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1. Introduction

▶ This paper studies the causes and consequences of internal seasonal
migration in northwestern Bangladesh, a region where over 5
million people live below the poverty line, and must cope with a
regular pre-harvest seasonal famine.

▶ monga—work opportunities are scarce between planting and
harvest in agrarian areas, and grain prices rise during this period.

▶ We explore one obvious mitigation option—temporary migration to
nearby urban areas that offer better employment opportunities.

▶ We randomly assign a cash or credit incentive (of $8.50, which
covers the round-trip travel cost)

▶ We document very large economic returns to migration.
▶ To explore why people who were induced to migrate by our program

were not already migrating despite these high returns, we build a
model with risk aversion, credit constraints, and savings.
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1. Introduction

▶ The first part: estimating the returns to migration

▶ Migration induced by our intervention increases food and non-food
expenditures of migrants’ family members remaining at the origin
by 30–35%.

▶ Improves their caloric intake by 550–700 calories per person per day.
▶ Households in the treatment areas re-migrate at a higher rate in

subsequent seasons, even after the incentive is removed.
▶ The migration rate is 10 percentage points higher in treatment

areas 1-3 years later.

▶ However, an important puzzle: why did our subjects not already
engage in such highly profitable behavior?
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1. Introduction

▶ The second part: rationalizes the experimental results using
a simple benchmark model

▶ Migration is risky:
• Households may fear an unlikely but disastrous outcome in which

they pay the cost of moving.
• Return hungry after not finding employment during a period in

which their family is already under the threat of famine.

▶ Our grant or loan of inducing:
• Lead to long-run benefits where households either learn how well

their skills fare at the destination.
• Improve future prospects by allowing employers to learn about

them.

▶ It is important for individuals to experience migration for
themselves, they cannot learn about returns from others.

▶ Experimentation is deterred by two key elements：
• Individual-specific risk.
• Individuals are close to subsistence, making migration failure very

costly. The model is related to the “poverty as vulnerability”



8/64

Introduction The Context: Rangpur and the Monga Famine The Experiment and the Data Collected Program Take-up and the Effects of Seasonal Migration Theory Qualitative Evaluation of the Model’s Assumptions and Central Implications Quantitative Calibration of the Model Extensions Concludiing Remarks

1. Introduction

▶ The third part: Return to our data to assess whether empirical
relationships are consistent with some of the qualitative predictions
of the model.

▶ Households that are close to subsistence are the most responsive to
our intervention.

▶ The households induced to migrate by our incentive are less likely to
have pre-existing network connections at the destination.

▶ Conduct a new round of experiments in 2011 to test further
predictions of the model.

• Migration is more responsive to incentives (e.g., credit conditional on
migration) than to unconditional credit.
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1. Introduction

▶ The fourth part: Calibrates the model allowing for buffer
stock savings

▶ For reasonable levels of risk aversion, very few households that would
be induced to migrate by our interventions.

▶ Risk aversion required to quantitatively account for our data appears
to be implausibly high.
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1. Introduction

▶ Main results:

1. Migration in this setting is very profitable, and in some sense
underutilized.

2. Our qualitative exploration of the model shows that the three
components of risk, incomes close to subsistence, and learning
about the returns to migration are important elements in
explaining the low utilization.

3. Our quantitative results show that we do not fully understand the
migration choices of these households:

• Some departures from full information and rationality
• Other market imperfections (such as savings constraints).

4. Any additional element that is needed to match the data may
change the conclusions from our baseline model.
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The Context: Rangpur and the Monga
Famine
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2. The Context: Rangpur and the Monga Famine
▶ Experiments were conducted in 100 villages in two districts.
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2. The Context: Rangpur and the Monga Famine

▶ Several puzzling stylized facts:

▶ Seasonal out-migration from the monga-prone districts appears to be
low.

▶ Inter-regional variation in income and poverty between Rangpur
and the rest of Bangladesh have been shown to be much larger than the
inter-seasonal variation within Rangpur——take advantage of
inter-regional arbitrage opportunities (i.e., migration) rather than
inter-seasonal variation (e.g., savings, credit)

▶ Both government and large NGO monga-mitigation efforts have
concentrated on direct subsidy programs like free or highly
subsidized grain distribution (e.g., “Vulnerable Group Feeding”), or
food-for-work and targeted microcredit programs.——expensive,
keep households from engaging in profitable migration.
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The Experiment and the Data Collected
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3. The Experiment and the Data Collected

▶ Randomly selected 100 villages in these two districts and first
conducted a village census in each location in June 2008.

▶ Randomly selected 19 households in each village from the set of
households——(a) owned less than 50 decimals of land, and (b) that a
household member was forced to miss meals during the prior (2007)
monga season.

▶ Randomly allocated the 100 villages into four groups: Cash, Credit,
Information, and Control.
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3. The Experiment and the Data Collected
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3. The Experiment and the Data Collected
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3. The Experiment and the Data Collected
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3. The Experiment and the Data Collected

▶ Data

▶ Conducted a baseline survey of the 1900 sample households in July
2008, just before the onset of the 2008 monga.

▶ Collected follow-up data in December 2008, at the end of the 2008
monga season.

▶ These two rounds involved detailed consumption modules in addition
to data on income, assets, credit, and savings. The follow-up also
asked detailed questions about migration experiences over the
previous four months.

▶ Conducted a short follow-up survey in May 2009 to get more
complete information about households’ migration experiences.

▶ Study the longer-run effects of migration, and re-migration behavior
during the next monga season, we conducted another follow-up survey
in December 2009.——consumption module and a migration module.

▶ Collected an additional round of follow-up data on the re-migration
behavior of this sample in July 2011.
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3. The Experiment and the Data Collected
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3. The Experiment and the Data Collected
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Program Take-up and the Effects of
Seasonal Migration
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4. Program Take-up and the Effects of Seasonal
Migration

1. Document the impact of the incentive on migration during the 2008
monga season, then document the ongoing impact of the incentive on
migration in 2009 and 2011.

2. Look at the effect of the treatment on consumption at the origin (both
in the short run: 2008, and the long run: 2009).——intent-to-treat
(ITT) and local average treatment effect (LATE). Also look at the
ongoing impact of the incentives on consumption in 2009.

3. Look at migration income and savings at the destination.
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4. Program Take-up and the Effects of Seasonal
Migration

▶ 4.1. Migration and Re-Migration

▶ Define a household as having a seasonal migrant if at least one
household member migrated away in search of work between
September 2008 and April 2009.—— All the migration associated
with monga.
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4. Program Take-up and the Effects of Seasonal
Migration

▶ 4.1. Migration and Re-Migration
▶ Two important things from this re-migration behavior:

1. The propensity to re-migrate absent further inducements serves as a
revealed preference indication that the net benefits from migration
were positive for many, and/or that migrants developed some asset
during the initial experience that makes future migration a positive
expected return activity.

2. The persistence of re-migration from 2009 to 2011 (with four potential
migration seasons in between) suggests that households learned
something valuable or grew some real asset from the initial
migration experience. This persistence makes it unlikely that some
households simply got lucky one year.
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4. Program Take-up and the Effects of Seasonal
Migration

▶ 4.2. Effects of Migration on Consumption at the Origin

▶ Study the effects of migration on consumption expenditures
amongst remaining household members during the monga season.

▶ Our consumption data are detailed and comprehensive: we collect
expenditures on 318 different food (255) and non-food (63) items
(mostly over a week recall, and some less-frequently-purchased items
over bi-weekly or monthly recall), and aggregate up to create measures
of food and non-food consumption and caloric intake.
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4. Program Take-up and the Effects of Seasonal
Migration
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4. Program Take-up and the Effects of Seasonal
Migration
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4. Program Take-up and the Effects of Seasonal
Migration
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4. Program Take-up and the Effects of Seasonal
Migration

Verify that the random assignments to cash or credit treatments are
powerful predictors of the decision to migrate.



31/64

Introduction The Context: Rangpur and the Monga Famine The Experiment and the Data Collected Program Take-up and the Effects of Seasonal Migration Theory Qualitative Evaluation of the Model’s Assumptions and Central Implications Quantitative Calibration of the Model Extensions Concludiing Remarks

4. Program Take-up and the Effects of Seasonal
Migration
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4. Program Take-up and the Effects of Seasonal
Migration

▶ The treatment does not significantly alter whether the household
sends a male or female migrant, or the number of trips per migrant, or
the number of migrants or trips per household (on the intensive
margin, conditional on someone in the household migrating once).

▶ The effects are concentrated on the extensive margin, inducing
migration among households who were previously not
migrating at all.
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4. Program Take-up and the Effects of Seasonal
Migration

▶ 4.3 Income and Savings at the Destination

▶ Migrants in the treatment group earn about $105 (7451 Taka) on
average and save about half of that.
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Theory
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5. Theory

The model we provide emphasizes three key elements: risk, subsistence,
and learning about the profitability of migration. These elements
help to explain why a household would not migrate despite positive
returns, and also the strong re-migration rates. Further, our model
also incorporates the empirically realistic assumptions that households
face credit constraints and can save, both for migration and to
buffer against income shocks.
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5. Theory

▶ 5.1. Baseline Model
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5. Theory

▶ 5.1. Baseline Model
We are interested in the behavior of a household that has never
migrated before.
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5. Theory

▶ 5.1. Baseline Model
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5. Theory

▶ 5.1. Baseline Model
The model is a simple combination of well-known models, we provide
only a brief description of its main implications; a longer discussion
can be found in Appendix B.
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Qualitative Evaluation of the Model’s
Assumptions and Central Implications
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6. Qualitative Evaluation of the Model’s Assumptions
and Central Implications

Provide some descriptive and some experimental evidence in favor of
the main assumptions and implications of the model.

Our aim is to show that risk, subsistence, and learningexperience
are important explanations of our experimental findings.
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6. Qualitative Evaluation of the Model’s Assumptions
and Central Implications

▶ 6.1. Descriptive Evidence on Income Variability and
Buffering

▶ Two pieces of evidence in favor of income variability:
Our consumption data show a great deal of variability.
High income-variability should lead to buffer stock savings.

▶ Our model also suggests, given the assumption of a subsistence
constraint, that households close to subsistence should hold very
little savings.
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6. Qualitative Evaluation of the Model’s Assumptions
and Central Implications

▶ 6.2. Descriptive and Experimental Evidence on Migration
Risk

▶ Our model assumes both that migration is risky, and that risk takes a
particular form: risk is assumed to be idiosyncratic. We begin by
discussing evidence on migration risk.
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6. Qualitative Evaluation of the Model’s Assumptions
and Central Implications

▶ 6.2. Descriptive and Experimental Evidence on Migration
Risk
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6. Qualitative Evaluation of the Model’s Assumptions
and Central Implications

▶ 6.2. Descriptive and Experimental Evidence on Migration
Risk

▶ We subtract the histogram for distribution of consumption in the
control (non-incentive) villages from this histogram for the distribution
of consumption in the treatment (incentive) villages, less the value of
the migration incentive paid out.

▶ The results show significant amounts of risk.
▶ Those that are close to subsistence in the data are less likely to have

savings, suggesting that they would not be able to spread the cost of
migration over time and further suggesting that the choice to migrate
is associated with a risk of a very bad outcome.
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6. Qualitative Evaluation of the Model’s Assumptions
and Central Implications

▶ 6.2. Descriptive and Experimental Evidence on Migration
Risk
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6. Qualitative Evaluation of the Model’s Assumptions
and Central Implications

▶ 6.2. Descriptive and Experimental Evidence on Migration
Risk

▶ The risk all but disappears when we account for the incentive
and suggests that households at greatest risk were the ones induced to
migrate by our incentive, a result we will explore more precisely below.
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6. Qualitative Evaluation of the Model’s Assumptions
and Central Implications

▶ 6.2. Descriptive and Experimental Evidence on Migration
Risk

▶ Households that had a pre-existing affinity to Bogra face lower
basis risk than others.
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6. Qualitative Evaluation of the Model’s Assumptions
and Central Implications

▶ 6.3. Learning and Idiosyncratic Risk
▶ 6.3.1 Is Risk Idiosyncratic in This Setting?
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6. Qualitative Evaluation of the Model’s Assumptions
and Central Implications

▶ 6.3. Learning and Idiosyncratic Risk
▶ 6.3.1 Is Risk Idiosyncratic in This Setting?



51/64

Introduction The Context: Rangpur and the Monga Famine The Experiment and the Data Collected Program Take-up and the Effects of Seasonal Migration Theory Qualitative Evaluation of the Model’s Assumptions and Central Implications Quantitative Calibration of the Model Extensions Concludiing Remarks

6. Qualitative Evaluation of the Model’s Assumptions
and Central Implications

▶ 6.3. Learning and Idiosyncratic Risk
▶ 6.3.1 Is Risk Idiosyncratic in This Setting?
▶ Our treatment induced migrants among those that had not already

determined their status, as implied by the model.
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6. Qualitative Evaluation of the Model’s Assumptions
and Central Implications

▶ 6.3. Learning and Idiosyncratic Risk
▶ 6.3.2 Evidence on Learning
▶ In the treatment groups (credit or cash), those that chose to

re-migrate in 2009 had a significantly better migration
experience in 2008 than those who chose not to re-migrate. In the
control group, however, we see no such effect.
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6. Qualitative Evaluation of the Model’s Assumptions
and Central Implications

▶ 6.4. Subsistence
▶ The regression and the graphs show that those closer to subsistence

are significantly less likely to migrate in the control group, and their
migration decisions respond most strongly to the treatment
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6. Qualitative Evaluation of the Model’s Assumptions
and Central Implications

▶ 6.4. Subsistence

▶ The regression and the graphs show that those closer to subsistence
are significantly less likely to migrate in the control group, and their
migration decisions respond most strongly to the treatment
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6. Qualitative Evaluation of the Model’s Assumptions
and Central Implications

▶ 6.5. Does the Model Rationalize Responses to All
Treatments?

▶ We compare the impacts of several potential policies on which we have
collected data.——For concave enough utility functions, the cash and
credit have almost identical effects,

▶ W e returned in 2011 and implemented new treatments.——Only
increases household’s utility when it migrates, while the unconditional
credit also increases the payoff to staying at home.
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Quantitative Calibration of the Model
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7. Quantitative Calibration of the Model

Calibrate all the free parameters of the model except risk aversion. We
then ask what level of risk aversion would be required to match key aspects
of the data.
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7. Quantitative Calibration of the Model

Shows the portion of migrants that would be induced assuming no
repeat migration: the cash and credit incentives have the same effect, while
the unconditional cash transfer has a smaller effect.
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7. Quantitative Calibration of the Model

Shows the number of induceable migrants as a function of the time
period. Once we allow for savings up and repeat migration, the model is
no longer able to rationalize the data.
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Extensions



61/64

Introduction The Context: Rangpur and the Monga Famine The Experiment and the Data Collected Program Take-up and the Effects of Seasonal Migration Theory Qualitative Evaluation of the Model’s Assumptions and Central Implications Quantitative Calibration of the Model Extensions Concludiing Remarks

8. Extensions

The calibration exercise suggests that to match the magnitudes of
responses to our treatments, we have to extend the model in some way.

1. Households would have to be very risk averse, “reasonable” values.

2. Improve the fit of the model.

3. There is high nonpecuniary disutility from migration. Incorrect beliefs
about the returns to migration.

4. Migrating away may undermine network ties, and this may be a
hidden cost of migration.

5. Behavioral economics.
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Concludiing Remarks
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9. Concludiing Remarks

We conducted a randomized experiment in which we incentivized
households in a famine-prone region of Bangladesh to send a seasonal
migrant to an urban area. The main results show that a small incentive
led to a large increase in the number of seasonal migrants, that the
migration was successful on average, and that households given the
incentive in one year continued to be more likely to migrate in future
years.
We argue that the results are qualitatively consistent with a simple
(rational) model of a poverty trap where households that are close to
subsistence face a small possibility that migrating will turn out badly,
leaving household consumption below subsistence.

▶ Investment is risky

▶ Risk is individual specific

▶ The utility cost of the downside risk is large

▶ The poorest region of the country that regularly faces a seasonal
famine.
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Discussion

▶ 论文呈现的实验与一些经验事实类似：劳动力雇用市场提供就业信息和
工作搜寻补贴的实例，新技术接受和学习的过程是缓慢的（可以联想到
商品或者付费软件的免费试用期），可以做一些扩展性研究。

▶ 内容丰富，论证严谨，很多细节之处没有囊括进来，还需要进一步消化
和研究。
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