
from psychology and the cognitive social sciences—beyond migration research—and
outline the theoretical, methodological, and practical advantages of a new research
agenda focusing on imagination. Finally, we conclude by discussing how the sensitising
concept of cognitive migration may bring together many of the individual threads of
research in these fields to bear on the conundrum of why so many take the mobility
leap of residence in another country, while others with similar reasoning capabilities
and a common socioeconomic and cultural milieu do not.

Migration research and cognitive social sciences: existing linkages

Scholarly migration research is a remarkably interdisciplinary field, where mobility is
approached from a wide range of paradigmatic assumptions and methodological cultures.
Historians, economists, demographers, geographers, and social scientists frequently talk
across disciplinary boundaries when looking at specific geographical regions or trying
to explain certain migration processes. In addition, migration researchers themselves
often have cross-disciplinary training or experience. This is not surprising because of
the many ways that mobility intersects with the social world and, at the same time,
seems to conform easily to standard tropes of either highly atomistic rational choosers
seeking a better life or less agentic arguments of forced choices embedded in constrained
economic and political circumstances. The former has a ready-made model of decision-
making, while the latter marginalises or dismisses it as a choice at all.

To date, however, this interdisciplinarity has not, in general, fully extended to social
psychology and the wider cognitive social sciences, where a dynamic research agenda
has in recent years focused considerable attention on understanding human decision-
making processes empirically in ways that allow for agency but not machine-like
rationality. And yet, moving abroad is one of the big, life-altering decisions that many
individuals make during their lifetimes, with long-term consequences similar to choosing
a partner to marry, settling on a profession, or having children. This set of big decisions
typically includes imagining many unknown factors, as is also the case with migration,
because the decision has to be taken in the context of uncertainty and risk (Czaika 2015).

References to these fields of research are rare in the canonical migration theory texts.
The Age of Migration (2014) by Stephen Castles, Hein de Haas, and Mark J. Miller
covers the field of migration research extensively but does not discuss the psychological
aspects of mobility and migration-related decision-making. Similarly, Migration Theory:
Talking across Disciplines (2008), by Caroline B. Brettell and James Hollifield, includes
articles from fields as diverse as law and geography, but neglects the perspective of a psy-
chology of migration, which—one assumes—could offer some understanding of the very
personal choices migrants have to make when deciding to move abroad. The same is true
for many other migration theory texts that incorporate insights from various different dis-
ciplines (e.g. Massey et al. 1993; Hirschman, Kasinitz, and DeWind 1999; Boswell and
Mueser 2008; Goldin, Cameron, and Balajaran 2011; Smith and King 2012).
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There are two major strands of research, however, where cognitive considerations have
been utilised in social research. First, cognitively-oriented sociologists such as Zerubavel
(1999), Brubaker, Loveman, and Stamatov (2004) have introduced research agendas in
the field of cognitive sociology and on the cognitive turn in the study of ethnicity respect-
ively. Second, researchers from psychology, geography, anthropology, computer science,
and planning have tried to understand how humans perceive and behave in geographic
space (Kitchin and Blades 2002). Cognitive maps have been used in human geography
to study how we perceive the spatial environment, also in the context of migration and
mobility research (Golledge 1980; Gärling and Golledge 2002; Hedberg 2007). While
research done within both of these traditions is relevant to migration research, they do
not, however, fill the gap we note in the current understanding of migration decision-
making in state-of-the-art migration theory.

James Fawcett identified two broad areas of migration-related psychology research—
examining the reasons and processes causing an individual to migrate and the conse-
quences of that migration to the individual—already in 1985 (Fawcett 1985, 6).1 Of
these two strands of research, the latter has since received more scholarly attention. A
general search for a psychology of migration produces mainly results of research on atti-
tudes towards immigrants and ethnic minorities, immigrant acculturation and stress
related to adjusting to the new society, and inter-group relations between immigrants
and host country residents (for an overview see Berry 2001). The decision-making pro-
cesses related to migration have been back on the agenda only recently, as the effects of
climate change on various parts of the globe force more people to contemplate inter-
national migration as an adaptation strategy (see, e.g. Kniveton et al. 2008; Bardsley
and Hugo 2010).

One approach to understanding mobility from an individual point of view is the
value-expectancy model which was suggested by De Jong and Fawcett (1981, 47–51)
in the early 1980s. They concluded that individuals weigh personally valued goals,
such as wealth, status, comfort, or stimulation, when deciding whether to stay or to
go. Robert Gardner, following the same research line, concludes that it is assumed
that individuals seek maximum satisfaction in as many areas of value as possible
(1981, 67). He stresses that behavioural intentions are not the same thing as actual
behaviour: ‘The desire to move is not the same thing as an intention/decision to
move (perceived constraints intervene), and an intention/decision to move is not the
same thing as actual migration behaviour (real constraints intervene)’ (Gardner 1981,
65). This difference is a well-known fact for migration scholars, as even though
migration intentions are a good predictor as to who will later migrate, not all of
those who express an interest in moving do, in fact, realise their intentions (e.g.
McHugh 1984; De Jong 2000; Schewel 2015). Similarly, the many cases of communities
emptying out in a single generation speak to how many who are not considering
migration may begin to leave nearly en masse as critical but unforeseen features of
their lives—challenges and opportunities—shift and transform in dynamic ways.

In his overview of the state-of-the-art in migration theory Faist (2000, 43–44) outlines
some of the main theories that have been used to explain migration decisions in the field of
social psychology, namely the stress-threshold model and relative deprivation. In the
former, a potential migrant assigns a ‘place utility’ to the current place of residence and
compares that with the information available of other potential places of residence. In
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the latter model, the potential migrant feels deprived of something that rightly belongs to
her and tries to relieve this psychological tension by migrating. The stress-threshold model
has been utilised, for example, in studies examining the creation of migratory networks
and estimating migration propensity from particular areas or in assessing the impact of
environmental change on migration intentions (e.g. Hunter 2005; Von Reichert 2006).
The relative deprivation argument, on the other hand, has been particularly influential
in the new economics of migration school (e.g. Quinn 2006; Stark 2006).

There are some interesting studies that have successfully incorporated psychological
insights into migration research. Several researchers have, for example, noted that
migration decision-making is not an isolated event, but rather a process (e.g. Brown
and Sanders 1981, 150–153; Gardner 1981, 63–65; Kley 2011). In their argument for
the need of a biographical approach to migration Halfacree and Boyle (1993, 337) also
proposed that migration should be understood as action in time: ‘(… ) a specific migration
exists as a part of our past, our present and our future; as a part of our biography’. Their
approach thus offered a more holistic view into migration as a part of an individual’s life-
course and stressed that the migration decision is affected by a multitude of interrelated
factors and causes rooted in the everyday life.

Researchers have also searched for the characteristics of a migrant personality (Boneva
and Frieze 2001; Polek 2007; Frieze and Li 2010). In their article Boneva and Frieze
(2001) outline a history of psychological research focusing on the personality traits and indi-
vidual characteristics of migrants and non-migrants. Their study on Eastern European stu-
dents found that certain personality characteristics do predict future desires to emigrate.
Namely high achievement and power motivations, especially when combined with high
work-orientation, predict international mobility, while high affiliation motivation and
family centrality tend to predict staying rather than leaving. They argue ‘ … unfavorable
economies in the country of origin, emigration and immigration policies, network
support in the receiving country, and other environmental factors create the conditions
for wanting to leave, but desires to do so are based on the personality of those who make
the choice’ (Boneva and Frieze 2001, 478). Evidence has also been found on the influence
of certain personality traits on intra-State migration in the United States (Jokela 2009).

While ‘personality’ frameworks and related assessments have been around for a
century, and carry their own set of critiques, they do represent the black box in question
in need of more theorising and research. If ‘personality’ means anything, it is a set of
ready-made orientations and mental shortcuts to how we imagine our own and others’
future motivations and actions. It is a predictive stamp we use to make a bet on individual
future actions under an extremely wide set of social situations and cognitive challenges.

These examples are of value in generating a more thorough understanding of human
mobility and the micro-level of migration research; yet they fail to fully take into account
some key developments discussed in the following sections. Building on this body of
research we, therefore, want to focus our attention on the role of imagination and prospec-
tive thinking in the mobility decision-making process, a field ripe for some fresh thinking.

Imagining possible futures in relation to ‘the future’

The idea that past life events along with current circumstances are the key to understanding
an individual’s future behaviour has been one of the empirical social sciences’ fundamental
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assumptions, especially in psychology (Seligman et al. 2013). In recent years, however, the
efforts of Professor Martin Seligman and colleagues (e.g. Peter Railton, Roy
F. Baumeister, and Chandra Sripada) have stressed the importance of refocusing research
on prospection; the mental representation and evaluation of possible futures. They argue
that ‘(… ) prospection is a central organising feature of perception, cognition, affect,
memory, motivation, and action’ (Seligman et al. 2013, 119). The various cognitive processes
involved adhere to the concept of mental simulation, which can be defined as ‘ … an act of
imagination and the generation of alternative realities’ (Markman, Klein, and Suhr 2009, vii).
These alternative realities form the basis of how we navigate our path through everyday life,
making various decisions that shape our future. Some choices are small and insignificant
while others have life-changing consequences. Therefore, the kinds of alternative realities
we imagine do matter also for migration research: do those contemplating migration
imagine possible futures that include life in a foreign destination? Or are all the scenarios
they imagine tied to the current home and country of residence?

Though time confines us all to be living physically in the present, our minds are con-
stantly ranging over the social landscape of time. It is a common feature of human cogni-
tion to spend a considerable amount of our time in some form of mental time travel:
remembering the past (retrospection) and imagining possible future events (prospection).
We also engage in counterfactual thinking, imagine possible scenarios of what our life
would be like now if we had made different decisions or if some crucial event of our
past had happened differently (Byrne 2005). The capacity to use our previous experiences,
and our recollections of the past, to imagine how similar or related events will play out in
the future is unique to humans (Suddendorf and Corballis 2007). Suddendorf and Busby
(2005, 119) conclude that mental time travel has been essential to the very survival of the
human species: ‘Mental time travel and its associated changes in the motivational system
enabled humans to successfully spread across the globe and adapt to the challenges,
present and future, of a diversity of habitats.’

The concept of episodic memory, or the way we remember specific, emotionally com-
plete episodes, is also an important part of the decision-making process, when understood
as a constructive system that enables the mental simulation of both the past and the future.
Especially when planning or deciding something that is new to them, decision-makers
tend to engage in what Atance and O’Neill (2001) have called episodic future thinking,
that is projection of the self into the future to pre-experience an event. According to
Atance and O’Neill, recent studies have shown that although all healthy adults have the
ability to think about the future, people differ in their inclination to actually do so.
They conclude that research should look into how the individual differences in ‘future
orientation’ or the differences in the ability to project oneself into the future has an
effect on behavioural outcomes (Atance and O’Neill 2001, 533–536; see also Szpunar
and McDermott 2008; Szpunar 2010).

It has been noted that when reconstructing past events humans often make ‘educated
guesses’ about what must have happened. Even when engaging in counterfactual thinking
our ‘what-if’ scenarios’ do not tend to differ much from reality. Van Boven, Kane, and
McGraw (2009, 134) suggest ‘ … that the mental practice of reality checking in retrospec-
tion generally constrains the practice of past tense mental simulation.’ In contrast, the
futures that we tend to imagine are much more optimistic about reaching our goals,
less constrained by reality checks and tend to neglect many contextual details of future
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realities. The same phenomenon was observed by Newby-Clark and Ross (2003), who
found that ‘(… ) individuals spontaneously recall an affectively mixed past, containing
both “highs” and “lows”, whereas they anticipate homogeneously ideal futures’ (Newby-
Clark and Ross 2003, 807).

The potential migrant’s ability to evaluate future risks and to cope with uncertainty is
closely linked with migration decision-making (Jaeger et al. 2007; Williams and Baláž
2012). The decision is often made with partial knowledge of what kinds of risks the
journey abroad entails and what the future life in the destination will be like. In an inno-
vative lab-in-the-field experiment, Gereke (2015) tested the risk perception of Thai voca-
tional school students, a group of potential labour migrants, who were presented with a
risky decision. She notes that instead of evaluating the risks involved in a probabilistic
manner, they relied on intuitive judgments and what she calls a ‘fortuna heuristic’.
These results were replicated in a survey with would-be migrants (individuals actively pre-
paring to go abroad for temporary work) from the same region who were presented with a
hypothetical risky migration offer. Overall, the results show that a belief in being a lucky
individual correlates with one’s likelihood of accepting a risky deal.

Sociologist Cerulo (2006) also concludes that humans are psychologically predisposed
to favouring best-case scenarios over more problematic versions of our imagined futures.
Individuals considering mobility may fall into the trap of ‘positive asymmetry’ (Cerulo
2006, 6), and choose to see a positive future as the most likely one to become true. Not
only is positive asymmetry a basic feature of how our brains process data, it is also a cul-
turally supported phenomenon: ‘(… ) culture harnesses the brain’s propensity toward
asymmetrical thinking and encodes that process into a much more targeted and special-
ised experiential bias.’ Depending on the situation, seeing the future in a positive light may
thus obscure either the risks involved in migrating or in staying behind.

We argue that more empirical research is needed to ascertain how the alternative
futures one imagines influence future migration behaviour. Such an exercise would be
quite possible, as there is existing migration research which has noted the importance
of imagination. Appadurai (1996), for example, has argued that in our post-electronic
world imagination has become a collective, social fact and is now the basis of a plurality
of imagined worlds. Mass-mediated imaginary that transcends national space has made it
possible for more people than ever before to imagine a life abroad in ‘faraway worlds’
(Appadurai 1996, 5–6, 53). Also Ullah (2010, 111) notes the following on his study of
labour migrants moving from Bangladesh: ‘Respondents reported going through a
process of making forecasts, asserting their expectations and considering some of the poss-
ible consequences of migration before making the journey overseas.’ The critical role of
migrant hope, with powerful images of a better future, is beautifully described by
Hagan (2008) in her book, Migration Miracle. Also, other migration studies have explored
the influence of imaginations, aspirations, and visions of particular would-be migrants
(e.g. Teo 2003; Halfacree 2004; Thorsen 2010; Coe 2012; Czaika and Vothknecht 2012;
Gereke 2015; Schewel 2015).

Cognitive migration and the phases of becoming mobile

In the previous sections, based on a wide range of recent research, we have explored how
migration decision-making is influenced not only by the individual’s capacity to imagine
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possible futures abroad, but also by the complexities of the act of making the mobility
decision itself. It is typical for much of migration research to ignore what takes place
before the migrant actually becomes a migrant and to focus only on the delimited act of
migration itself. We believe that it is precisely here that the contributions from the
diverse subfields of cognitive social sciences and social psychology can be of vital relevance
to migration scholarship, specifically, the nature of imagining one’s future choices, and
process by which this imagining constructs ‘the future’. In other words, how does the
‘future’ shape the present?

A number of models have been proposed as to how the process of becoming a migrant
proceeds. Van der Velde and van Naerssen (2011, 2015a, 267–8) argue that there are three
thresholds that need to be crossed before mobility occurs: the individual’s mindset about
migrating (mental threshold), choosing a destination (locational threshold) and figuring
out the specific routes across borders to reach that destination (trajectory threshold).
They stress that this is not a linear process, but some thresholds may overlap or be indis-
tinguishable from each other. Stefanie Kley (2011, 472), who studied migration from two
German towns, noted that there are three distinct phases in the decision-making process
that also apply to migration. These stages are the pre-decisional phase (considering
migration), the preactional phase (planning migration), and the actional phase (realising
migration). The research by Kley (2011) and Van der Velde and Naerssen (2015b) and
their collegues are among the rather rare examples of empirical analysis in trying to under-
stand what happens during the whole migration decision-making process, and which also
takes into account those who choose to stay.

We focus our attention to the first two phases of migration decision-making process.
During the predecisional and preactional phases potential migrants imagine themselves
socially and emotionally in a particular place in the future—days, weeks, or months
before they enter the actional phase and physically migrate. When making a life-altering
decision such as embarking on international or even regional migration, the individual
needs to explore the emotional and psychological consequences of one’s actions. In
order to make the decision to migrate, the potential migrants therefore engage in episodic
future thinking (Atance and O’Neill 2001; see also Szpunar 2010) to pre-experience a poss-
ible future abroad. This mental time travel can take many forms, but the key factor is that
it includes affective forecasting (Dunn, Forrin, and Ashton-James 2009; Loewenstein and
Lerner 2009), trying out different situations or images that can help one determine what
one’s future self would feel in a given context.

While for some these steps are necessary in reaching the decision to move, for others it
may lead to certainty that one shall stay, regardless of the various push and pull factors
that might suggest that leaving is the right choice. This may be in fact the choice for
most people, as we are prone to the ‘status quo bias’ (Samuelson and Zeckhauser 1988)
that leads us to often decide that the best course of action is to do nothing. However,
the specificity and believed reality of imagined futures may lead to changing one’s mind
based on seemingly minute or small bore developments—an admired friend has left, a
relative who always wished for you to stay has died, or the destination country is
hosting the World Cup or is glorified in a Hollywood movie, for example. Like falling
in love based on an imagined future together, we can recognise the reality of a private
‘logic’ even when it may make little sense to others, let alone be considered a rational
choice.
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Consistent with this research, we therefore propose that a large group, if not the vast
majority, of potential migrants engage in what we label cognitive migration (Kyle and
Koikkalainen. 2011) during the three-phase decision-making process that Kley (2011)
identified. We define cognitive migration as the phase of decision-making in which the
experimental, always-on, imagination actively, though not always consciously, negotiates
one’s future social worlds and, hence, emotional states converging around a core destina-
tion. This mental time travel into a possible future in a different country constructs a nar-
rative on how one’s life is likely to proceed if one chooses to migrate, not in the abstract,
but under specific conditions in specific destinations. The importance of focusing on indi-
vidual imaginations as integral to a ‘decision’, which we have advocated in this article, does
not negate the importance of migration networks and cultures (e.g. Connell 2008; Haug
2008), or the important role of various migration industries that facilitate mobility (e.g.
Kyle and Goldstein 2011; Koikkalainen 2013, 88–91). The specific conditions in which
the mobility decision is embedded naturally shapes the outcome of that decision process.

In conclusion we argue, therefore, that when making important decisions, such as
deciding to move to an unknown destination, we play out different possibilities ‘in our
head’ trying to figure out and negotiate with ourselves how we shall feel: what will the
future me be like if I choose one option over another? Hence, those contemplating
migration poignantly engage in this process, visualising themselves in a future time and
place that feels real but, of course, is unknowable in the particulars. Logically, there are
many more ‘cognitive migrants’ than actual migrants. This is a potentially fruitful
insight that warrants more empirical and conceptual work, not to mention raising epis-
temological and research design questions beyond the limits of this article.

The process of making the decision to migrate

We might ask what all of this attention to mental time travel means, in reality, for
bodily spatial travel. We take a well-known migration puzzle as a launching point
for one possible application of these past findings and sensitising concepts. In his
famous formulation of one of the key puzzles of migration research Faist (2000)
asks: why are there so many international migrants out of few places, while there
are so few out of most places (see also Kyle 2000)? The explanations as to why
people decide to migrate have, in general, been twofold. Some theories are based on
the assumption of rational migrant agency of calculating the pros and cons of mobility
while others, in contrast, see individual agency as a mere illusion because either local,
national, and global structures of power and cultures of oppression, or migration net-
works and systems, guide the migrants’ paths. However, those who favour individual
agency as the key driver of migration have so far largely ignored research done at
the crossroads of psychology, cognitive neuroscience, and decision sciences. Empirical
research in these fields has demonstrated the numerous flaws or oddities in our sub-
jective judgment when faced with a ‘logical choice’. These include cognitive or infor-
mation-processing biases, social biases, as well as emotional self-protective
mechanisms that influence individual decision-making (Griffin 1988).

Recent research into human reasoning and decision-making in these fields seriously
undermines the rational migrant argument. The work of Nobel laureate Daniel Kahneman
and his colleague Amos Tversky on prospect theory presented an alternative to
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the standard ‘rational-agent’ model of decision-making, and it has since influenced
economists, political scientists, philosophers, as well as cognitive scientists (e.g. Kahneman
and Tversky 2000; Dawes 2001).2 Building on the work of Kahneman and Tversky (1979)
Mathias Czaika (2015, 59) proposes a ‘migration prospect theory’. He notes ‘(… ) an indi-
vidual’s migration decision about staying, leaving or returning depends on recent changes
in rational beliefs about the present and future economic situation in the origin country
and destination country’. We agree with Czaika (2015, 64) that expectations about
future outcomes affects ‘utility in the present’. However, we argue that the estimations
of future prospects are not limited to reasoning based on changes in the general economic
situation or unemployment levels, but extend to many other areas of life as well (see also
Halfacree 2004).

Rüdiger Pohl’s edited volume on Cognitive Illusions (2004) distinguishes three types of
illusions, those related to thinking, judgment, and memory. Especially the illusions related
to thinking are of significance also for migration decision-making. A cognitive illusion
related to thinking is for example the ‘confirmation bias’, the tendency to only look for
evidence that supports one’s own hypothesis (e.g. that moving to a certain destination
is wise), and the ‘illusion of control’, where individuals overestimate their own role in pro-
ducing certain outcomes (e.g. that one can survive a risky boat trip across the Mediterra-
nean). This feature of human reasoning is neatly summarised by Reid Hastie and Robyn
Dawes (2010) as follows: ‘We not only under-appreciate uncertainty in the world outside
of us; we are also prone to illusions of consistency, reliability, and certainty about the world
inside our own heads. There can be no doubt that we think we are more logical, rational,
and consistent than we really are’ (Hastie and Dawes 2010, 325).

If we accept that many human decisions cannot be characterised as the actions of
rational agents who can carefully calculate the economic and psychological costs and
benefits of their actions—even in laboratory experiments faced with limited choices—
then these ‘brain quirks’ must surely also shape complex mobility decisions, even the
‘big decision’ to imagine a future change in status and social connections. Intriguing
studies have examined cognitive biases loosely connected to the field of ethnicity and
immigration, but none fully examine the mobility decision itself (Hamilton Krieger
1995; Reskin 2000; Lee and Ottat 2002; Rydgren 2007; Epstein 2008; Rubin, Paolini,
and Crisp 2010; for a rare exeption see Czaika 2015).

One example of unravelling the process of migration decision-making is found from
the work of de Haas (2011) who has proposed that research should take into account
the importance of aspirations and capabilities: ‘People will only migrate if they perceive
better opportunities elsewhere and have the capabilities to move’ (de Haas 2011, 16,
italics in the original). Following this line of argument Czaika and Vothknecht (2012,
6–7, 20) examine the role of aspirations, that is, ambitions and plans for the future, in
migration decision-making. Based on research in Indonesia they conclude that migrants,
in general, have higher aspirations than non-migrants, both because they had a better
‘capacity to aspire’ already prior to migrating, but also because the experience of migration
supports higher aspirations. In addition, those migrating also possessed the required
‘capacity to realise migration’. Also Schewel (2015) gives a nuanced account of the com-
plexity of the relationship between aspirations and migration, but based on data on young
adults in Senegal she finds evidence that in fact the capacity to aspire may also be linked to
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the desire to stay. Findings from all of these studies resonate with the migrant ‘personality’
approaches (Boneva and Frieze 2001) outlined earlier in the article.

There is clearly demand for migration research that learns from the insights gained in
empirical research conducted in different decision-making situations. For example, Galotti
(2007) examined five different studies focusing on real-life decision-making situations that
are comparable to migration decision-making. She notes: ‘In making real-life decisions,
people appear to constrain the amount of information, and especially the number of
options that they actively consider’ (Galotti 2007, 322). She draws on the ‘image theory’
developed by Lee Roy Beach (1990, 1998), who argues that when making decisions, indi-
viduals first limit the different options to a manageable number. In the mental simulation
process, these options are then tested against three images: the value image reflecting the
persons’ principles, the trajectory image representing the adopted goals and hopes for the
future, and the strategic image constituted by the plans and strategies that one wishes to
use to attain the trajectory image goals. Having made these evaluations, the individual
then proceeds to choosing the best option available and making forecasts of future
events based on adopting the chosen plan of action. (Beach 1998, 12–13.)

A separate, but parallel research agenda examines the linkage between emotions and
decision-making. Research into the psychology of emotions has shown that ‘affective
states have a powerful influence on the way we perceive and respond to social situations’
(Forgas 2009, 596). Loewenstein and Lerner (2009, 620) conclude that emotions play a role
in decision-making in two ways: as expected emotions, predictions of the emotional con-
sequences of one’s actions and as immediate emotions that are experienced when the
decision is made. The insights gained from also this field are of help when researching
the role of imagination and prospective thinking in migration decision-making, as these
types of emotions are surely present when one thinks about a possible future abroad.

Based on the research briefly outlined here we can suggest several questions worthy of
careful consideration. Are individuals who actively imagine life in a foreign destination
more likely than others to migrate? How do emotions surrounding imagined future
states influence the decision-making process of a potential migrant considering a risky,
clandestine journey across the desert? How does the imagined future of a highly skilled
migrant, who ponders a job offer requiring relocation to the other side of the globe,
impact her ultimate trajectory, objective success, and personal perception of its value?
And if indeed cognitive biases and emotional states shape migrants’ decisions in myriad
ways, exactly how do they add value to existing models?

Conclusion: imagining a way forward

We have argued that more empirical research focusing on imagination and prospective
thinking is required in migration research, balanced by insights from the cognitive
social sciences, so that we may better understand migrant decision-making processes
even in phases that cannot be labelled as such. To this end, we have highlighted some
of the key ingredients necessary for such conceptualisations and suggested linkages
between one’s mental time travel and one’s physical mobility and resettlement abroad.

The proposed research agenda on migration decision-making builds on a line of
research initiated already more than 30 years ago (e.g. De Jong and Gardner 1981;
Fawcett 1985; see also White 1980), but greatly benefits from recent state-of-the-art
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findings in a variety of cognitive subfields across the social sciences. The process of mental
time travel to possible, imagined futures, the complex dynamics of decision-making and
the role of immediate and expected emotions have been explored in neuroscience, cogni-
tive, social, developmental, and clinical psychology—all disciplines that have so far had
little contact with core migration theorising. Yet these advancements in science are
bound to have an effect on our understanding of the ways in which potential migrants esti-
mate the pros and cons of mobility options that are both presented to them and creatively
imagined by them within both dense and loose networks of friendship and information.

In addition, we believe that we can best get a purchase on this by focusing on the
process by which our minds migrate before our bodies do; a phenomenon we have labelled
cognitive migration. We believe this little understood socio-cognitive dimension is useful
for developing a sociologically informed cultural cognitive research agenda concerning
choice and decision-making in the context of potentially risky, emotionally laden,
major decisions.

We, therefore, make two assertions as outcomes of this venture into the role of imagin-
ing mobility as integral to the migration process. First, migration research could fully
acknowledge the role of imagination and prospective thinking in the migration
decision-making process, no matter how difficult or complex. How do individuals con-
templating mobility see their possible future in a new location? When engaging in cogni-
tive migration, what kinds of episodes do potential migrants experience in the imagined
future where they have moved abroad? And are those who are more prone to imagine a
positive future abroad more likely to migrate? Though difficult to operationalise with
survey research, for example, it may lead to more creative ways to address this significant
dimension of mental time travel before actual travel abroad.

Second, migration research could take into account, as a starting point only, the insights
from research on how people make major decisions in general, not just in relation to what
is often perceived as a dichotomous and special decision to leave or stay. Mobility
researchers have their own unique set of tools, concepts, and often fascinating and stra-
tegic research sites and questions they can bring to bear on these much broader questions
and literatures. How do emotions and cognitive biases influence the decisions of potential
migrants? How does the real-life context where the decision is made influence migration
outcomes?

As others (Czaika 2015; Schewel 2015; Van der Velde and van Naerssen 2015b) have
recently noted, the mobility decision has to be examined in a way that also takes into
account those who stay—at least for the moment. Schewel (2015, 28) notes: ‘Research on
migration aspirations needs to be expanded even further to include the broader life aspira-
tions, hopes, and motivations that contribute to the particular aspirations to migrate or stay’.
As a way forward, we suggest deepening a research agenda focusing on all the phases of
migration ‘decision-making’, especially exploring the insight that, to a large extent, ‘the
future’ shapes our present as much, or possibly more, than ‘the past’ (e.g. Newby-Clark
and Ross 2003; Schacter and Addis 2007; Suddendorf and Corballis 2007; Seligman et al.
2013). A natural and necessary next step is to combine the results from recent psychological
and cognitive science research related to human decision-making and test the hypothesis of
the crucial role of imagination and prospective thinking with real-life populations, some of
whom, but not necessarily all, may later become migrants.
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Extending the scope of migration research to examining a wider population imagining
possible mobile or immobile futures can increase our understanding of various highly
topical migration phenomena. Could the differences in the imagined alternative futures
and the processes involved in making the decision unveil the mystery of who decides to
migrate and who chooses to stay? We believe that a thorough examination of this
process, admittedly requiring creative research designs and methods, can add a new
dimension to our understanding of why some people move, while others, in comparable
situations, do not. This is a social as much as a psychological or cognitive process in ways
that are, in reality, impossible to disentangle.

Notes

1. Fawcett also provides a valuable overview of key texts in migration psychology prior to 1985.
2. For empirically based, yet popularly written books on how we make choices see Iyengar (2010),

are predictably irrational see Ariely (2008), how mistakes of reasoning rule our minds see Piat-
telli-Palmarini (1994), how to nudge people into making decisions see Thaler and Sunstein
(2009), and how we perceive time see Hammond (2013).

Acknowledgements

An Academy of Finland grant and the ASLA-Fulbright Programme (2010) made it possible for Dr.
Koikkalainen to stay as a visiting graduate student at University of California, Davis. David Kyle has
received support from the Managing Migration Cluster, Interdisciplinary Frontiers in Humanities
and Arts at UC Davis.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the authors.

Funding

This work was supported by the Academy of Finland, grant number [124451] and the ASLA-Fulb-
right Programme (2010).

ORCID

Saara Koikkalainen http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0199-2331
David Kyle http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7028-7068

References

Appadurai, A. 1996. Modernity at Large: Cultural Dimensions of Globalization. Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press.

Arango, J. 2000. “Explaining Migration: A Critical View.” International Social Science Journal 52
(165): 283–296.

Ariely, D. 2008. Predictably Irrational. The Hidden Forces That Shape Our Decisions. New York,
NY: HarperCollins Publishers.

Atance, C. M., and D. K. O’Neill. 2001. “Episodic Future Thinking.” Trends in Cognitive Sciences 5
(12): 533–539. doi:10.1016/S1364-6613(00)01804-0.

JOURNAL OF ETHNIC AND MIGRATION STUDIES 771

http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0199-2331
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7028-7068
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S1364-6613(00)01804-0


Bardsley, D. K., and G. J. Hugo. 2010. “Migration and Climate Change: Examining Thresholds of
Change to Guide Effective Adaptation Decision-making.” Population and Environment 32: 238–
262. doi:10.1007/s11111-010-0126-9.

Beach, L. R. 1990. Image Theory: Decision Making in Personal and Organizational Contexts.
New York, NY: Wiley.

Beach, L. R., ed. 1998. Image Theory: Theoretical and Empirical Foundations. Mahwah, NJ:
Erlbaum.

Berry, J. W. 2001. “A Psychology of Immigration.” Journal of Social Issues 57: 615–631. doi:10.1111/
0022-4537.00231.

Boneva, B. S., and I. H. Frieze. 2001. “Toward a Concept of a Migrant Personality.” Journal of Social
Issues 57 (3): 477–491.

Boswell, C., and P. R. Mueser, eds. 2008. “Special Issue: Economics in Migration Research:
Prospects for Disciplinary Integration.” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 34 (4): 519–700.

Brettell, C. B., and J. F. Hollifield. 2008. Migration Theory: Talking Across Disciplines. 2nd ed.
New York, NY: Routledge.

Brown, L. A., and R. L. Sanders. 1981. “Toward a Development Paradigm of Migration, with
Particular Reference to Third World Settings.” In Migration Decision Making. Multidisciplinary
Approaches to Microlevel Studies in Developed and Developing Countries, edited by G. R. De
Jong, and R. W. Gardner, 149–185. New York: Pergamon Press.

Brubaker, R., M. Loveman, and P. Stamatov. 2004. “Ethnicity as Cognition.” Theory and Society 33
(1): 31–64.

Byrne, R. M. J. 2005. The Rational Imagination. How People Create Alternatives to Reality.
Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Carling, J. 2002. “Migration in the Age of Involuntary Immobility: Theoretical Reflections and Cape
Verdean Experiences.” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 28 (1): 5–42. doi:10.1080/
13691830120103912.

Castles, S., H. de Haas, and M. J. Miller. 2014. The Age of Migration. International Population
Movements in the Modern World. 5th ed. Houndsmills, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

Cerulo, K. 2006. Never Saw it Coming. Cultural Challenges to Envisioning the Worst. Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press.

Coe, C. 2012. “Growing Up and Going Abroad: How Ghanaian Children Imagine Transnational
Migration.” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 38 (6): 913–931. doi:10.1080/1369183X.
2012.677173.

Connell, J. 2008. “Niue: Embracing a Culture of Migration.” Journal of Ethnic andMigration Studies
34 (6): 1021–1040. doi:10.1080/13691830802211315.

Czaika, M. 2015. “Migration and Economic Prospects.” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 41
(1): 58–82. doi:10.1080/1369183 X.2014.924848.

Czaika, M., and M. Vothknecht. 2012. “Migration as cause and consequence of aspirations.”Oxford
University International Migration Institute Working papers no. 57, July 2012. DEMIG project
paper no. 13.

Dawes, R. M. 2001. Everyday Irrationality: How Pseudo-scientists, Lunatics, and the Rest of Us
Systematically Fail to Think Rationally. Boulder, CO: Westview Press.

De Jong, G. F. 2000. “Expectations, Gender, and Norms in Migration Decision-making.” Population
Studies 54: 307–319.

De Jong, G. F., and J. T. Fawcett. 1981. “Motivations for Migration: An Assessment and a Value-
expectancy Research Model.” In Migration Decision Making. Multidisciplinary Approaches to
Microlevel Studies in Developed and Developing Countries, edited by G. R. De Jong, and R. W.
Gardner, 13–58. New York, NY: Pergamon Press.

De Jong, G. F., and R. W. Gardner, eds. 1981. Migration Decision Making. Multidisciplinary
Approaches to Microlevel Studies in Developed and Developing Countries. Pergamon Policy
Studies. New York, NY: Pergamon Press.

Dunn, E. W., N. D. Forrin, and C. E. Ashton-James. 2009. “On the Excessive Rationality of the
Emotional Imagination: A two-Systems Account of Affective Forecasts and Experiences.” In

772 S. KOIKKALAINEN AND D. KYLE

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11111-010-0126-9
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/0022-4537.00231
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/0022-4537.00231
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13691830120103912
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13691830120103912
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2012.677173
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2012.677173
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13691830802211315
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/1369183%20X.2014.924848


The Handbook of Imagination and Mental Simulation, edited by K. D. Markman, W. M. P. Klein,
and J. A. Suhr, 331–346. New York, NY: Psychology Press.

Epstein, G. 2008. “Herd and Network Effects in Migration Decision-making.” Journal of Ethnic and
Migration Studies 34 (4): 567–583. doi:10.1080/13691830801961597.

Faist, T. 2000. The Volume and Dynamics of International Migration and Transnational Social
Spaces. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Fawcett, J. T. 1985. “Migration Psychology: New Behavioral Models.” Population and Environment
8 (1–2): 5–14.

Forgas, J. P. 2009. “Affective Influences on Attitudes and Judgments.” In Handbook of Affective
Sciences, edited by R. J. Davidson, K. R. Scherer, and H. H. Goldsmith, 596–518. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.

Frieze, I. H., and M. Li. 2010. “Mobility and Personality.” In The Psychology of Global Mobility,
edited by S. C. Carr, 87–103. New York, NY: International and Cultural Psychology Series,
doi:10.1007/978-1-4419-6208-9_5, C Springer Science+Business Media.

Galotti, K. M. 2007. “Decision Structuring in Important Real-Life Choices.” Psychological Science 18
(4): 320–325.

Gardner, R. W. 1981. “Macrolevel Influences on the Migration Decision Process.” In Migration
Decision Making. Multidisciplinary Approaches to Microlevel Studies in Developed and Developing
Countries, edited by G. R. De Jong and R. W. Gardner, 59–89. New York, NY: Pergamon Press.

Gärling, T., and R. G. Golledge. 2002. “Cognitive Mapping and Spatial Decision-making.” In
Cognitive Mapping. Past, present and future, edited by R. Kitchin and S. Freundschuh, 44–65.
New York, NY: Routledge.

Gereke, J. 2015. “The “Fortuna Heuristic” and Risk (Mis-)Perceptions Among Potential and
Prospective Thai Migrants.” Paper presented at the international meeting on experimental
and behavioral sciences (IMEBESS), Toulouse, April 15.

Goldin, I., G. Cameron, and M. Balajaran. 2011. Exceptional People. How Migration Shaped our
World and Will Define Our Future. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Golledge, R. G. 1980. “A Behavioral View of mobility and Migration Research.” Professional
Geographer 32 (1): 14–21. doi:10.1111/j.0033-0124.1980.00014.x.

Griffin, D. 1988. “Intuitive Judgment and the Evaluation of Evidence.” In Enhancing Human
Performance: Background Papers, Issues of Theory and Methodology, Committee on
Techniques for the Enhancement of Human Performance, National Research Council, 99–
148. Washington, DC: The National Academies Press. http://books.nap.edu/catalog.php?
record_id=779#toc.

de Haas, H. 2011. “The Determinants of International Migration. Conceptualizing Policy, Origin
and Destination Effects.” Oxford University International Migration Institute Working
Papers, no. 32, April 2012. DEMIG project paper no. 2.

Hagan, J. M. 2008. Migration Miracle: Faith, Hope, and Meaning on the Undocumented Journey.
London: Harvard University Press.

Halfacree, K. H. 2004. “A Utopian Imagination in Migration’s Terra Incognita? Acknowledging
the Noneconomic Worlds of Migration Decision-making.” Population, Space and Place 10:
239–253.

Halfacree, K. H., and P. J. Boyle. 1993. “The Challenge Facing Migration Research: The Case for a
Biographical Approach.” Progress in Human Geography 17: 333–348.

Hamilton Krieger, L. 1995. “The Content of Our Categories: A Cognitive Bias Approach to
Discrimination and Equal Employment Opportunity.” Stanford Law Review 47 (6): 1161–
1248. http://www.jstor.org/stable/1229191

Hammond, C. 2013. Time Warped: Unlocking the Mysteries of Time Perception. New York, NY:
Harper Perennial.

Hastie, R., and R. M. Dawes. 2010. Rational Choice in an Uncertain World: The Psychology of
Judgement and Decision Making. 2nd ed. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

Haug, S. 2008. “Migration Networks and Migration Decision-making.” Journal of Ethnic and
Migration Studies 34 (4): 585–605.

JOURNAL OF ETHNIC AND MIGRATION STUDIES 773

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13691830801961597
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4419-6208-9_5
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.0033-0124.1980.00014.x
http://books.nap.edu/catalog.php?record_id=779#toc
http://books.nap.edu/catalog.php?record_id=779#toc
http://www.jstor.org/stable/1229191


Hedberg, C. 2007. “Direction Sweden: Migration Fields and Cognitive Distances of Finland
Swedes.” Population, Space and Place 13 (6): 455–470.

Hirschman, C., P. Kasinitz, and J. DeWind, eds. 1999. The Handbook of International Migration.
The American Experience. New York, NY: Russel Sage Foundation.

Hunter, L. M. 2005. “Migration and Environmental Hazards.” Population and Environment 26 (4):
273–302. doi:10.1007/s11111-005-3343-x.

Iyengar, S. 2010. The Art of Choosing. New York, NY: Twelve, Hachette Book Group.
Jaeger, D. A., H. Bonin, T. J. Dohmen, A. Falk, D. Huffman, and U. Sunde. 2007. “Direct Evidence

on Risk Attitudes and Migration.” IZA Discussion Paper No. 2655. http://ssrn.com/abstract=
970501

Jokela, M. 2009. “Personality Predicts Migration within and between US States.” Journal of Research
in Personality 43 (1): 79–83.

Kahneman, D., and A. Tversky. 1979. “Prospect Theory: An Analysis of Decision Under Risk.”
Econometrica 47 (2): 263–291. doi:10.1086/298097.

Kahneman, D., and A. Tversky. eds. 2000. Choices, Values, and Frames. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Kitchin, R., and M. Blades. 2002. The Cognition of Geographic Space. New York, NY: I. B. Tauris.
Kley, S. 2011. “Explaining the Stages of Migration Within a Life-course Framework.” European

Sociological Review 27 (4): 469–486. doi:10.1093/esr/jcq020.
Kley, S., and C. H. Mulder. 2010. “Considering, Planning, and Realizing Migration in Early

Adulthood. The Influence of Life-course Events and Perceived Opportunities on Leaving the
City in Germany.” Journal of Housing and the Built Environment 25: 73–94. doi:10.1007/
s10901-009-9167-8.

Kniveton, D., K. Schmidt-Verkerk, C. Smith, and R. Black. 2008. Climate Change and Migration:
Improving Methodologies to Estimate flows. Migration Research Series 33. Geneva: International
Organization for Migration.

Koikkalainen, S. 2013.Making it Abroad. Experiences of Highly Skilled Finns in the European Union
Labour Markets. Acta Universitas Lapponiensis 267. Rovaniemi: Lapland University Press

Kyle, D. 2000. Transnational Peasants: Migrations, Ethnicity, and Networks in Andean Ecuador.
Balitmore: Johns Hopkins University Press.

Kyle, D. J., and R. Goldstein. 2011. “Migration Industries: A Comparison of the Ecuador-US and
Ecuador-Spain Cases.” EU-US Immigration Systems 2011/15, Robert Schuman Centre for
Advanced Studies, San Domenico di Fiesole (FI): European University Institute.

Kyle, D. J., and S. Koikkalainen. 2011. "Cognitive Migration: The Role of Mental Simulation in the
(Hot) Cultural Cognition of Migration Decisions." Working Paper, Cognition and Culture
Workshop, London School of Economics. http://www.cognitionandculture.net/workshops/
social-decisions/788-cognitive-migration.

Lee, Y.-T., and V. Ottat. 2002. “Attitudes Toward U.S. Immigration Policy: The Roles of In-group-
out-group Bias, Economic Concern, and Obedience to Law.” The Journal of Social Psychology 142
(5): 617–634.

Loewenstein, G. A., and J. S. Lerner. 2009. “The Role of Affect in Decision Making.” InHandbook of
Affective Sciences, edited by R. J. Davidson, K. R. Scherer, and H. H. Goldsmith, 619–642. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.

Markman, K. D., W. M. P. Klein, and J. A. Suhr. 2009. “Overview.” InHandbook of Imagination and
Mental Simulation, edited by K. D. Markman, and W. M. P. Klein, vii–xxvi. New York, NY:
Psychology Press.

Massey, D. S., J. Arango, G. Hugo, A. Kouaouci, A. Pellegrino, and E. Taylor. 1993. “Theories of
International Migration: A Review and Appraisal.” Population and Development Review 19
(3): 431–466.

McHugh, K. E. 1984. “Explaining Migration Intentions and Destination Selection.” Professional
Geographer 36 (3): 315–325.

Newby-Clark, I. R., and M. Ross. 2003. “Conceiving the Past and Future.” Personal and Social
Psychology Bulletin 29 (7): 807–818. doi:10.1177/0146167203029007001.

774 S. KOIKKALAINEN AND D. KYLE

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11111-005-3343-x
http://ssrn.com/abstract=970501
http://ssrn.com/abstract=970501
http://dx.doi.org/10.1086/298097
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/esr/jcq020
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10901-009-9167-8
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10901-009-9167-8
http://www.cognitionandculture.net/workshops/social-decisions/788-cognitive-migration
http://www.cognitionandculture.net/workshops/social-decisions/788-cognitive-migration
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0146167203029007001


Piattelli-Palmarini, M. 1994. Inevitable Illusions. How Mistakes of Reasoning Rule Our Minds.
New York, NY: John Wiley and Sons.

Pohl, R. F., ed. 2004. Cognitive Illusions. A Handbook on Fallacies and Biases in Thinking, Judgment
and Memory. New York: Psychology Press, Taylor and Francis Group.

Polek, E. 2007. “Attachment in Cultural Context. Differences in Attachment Between Eastern and
Western Europeans and the Role of Attachment Styles in Eastern European Migrants’
Adjustment.” Doctoral dissertation, Rijksuniversiteit Groningen.

Quinn, M. A. 2006. “Relative Deprivation, Wage Differentials and Mexican Migration.” Review of
Development Economics 10: 135–153. doi:10.1111/j.1467-9361.2005.00306.x.

Reskin, B. 2000. “The Proximate Causes of Employment Discrimination.” Contemporary Sociology
29 (2): 319–328. http://www.jstor.org/stable/2654387

Rubin, M., S. Paolini, and R. J. Crisp. 2010. “A Processing Fluency Explanation of Bias Against
Migrants.” Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 46: 21–28.

Rydgren, J. 2007. “The Power of the Past: A Contribution to a Cognitive Sociology of Ethnic
Conflict.” Sociological Theory 25 (3): 225–244.

Samuelson, W., and R. Zeckhauser. 1988. “Status Quo Bias in DecisionMaking.” Journal of Risk and
Uncertainty 1: 7–59.

Schacter, D. L., and D. R. Addis. 2007. “The Ghosts of Past and Future: A Memory that Works by
Piecing Together Bits of the Past may be Better Suited to Simulating Future Events than One that
Is a Store of Perfect Records.” Nature 445: 27. doi:10.1038/445027a

Schewel, K. 2015. “Understanding the Aspiration to Stay.” Oxford University International
Migration Institute Working papers, no. 107, January 2015. Also published as COMPAS
Working Paper 119.

Seligman, M. E. P., P. Railton, R. F. Baumeister, and C. Sripada. 2013. “Navigating into the Future or
Driven by the Past.” Perspectives on Psychological Sciences 8 (2): 119–141. doi:10.1177/
1745691612474317.

Smith, D. P., and R. King, eds. 2012. “Special Issue: Re-making Migration Theory: Transitions,
Intersections and Cross-fertilisations.” Population, Space and Place 18 (2): i–ii, 127–224.
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/psp.v18.2/issuetoc

Stark, O. 2006. “Inequality and Migration: A Behavioral Link.” Economics Letters 91 (1): 146–152.
doi:10.1016/j.econlet.2005.09.015.

Suddendorf, T., and J. Busby. 2005. “Making Decisions with the Future in Mind: Developmental
and Comparative Identification of Mental Time Travel.” Learning and Motivation 36: 110–
125. doi:10.1016/j.lmot.2005.02.010.

Suddendorf, T., and M. C. Corballis. 2007. “The Evolution of Foresight: What is Mental Time
Travel, and Is it Unique to Humans?” Behavioral and Brain Sciences 30: 299–313.

Szpunar, K. K. 2010. “Episodic Future Thought: An Emerging Concept.” Perspectives on Psychological
Science 5: 142–162.

Szpunar, K. K., and K. B. McDermott. 2008. “Episodic Future Thought and Its Relation to
Remembering: Evidence from Ratings of Subjective Experience.” Consciousness and Cognition
17: 330–334.

Teo, S. Y. 2003. “Dreaming Inside a Walled City: Imagination, Gender and the Roots of
Immigration.” Asian and Pacific Migration Journal 12 (4): 411–438.

Thaler, R. H., and C. R. Sunstein. 2009. Nudge. Improving Decisions about Health, Wealth, and
Happiness. Revised and expanded edition. London: Penguin Books.

Thorsen, D. 2010. “The Place of Migration in Girl’s Imagination.” Journal of Comparative Family
Studies 41 (2): 265–280.

Ullah, A. K. M. A. 2010. Rationalizing Migration Decisions. Labour Migrants in East and South-East
Asia. Aldershot: Ashgate Publishing.

Van Boven, L., J. Kane, and P. McGraw. 2009. “Temporally Asymmetric Constraints on Mental
Simulation: Retrospection Is more Constrained than Prospection.” In The Handbook of
Imagination and Mental Simulation, edited by K. D. Markman, W. M. P. Klein, and J. A.
Suhr, 131–150. New York, NY: Psychology Press.

JOURNAL OF ETHNIC AND MIGRATION STUDIES 775

http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9361.2005.00306.x
http://www.jstor.org/stable/2654387
http://dx.doi.org/10.1038/445027a
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1745691612474317
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1745691612474317
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/psp.v18.2/issuetoc
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.econlet.2005.09.015
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.lmot.2005.02.010


Van der Velde, M., and T. van Naerssen. 2011. “People, Borders, Trajectories: An Approach to
Cross-Border Mobility and Immobility in and to the European Union.” Area 43 (2): 218–224.

Van der Velde, M., and T. van Naerssen. 2015a. “The Threshold Approach Revisited.” In Mobility
and Migration Choices. Thresholds to Crossing Borders, edited by M. Van der Velde and T. van
Naerssen, 267–275. Farnham: Ashgate.

Van der Velde, M., and T. van Naerssen, eds. 2015b.Mobility and Migration Choices. Thresholds to
Crossing Borders. Farnham: Ashgate.

Von Reichert, C. 2006. “Community Evaluations and Migration Intentions. The Role of Attraction
and Aversion to Place on the Northern Great Plains.” In Population Change and Rural Society,
edited by W. A. Kandel and D. L. Brown, 333–356. Dordrecht: Springer.

White, S. 1980. “A Philosophical Dichotomy in Migration Research.” Professional Geographer 32:
6–13.

Williams, A. M., and V. Baláž. 2012. “Migration, Risk, and Uncertainty: Theoretical Perspectives.”
Population, Space and Place 18 (2): 167–180.

Zerubavel, E. 1999. Social Mindscapes. An Invitation to Cognitive Sociology. Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press.

776 S. KOIKKALAINEN AND D. KYLE


	Abstract
	Introduction
	Migration research and cognitive social sciences: existing linkages
	Imagining possible futures in relation to ‘the future’
	Cognitive migration and the phases of becoming mobile
	The process of making the decision to migrate
	Conclusion: imagining a way forward
	Notes
	Acknowledgements
	Disclosure statement
	Funding
	ORCID
	References

