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Abstract  

In Ethiopia, where there is high prevalence of migration to the Middle East and 
Europe, a multitude of studies have focused on the relationships between the role 
of smugglers, push and pull factors, and illegal migration. However, only a 
fraction of studies have examined the context from the individual and collective 
mind-set perspective. The process of the decision to migrate may be influenced 
by individuals’ beliefs about illegal migration. This study examined the attitudes, 
levels of readiness and risk perceptions of potential and returnee migrants 
towards illegal migration to the Middle East. Survey data were collected from 
1,726 Ethiopian returnee (n=991) and potential migrants (n=735). Results 
indicated that here was a significant difference between potential and returnee 
migrants in holding a positive attitude towards unsafe and illegal migration, t 
(1260) =-8.474, p=0.000. Potential migrants favour illegal migration more so 
than returnees. The level of risk perception of returnee migrants and the level of 
readiness for migration to the Middle East of both potential and returnee 
migrants was found to be below the expected mean score. Gender differences in 
the level of risk perception and readiness were also observed. Female 
participants tended to see the risks associated with unsafe migration less than 
male returnee migrants; female participants indicated a lower level of readiness 
than their male counterparts. Results imply a need to work on the level of 
behaviour change communication and to focus on attitude and practice change 
rather than mere awareness-raising. The results also imply the need to create 
actual jobs that can keep people from choosing unsafe migration. 
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Introduction 

Migration is a global occurrence, however, information on what shapes 
individuals’ decisions towards unsafe migration in developing countries such 
as Ethiopia is scant. Although it is well-documented that poverty, system 
failure (Abebaw & Waganesh, 2015; Adams, 2011; Dinbabo & Carciotto, 2015; 
Fernandez, 2013), actions of organised criminal groups like traffickers, 
smugglers and brokers (Fernandez, 2013; Friesender, 2007; Gozdziak & 
MacDonnel, 2007; UNODC, 2010; US Department of State, 2016), family and 
peer pressure (Abebaw, 2013; Biniam, 2012; Marina, 2016), and other push 
forces (Animaw, 2011) act as causes for the high prevalence of legal and illegal 
migration, a similar level of attention is needed to understand what shapes 
migrants’ decisions at the individual level. One evidence of the focus on 
organised crime groups is the billions of dollars invested by leading anti-
trafficking nations or regions, such as the USA and Europe, in convicting 
traffickers and illegal migrants rather than supporting migrants. Internal 
dynamics within the individual migrant, like attitude and risk-perception, 
seem to have received little attention. This lack of understanding might 
undermine the agency of migrants in the decision-making process, which in 
turn has implications for our understanding of the migration decision and 
shifts the target of intervention to external forces rather than the migrants 
themselves (Gong et al., 2011; Sharma, 2005).  

The literature regarding migrants’ attitudes and risk-perceptions of migration 
to the Middle East and South Africa in particular, is dearth. The Middle East is 
becoming one of the biggest hubs for migrants (Saudi Arabia and the United 
Arab Emirates (UAE) alone host 17 million migrants) from South East Asia 
(mainly the Philippines, Sri Lanka, India and Bangladesh) and Eastern Africa 
and Horn of Africa (mainly Ethiopia, Somalia, Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania). 
Of the top ten countries with the highest migrant population relative to their 
‘native’ population in the 2004 Human Development Report, the first four are 
Middle Eastern countries (GMDAC, 2015). For example, the UAE, Qatar, Kuwait 
and Bahrain have migrants that constitute more than 50% of their population 
(IOM, 2014). South Africa is also a top destination (2.2 million in a 2015 
estimate) within Africa for migrants from different regions of Africa (West, 
East and South) (Horwood, 2009) and other parts of the world (mainly South 
East Asia, i.e.: India, China, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Thailand) (Statistics 
South Africa, 2014). 
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Factors related to the influx of migrants to the Middle East and South Africa 
should be investigated in more detail, especially because there are many safety 
concerns identified in various studies (Waganesh et al., 2015; Meskerem, 
2011) and reports by international aid and human rights agencies such as 
Human Rights Watch, ILO and IOM. There is a dire need for empirical evidence 
to better understand what contributes to the decisions people make to migrate 
to the Middle East and South Africa despite the potentially unsafe situations in 
these destinations. 

Ethiopian Context 

Ethiopia is a source country for migration, smuggling and trafficking 
(Fernandez, 2013; Jureidini, 2011; UNICEF, 2005; US Department of State, 
2016). According to the Ethiopian Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs 
(MOLSA, 2013), in 2011/12 alone, 198,667 Ethiopian women legally (their 
migration processed by the Ethiopian Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs) 
migrated to Saudi Arabia, the UAE and Kuwait for domestic work. On top of 
this, 60-70% of migrants migrate illegally, that is through smuggling or being 
trafficked (US Department of State, 2016). In 2011/12, the illegal migration 
was estimated at 300,000-350,000, making the total sum close to 550,000. The 
Regional Mixed Migration Studies (2014) reported the smuggling of 334,000 
Ethiopians through Yemen alone from 2006-2014. The issue was given 
attention as a major social, economic, political and national security problem 
following the 2013 deportation of over 163,000 Ethiopian irregular migrants 
when the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA) cracked down on irregular migration 
(IOM, 2014).  

Studies that address the Ethiopian migration context emphasise factors such 
as push and pull forces (Blagbrough, 2008; Kangaspunta, 2007; Yoseph et al., 
2006)and the plight of migrants, such as sexual abuse, physical abuse, salary 
denial, labour exploitation, confinement and denial of access to health services 
(Human Rights Watch, 2008; US State Department, 2016;Abebaw, 2013). The 
movement of populations has been associated with sexual health risks and 
increased transmission of HIV/AIDS (Bastide, 2015; Weine & Kashuba, 2012; 
Camlin, et al., 2010). There are also reports of the negative mental health 
consequences of unsafe migration on victims (Anbesse et al., 2009; Bhugra, 
2004; Mirsky, 2009; Waganesh et al., 2015).  
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Unsafe and stressful migration affects migrants, their families and their 
governments in general. Consequences of unsafe migration can have an impact 
on people physically, psychologically, socially and economically. For example, 
a qualitative study involving female Ethiopian migrants who were employed 
in the Middle East found themes of exploitation, enforced cultural isolation, 
undermining of cultural identity and thwarted expectations (Anbesse et al., 
2009). Some women in this study alluded to being sexually assaulted and 
dehumanised. Women shared their experiences; one noted: “They don’t see 
you as a human being.” Another said: “There were times when I would take 
food from the wastebasket and eat” (Anbesse et al., 2009: 560). The 
aforementioned themes revealed major concerns for the mental and physical 
health of Ethiopian migrants in the Middle East.  

Anbesse et al. (2009) remarked that migrants initially left Ethiopia hoping to 
work and improve their lives. But potential migrants may not have accurately 
evaluated the reality of potential risks related to migrating. In spite of this, how 
migrants perceive potential risks was not well studied, at least in the Ethiopian 
context. Another important issue related to better understanding the attitudes 
of migrants is the belief that some migrants espouse that their fate is in the 
hands of God, which may help them to overcome the fear and risks associated 
with migrating (Bastide, 2015). This is a critical point to understand about the 
attitudes of some migrants, because if they believe that they must endure their 
hardships as part of their predestined lives, their conceptualisation of a “risk” 
may be less relevant to them (Bastide, 2015). Paradoxically, some migrants 
may view leaving their birth country as a way of challenging their destiny; they 
do not necessarily see themselves as passive recipients of a predetermined life 
(Bastide, 2015). Though these beliefs may vary by individual, region and 
religion, these conceptualisations are important to consider when working to 
understand how potential migrants evaluate risks and how migrating may 
affect their lives. As tenants of social judgment theory (SJT) and cognitive 
behavioural theory (CBT) show, cognitive processes are related to subsequent 
behaviour. So, if migrants believe that their fate is already predetermined, they 
may not be concerned about the decisions they make and the safety 
implications of those decisions.  

Research on Sudanese youth indicated that their attitudes towards 
international migration were influenced by their families, friends and current 
circumstances in their home country, often related to unemployment (Yaseen, 
2012). This study asserted that “the majority of youth had positive attitudes 
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towards migration” and believe it to be the “best solution to improve” their 
economic circumstances, specifically “unemployment and low incomes” 
(Yaseen, 2012: 108). It seems that unfavorable current circumstances may 
lead potential migrants to overlook the dangers of migrating. 

In most Ethiopian cases, the initial migration decision is made by the migrants’ 
own free will (Abebaw & Waganesh, 2015; Addis Ababa University, 2015; 
Sharma, 2005). They are often given misinformation regarding the positions 
and circumstances awaiting them in the host countries by brokers, agencies, 
smugglers and traffickers (Lansink, 2006; UN, 2000; Marina & Medareshaw, 
2015). Misleading information by traffickers shapes the knowledge and beliefs 
of migrants. In spite of theoretical support regarding the role of an individual’s 
attitude in decision-making of any sort, studies on attitudes of migrants 
towards unsafe migration is missing. The only study which addresses attitudes 
of Ethiopian migrants is the Regional Mixed Migration Study of 2014, entitled 
“Blinded by Hope: Attitude, Knowledge and Practice of Ethiopian Migrants.” 
To reduce the impact of unsafe and illegal migration, we must improve 
attitudes and increase readiness of migrants for potential risks. This potential 
is substantiated by research that suggests that modifying attitudes also 
changes behaviours (Sheeran et al., 2016).  

Given the importance of individuals’ attitudes towards migration, it is 
necessary to examine factors that shape these attitudes. In this study, we 
proposed a conceptual framework for examining the factors that influence 
migrants’ and potential migrants’ attitudes. The framework includes both 
antecedents and consequences of migrant returnees and potential migrants’ 
attitudes. The antecedents can be grouped into personal factors (e.g. gender, 
age and religion), social factors (e.g. mass media, family influence and peer 
groups), previous exposure to migration, and other environmental factors (e.g. 
one’s level of education and economic independence). This model could help 
us understand how migrants’ and potential migrants’ attitudes towards 
migration are formed and maintained, which could assist in our efforts to 
shape those attitudes and prevent unsafe migration that may happen as a 
result of individuals’ attitudes and misguided perceptions of risks. 

Perceptions of risks are sometimes overshadowed by potential migrants’ 
hopes for personal change for the better and a positive future for their families. 
This cognitive minimisation of risks might increase positive attitudes towards 
unsafe migration. In order to positively influence the attitudes of potential 
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migrants, it is necessary to first understand the level of attitude and risk 
perception, as well as the variables that influence these attitudes and 
perceptions. 

Theoretical and Conceptual Frameworks 

Attitude is a key component in judgment and subsequent courses of action. 
Attitude can be understood as the internal psychological tendency one uses 
when evaluating an idea or potential action (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993). For 
instance, if a person is weighing whether to leave his or her birth country in 
hopes of obtaining better circumstances for his/her family, his/her attitude 
about that hope and the likely negative consequences associated with the 
migration (risk perception) are part of this individual’s processing of the 
decision alternatives. There are cognitive, affective and behavioural 
components to attitudes which relate to beliefs, feelings and actions, 
respectively (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993; Garrett et al., 2003). SJT offers a 
paradigm to better understand how people’s attitudes contribute to their 
mindset and how attitudes can change. In their theory of reasoned action, 
Aijen and Fishben (1980 cited in Southey, 2011) have indicated the link 
between attitude and behaviour and identified intermediaries that affect the 
strength of this link, like specificity and strength of the attitude. Stemming 
from Brunswik’s functionalist psychology (Doherty & Kurz, 1996), SJT posits 
that an individual’s attitudes are an integral part of the perception and 
evaluation of new ideas (Sherif & Hovland, 1980). Attitudes are part of a 
person’s identity (Sherif et al., 1965), which could be based on a person’s 
current state and past experiences, and they inform their decision-making 
process. Therefore, it is important to take into account the context within 
which a migrant returnee or potential migrant functions, and the systems that 
affect him/her, when trying to better infer his/her attitudes and decision-
making processes. Another important piece of SJT is persuasiveness (Sherif & 
Sherif, 1968) and the study of the likelihood of someone to change his/her 
mind or attitude about something, which includes consideration of what 
contributes to that process. Specifically, ego-involvement, or how personally 
affected by or involved someone is in a particular issue, is highly relevant to 
how likely someone is to change his/her attitude (Sherif & Sherif, 1968). CBT 
also offers useful information when attempting to decipher how people come 
to their decisions to make changes. CBT refers to the interconnectedness of 
cognitive processes, emotions and behaviours. This theory is based upon a 
model of cognition that entails the aforementioned components. Beck’s (2006) 
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work in rational emotive behaviour therapy indicates that systematic bias may 
contribute to irrational thoughts. The application of CBT can be useful when 
attempting to better understand a person’s mindset. One can apply CBT to the 
migrant’s mindset and attitudes as part of cognitive processes as well as 
perceptions of risk. Given the interrelatedness of cognitions and behaviours, it 
is worthwhile to examine the attitudes of migrants to understand their 
decision-making processes to leave their birth countries. Attitudes create a 
potentially systematic bias that contributes to a migrant’s decision to leave 
their country and choice of where to go. Although attitudes might be strong 
enough in informing the decisions of people, individuals may not be conscious 
of their attitudes. Some migrants may not realise the inherent danger in some 
of the decisions they make. So it is worthwhile to better understand their 
attitudes and perceptions about migration and the risks associated with it.  

Taken together, SJT and CBT offer some models to aid in understanding how 
people come to make judgments about their lives; however, more information 
is needed about the migrants’ mindset specifically, so they can be informed 
about potentially unsafe decisions they are making. Sometimes because of 
having strong attitudes, migrants may not be fully aware of the conditions that 
await them after they migrate and the dangers associated with migrating to 
specific regions. This leads to an attitude not based on sound knowledge or on 
irrational belief. 

The present study examined the attitudes and risk perceptions of Ethiopian 
returnees and potential migrants towards migration to the Middle East and 
South Africa. It examined various beliefs of the study participants that 
influenced their decision-making processes to commit to or consider unsafe or 
illegal migration. It reviewed variations in belief systems based on 
participants’ demographic characteristics. Understanding the belief systems 
of Ethiopian returnees or potential migrants can promote culturally and 
contextually relevant outreach and treatment (Chang-Muy & Congress, 2009). 
Specifically, the study addressed four research questions regarding returnee 
and potential migrants’ belief systems towards migration: 1)What is the level 
of readiness, risk perception, and attitude of Ethiopian potential migrants and 
returnees towards migration to the Middle East and South Africa?2) Is there a 
significant relationship between readiness, risk perception and attitude 
among returnee and potential migrants? 3) Is there a significant difference in 
risk perception and attitude between returnees and potential migrants? And 
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4) What is the effect of readiness and risk perception on the attitudes of 
returnees and potential migrants towards migration? 

Method 

A. Site of the Study 

This study was conducted in six regions identified as hotspots for migration 
from Ethiopia to the Middle East and South Africa. The six regions consist of 
eight sites identified as hotspots for migration based on previous studies 
(Animaw, 2011; Abebaw, 2013), Ethiopian media reports and consultation 
with the Ethiopian Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs. The sites included 
two zones in Oromia region, two zones from the Southern Nations and 
Nationalities region, one zone in Amhara region, one zone in Tigray, and Addis 
Ababa and Dire Dawa city administrations.  

B. Participants  

Using a purposive sampling technique (convenient and snowball), study 
participants were individuals who either returned from the Middle East and 
South Africa or those who were preparing to migrate to the Middle East or 
South Africa illegally. Data was collected from February-April2014. Of the 
1,771 participants, 60.5% (n=1036) were returnee migrants from the Middle 
East or South Africa and 39.5% (n=735) were potential migrants who planned 
to illegally migrate to the Middle East or South Africa. Both returnees and 
potential migrants completed a survey questionnaire having demographic, 
readiness, attitude and risk perception items/scales.  

C. Instrumentation 

At the time of this writing, there were no standardised or empirically validated 
scales that measure the constructs proposed in this study (readiness, attitude 
and risk perception of migrants to unsafe migration). Also, there were no 
instruments available in Amharic, the primary language of Ethiopia. 
Consequently, this survey was developed by a group of psychology and social 
work faculty members at Addis Ababa University. Based on a comprehensive 
review of the risks and challenges associated with migration and a review of 
the literature on Ethiopian and African migration, the researchers developed 
the survey instrument. The instrument was organised into five sections: (a) 
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demographic data, (b) antecedents, (c) readiness scale, (d) perception of risk 
scale and (e) attitude scale. 

Demographic questions included sex, age, employment status, educational 
level, religion, region of residency and migration status of respondents. The 
antecedents section asked information about the role of social context like 
family, brokers, agencies, friends, relatives and mass media. It also asked about 
personal reasons and motivations that shaped decision-making.  

D. Readiness Measure 

This was a five items scale, which measured participants’ levels of readiness 
to work in the cultural context and understandings of the nature of the job 
circumstances in the destination countries. Items included: How aware 
are/were you about the nature of the job in the destination? How familiar 
are/were you about the culture of the destination country? How aware are/were 
you about your rights and responsibilities in the destination country? How 
confident are/were you in your coping skills if you face challenges? How much 
do/did you know about the communication style in the Middle East/South 
Africa? Scores were computed by taking the sum of the 5 items (each measured 
on a 1 to 4 Likert scale), with 1 being “totally unaware” and 4 being “very 
aware.” Scores for this variable ranged from 5 to 20. 

E. Risks Perception Scale 

The Perception of Risk Scale was a three point Likert scale which measured 
participants’ perceptions of the risks involved in migrating to the Middle East 
and South Africa. The items included: Level of fear of being cheated by broker 
or agency or employer; Level of concern about facing difficult circumstances in 
the destination country; Level of determination to go to the Middle East or South 
Africa even through illegal channels if the legal process doesn’t work; and Level 
of concern about safety while traveling through the illegal migration route. The 
scale score is computed by taking the sum of the 4 items measuring the 
knowledge of risks, each measured on a 1 to 3 scale with 1 being ‘I know much,’ 
2 being ‘I know some’ and 3 being ‘I don’t know.’ The scores for this variable 
range from 3 to 12, and the scores were reverse-coded so that high scores 
reflected more knowledge and low scores reflected little knowledge regarding 
risks. 
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F. Attitude Scale 

The attitude scale was a six item scale developed to measure participants’ 
attitudes towards unsafe or illegal migration. The scale consisted of items 
such as: Life is predetermined, not affected by whether you migrate or not; I 
prefer working low status jobs overseas than in Ethiopia; I don’t believe working 
in Ethiopia changes my own or my family’s life for the better; I believe media 
reports on the problems of illegal migration are exaggerated; I prefer to work 
overseas with no dignity than living under poverty in Ethiopia; and I believe that 
Ethiopian youth can change their own life and their family’s lives only by 
working overseas. The scale score was computed by taking the sum of the 6 
items, each measured on a 1 to 4 Likert scale, with 1 being ‘strongly disagree’ 
and 4 being ‘strongly agree. ’The scale score ranged from 6 to 24. Since the 
items were negatively-worded, the scores were reverse-coded so that low 
scores reflected negative attitudes and high scores reflected positive attitudes 
towards unsafe migration to Saudi Arabia and South Africa.  

The measures were developed and administered in Amharic. Internal 
consistency estimates (Cronbach’s Alpha) for each subscale were computed to 
confirm the reliability of the subscales used in this study. The reliability 
estimates for all the subscales were as follows: attitude (a=. 79), risk perception 
(a=.54) and readiness (a=.72). The reliabilities of the measures were, therefore, 
quite satisfactory (Panayides, 2013) and indicate consistency.  

G. Data Collection Procedures 

With approval from Addis Ababa University’s Office of the Vice President for 
Research and Technology Transfer, 21 data collectors (three in each of the six 
zones and three more for Addis Ababa and Dire Dawa) and 7 supervisors (one 
for each of the six zones and one for Addis Ababa and Dire Dawa) were hired 
and given a day-long training in the data collection process. The data collectors 
included graduate students and faculty members at higher institutes in 
Ethiopia from the fields of Psychology, Social Work, Law, Economics and 
Health. The supervisors were faculty members from Addis Ababa University. 
They were assigned to assist and monitor the data collection process. The data 
collectors explained the purpose of the study to the study participants before 
administering the questionnaire. Participation in the study was voluntary. 
Returnees and potential migrants who chose to participate completed a paper-
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and-pencil questionnaire. Those who could not read were assisted by the data 
collectors in completing the questionnaire.  

H. Data Analysis  

Descriptive statistics were conducted to report participants’ demographic 
characteristics and the associated factors involved in participants’ decision-
making about migration. A factorial MANOVA was conducted to evaluate the 
differences due to Migration Experience, Gender, Religion and Education on the 
three dependent variables of readiness to work in destination context, attitude 
towards migration and perception of risk. Pre-screening of data was conducted 
to identify outliers and missing data, and to collapse the response categories 
of the independent variables with small sample sizes in cases where it made 
conceptual sense. For example, for the variable Education, the categories of 
‘Certificate/diploma’ and ‘First degree and above’ in the original data were 
combined into one category, ‘Certificate/diploma and above.’   

I. Variables 

The main independent variables in this study were demographic variables 
(see Table 2); migration experiences (returnee vs. potential), gender, religion 
and educational level. The dependent variables were readiness to adjust to the 
destination context, attitude towards migration and perception of risks (see 
Table 1). 

Table 1. Dependent variables. 

 Minimum Maximum Expected 

mean 

Readiness to adjust to 

destination context 

5.00 20.00 12.50 

Attitude towards 

migration 

6.00 24.00 15.00 
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Perception of risks 4.00 12.00 8.00 

Research Findings and Analysis 

Demographic Characteristics of Participants  

The sample consisted of 1,726individuals of which 991 were returnee 
migrants from the Middle East and South Africa and 735 were potential 
migrants who were considering migrating to the Middle East or South Africa. 
A demographic profile of the sample is presented in Table 2. 

Returnee Migrants  

The returnees were between the ages of 16 and 60 years (M=27.55; SD 6.34). 
Approximately 55% (n=545) were female and 44.9 % (n=446) were male. 
Over 82.96% (n=789) returned from the Middle East, while 17.04% (n=162) 
returned from South Africa. Over half (51.2%) of the returnees resided in an 
urban setting (n=518) and 48.8% were from rural parts of Ethiopia (n=498).In 
terms of participants’ education, 6.4% (n=66) did not have any formal 
education, 8% (n=88) could write and read, 8.8%(n=90) attained grade 1-4 
levels of education, 25.9% (n=268) had grade 5-8 levels of education, 
30.8%(n=316) completed grade 9-10, 12.9% (n=132) completed grade 11-12 
and7.3% (n=74) had a certificate, diploma or above. The prior migration job 
profile of returnees indicated that 49% (n=464) did not have a specific job 
other than supporting their families. Over half 51% (n=479) reported that they 
were employed as domestic workers, daily labourers, government employees 
or other types of low-class jobs. 

Potential Migrants 

The average age of potential migrant participants was 25.3 years. 
Approximately, 57% were female (n=417) and 43.3% were male (n=325). 
Over half (53.9%) of the participants resided in urban settings (n=398) and 
46.1% were from rural parts of Ethiopia (n=340). In terms of education, 5% 
(n=37) did not have any formal education, 5.4% (n=40) said they could read 
and write, 7.9%(n=59) attained a grade 1-4 level of education, 35.9% (n=268) 
had a grade 9-10 level of education, 27.7%(n=206) completed a grade 5-8 level 
of education, 9.8% (n=73) completed a grade 11-12 level of education and the 
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8.5% (n=63) had a certificate/diploma or above. In terms of employment, 
63.6% (n=478) did not have a job at the time they planned to migrate, whereas 
31.4% (n=236) had a job. 

Table 2. Demographic characteristics of participants. 

 

  Returnee 
migrants 
(n=991) 

Potential 
migrants 
(n=735) 

n % n % 

Sex Male 446 45.00 325 43 

Female 545 55.00 417  57 
Religion Orthodox 301 29.60 244 32 

Muslim 512 50.40 412 55 
Protestant 175 17.20 81  11 

Catholic 18  1.80 12 1.6 

Education No education 66 6.40 37 5.0 
Reading and writing 88 8.00 40 5.40 
Grade 1 to 4 90 8.80 59 8.00 
Grade 5 to 8 268  25.90 268 36.00 
Grade 9 to 10 316 30.80 206 28.00 
Grade 11 to 12 132 12.90 73  10.00 
Certificate/diploma 
or above 

74 7.40 64 8.50 

Residence  Urban 518 52.20 395 53.70 

Rural  498 48.80 340 46.30 

Marital status  Married  449 44.80 226 32.00 
Single 507 50.00 457 64.70 
Divorced  43 4.30 23 3.30 

Employment 

status  
Employed  479 51.00 236 31.40 
Not-employed  464 49.00 478 63.60 

Destination Middle East 789 82.96 639 86.90 
South Africa  162 17.03 92  13.10 
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*Please note, due to missing data, sample size for some variables may not add 
up to 1036 for returnees, or 735 for potential migrants. 

Associated Factors that Lead to Migration or the Decision to Migrate 

The motivation for migration for 64.4% of returnees (n=646) and 66.4% of 
potential migrants (n=499) came from themselves, while 20% of returnees 
(n=201) and 13.4% of potential migrants (n=104) reported that their friends 
encouraged them to migrate. About 13.8% (n=138) of returnees and 14.8% 
(n=111) of potential migrants reported that families/relatives initiated the 
decision to migrate. Less than 1.8% (n=20) of returnees and 5.4% (n=39) of 
potential migrants reported the initiative came from brokers and agencies. 
Concerning source of information, 42.1% of returnees reported that they got 
the information on how to go to the Middle East from brokers, 39.1% got it 
from friends, 14.3%indicated family as their source of information and 4.1% 
of returnees reported they received the information from the media. 

Related to the major reasons for migrating, almost half, 49.7%, of returnees 
and 45.8% of potential migrants indicated poverty, while 38.5% of returnees 
and 31.5% of potential migrants indicated a lack of opportunity for 
employment in Ethiopia and a desire to be economically independent. The 
data on source of information, reasons for migration and motivation for 
migration is presented in Table 3. 

Table 3. Frequency and percentage of source of information, reasons and motivation 
for migration. 

  Returnee 
Migrants 

Potential 
Migrants 

  n % n % 

Source of 

information 

Broker 423 42.10 291 40.81 
Family 144 14.30 107 15.00 
Friend 397 39.50 286 40.12 

Media 41 4.10 29 4.07 
Reason to 

migrate 
Poverty 502 49.70 344 45.80 

Others’ Influence 110 10.90 63 8.40 

Economic 
Influence 

389 38.50 274 31.50 
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Who initiated 

migration 

Self  46 64.40 499 66.40 

Friends  201 20.00 104 13.80 

Family/Relatives 138 13.80 111 14.80 

Others 18 1.80 19 2.40 

Risk Perception of Unsafe Migration  

The results show that the returnee migrants’ score (M=10.307, SD=1.81) was 
lower than the expected average (M=12.5). These results suggest that returnee 
migrants assumed lesser risk related to unsafe migration. The independent t-
test indicated that there was a significant difference between male (M=10.57, 
SD=1.75) and female returnees (M=10.0984, SD=1.842) on their levels of risk 
perception, t (649) =3.43, p=0.001. This suggests that female returnee 
migrants tend to acknowledge the risks associated with unsafe migration less 
than male returnees.  

Participants’ Readiness  

Both returnee (M=6.13) and potential migrants’ (M=7.04) scores were below 
the average (8.00) on the readiness scale. An independent sample t-test was 
conducted to compare the difference between returnee (M=6.1304, SD=1.80) 
and potential migrants (M=7.04, SD=1.80) in terms of their levels of readiness, 
t (1276) =-8.93, p=0.23. These results suggest that both returnee and potential 
migrants’ levels of readiness to migrate to the Middle East and South Africa are 
less than the expected mean. The independent t-test result revealed that there 
was a significant difference between male (M=6.87, DS=1.97) and female 
participants (M=6.37, SD=1.75) with regards to level of readiness, t (1263) 
=4.59, p=0.04. These results suggest that females were, or are, less prepared 
for illegal migration than their male counterparts.  

Table 4. Independent sample t-test: Readiness. 

 Returnee 
Migrants 

Potential 
Migrants 

T Df 

Readiness to 
Migrate 
 

M 6.130  7.033 -8.930 1276 

SD 1.806 1.801 

 Gender  
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Note * = p <0.05 

Attitude towards Migration  

As Table 5 shows, 49% of the returnees believe that life is pre-determined, 
showing an undermining tendency of vulnerability. Over 60% prefer working 
a low-paying job abroad than doing the same job in Ethiopia, indicating a 
favorable attitude towards migration. Close to 55% of the returnees do not 
believe that working in Ethiopia will help to change their own and their 
family’s life for the better, rather 65% of the returnees believe that Ethiopian 
youth can change their life for the better by working abroad. Over 53% of the 
returnees believe that reports by the media, specifically the Ethiopian 
Television, about the problems of illegal migration are exaggerated. All of this 
shows that almost half of the migrants had a positive attitude towards 
migration of any sort (legal or illegal).  

The general attitude scale result shows that 540 (57.1%) of the returnees have 
a positive attitude toward migration in any form. This reveals that despite 
their plight and expulsion by force and after facing several problems in the 
destination country, more than half of these returnees are in favor of 
migration. They added that if they got the chance they would be willing to re-
migrate even if it was risky (with the likelihood of being trafficked). The one 
sample statistic for returnees shows that there is no significant difference 
between the expected and obtained means, indicating that returnees are not 
significantly in favour of or against the expected unsafe migration despite 
what they have experienced. 

 

 

 

 

 Female  Male  

M 6.374 6.869 4.594* 1263 
SD 1.759 1.972 
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Table5. Frequency and percentage, n (%), of attitude of returnees towards migration. 

The independent t-test results indicated a significant difference between 
returnee migrants (M=15.318, SD=5.15) and potential migrants (M=17.39, 

Attitudes Strongly 
Disagree 

Moderately 
Disagree 

Moderately 
Agree 

Strongly 
Agree  

Life is 
predetermined, not 
affected by 
whether or not you 
migrate. 

368(36.5) 146(14.5) 184(18.3) 309(30.7) 

I prefer working 
low status jobs 
overseas than in 
Ethiopia. 

252(24.9) 164(16.2) 251(24.8) 346(34.2) 

I don’t believe 
working in 
Ethiopia improves 
my own or my 
family’s life. 

292 
(29.1) 

164(16.3) 246(24.5) 303(30.1) 

I believe that 
Ethiopian 
Television reports 
on the problems of 
illegal migration 
are exaggerated. 

336(33.7) 132(13.2) 282(28.3) 247(24.8) 

I prefer to work 
overseas with no 
dignity than living 
under poverty in 
Ethiopia. 

367 
(36.7) 

182 (18.2) 174(17.4) 278 
(27.8) 

I believe that 
Ethiopian youth 
can change their 
own and their 
families’ lives only 
by working 
oversees. 

188 
(18.7) 

141(14.0) 242 (24.1) 435( 
43.2) 
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SD=4.65) on the level of attitude towards illegal or unsafe migration, t (1260) 
=-8.47, p=0.000. These results suggest that potential migrants have a more 
favourable attitude towards unsafe migration than returnee migrants. The 
difference between female (M=16.21, SD=4.94) and male (M=16.124, 
SD=5.202) attitudes towards migration, t (1511) =-0.332, p=0.74, was found 
to be insignificant. 

Table 6. Independent sample t-test: Readiness.  
 

 Returnee 
Migrants 
 

Potential 
Migrants 

T Df 

Attitude towards 
migration 
 

M 15.3083 17.3929 -
8.474* 

1260 

SD 5.152 4.652 

 
 

Gender  
Female  Male  

M 16.208 16.124 -0.332 1511 
SD 4.943 5.202 

Note * = p<0.01 

Relationship Between Participants’ Ages and the Dependent 
Variables 

Age has a high negative correlation with attitude, showing that younger 
participants have more positive attitudes towards migration. Readiness 
has a strong positive correlation to both risk perception and attitude (p 
< 0.01), showing that better readiness is associated with higher risk 
perception but positive attitude to migration.   
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Table 7: Correlations among study variables. 

Variables  Age  Readiness Attitude Risk 

Perception  

Age of the 

respondents 

1 0.05 -0.71*  

Readiness  1 0.26** 0.19** 

Attitude   1 -0.07 

Risk perception     1 

 

Analysis of Variance: Education, Attitude and Readiness 

Analysis of variance (ANOVA) yielded significant differences between levels of 
education among participants and readiness, F(7,591)=4.62,p<0.001; level of 
education and attitude towards migration (F(7,692)=2.10, p<0.05); gender 
and awareness (F(3,1260)=7.58, p<0.000); and gender and attitude 
(F(3,1260)=3.40, p<0.001. These results suggest that participants’ with a 
higher level of education seem to have better readiness (M=8.57, SD=2.38) and 
less favorable attitudes (M=15.79, SD=0.492) towards migration to the Middle 
East and South Africa than participants with less education (M=6.03, SD=1.47) 
and lower levels of readiness (M=17.71, SD=5.055).  
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Table 8. Test of ANOVA in readiness and attitude based on educational background. 

 
Variables Groups  Sum of 

Squares 

Df Mean 

Square 

F Sig. 

Readiness 

  

Between 

Groups 

134.37 3 19.20 7.58 .000 

Within 

Groups 

4252.40 1260 3.36   

Total 4386.78 1272    

Attitude 

toward 

migration 

Between 

Groups 

601.35 3 85.91 3.40 .001 

Within 

Groups 

41132.386 1260 25.25   

Total 41733.740 1636    

 

Discussion 

Overall, the current study indicated that both potential and returnee migrants 
have a positive attitude towards migration to the Middle East and South Africa. 
On the other hand, their levels of readiness and risk perception towards unsafe 
migration were found to be below the expected average. These findings are of 
particularly great concern because they indicate the lack of informed decision-
making by participants about illegal or unsafe migration. More than the action 
of organised groups or the push forces, returnees’ and potential migrants’ 
decisions to migrate are a product of their attitudes and risk perception about 
migration. The results further indicated that, in general, the experience of 
migrating may influence risk perceptions and attitudes about migration, as 
returnees saw themselves as less prepared to re-migrate than potential 
migrants. The potential migrants had more favourable attitudes about 
migration than the returnees. This could be because the returnees had 
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witnessed the challenges of unsafe migration and were more likely to have an 
objective evaluation of the risks, whereas potential migrants could have been 
more optimistic as they had not directly experienced the challenges. In terms 
of readiness, the potential migrants and returnees significantly differed from 
each other. The potential migrants reported having greater readiness. This 
could also be associated with returnees’ emic experience of what is required 
during harsh travel and working in the destination. They knew their gaps 
better. They may have struggled to adjust to the work and social environment 
in the destination and in transit. Whereas potential migrants might have been 
guided by their optimistic bias about what was actually demanded.  

Many Ethiopian domestic workers suffer in the Middle East, partly because of 
their poor preparation for the work and lifestyle (Waganesh, 2015). They 
assume that domestic work is similar in Ethiopia and in the Middle East. 
Returnees perceiving themselves as less prepared for migration than potential 
migrants may speak with the clarity of hindsight about the reality of migration. 
Returnees understand that they did not have much readiness for what the 
destination cultural, language and work-nature required. Supporting this 
inference, it was found that the participants’ experiences related to migration 
had an effect on the level of his or her perception of risk and attitudes toward 
migration. The returnees indicated a higher level of risk perception and a less 
positive attitude towards migrating compared to potential migrants. This 
further indicates that the experiences of migrating have some influence on 
subsequent views on migration and possibly on willingness to migrate again 
as well as where to migrate. This, in particular, is in line with previous findings 
related to the potentially dehumanising and unfavorable situations Ethiopian 
migrants found themselves in when they migrated to the Middle East (Anbesse 
et al., 2009). 

The results also suggest an association between socio-demographic 
characteristics such as age, sex and educational level, the perception that 
illegal migration is low risk, and an individual’s favorable attitude towards 
migration. This provides some support for the argument that public education 
and knowledge-building may be effective strategies in addressing illegal 
migration issues. It is not surprising that there was a direct positive 
association between education level and a relatively better readiness to 
migrate. Education level is inversely associated with a favorable attitude to 
migration which makes sense in that the better the understanding level 
(education), the lesser an individual may favour unsafe migration. In terms of 
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sex, female participants were less ready to migrate. Additionally, readiness 
and risk perception were significantly related such that increased readiness of 
an individual to migrate is associated with increased perceived risk related to 
unsafe migration. Notably, attitude about migration was negatively correlated 
with readiness, age and risk perception, seeming to further indicate that as one 
gains experience, by aging or otherwise, his or her attitudes about migration 
seem to become less favorable. Consistent with and building upon previous 
research on youth having positive attitudes toward international migration 
(Yaseen, 2012), the current study found that younger individuals had more 
positive attitudes about migration than older individuals, possibly indicating 
that they would rather work low-paying jobs outside of Ethiopia, even if their 
dignity was compromised, in pursuit of a better life. Additionally, perhaps the 
older migrants have gained more experience with the hardships associated 
with migrating, which may account for the more negative attitudes of the older 
participants in this study. On top of this, there are more opportunities for work 
for young people as the demand is higher for young labour. Previous studies 
have shown that trafficking and smuggling victims are largely children and 
women because of the growth of the service and sex industry (Lutz, 2011) and 
because of their hard work, compliance and submissiveness, as well as the 
assumption that they can be easily misguided about opportunities (IOM, 
2006).  

The more favourable the attitude towards migration, the less perceived risk is 
associated with migrating. What is arguably one of the most important points 
of these results is the finding that many returnees still have a favourable view 
of migration, even if their experiences were negative. Some indicated that they 
would re-migrate, even knowing that they could be trafficked. They were still 
in favour of migrating. What is notable about these findings is that even 
knowing the hardships associated with migration, many Ethiopians are willing 
to consciously put themselves in potentially dangerous situations in order to 
leave Ethiopia. Such preferences may speak to broader concerns related to 
conditions in Ethiopia. Looking at the individual’s context and work culture in 
Ethiopia may be of value when attempting to understand these results. One 
example is the tradition of ascribing a ‘brave son or daughter’ to youngsters 
who risk their lives for the well-being of their family. A second example is the 
long tradition of viewing offspring as property in which children are expected 
to work beginning from around age six to contribute to the family’s economic 
betterment, working within the household or in other households for a salary 
that goes to the family. Referencing back to SJT and CBT, perhaps the returnees 
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are of the mindset that they would rather work abroad, even under similar 
poverty-stricken circumstances, than remain in Ethiopia. Thus, their 
behaviour could be in line with their surmised attitude that migration will not 
change their destiny, and it is better to leave Ethiopia than to stay. Another 
possible explanation is the one given by Marina and Medareshaw (2015), who 
propose that returnees may regret being deported before tasting the good side 
of migration and hence desire to try again. Another seemingly contradictory 
finding is the higher the readiness, the less individuals favour migrating. This 
may be partly related to the relationship between readiness and education. 
Migrants who have readiness and an understanding of the work and lifestyle 
of an illegal migrant may be more concerned about the possibility of abuse and, 
hence, they may be cautious in their attitudes.  

Although there is no specific study on attitude, risk perception and readiness 
of migrants, the current study is consistent with one previous study by the 
Regional Mixed Migration Secretariat (2014) that documented Ethiopian 
migrants being blinded by hope. In line with previous research, potential 
migrants often consider leaving their birth countries due to economic reasons, 
and they hope to have increased opportunities elsewhere (Anbesse et al., 
2009). The present study has some new information about the perspectives of 
migrants and potential migrants. A particularly salient point from the current 
study is that almost half of the participants believe that life is predetermined 
and that migrating will not ultimately affect their lives or destinies; this 
particular finding is consistent with some previous literature regarding some 
migrants’ beliefs of God as being in control (Bastide, 2015). This mindset may 
lead some potential migrants to overlook risks and vulnerabilities associated 
with migrating, relating to the aforementioned systematic bias that can be 
associated with cognitive theory or CBT. When we reference systematic bias, 
we are not indicating that this “bias” is inherently a “bad” thing, rather, we are 
pointing out that a systematic bias, or basis from which they operate, namely 
believing their lives to be predetermined, likely permeates all areas of their 
lives and should be taken into account.  

Conclusions 

The current study examined attitudes, risk perception and readiness to 
migrate to the Middle East or South Africa from Ethiopia. The data was 
gathered from Ethiopians who were either returnee migrants (n=1036) or 
considering migration to the Middle East and South Africa (n=735). To our 
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knowledge, this is the first time that attitudes toward illegal migration to the 
Middle East have been studied in the Ethiopian context. 

The main finding here is that the majority of respondents believe that 
migrating to the Middle East by any means, including illegal migration, is 
better than living in Ethiopia as there is little chance for a better life in Ethiopia. 
The majority perceive the risks associated with illegally migrating to the 
Middle East and South Africa to be very low. The level of readiness, such as 
being aware of what kinds of job they could do or having some knowledge and 
experience of the language and lifestyle of the destination country, was found 
to be low. The study also explored other influences that potentially shape 
attitudes toward migration. This included characteristics such as age, gender 
and educational level. The results suggest that a mix of different influences 
shape the perception of migration among Ethiopian returnees and potential 
migrants. 

Migrants hold the key in the beginning of the migration decision in the form of 
initiating the migration, being driven by lowered risk perception and not being 
ready as a result of lower risk perception/optimistic bias. Of course, their risk 
perception and more positive attitude may be shaped by external forces like 
family, peers and brokers. Factors such as desire for economic independence, 
hearing of successes, desiring to support one’s family and the lack of job 
opportunities shape their attitudes. Thus, a more practical action to reduce 
unsafe migration would be working on risk perception, readiness and 
attitudes of migrants. But there is also a need to work on what leads to the 
positive attitude and lowered risk perception, which may include issues of 
socialisation agents (family, peers, neighborhood/community, societal culture 
and media) and push forces for migration like the evaluation of opportunities 
in one’s own country and in a foreign country. Therefore, future studies may 
further investigate the factors that shape migrants’ attitudes. Hence, by first 
focusing on the inward, we move to the outward. Looking inward helps 
researchers to understand the dynamics of migration decisions. For example, 
there is evidence that poverty may not necessarily drive the decision for 
unsafe migration. At times we may also wonder why people migrate under the 
likelihood of trafficking. Part of the explanation is related to the attitudes and 
risk perceptions of migrants. So risk perception and attitudes are vital for 
judgment and decision. There is also a need to disentangle the mindset of 
migrants. 
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A first key implication is that actors in preventing unsafe migration in Ethiopia 
have to focus on the attitude/mindset of migrants to bring meaningful change. 
Second, as findings suggest, some Ethiopians are willing to put themselves in 
harm’s way. So, working to change their attitudes that contribute to these 
dangerous decisions is important. However, it is also imperative to respect a 
person’s culture while attempting to raise awareness. For example, if a person 
holds the belief that their life is in God’s hands and is predestined, it is 
important to acknowledge that paradigm from which they operate and not 
dismiss it. Carl Rogers’ (1957; 1959) person-centered approach may be of 
value as it acknowledges that in order for change to occur, there needs to be a 
mismatch between a person’s experience and awareness, and that person 
needs to feel to to be understood. Translating this idea to the context of 
migration, to raise awareness about the potential dangers of migration, we 
may need to point out the differences between a person’s experience and their 
attitudes while making sure we acknowledge and validate the culture and 
context they function within. Finally, more studies are needed to examine both 
what shapes Ethiopians’ attitudes toward illegal migration and how their 
attitudes also (re)shape the decisions they make about migration.  
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