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INTRODUCTION 

Migrat ion of human populations is genera l ly recognized as an integral part 

of the process of socio-economic development. I t ensures the mobi l i ty of labor 

and i t s associated human cap i ta l between regions and occupations. In a competi-

t i v e economy, migration serves as an adjustment in fac tor markets to bring fac tor 

markets in d i f f e r e n t geographical areas into equi l ibr ium. No genera l ly accepted 

typology of migration flows e x i s t s , but for the purposes of t h i s paper, con-

temporary Af r i can migration flows w i l l be c l a s s i f i e d in temporal and spa t i a l 

dimensions. Sn the temporal dimension, Afr ican migrations include a) seasonal 

migrat ion, b) short-term migration for a period of two to f i v e years and 

c) long-term or permanent migrat ions. S p a t i a l l y , migrations may be rura l to 

r u r a l , rural to urban, urban to r u r a l , or urban to urban. 

The r e l a t i v e importance of each of these types of migration in A f r i c a has 

var ied h i s t o r i c a l l y . Seasonal migration between rural areas is important in 

areas of A f r i c a with a pronounced dry season. For example, in the savannah 

region of West A f r i c a , seasonal migrants leave home a t the end of harvest to 

work in the t ree crop zone of the south, returning again at the beginning of 
I / 

the next growing season.— 

Short-term migration between rural and urban areas has h i s t o r i c a l l y been 

important throughout A f r i ca during the co lon ia l per iod. Typ i ca l l y men migrated 

from t h e i r v i l l a g e for a period of two to f i v e years to work in mines, planta-

t ions and f a c t o r i e s , sometimes at considerable distances from t h e i r home area. 

j-y— 
— Beais and Menezes L19701 have analyzed the seasonal migration stream in 

Ghana. Using an inter-regional programming model they demonstrate the ro le of 
seasonal migrat ion in augmenting incomes of farmers of the savannah zone in the 
dry season and overcoming peak labor demands in t r ee crop zones. 



Often men would make such a t r i p several times during t h e i r l i f e t ime g iv ing 
2/ 

r i s e to a " c i r c u l a r " pattern of migration.— With increasing unemployment, 

the competition of a growing body of school leavers , and the c los ing of 

in ternat iona l boundaries, the short-term migrant has gradual ly phased into 

a permanent migrant who e i t he r has a wage job and w i l l not r i sk g iv ing i t 

up to return to the v i l l a g e or who is self-employed in the urban smal l-scale 

sector in the hope of obtaining a wage job.—^ Associated with t h i s s h i f t 

to permanent migration has been an increasing tendency for migrants to 

br ing wives and family to town. 

Largely because of the predominance at ta ined by more permanent streams of 

rura l to urban migrants in recent years , Afr ican nations are experiencing 

rapid rates of urbanization accompanied by ser ious problems of urban 
4/ 

unemployment.— There is a widespread concern tha t the rates of rura l-

urban migration should be slowed, but l i t t l e agreement on appropriate 

po l i cy measures. Pa r t of t h i s disagreement a r i ses out of the lack of an 

adequate understanding of the migration process for economic pol icy 

formulat ion. 

Unt i l recent ly migration research in A f r i ca has been almost exc lus i ve l y 

the domain of anthropologists , soc io log i s t s and geographers. This research 

has y ie lded a large body of knowledge of the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of migrants 

and the migration process, but l i t t l e information on the economic fac tors a f f e c t i ng 
27 
- T h i s type of migration has probably been more important in A f r i c a than 

other regions pa r t l y because of freedom to move across co lonia l boundaries and 
pa r t l y because the communal land tenure system allowed r e l a t i v e f j © x i b i l i t y 
in leaving v i l l a g e s and returning again. 

3/ 
- C i r c u l a r streams of migration are s t i l l common in Southern A f r i c a 

as for example, between Malawi and South A f r i c a . 
—^Urban growth rates in A f r i ca are among the highest in the world. 

Frank [1971U from a sample of 23 c i t i e s est imates an average growth rate 
of 7 percent annual ly , with several c i t i e s having growth rates in excess 
of 10 percent. 



migrat ion. In p a r t i c u l a r , there is l i t t l e knowledge of the e f f e c t on migration 

of the fo l lowing: a) investment in educat ion, b) urban minimum wage l e g i s l a t i o n , 

c) s t r a t eg i es to promote smal l-scale indust r ies in rura l and urban areas, d) 

increasing rural employment through increased working hours, increased labor 

force pa r t i c i pa t i on or increased p roduc t i v i t y , e ) increasing the information 

a va i l ab l e in rural areas on urban employment opportuni t ies and f ) ag r i cu l tu ra l 

p o l i c i e s such as marketing board taxes. Even less research has been conducted 

on the impl icat ions of migration for economic development in both rural and 

urban areas. 

I t i s the aim of t h i s paper to c r i t i c a l l y review the present knowledge 

of Af r i can rural-urban migrat ion and suggest future d i rec t ions for improved 

theory and methodology for economic research on migrat ion. The focus of the 

paper w i l l be on reviewing the recent l i t e r a t u r e , ( p a r t i c u l a r l y s ince indepen-

dence) on rural-urban migrat ion from an economist 's perspect ive . E a r l i e r 

reviews by Elkan [1967] , Gugler [1968, 1969], Panofsky [1963], and Hutton [1970b] 

have adequately covered the short-term labor migrat ion c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of 

, • • ^ 5/ e a r l l e r periods.— 

MIGRANTS AND THE MIGRATION PROCESS 

Cha rac t e r i s t i c s of Migrants 

Migrat ion i s a s e l e c t i v e process in the sense tha t migrants genera l ly 

have demographic, educational and economic c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s which d is t ingu ish 

them from t h e i r population of o r i g i n . I t i s t h i s s e l e c t i v i t y which forms the 

bas is fo r analyzing the determinants of migrat ion. In A f r i c a , our knowledge 

of the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of migrants is dominated by the work of Caldwell [1969] 

5/ 
- I t is not the intent ion to d i s c r e d i t the importance of the other main 

types of migrat ion, both seasonal and long-term. However, adequate treatment 
of t h i s t op i c is beyond the scope of t h i s paper. 



who surveyed 14,000 persons in both rural and urban areas of Ghana. In 

add i t ion , surveys by numerous other authors provide a good coverage of these 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s in other parts of A f r i c a . 

Demographic Cha rac t e r i s t i c s : Ea r l y studies of Afr ican migration have 

noted the high proportion of men in the rural-urban migration streams. In 

recent t imes, however, the proportion of women in the migration stream has 

increased and, in f a c t , Caldwell [19691 f inds that women comprise almost ha l f 

of rural-urban migrants in Ghana. 

I nva r i ab l y , the average Af r i can migrant is young. In Ghana, the highest 

propensity to migrate occurs in the 15-19 year age category [Caldwel l 19691!. 

Rempel [1970]] notes a peak for the 20-25 age group in Kenya whi le Callaway 

[1967]] est imates tha t three quarters of the migrants to Ibadan are school 

leavers between 15 and 25 years of age. In f a c t , both Caldwell [19691 in 

Ghana and Ominde [1967] in Kenya f ind evidence tha t a f t e r the age of 45 the 

number of returning migrants exceeds the number of out-migrants from rural areas. 

Educational Cha rac t e r i s t i c s : Studies of rural to urban migrants consis-

t en t l y show a pos i t i v e assoc iat ion between education and the propensity to 

migrate. The Ghanaian survey revealed that 65 percent of respondents with no 

education had never migrated or did not intend to migrate, compared to 17 per-

cent for those respondents with some secondary schooling [Caldwel l 1969]. 

S im i l a r resu l t s are obtained by Rempel [1970] in Kenya. Sabot [1972] in 

Tanzania provides the most comprehensive ana lys i s of the re la t ionsh ips between 

education and migrat ion. Not only do Sabot1s resu l t s reveal the higher pro-

pensity to migrate of educated persons but a lso tha t t h i s s e l e c t i v i t y has 

increased over time with secondary school leavers forming a higher proportion 
of to ta l rural-urban migrants. 

— Thomas [1970] in a review of La t in American rural to urban migration 
reports tha t women are more important than men in rural-urban migration although 
he gives no apparent reason. 



Economic Cha ra c t e r i s t i c s : Su rpr i s ing l y l i t t l e data ex i s t s on the income 

and wealth s ta tus of rural households from which migrants o r i g i na t e . Many 

authors have interpreted the high out-migration from densely populated regions 

to mean tha t migrants o r ig ina te from poor households [E lkan 196013. S ign i-

f i c a n t l y however, Caldwell [1969] f inds tha t rural-urban migrants in Ghana tend 

to o r ig ina te in households of above average weal th. Unfortunate ly , he was not 

able to i so l a te the e f f e c t of more wealthy households on education of house-

hold members and hence, the propensity to migrate. A l t e r n a t i v e l y , i t is 

poss ib le tha t the higher income may be the r e su l t of remittances of migrants 

from urban areas. 

When migrants are c l a s s i f i e d by occupation p r i o r to migrat ion, over ha l f 

are found to be school leavers without any previous occupation [Rempel 1970 

and Callaway 1967]. The remainder are made up of farmers and self-employed 

craftsmen with the s k i l l - l e v e l of craftsmen apparently having l i t t l e e f f e c t 

on the propensity to migrate [Caldwel l 1969]. 

The Process of Rural to Urban Migrat ion 

A large number of rural-urban migrants are school leavers who depart 

w i th in a year a f t e r f i n i sh ing school. Many have v i s i t e d the c i t y prev ious ly 

but t h e i r choice of dest inat ion is la rge ly inf Iuenced by the presence of 

r e l a t i v e s and f r iends already in town [Caldwel l 1969, Hutton 1970 and Rempei 

1970]. General ly these r e l a t i v e s and f r iends w i l l ac t as a source of support 

whi le searching for a job. in some cases these extended family re la t ionsh ips 

are being replaced by k in or tr ibe-based voluntary assoc ia t ions [ L i t t l e 1965]. 

The rate of migration almost always dec l ines with the d i s tance of the 

urban area from the rural area of o r i g i n . There i s evidence tha t many migrants 

fol low a step migrat ion pa t te rn ; f i r s t migrat ing to the nearest town and then 



l a t e r to a larger urban area.-7 ' However, the distance migrated genera l ly 

increases with the level of education with the most educated migrants often 

being drawn to the cap i ta l c i t y . 

Largely because of the communal land tenure system, an Afr ican genera l ly 

has c la im to h is land even when res id ing in the c i t y . For t h i s reason, a 

migrant w i l l often re ta in c lose t i e s with h is v i l l a g e through frequent v i s i t s 

and remittances of cash and g i f t s . Furthermore, the high rate of return migra-

t ion a f t e r the age of 45,noted above, may mean tha t many migrants r e t i r e in 

t h e i r home area [Caldwel l 1969], Studies of rural-urban migration have not 

genera l ly considered t h i s reverse urban-rural f low. Probably many young migrants 

who f a i l to obtain a c i t y job a lso return home, but the s ign i f i cance of t h i s 

flow needs to be fur ther researched. 

DETERMINANTS OF RURAL-URBAN MIGRATION 

Most s tudies of migration in A f r i c a and other regions have concluded 

that economic motives are the primary determinant of the quant i ty and d i rec t ion 
8/ 

of migration flows.— In A f r i c a t h i s conclusion has often been reached through 

responses to such questions as; "why did you migrate" . The respondents have 

near ly always stressed economic motives such as higher incomes and bet te r 

employment opportuni t ies ( e . g . Caldwell 1969). Although es tab I i sh ing economic 

fac tors rather than soc ia l fac tors as centra l to the migration dec is ion, t h i s 

approach i s l imi ted in expla in ing the d i r ec t ion and rates of migration flows 

and in i so l a t i ng the re levant economic va r i ab les in the decis ion to migrate. 

Other authors have t r i e d to c l a s s i f y economic fac tors into "push" and 

" p u l l " f a c to r s . For example, Elkan [ I 9 6 0 ] has mentioned "push" fac tors 

- S e e , fo r example, Co l l i n s [1952] study in S i e r r a Leone and Gregory 's 
[1971] study in Upper Vo l ta . 

8/ 
— For example, s im i l a r f indings are reported in extensive reviews of Lat in 

American migration studies by Thomas [1970] and U.S . rural-urban migration studies 
by McDonald [1971]. 



associated with high population dens i t i es as determining rura l areas of out 

migrat ion. Likewise high urban wage ra tes " p u l l " migrants to the c i t y . These 

concepts a re , of course, the equiva lent of the f am i l i a r economic concepts of 

supply and demand but problems a r i s e in t h e i r use when attempts are made 

to categor ize determinants of migration as e i t h e r push or pu l l fac tors 

without recognizing tha t both are important. 

More recent ly with the i n te res t of economists in migrat ion, a few 

attempts have been made to quan t i t a t i v e l y assess the impact of economic 

va r i ab les on migration in A f r i c a . Bea l s , Levy and Moses [1967] using 

Ghanaian census data, regressed inter-regional migration on several va r i ab les 

such as per cap i ta income, d is tance, education and urbanizat ion for both 

the sending region and the rece iv ing region. The i r f indings suggest tha t 

migrat ion i s p o s i t i v e l y e l a s t i c with respect to regional per cap i ta income 

d i f f e r e n t i a l s and the degree of urbanizat ion. However, education had a small 

but s i g n i f i c a n t negat ive e f f e c t on migration which the authors were unable 

to exp la in . 

Using s im i l a r techniques Mabogunje [1970] has analyzed inter-regional 

migration in N iger ia using the 1953 data. His f indings suggest a negative 

e f f e c t of income d i f f e r e n t i a l s on migration and a pos i t i v e e f f e c t of educat ion. 

L ikewise, Sabot [1971] attempted to analyze rura l to urban migration in 

Tanzania using census data. The regression equations genera l ly gave poor 

explanatory power although rural-urban d i f fe rences in per cap i ta income some-

times had a s i g n i f i c a n t e f f e c t . Given the general inconclusiveness of these 

r e su l t s , the highly aggregative nature of the data, and s t a t i s t i c a l problems 

in using regression techniques, great caution must be exerc ised in in te r-

pret ing the important economic fac tors bearing on migration from analyses of 

A f r i can census data. 



The Rural-Urban Income D i f f e r en t i a ! 

Pa r t of the d i f f i c u l t y in studying economic fac tors a f f ec t ing rural-urban 

migration a r i ses from theore t i ca l problems in measuring the re levant rura l-

urban income d i f f e r e n t i a l because of problems in a) measurement of the re levant 

rural income, b) measurement of the re levant urban income and c) comparing the 

two incomes. 

Rural Incomes: Knight LI972U explores some of the problems in measuring 

rural incomes. He shows that the re levant measure of a migrant 's opportunity 

cost va r i es according to a) the household income sharing behavior and b) the 

agrar ian system. For example, Knight [1972] shows tha t whether the supply 

pr i ce of a potent ia l migrant is h is average or marginal p roduct i v i t y depends on 

whether the household or indiv idual is the decison maker. L ikewise, i f a 

rural-urban migrant cannot rent or s e l l h is land because of the communal land 

tenure system, h is opportunity cost is the average rather than the marginal 

p roduct i v i t y of labor. 

Urban Income: In urban areas, the measurement of the re levant income 

is complicated by the dual s t ruc ture of the urban labor market. Because 

of i n s t i t u t i o n a l fac tors such as minimum wage l e g i s l a t i o n , workers in the 

large-scale or modern sector genera l ly rece ive a wage rate higher than that 

d ic ta ted by market forces , whi le workersin the smal l-scale sector rece ive a 
9 / 

compet i t ive ly determined wage r a t e . - A l t e rna t i v e l y a worker may be unemployed. 

Todaro [1969] hypothesizes tha t the re levant urban income is the present 

value of expected earnings computed from the p r o b a b i l i t i e s that a migrant 

w i l l rece ive a job in the large-scale or smal l-scale sectors or remain unemployed. 

The p robab i l i t y of obta in ing a job va r i e s with the rate of unemployment. Todaro 

For a more rigorous de f i n i t i on of the smal l-scale and large-scale 
sec tors , see Byer lee and E i cher [S972U. 



a lso considers future earnings in measuring incomes, s ince the p robab i l i t y of 

obta in ing an urban job may vary with the time spent in the city.—'• Johnson 

[1971] has re f ined the Todaro model to include the rate of urban job turnover 

and the rate of c reat ion of new jobs as fac tors a f f e c t i ng the p robab i l i t y of 

obta in ing a job. 

Although the essent ia l elements of the Todaro model of migration have 

been emp i r i ca l l y tested in the U.S . and other developed countr ies , no rigorous 

t e s t i ng of the model has been undertaken in A f r i c a . — ^ Rempel [1970] conducted 

an extensive survey of urban migrants in Kenya as a s p e c i f i c t e s t of the Todaro 

model. Although regression ana lys i s of the data showed "no consistent evidence 

of the importance of a rural-urban expected income d i f f e r e n t i a l as an a t t r a c t i v e 

force to urban centers" [Rempel 1970 p. 109], the study suffered ser ious weak-

nesses such as the exc lus ive emphasis on studying rural-urban migration only in 

the urban area. Sabot [1972] has assembled evidence from Tanzania that the 

educational composition of the rural-urban migrat ion stream has adjusted to 
12/ 

changing employment opportuni t ies in urban a r e a s , — but t h i s did not cons t i tu te 

a r igorous t e s t of the expected income hypothesis. F i n a l l y , Levi [1971] has 

tes ted the Todaro model in S i e r r a Leone,but again, because of poor secondary 

data such as o f f i c i a l l y registered unemployed and use of per cap i ta food produc-

t ion as a proxy for rural incomes, he does not provide an adequate t e s t of the 

mode I . 
— Presumably the p robab i l i t y of obta in ing an urban job increases with the 

time spent a c t i v e l y searching in the c i t y , although there i s no empir ica l 
evidence to support t h i s . 

—^See, fo r example, Bishop [1961] fo r evidence of the s ign i f i c ance of expected 
returns from migrat ion in the U.S . L ikewise, Johnson [1971] f inds the rate of 
growth of nonagr icu I tura I jobs and the rate of unemployment are s i g n i f i c a n t deter-
minants of out migrat ion from ag r i cu l t u r e . In add i t ion , a recent study of Lee 
[1972] in Taiwan has shown a strong re la t ionsh ip between out migration from agr i-
cu l tu re and job opportun i t ies in urban areas. 

12/ 
—- For example, with the increased d i f f i c u l t y of primary school leavers 

obta in ing an urban job, the proportion of primary school leavers in the migrat ion 
stream has decl ined and the proportion of secondary school leavers increased. 



Comparing Rural and Urban Incomes: Even i f measures of rural and urban 

incomes are obtained, there are several d i f f i c u l t i e s in comparing the two. 

F i r s t l y , because there are larger numbers of educated people in urban areas a 

comparison of average rural and urban incomes must adjust for the educational 

composition of the populat ion. Second, the urban worker does not consume a l l 

h is incomes s ince some is shared among the unemployed and remitted to rural 

areas. Th i rd , there are var ious problems of conversion to real incomes where 

pr i ces are higher but soc ia l amenities are more a va i l ab l e in urban areas. 

F i n a l l y , the re levant va r i ab l e is not the actual income d i f f e r e n t i a l but the 

d i f f e r e n t i a l perceived by potent ia l migrants in rural areas. Lack of informa-

t ion on urban employment opportuni t ies may be one reason for d i f fe rences in 

actual and perceived incomes, but the formation of income expectat ions is 

l i k e l y to be a complex in te rac t ion of educat ion, age and asp i ra t ions . 

Despite these numerous problems in measuring rural-urban income d i f f e r e n t i a l s , 

economists have made such comparisons widely in A f r i c a to show that there is a 

s i g n i f i c a n t rural-urban income d i spa r i t y and that i t i s probably widening (e .g . 

Lewis [1967], Frank [1971] and E icher e t . a l . [1970] ) . Genera l l y , secondary data 

on average rural incomes and urban minimum wages are used in these comparisons. 

Knight [1972] has made the most deta i led comparison of rural and urban incomes 

using var ious sources from Ghana. His resu l t s vary considerably depending on 

the source of data used but the rural-urban income d i spa r i t y he observes i s not 

as wide as genera l ly be l ieved . 

Noneconomic Factors in Migrat ion 

Although economic fac tors c l e a r l y are the most important motive in the 

decis ion to migrate, var ious noneconomic motives may a lso a f f e c t migrat ion. 

Economists of ten recognize these fac tors under a category c a l l ed the "psychic 

costs and bene f i t s " but then conveniently ignore them. On the other hand, many 



researchers include some economic fac tors under noneconomic fac tors in the 

decis ion to migrate. 

In A f r i c a the obviously high proportion of school leavers in the migrat ion 

stream has led some observers to suggest tha t education was a f ac to r leading 

to re j ec t ion of ag r i cu l t u r a l pursu i ts ( e .g . Lewis [1967]], Harbison [1967] ) . 

However, economic fac tors may expla in the high incidence of educated migrants 

s ince Beals e t . aj_. [1967] , Todaro [1971a] and Sabot [1972] g ive evidence that 

returns to education are genera l l y very low in rural areas compared with urban 

areas. Furthermore, Hutton [1970], Foster [1968] and McQueen[l969] f ind no 

pre jud ice of school leavers against ag r i cu l t u r a l work when s u f f i c i e n t economic 

incent ives are provided.—^ 

Another"noneconomic" f ac to r widely c i t ed is the tendency to migrate to 

towns where r e l a t i v e s are already present . To the extent tha t r e l a t i v e s 

provide food and housing for new migrants searching fo r a job , t h i s may a lso 

be regarded as an economic f a c to r . However, the primary inf luence of urban 

r e l a t i v e s is l i k e l y to be in providing information on urban jobs . Furthermore 

the migrat ion of many women and ch i ldren may be in order to j o i n t h e i r husbands 

in town rather than for economic motives. 

The dec l ine in migration as the distance between the sending and rece iv ing 

area increases can be pa r t l y explained in terms of economic fac tors such as the 

addi t iona l costs of acquir ing information and of moving. But i t is l i k e l y tha t 

other f a c t o r s , p a r t i c u l a r l y the des i re to remain c lose to home, are more important 

in expla in ing the dec l ine in migrat ion with distance [ B e a l s , Levy and Moses 1967]. 

Noneconomic fac to rs such as family t i e s , suspic ion of c i t y l i f e , e t c . may 

be important in expla in ing the large number of people who do not migrate. Economic 

— Not only has i t been suggested tha t educated migrants r e j e c t ag r i cu l tu re , 
but are a lso a t t r ac ted by excitement of the towns. Again, t h i s "b r igh t l i gh t s " 
theory of migrat ion has genera l l y been refuted by Afr ican s tud ies . 



incent ives may be a necessary condit ion for migration but they w i l l not be a 

s u f f i c i e n t condit ion [M i t che l l 1959]. 

IMPLICATIONS OF MIGRATION FOR ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 

Migrat ion on the sca le tha t ex i s t s in A f r i ca today c l e a r l y is of great 

socio-economic importance. The soc io log ica l e f f e c t s of migration have been 

var ious ly reviewed by Gugler [1968], Gutkind [1969] and Kuper [1965]. I t is 

s u f f i c i e n t for the purposes of t h i s paper to note tha t urbanization in Sub-

saharanAfr ica is reshaping soc ia l and p o l i t i c a l re la t ionsh ips a t a rapid pace. 

In the rural areas, the soc ia l impl icat ions are less well documented. However, 

the f a c t tha t migrants do re ta in t i e s with t h e i r home areas is l i k e l y to ac t as 

a c a t a l y s t for soc ia l change in rural areas. Counterbalancing t h i s is the f a c t 

that a v i l l a g e experiencing high rates of out migration w i l l be l e f t with an 

o lder , poorly educated population less recept ive to change. 

in economic development, migration f a c i l i t a t e s the mobi l i ty of labor and 

e f f i c i e n t a l l o ca t i on of labor over regions. As such, the process of economic 

growth w i l l be acce lerated by removal of r e s t r i c t i o n s on migrat ion. Mabogunje 

[1970] argues for a land po l i cy in Niger ia tha t w i l l read i l y encourage the free 

flow of labor and co lonizat ion of new lands. Likewise E icher e t . aj_. [1970] 

a lso notes the need for removal of p o l i t i c a l and e thn ic ba r r i e r s to migrat ion, 

p a r t i c u l a r l y rura l to rural migrat ion. 

The view tha t f ree movement of labor from rural to urban areas w i l l 

maximize soc ia l we l f a re , is complicated by the existence of several fac tors in 

the Af r i can s i t ua t i on which have impl icat ions in formulation of a migration 

p o l i c y . These include a) d i s to r t i ons in the fac tor markets, b) the t r ans fe r 

of cap i ta l associated with migration and c) e x t e r n a l i t i e s associated with 

migrat ion. 



Dis tor t ions in Factor Markets 

Economists have argued tha t var ious p r i ce d i s to r t i ons such as high urban 

wage rates and ag r i cu l tu ra l export taxes have a r t i f i c i a l l y increased the rura l-

urban income gap resu l t ing in a premature exodus from the land and high urban 

unemployment r a t e s . — Because of these d i s to r t i ons the p r i va te and soc ia l 

returns to migration are not equal and government act ion is required to reverse 

the e f f e c t s . 

C lear l y a more adequate theory of migration is required before the impli-

cat ions of migrat ion for rural and urban development and po l i cy formulation can 

be explored. Given a theory of migration some of the wel fare e f f e c t s of migra-

t i on can be der ived. In p a r t i c u l a r , Har r i s and Todaro [1970] use the Todaro 

[1969] model of migration to show that as long as urban wage rates are se t 

i n s t i t u t i o n a l l y a t a higher rate than d ic ta ted by market forces , urban unemploy-

ment w i l l e x i s t even in equ i l ibr ium. There w i l l a l so be a loss in t o t a l output 

i f the marginal p roduc t i v i t y of labor in ag r i cu l tu re i s pos i t i v e . Ha r r i s and 

Todaro show tha t p o l i c i e s to decrease urban unemployment by increasing urban 

employment w i l l be f rus t ra ted by the in f lux of new migrants from rural areas 

and government p o l i c i e s should, the re fo re , be d i rec ted toward increasing rural 

incomes. Moreover, the shadow wage rate in urban areas should recognize the 

loss of ag r i cu l t u r a l output resu l t ing from induced migrat ion. 

While the Harris-Todaro model ra i ses important questions about p o l i c i e s 

toward migration and urban unemployment, i t su f f e r s from several weaknesses. 

In p a r t i c u l a r , Byer lee [1971] shows t ha t , w i th in the assumptions of the model, 

an increase in ag r i cu l tu ra l output i s l i k e l y to increase migration out of 

—^See Idachaba [1972] for a theo re t i ca l and empir ica l ana lys i s of the 
e f f e c t s of ag r i cu l t u r a l marketing board taxes on labor use in ag r i cu l t u r e . 



agr i cu l tu re s ince with the economy assumed closed, a g r i c u l t u r e ' s terms of 

t rade f a l l whi le the urban wage rate is i n s t i t u t i o n a l l y f ixed. Furthermore, 

the conclusions of the Har r i s and Todaro ana lys i s a re ,o f course, only as 
15/ 

good as the migration model on which i t is based .— As noted above, there is 

l i t t l e conclusive evidence on the e l a s t i c i t y of rural-urban migration with 

respect to wages and employment in the modern large-scale sec tor . 

The Harris-Todaro model analyzes the possible wel fare impl icat ions of 

migration resu l t ing from only one pr ice d i s to r t ion—an i n s t i t u t i o n a l l y deter-

mined wage ra te . Brannon and Anschel [1970] note other market imperfections which 

may r e su l t in divergence of the p r i va te and soc ia l benef i t s of migrat ion. 

F i r s t , a potent ia l migrant lacks per fec t information of urban labor markets. 

Furthermore, the unemployed migrant may depend on c i t y r e l a t i v e s for support 

and to the extent t ha t t h i s reduces the savings of urban workers, the i nves t ib l e 

surplus i s reduced. F i n a l l y , the pr i ce of food in urban areas may be increased 

by the addi t iona l demands of new migrants and the resu l t ing i n f l a t i o n may fur ther 

d i s t o r t p r i ces . The empir ical relevance of these e f f e c t s in A f r i c a remains to 

be tes ted . 

Migrat ion as a Capita l Transfer 

The highly s e l e c t i v e nature of rural-urban migration with respect to 

education ind icates tha t migration involves not only a t r ans fe r of labor but 

a lso a considerable t r ans f e r of cap i ta l from rura l to urban areas .—^ Given 

that education represents a s i g n i f i c a n t proportion of investment of rura l 

— Byer lee [1971] has explored some of the dynamic e f f e c t s of increased 
urban employment and wages on migrat ion which are not considered in the Harr is-
Todaro model. In p a r t i c u l a r , increased urban employment and wages increase food 
consumption which pa r t l y o f f s e t s the in f lux of migrants. 

—^That education is regarded as investment by rural people i s demonstrated 
by Sabot [1972] who notes a 12 percent dec l ine in primary school enrol lment in 
Tanzania in response to growing unemployment of school leavers . 



households, the cur ren t l y high proportion of unemployed school leavers in urban 

areas may represent a misa l loca t ion of resources away from ag r i cu l tu ra l production. 

Furthermore, because of the emphasis on education as a c r i t e r i o n for modern sector 

j obs , even of low s k i l l requirements [Sabot 1972], the p r i va te returns to migra-

t i o n are l i k e l y to be higher than the soc i a l returns, r esu l t ing in overinvestment 
I 8/ in education and fur ther out migrat ion from agr i cu l tu re [ Be r r y 1970] .— 

Countering the t r ans f e r of savings from agr i cu l tu re through migration of 

educated youth, is the remittance of urban migrants to t h e i r home areas. This 

p r a c t i c e is widespread throughout A f r i c a , but i t s magnitude is not known. Pre-

l iminary evidence from Kenya and Tanzania ind icates tha t as much as 20 to 25 
19/ 

percent of urban incomes are remitted to rural a r e a s . — In large part these 

remittances r e f l e c t the strong t i e s of migrants with t h e i r home area. By 

a l low ing them to maintain r ights to land use and eventua l l y to r e t i r e in 

the v i l l a g e the remittances are a form of soc ia l secur i t y [Gugler 1969]. 

Conceivably cash remittances could have s ign i f i c ance for rura l development 

i f used as short-term working cap i t a l to h i r e labor a t peak seasons or invested 

on a long-term basis in ag r i cu l t u r e . On the other hand, remittances in the 

form of g i f t s of consumer goods w i l l have l i t t l e e f f e c t on the rural economy 2C except as an important means of r ed i s t r i bu t i ng incomes from urban to rural areas .— 

~~ —^See Berry and So l i go [1969] for a r igorous ana l ys i s of the wel fare e f f e c t s 
of the t r a n s f e r of cap i t a l with migrat ion. 

18/ 
— I n cont ras t to urban areas , the returns to education in rural areas are 

gene ra l l y very low because of the o r i en t a t i on of the education system toward urban 
occupat ions [Sabot 1972], Todaro [1971b]. 

19 / 
—-See Johnson and White I aw [1972] for pre l iminary est imates tha t 21 percent 

of the urban wage b i l l i s remitted to rura l areas in Kenya. 
20/ 
—- Some of the cap i t a l flows noted here can a l so occur in reverse although 

probably less important. Thus, government employees such as teachers , nurses, 
e t c . are of ten posted in rura l areas leading to a poss ib le urban-rural flow of 
educated persons. Likewise remittances of food from rural to urban households 
may sometimes be important in supporting urban migrants. 



E x t e r n a l i t i e s Ar i s ing from Migrat ion 

In assessing the impl icat ions of rural-urban migrat ion, the most d i f f i c u l t 

f ac tor to quant i fy are the e x t e r n a l i t i e s of migrat ion; tha t i s , costs which are 

not in te rna l ized in p r i va te costs . These include some tang ib le costs such as 

increased publ ic se rv i ces for roads, s an i t a t i on , e t c . in urban areas and intan-

g ib le costs such as po l l u t i on , crime and decl ine in the qua l i t y of l i f e associated 
21 / 

with rapid u rban iza t ion .— 

In rural areas of the U . S . , Maddox [1960] notes there may be some costs 

associated with dec l in ing population such as increased per cap i ta costs of 

publ i c se rv i ces and depreciat ion of f ixed assets , although these are not as 

l i k e l y to be important in A f r i ca where rural populations continue to increase 

even in areas of rapid out migrat ion. However, migration could increase the 

income d i s p a r i t i e s in rural areas as may have occurred in the U.S. [Hathaway 1964]. 

Research to assess these soc ia l costs of migration has not been ca r r i ed 

out in A f r i c a and indeed there is l i t t l e research in t h i s d i rec t ion in the U.S. 

Several countr ies are implementing population p o l i c i e s but only a few countr ies 

such as Kenya and Tanzania have considered planning of population d i s t r i bu t i on . 

NEW DIRECTIONS FOR RESEARCH 

The preceeding l i t e r a t u r e review has shown that younger, be t te r educated 

people dominate the rural-urban migrat ion stream in A f r i c a . Economic motives 

appear to have been important in determining the rate of rural to urban migration 

but there i s l i t t l e agreement as the re levant economic va r i ab les in the decis ion 

to migrate. There i s good reason to be l i eve that in most Af r ican countr ies there 

i s a divergence between the p r i va te and soc ia l returns to migration but there i s 

almost no research to es tab l i sh the magnitude of t h i s divergence and to formu-

la te an appropriate po l i cy toward migrat ion. Future research by economists 

277 ° 
—- E x t e r n a l i t i e s may a lso a r i s e from soc ia l fac tors such as the support of 

migrants by r e l a t i v e s and f r iends which lower the p r i va te cost of migrat ing. 



must be d i rec ted toward a) improving the theory of migrat ion b) improving 

the methodology fo r studying migrat ion in the Af r i can environment, and 

c) in tegrat ing the resu l t s of t h i s migration research into meaningful po l i cy 

ana l ys i s . 

Towards Improved Theory 

A few researchers , notably Todaro [1969] and Gugler [1969] have attempted 

to spe l l out a theory of migrat ion to expla in rural-urban migration in 

A f r i c a . Gugler [1969] considers migrat ion f lows from a soc io log ica l perspec-

t i v e in formulating a theory of migrat ion. Although he recognizes the 

dominance of economic motives, h is cent ra l concern i s to analyze how non-

economic f ac to rs and economic fac tors i n te rac t in the decis ion of an indi-

v idua l to migrate. Furthermore, Gugler includes elements of the contemporary 

Af r i can s i t u a t i o n , such as the strong urban-rural t i e s in h is theory 

of migrat ion. Todaro [1969],on the other hand, i s concerned with the ana lys i s 

of the economic behavior of a migrant under the condi t ions of high unemploy-

ment and high wage ra tes in A f r i can urban areas . 

Most "A f r i can theor i es " of migration have ignored some important 

theo re t i ca l developments in the l i t e r a t u r e on U .S . migrat ion which have 

potent ia l re levance to the Af r i can s i t u a t i o n . In p a r t i c u l a r , the intro-

duction of the human cap i ta l approach in economic theory in the ea r l y I960 fs 

gave a new d i r e c t i on to the explanat ion of migrat ion in the U .S . S jaastad 

[1962] f i r s t formalized the migrat ion dec is ion as an investment dec is ion 

where potent ia l migrants choose tha t a l t e r n a t i v e which maximizes the present 

value of h i s expected future income streams. This means tha t younger people 

are more l i k e l y to migrate s ince they have a longer time horizon in which 

to take advantage of the benef i t s of migrat ion. Furthermore, educated people 



are more l i k e l y to migrate s ince the returns to education are higher and the 

opportunity for fur ther education and on-the-job t r a i n ing are greater in 

urban areas. These concepts have been success fu l l y used to expla in migrat ion 

in the U .S . by Bowles [1970] , Wertheimer [1970] and Diehl [1966] and in 

Taiwan by Speare [1971], 

In A f r i c a , the conceptual izat ion of migration as an investment dec is ion 

has potent ia l value in expla in ing the migration of school leavers. The 

present l i t e r a t u r e genera l l y f a i l s to separate the e f f e c t s of age and 

education on the decis ion of school leavers to migrate. However, d i f f i c u l t i e s 

inev i tab ly a r i s e in attempting to discount future income streams because 

of problems in choosing a discount ra te and an appropriate time horizon, 

p a r t i c u l a r l y the problem of r i s k . 

In migration studies in both the developed and developing countr ies 

a t t i t udes to r i sk have genera l l y been ignored in migration theor ies . 

Todaro [1969] has emphasized the uncertain nature of urban incomes because 

of the p robab i l i t y tha t a migrant w i l l be unemployed. A potent ia l migrant 

may a l so be ignorant of possible urban oppor tun i t i es , which may be a 

deter rent t o migration for r i sk averse persons. However r i sk i s not l imited 

to urban incomes. In rura l areas, too , potent ia l migrants face uncertain 

future incomes because of v a r i a t i o n in weather and p r i ces . 

Risk a t t i t udes may be an important reason expla in ing the migrat ion of 

school leavers . A school leaver migrates to the c i t y with r e l a t i v e l y low 

opportunity and t r a ve l costs and may be supported by r e l a t i v e s and f r i ends 

in the c i t y whi le searching for a job. Furthermore, a school leaver who i s 

unsuccessful in the c i t y is usual ly f r ee to return to h is v i l l a g e . Thus, 

he may have l i t t l e to lose from migrat ing. In con t r as t , the cost fo r an 

estab l ished household head is l i k e l y to be considerably higher because of 

the need to t ransport and support a fami ly . This ana l y s i s underscores the 



need to develop improved theory tha t would expla in not only rural to urban 

migrat ion but a lso the reverse urban-rural migration f low. To date Af r i can 

research has been almost exc lus i ve l y concerned with rura l to urban migrat ion. 

F i n a l l y , a theory of migrat ion should center on the decis ion making 

process of the migrant and the environment in which tha t dec is ion t s made. 

Because rural-urban migrat ion dec is ions are made in rura l areas i t i s logica l 

to emphasize the a l t e r n a t i v e s faced by ind iv idua ls in rura l areas. A school 

leaver for example may be faced with the choice of working on the family farm 

(perhaps, acquir ing a farm of h is own l a t e r ) , working in or es tab l i sh ing 

rura l nonfarm en te rp r i ses , migrat ing seasonal ly during the s lack season 

or migrat ing to the c i t y . An important f ac to r in t h i s dec is ion w i l l be the 

perceived income and employment opportun i t ies in urban areas , although 

f ac to r s such as information flows and education which shape these perceptions 

are not well understood. The development of migration from t h i s rura l 

perspect ive would be a s i g n i f i c a n t departure from emphasis on urban 

oppor tun i t ies of other authors such as Todaro [1969] and Johnson [1971]. 

Toward Improved Methodology 

Although developments in the theory of migration in the U .S . can be 

use fu l l y modified to the A f r i can case, methodologies used for empir ica l 

study of migrat ion in the U.S . are genera l l y not app l i cab le . Empir ical 

s tud ies of migrat ion in the U .S . and other developed countr ies have been 

conducted almost exc lus i ve l y using census and other o f f i c i a l data. Although 

Bea ls e t . aJL. [1967] , Mabogunje [1970] and Sabot [1971] have attempted 
22/ s i m i l a r analyses of migrat ion in A f r i c a — , A f r i can census data i s of l imited 

527 — In La t in America, Schultz [1971] and Sahota [1969] have undertaken 
s im i l a r s tud ies in Columbia and B r a z i l , r e spec t i v e l y . 



use for t e s t i ng economic theory of migration for several reasons. F i r s t , 

the degree of accuracy of census data i s v a r i ab l e . Thus, Mabogunje [1970] 

used the 1953 census of Niger ia rather than the disputed 1963 census. In 

p a r t i c u l a r , there are r a r e l y two consecutive censuses of equal accuracy 

and coverage for ana lys i s of migration flows over t ime. Second, Afr ican 

censuses often do not include information on income. F i n a l l y , census data 

i s genera l ly more approprfate for ana l ys i s of inter-regionaI rather than 

rural-urban migrat ion. 

Research on rural-urban migrat ion in A f r i c a must generate primary data 

through sample survey techniques. Much of the present knowledge of r u r a l -

urban migration in A f r i ca has been contr ibuted by extensive surveys by 

Caldwell [1969] in Ghana and Rempel [1970] in Kenya. Both surveys were 

de f i c i en t in measuring economic var iab les—Caldwel l because he did not 

quant i fy incomes and Rempel because he excluded rura l households. 

Probably the best work that has been done in developing a methodology 

fo r studying migrat ion in a developing country is the work of Speare [1971] 

in Taiwan., Speare interviewed both rura l and urban households to obtain 

economic data. In addi t ion he obtained data on rura l people 's perception 

of urban employment opportun i t ies and the flow of job information from 

urban to rura l areas. However, Speare had d i f f i c u l t y in obtaining useful 

est imates of incomes in rura l and urban areas. 

The type of methodology employed depends on the s p e c i f i c model to be 

tes ted , but in l ine with the argument developed above that studies of migra-

t ion give more emphasis to the rura l area of o r i g i n , i t is suggested tha t 

i n i t i a l data gathering e f f o r t s begin in rura l areas. Because income data 

i s usua l ly d i f f i c u l t to obtain in one in te rv iew, in tegrat ion of migration 

research with ongoing production economics or household expenditure surveys 



would be a great advantage. Furthermore, questions d i rec ted a t people 's 

perception of urban opportun i t ies should be included. I d e n t i f i c a t i o n of 

absent household members or former v i l l a g e res idents who have migrated 

in a given period of time (e .g . f i v e years ) w i l l then enable follow-up 

studies to obtain rea l ized incomes and occupations in urban areas. Special 

e f f o r t s to include return migrants in the rura l survey would enable a 

greater understanding of the causes and magnitude of the reverse urban-

rura l migrat ion. In t h i s way opportunity costs of migrants in rura l areas, 

rea l ized incomes of migrants, and perceived incomes of potent ia l migrants 

can be obtained. Furthermore, the var iance of these incomes could be computed 
23/ 

to assess the degree of r i sk involved in m ig r a t i on .— 

The type of survey out l ined above would involve intens ive interv iewing 

of migrants, potent ia l migrants and return migrants over t ime. A funda-

mental problem with t h i s approach is obta in ing a time period long enough 

to y i e l d intertemporaI data. In t h i s regard a small in tens ive survey 

conducted over a period of several years is l i k e l y to be super ior to a 

large nat ional c ross-sect iona l survey. Furthermore, a m u I t i d i s c i p I i nary 

approach invo lv ing both economists and other soc ia l s c i e n t i s t s could be 

most useful in combining the concern of economists for po l i cy ana l ys i s w i th , 

f o r example, the estab l i shed s k i l l of anthropologists in in tens ive f i e l d 

research. 

Integrat ing Migrat ion Research and Po l i c y Ana lys is 

Research on migrat ion should not be conducted as an end in i t s e l f , but 

be integrated into po l i cy ana l y s i s . Rural-urban migrat ion i s the basic 

-

•—The Af r i can Rural Employment Study is planning a s e r i e s of studies 
in severa l A f r i can countr ies based on t h i s type of methodology. Mr. John 
Nabi la , Un i ve r s i t y of Ghana i s cu r ren t l y conducting the f i r s t of these 
studies among the Fra-Fra of Ghana. 



l inkage between the rura l and urban labor markets. Thus p o l i c i e s which 

impinge on the rura l or urban labor market w i l l a l so inf luence the r a te and 

d i rec t ion of migrat ion. This e f f e c t on migration should be considered in 

po l i cy ana l ys i s s ince i t has been argued tha t the p r i va te and soc ia l costs 

of migration may diverge because of a) d i s t o r t i ons and imperfections in the 

fac tor markets, b) cap i ta l t r ans fe r s included in migration and c ) externa l-

i t i e s a r i s i n g from migrat ion. Each of these has s i g n i f i c a n t impl icat ions for 

po l i cy formulat ion. For example, with an i n s t i t u t i o n a l l y f ixed urban wage 

ra te the e l a s t i c i t y of migrat ion with respect to urban wage employment has 

far-reaching impl icat ions for shadow pr i c ing of labor in urban areas 

[ H a r r i s and Todaro 1970] and consequently for pro jec t eva luat ion and 

locat ion. Likewise other d i s to r t i ons in the fac tor markets in rura l areas 

such as agr i cutura l taxes, c r e d i t ra t ion ing and poor information on urban 

job opportun i t ies may a l l act t o increase the ra te of rural-urban migration 

above tha t which is economically and s o c i a l l y des i r ab le . 

Because migration i s s e l e c t i v e with respect to educat ion,research on 

migration needs to be linked with research on education for po l i cy ana l y s i s . 

In p a r t i c u l a r , the low returns to education in rura l areas which have been 

observed as a biproduct of migration research, has impl icat ions for the 

res t ruc tur ing of the present educational system. 

F i n a l l y , the e x t e r n a l i t i e s associated with rural-urban migration has 

impl icat ions for formulating of a po l i cy toward population d i s t r i b u t i o n and 

indus t r i a l decen t ra l i za t ion . Given these soc ia l costs of urbanizat ion i t 

may be des i rab le to provide incent ives to encourage the development of 

smal l-scale industry in rura l areas and smal ler urban areas. These long-run 

impl icat ions of rural-urban migrat ion fo r population d i s t r i bu t i on are 

p a r t i c u l a r l y important in A f r i can countr ies because of t h e i r r e l a t i v e l y 

ea r l y stage of urbanizat ion. 
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