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Abstract 

A number of studies suggest that prevailing narratives about the situation of the poor and 

vulnerable affect how they are viewed and treated. Theoretically, a potentially powerful way to 

make host communities more welcoming of climate migrants is to shift the blame for their situation 

away from the migrants themselves and onto other forces or agents. We present results from a 

randomized field experiment, conducted among long-term residents of host communities in the 

Satkhira district of Bangladesh, that exposed three treatment groups to narratives that shift 

responsibility for climate migration toward natural forces, Western countries, and local authorities, 

respectively. Despite statistical power to detect reasonably small effects, we find no positive 

effects of these narratives on host-community attitudes toward climate migrants. On the contrary, 

the local authorities treatment had a borderline negative effect on host-community attitudes. Our 

results suggest caution in attempting to influence attitudes toward migrants through attribution of 

blame to outside forces or third parties. Such narrative interventions may shift responsibility away 

from not just migrants but also the treated host-community residents and increase social 

identification between host community members relative to outsiders. 
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1. Introduction 

Climate change will, in coming decades, lead to increased frequency and severity of floods, 

drought, and extreme weather events (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2018). As the 

areas of the world more exposed to these phenomena become increasingly inhospitable, resulting 

damages may lead to substantial climate-induced displacement of people, especially in developing 

countries (Rigaud et al. (2018). While the extent of future climate-induced mobility is disputed 

(Boas et al., 2019), Rigaud et al. (2018) project that by 2050, more than 140 million people could 

be displaced internally by the slow-onset impacts of climate change in Sub-Saharan Africa, South 

Asia, and Latin America.  

For affected countries and communities, such large-scale displacements would create not 

just technical and economic challenges in accommodating the displaced but also social and 

political challenges in avoiding social tension and conflicts that may arise between displaced 

persons and their host communities (Burke et al., 2015; Hsiang et al., 2013). It is, therefore, crucial 

to understand how receiving community (hereafter, host community) attitudes toward internal 

climate migrants form and evolve and how such attitudes can be influenced to ease resettlement 

processes and avert tension, an aspect that has received limited attention in climate research so far 

(Boas et al., 2019; Lujala et al., 2020).  

For some countries, the stakes in terms of negative impacts from climate change are 

particularly high. Bangladesh is a case in point, as it is a densely populated, low-lying country with 

substantial exposure to cyclones, floods and drought and is predicted to be affected by increasingly 

severe climatic conditions in the decades to come (Stocker et al., 2013). The Bangladesh 

government expects that “the greatest single impact of climate change might be on human 
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migration/displacement,” estimating that “by 2050 one in every 7 people in Bangladesh will be 

displaced by climate change” (Comprehensive Disaster Management Programme, 2015:4). 

This article presents results from a randomized field experiment designed to analyze how 

different attributions of responsibility for the situation of displaced persons affect host-community 

views and attitudes toward internal climate migrants. The main hypothesis we test is that narratives 

locating responsibility for displacement elsewhere than on displaced individuals themselves will 

lead to less resistance to accommodating individuals displaced by climate change. The experiment 

was conducted in April-May 2019 among 1253 long-term residents in migrant-receiving areas of 

the Satkhira district of Bangladesh, a district selected for its location in the most vulnerable part 

of the country’s coastal zone.1 Three treatment groups were exposed to narratives suggesting that 

responsibility for climate change and displacement lies not with those displaced. Instead, the three 

narratives shift blame towards i) natural phenomena; ii) industrialized countries; and iii) 

government inaction, respectively. The narratives were delivered in the form of videos shown to 

respondents, with a placebo video without attribution of blame shown to the control group.  

 Our results show that the narrative interventions had no significant effect on host-

community attitudes toward internal climate migrants. With randomization at the individual level 

and in excess of 300 respondents in each treatment arm, the experiment was powered to detect 

reasonably small effects. If anything, one of our treatments exhibited a marginally significant 

negative effect on attitudes toward migrants in some estimations, contrary to our main hypothesis. 

Our analysis of the mechanisms behind these results suggests that any reduction in host perceptions 

 
1 The district was hit by the cyclone Bulbul in November 2019, only five months after our 

experiment was conducted, and again by Amphan in May 2020. 
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of internal climate migrants’ responsibility for their own situation in treated groups is countered 

by two effects working in the opposite direction. The first is that blaming outside forces or third 

parties may also reduce host-community perceptions of their own responsibility to welcome 

climate migrants. The second is that blaming a third party may strengthen host-community social 

identification with their own community members, rather than with a wider group of fellow 

nationals, which includes internal climate migrants.  

 Our results suggest that deliberate attempts to shape or change public discourse on 

migration may be fraught with challenges and work in unpredictable ways. While changing the 

narrative about climate migrants to reduce social tensions and make local adaptation challenges 

less severe may be a complex (or even counter-productive) endeavor, our additional analyses of 

heterogeneous effects uncovered some potential nuances. In line with theories emphasizing labor 

market competition as a determinant of host community attitudes toward migration (see 

Hainmueller and Hopkins (2015) for a summary), we find that day-laborers (whose skill sets more 

closely match those of climate migrants from vulnerable areas in our case) were, on average, more 

critical of internal climate migrants than other occupational groups. However, day-laborers were 

also a group where our treatments appear to significantly improve attitudes toward migrants. 

Hence, it is possible that for groups for whom the issue of internal migration matters on more a 

personal, economic level, changes in the attribution of responsibility for climate migration may 

reduce tensions between migrants and host-community members.  

 The remainder of this article is structured as follows. Section 2 presents our theoretical 

background in the context of the existing literature on host-community attitudes toward migrants, 

which we integrate with work on distributional attitudes more generally to motivate our 

experimental analyses of the effect of narratives on host community attitudes towards migrants. 
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Section 3 explains our sampling, experimental design and estimation strategies, and Section 4 

provides a descriptive overview of our data, including treatment take-up and balance. Our main 

results are presented in Section 5, with underlying mechanisms and heterogeneous effects analyzed 

in Section 6. Section 7 concludes with a discussion of implications of our research, its limitations 

and the scope for further work. 

 

2. Narratives, beliefs, and attitudes toward migrants 

This article focuses on the effect of narratives on host-community attitudes toward internal 

climate migrants. As there has been limited research on host-community attitude formation toward 

internal climate migrants (Lujala et al., 2020; Spilker et al., 2020), we base our analysis of 

narratives of attribution of responsibility for climate migrants’ situation on a more extensive 

literature on attitudes toward international migrants, as well as on the corresponding, if smaller, 

literature on internal migration. We also draw on recent findings on attitudes specifically toward 

climate migrants. In doing so, we explain how attribution of responsibility treatments are further 

motivated by work on distributive preferences in behavioural economics.  

A number of studies from developed countries suggest that negatively framed political and 

social narratives on migration adversely affect citizen attitudes toward international migrants, 

refugees, and victims of disaster (Gale, 2004; Andrighetto et al., 2014; Seate and Mastro, 2016; 

Blinder and Allen, 2018; Utych, 2018; Dempsey and McDowell, 2019; Hoops and Braitman, 2019; 

Czymara, forthcoming). In particular, arguments about host-country duties toward migrants often 

revolve around characterizations of migration as voluntary or involuntary (Ottonelli and Torresi, 

2013), with greater presumed host-country duties toward migrants who are seen as less to blame 

for their own situation. Empirical evidence based on conjoint study approaches appears to confirm 
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this link between beliefs about reasons for migrating and attitudes toward migrants, as studies from 

both Europe and the United States suggest that host-country respondents are more positive toward 

accepting migrants that flee persecution than economic migrants (Bansak et al., 2016; Hainmueller 

and Hopkins, 2015). These findings are also consistent with observational data from Canada, the 

United States, and the UK showing that anti-immigrant sentiments are more prevalent among those 

who believe that difficulties facing immigrants are due to dispositional rather than to external 

factors (Harell et al., 2017). 

The literature on host-community attitudes to climate change-induced internal migration is 

limited and emerging; therefore, no established analytical framework for it exists yet. Building on 

previous research on attitudes toward climate change, mitigation, and adaptation showing that 

these attitudes are impacted by people’s psychological distance from climate change and its 

impacts (e.g., Brügger et al., 2015, McDonald et al., 2015, Spence et al., 2012), as well as research 

on attitudes toward international migrants (e.g., Hainmueller et al., 2015, Rustenbach, 2010) and 

literature on attitudes toward disaster victims (e.g., Andrighetto et al., 2014, Zagefka, 2011), Lujala 

et al. (2020) develop a framework that seeks to explain host-community members’ attitudes toward 

internal climate migrants through four different host–migrant proximities.2 Their study indicates 

 
2 The four types of proximities are i) host community members’ geographic distance to highly 

exposed areas from which migrants are likely to come (spatial proximity); ii) host community 

members’ values and worldviews concerning fellow citizens (attitudinal proximity); iii) the extent 

to which host community members have experiences similar to those of migrants (experiential 

proximity); and iv) host community members’ social similarity with migrants in terms of 

education, wealth, and occupation (social proximity). 
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that host-community members’ attitudinal distance from fellow citizens, in terms of values and 

worldviews, can be crucial in forming host community members’ attitudes toward migrants.   

Other recent studies on climate migrants highlight a theoretical ambiguity concerning how 

climate migrants may be perceived. On the one hand, climate migrants may be “compared with 

political migrants as they have been forced to leave their countries due to circumstances for which 

they cannot be made responsible” (Helbling, 2020:91) and viewed “as a form of involuntary 

migration that deserves protection” (Spilker et al., 2020:622). On the other hand, if climate 

migrants are seen as leaving due to deteriorating economic conditions at their origin created by 

climate change, they may be viewed as economically motivated (Helbling, 2020) and seen by host 

community members as having a choice in adapting or migrating, in particular in response to long-

term environmental degradation (Spilker et al., 2020). Empirical results from conjoint analyses 

where climate migrants are added as additional categories differ, however. Helbling’s (2020) study 

of German citizens’ attitudes toward international migrants finds support for the former of the two 

mechanisms discussed above, under which respondents were more accepting of climate migrants 

than economic migrants and as accepting of climate migrants as political migrants. The studies 

presented in Spilker et al. (2020) on attitudes of urban residents in Kenya and Vietnam toward 

internal migrants are, however, consistent with the latter of the two mechanisms discussed above 

in that there was no significant difference in residents’ attitudes toward climate migrants and 

economic migrants. 

 In other words, host-community beliefs about the responsibility or blame that migrants 

have for their own situation map into host-community attitudes toward migrants. For climate 

migrants, there is a theoretical ambiguity in what beliefs about responsibility and blame will form, 

and the results for internal migration suggest that their mobility may be seen by host community 
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members as willed rather than forced, potentially leading to unfavorable attitudes among host-

community members. The theoretical ambiguity discussed in the preceding paragraph also 

indicates, however, that alternative conceptions of internal climate migrants are possible. Since 

narratives may help shape beliefs, as well as how fellow citizens are viewed, the question analyzed 

in this article is to what extent can narratives be employed to change host-community beliefs and 

improve host-community attitudes toward internal climate migrants? More specifically, how does 

emphasizing a lack of responsibility among climate migrants for their plight, relative to other 

forces, affect host-community members’ attitudes toward climate migrants? As pointed out in the 

aforementioned paragraphs, while the migration literature has linked narratives to beliefs and 

beliefs to attitudes, our analysis of the effectiveness of changing the narrative about migration to 

improve host community attitudes is novel. 

 Empirical evidence on migrant-host community relations is scarce in the context of low 

levels of development and high susceptibility to future internal displacement. Our experimental 

data from Bangladesh’s Satkhira district, therefore, add significantly to a literature that has focused 

more on attitudes toward international than internal migrants and tended to “overlook internal 

environmental migration” (Spilker et al., 2020; 623). A few recent studies have looked at patterns 

of discrimination against internal migrants from host-community citizens (Gaikwad and Nellis, 

2017; Kramon et al., forthcoming) and host-community politicians (Gaikwad and Nellis, 

forthcoming). We complement these studies by examining whether and how such patterns may be 

affected by narrative interventions. This question has received little consideration in the 

experimental literature on attitudes toward international migrants (Hainmueller and Hopkins, 

2014; Grigorieff et al., 2016). While Alesina et al.’s (2018) experimental results suggest that a 

video narrative stressing immigrants’ difficult personal situation can have a positive effect on 
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developed-country respondents’ attitudes, their experimental treatment also hints at a lack of a 

choice in migrating, making the underlying mechanism difficult to ascertain. By contrast, our 

experiment is explicitly designed to capture the effect of shifting the location of responsibility from 

migrants toward outside forces or third parties. 

 More generally, our interventions are based on the literature on distributive preferences in 

behavioural economics. Existing experimental evidence from this literature suggests that in 

distributive situations (where a decision is made on how to allocate a sum of money between 

individuals), people will allocate money according to the extent to which they perceive others as 

being responsible for their own situation (Konow, 2000; List and Cherry, 2008). In other words, 

they will give more aid to a recipient the less they perceive him/her to be responsible for his/her 

own misfortune. Our experimental treatments are also motivated by insights from the conflict 

literature suggesting that attribution of responsibility to a third party can lessen intergroup conflict 

by emphasizing a shared identity (Gaertner and Dovidio, 2000; Licata et al., 2011), as well as 

results from the literature on prosocial behavior suggesting that interventions which generate 

sympathy or empathy increase people’s tendencies to assist others (Eisenberg et al., 2010). These 

results are mirrored in the literature on attitudes toward victims of natural disasters, where helping 

behavior has been found to relate negatively to perceptions that victims are to blame for their 

situation (Marjanovic et al., 2009; Zagefka et al., 2011). 

 

3. Research design 

3.1 Sampling and experimental design 
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The field experiment was conducted in Bangladesh’s Satkhira district in March and April 

2019 and included 1253 long-term residents as respondents.3 This district is located in 

southwestern Bangladesh, a region which is, by far, the most vulnerable part of the country’s 

coastal zone.4 Prior to the experiment, we conducted two rounds of qualitative interviews with 

migrants, host-community members, and local government officials in the district. These 

interviews indicated that climate-related changes had been a relevant factor in internal migrants’ 

mobility decisions. While there had been little conflict between host-community members and 

internal migrants thus far, in part due to the availability of government land on which these 

migrants had been resettled, interviews suggested that long-term residents would likely be more 

critical of future, permanent in-migration.  

 
3 A pre-analysis plan for the experiment was registered in the AEA RCT registry (see 

https://www.socialscienceregistry.org/trials/4142). The experiment was conducted concurrently 

with a separate experiment, and while conceptually distinct, the two experiments share the control 

group. There was no overlap of treatment groups in the two experiments. A total of 1568 interviews 

were conducted for the two experiments, of which 1253 observations comprise the treatment and 

control groups for the experiment described here. Due to some practical challenges in the field, the 

number of observations is marginally smaller than that specified in the pre-analysis plan; our 

treatment groups contain between 310 and 318 observations, compared to the pre-specified 321. 

4 Islam and Hasan (2016) estimate that more than 2 million people in the region were displaced as 

a result of the 2009 cyclone Aila; areas in the Satkhira district were among the most heavily 

affected. The district also saw devastating effects of the cyclone Amphan in May 2020; the exact 

number of people affected is uncertain. 

https://www.socialscienceregistry.org/trials/4142
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 For the experiment, we selected 13 relevant unions from the seven upazilas5 in the Satkhira 

district, based on their history of or potential for climate-related in-migration, and set the number 

of respondents in each union according to its share of the total population of the 13 unions. In each 

union, a team of five to six enumerators set out in pre-defined routes evenly spaced in different 

directions, starting from the union office, selecting every sixth household along the route and 

alternating between interviewing an adult female or male in each household. Only long-term 

residents in the surveyed locations were interviewed, defined as having been born in the 

community in question or having lived there for at least 20 years or as having a spouse that was 

born in the community and having lived there for at least five years. The decision to focus on long-

term residents was informed by studies in the migration literature suggesting that those born in a 

country are more critical of immigration than recent immigrants (Just and Anderson, 2015) and 

also by long-term residents’ likely greater sense of ownership of the community and political 

influence locally (Gaikwad and Nellis, forthcoming). 

 The instrument and treatment videos were thoroughly piloted before the survey experiment 

started. Interviews were conducted electronically, using tablets, and videos were shown to 

respondents on the tablets. For interviews, respondents were randomized into one of the treatments 

or the control group through lists of random choices prepared in advance and given to each 

enumerator. Enumerators moved down the list, crossing off the current video shown and moving 

to the next one on the list in the next interview. This procedure resulted in 310 to 318 respondents 

in each treatment arm. Randomization is, hence, at the individual level, not blocked by location. 

 

 
5 Upazilas are the second lowest tier of regional administration in Bangladesh, unions the lowest. 



12 
 

3.2 Treatments 

In the treatment section, respondents were randomly assigned to watch one of the treatment 

videos or the placebo video, if in the control group. The videos’ structure is outlined in Figure A1 

in the Online Appendix. All videos share a first section, which is a general introduction to the 

phenomenon of climate change and its likely effects on future displacement in Bangladesh. After 

this first section, the treatment videos include distinct second sections which shift responsibility 

for climate change and its consequences from migrants and toward natural forces (Treatment 1), 

industrialized countries (Treatment 2), or local authorities (Treatment 3). In this second part, the 

video’s visual part froze on a still picture, in order to make the voiceover narratives salient to 

treated participants. The placebo video for the control group did not contain a second section, 

which made it shorter, but not to an extent where one would expect video length to have an 

independent effect on responses.  

 All videos also include a third section, designed for obfuscation purposes, where we tell 

respondents that we want their feedback on the video’s format to improve it for further audiences. 

The questionnaire section immediately following treatment also starts with four questions on the 

video’s format. While done to alleviate experimenter demand concerns,6 the inclusion of this 

information in the video’s last part is not to be considered deceptive, as reactions to the form of 

information presented is also of interest to us in discussing policy implications and future 

directions from the project’s results. The four obfuscation questions were immediately followed 

by the outcome question (detailed in the following subsection). The full scripts for the voiceover 

used in the videos (translated into English) are presented in the Online Appendix. 

 
6 Experimenter demand effects are “changes in behavior by experimental subjects due to cues about what 
constitutes appropriate behavior” (Zizzo, 2010:75), for instance if subjects respond consistent with what they 
believe the purpose of an experiment is. 
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3.3 Empirical strategy 

The variables used in our analysis are presented in Table B1 in the Online Appendix. Our 

outcome variable is attitude toward migrants, reflecting responses to the survey question, “To what 

extent do you agree with the following statement: ‘It is a good thing that new migrants settle 

permanently in my home community’.”7 Responses were given on a five point scale: 5 – Agree 

very strongly, 4 – Agree, 3 – Neither agree nor disagree, 2 – Disagree, and 1 – Disagree very 

strongly. Our main hypothesis is that by locating responsibility for displacement elsewhere than 

on the displaced, the treatments will improve respondent attitudes toward migrants. We test this 

hypothesis, using OLS estimation (with robust standard errors) of the following equation: 

 

𝑦𝑖 = 𝛼 + 𝛽𝑇1𝑇1𝑖 + 𝛽𝑇2𝑇2𝑖 + 𝛽𝑇3𝑇3𝑖 + 𝜀𝑖        (1) 

 

where 𝑦𝑖  is the outcome for individual i and 𝑇𝑡𝑖 are indicator variables taking the value one if 

individual i is in treatment group t and zero otherwise. We also estimate an equation which includes 

covariates (including union fixed effects) captured by the vector 𝑋𝑖:
8 

 

𝑦𝑖 = 𝛼 + 𝛽𝑇1𝑇1𝑖 + 𝛽𝑇2𝑇2𝑖 + 𝛽𝑇3𝑇3𝑖 + 𝑿𝒊𝛾 + 𝜀𝑖       (2) 

 
7 The main outcome question asks about migrants in general in an added effort to avoid 

experimenter demand effects. 

8 Covariates were as specified in the pre-analysis plan and are detailed in Table B1 in the Online 

Appendix. 
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We also test for differences in effects between the treatments, using two-sided t-tests. While our 

outcome variable is, strictly speaking, an ordinal variable, we treat it as a continuous variable in 

our main analysis but show that results are robust to using ordered probit and ordered logit 

estimation. With this specification and based on means and standard deviations from our pilot data, 

the minimum detectable effect at 80% power and .05 significance is .208, or .224 of a standard 

deviation.9 

 In the case of less than perfect take-up of our treatments, the above-estimated parameters 

can be interpreted as intention-to-treat effects. To measure take-up, we asked respondents what or 

who was identified by the video they had seen as responsible for climate migration.10 We define 

three treatment take-up dummies which equal one if a respondent was in treatment group 𝑗 ∈

{1,2,3}, and their response corresponds to the message of the video of treatment j and zero 

otherwise. In other words, take-up is measured as correspondence between the attribution of 

responsibility respondents stated to have received in the video and the actual attribution of 

responsibility in their assigned treatment video. We estimate effects of treatment on the treated 

 
9 The use of a two-sided test makes our analysis more conservative than in the pre-analysis plan, 

where we specified one-sided tests for the three coefficients, which would make the minimum 

detectable effect even smaller. Limited compliance, on the other hand, pulls in the opposite 

direction. 

10 In addition to the three actors in the treatments, options included “the migrants themselves” and 

“others,” and respondents were asked to identify one of these options. 



15 
 

through instrumental variable estimation where the treatment dummies are used as instruments for 

the take-up variables.11 

 While our survey instrument was designed to also analyze both heterogeneities in effects 

across groups and mechanisms behind our results (changes in beliefs), we did not pre-specify these 

analyses, noting the trade-off between the credibility that pre-specification generates and the 

potential costs in terms of developing highly complex pre-specification with limits on potential 

learning from the data (Olken, 2015). 

 

4. Data 

Summary statistics for our sample are presented in Table B2 in the Online Appendix. Our 

sample consists of 1253 individuals aged 18 and above. On attitude toward migrants, the mean 

response fell in the middle of our scale, which on the five-point scale of our outcome variable 

corresponds to neither disagreeing nor agreeing with the statement, ‘It is a good thing that new 

migrants settle permanently in my home community.’ Since the videos watched by the control and 

treatment groups explicitly focused on internal climate migration, the term migrants would here 

have been understood by our respondents as internal climate migrants. The mean respondent was 

41 years old, about half of respondents  were male, a little less than half were household heads, 

and the mode in terms of education was to have completed primary education (the omitted category 

is no completed education). The most common occupations were housewife, self-employment 

(with or without non-family employees), day laborer, and farmer (the omitted category is other 

 
11 This approach is a standard one in the experimental literature [ON WHAT?]. See Duflo et al. 

(2006) for an explanation and justification. 
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occupations than the ones listed). Our household asset index is based on factor analysis of the 

following asset variables: ownership of house, bicycle, radio, television, motor vehicle or 

motorcycle, mobile phone, computer, and number of rooms the household occupied.12 More than 

three quarters of respondents lived in households that owned land, and the mean household size 

was five members. Almost 60 percent of respondents were born in the host community in question, 

and the number of years they had lived in the community was a minimum of 5 (since this value 

was our cutoff for inclusion in the sample) and an average of 33 years. The median household had 

never moved between unions; the largest number of such moves was 10. 

 Table B3 in the Online Appendix presents the number of respondents randomized into each 

of our three treatments, which is 310 (nature treatment), 313 (industrialized treatment), and 312 

(government treatment). There are 318 respondents in the control group. Almost all respondents 

reported finding the videos easy to understand (99 percent) and of an appropriate length (85 

percent).13 Most respondents (72 percent) answered that the video told them something they did 

not already know. Nevertheless, while take-up was high in the nature treatment, with almost three 

quarters of respondents being able to identify the treatment’s message in the follow-up question, 

 
12 The asset index was computed for the sample of households that also included the treatment 

group from our concurrent experiment mentioned in footnote 3, which is why the mean of the asset 

index variable deviates slightly from zero and its standard deviation is different from one. We ran 

additional analyses on an asset index constructed for just the current experimental sample; the 

differences in results are negligible. 

13 These proportions are not reported in the Online Appendix tables. 
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this proportion fell to less than 40 percent for respondents in the industrialized treatment and to 

just over 20 percent in the government treatment.  

It is hard to say whether the limited take-up was due to images of natural phenomena being 

prevalent in all parts of the videos or an order effect where the first response category is more 

readily chosen.14 Since it is difficult to design videos of climate migration without including 

images of natural forces, our take-up variables may not perfectly track compliance. In principle, it 

is possible that respondents in other treatment groups who identified natural forces as the main 

force behind climate displacement may still have internalized the shift in responsibility away from 

migrants and toward industrialized countries or local authorities, and our take-up variables may, 

hence, underestimate compliance. Given imperfect compliance, we compute both intention to treat 

effects and effects of treatment on the treated; the results are not qualitatively different. It is not 

obvious which of the two would be more relevant; we piloted our videos for high impact, but there 

are limits to what any message can achieve in terms of being received and internalized among 

respondents. 

 Tests for balance on our covariates across treatment arms are presented in Table B4 of the 

Online Appendix. There are few significant differences between groups and no more than one 

would expect by chance. The final column of Table B4 contains the p-value of an F-test of the null 

 
14 Our treated groups were all able to identify the correct answer to this question at a higher rate 

than respondents in the control group, who were also asked this question following the placebo 

video. The most common response in the control group was to identify the role of natural forces 

as the video’s message. The proportion of responses in the control group is presented in the final 

column of Table B3 in the Online Appendix. 
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hypothesis that the treatment arms do not predict the means on each balancing variable. There is 

balance on all variables except age, which, again, is no more than one would expect by chance. 

Randomization appears to have worked well in taking out differences between treatment groups. 

 

5. Main results 

Our main results are presented in Table 1. Column one shows the results from estimating 

equation (1) (i.e., regressing our outcome variable on the treatment variables only). The treatments 

shifting blame for climate-related migration toward natural forces and onto the government display 

negative coefficients, and the treatment shifting blame toward industrialized countries a positive 

coefficient, but none of these estimates are statistically significant. Adding covariates in column 

two increases precision slightly, with the result that the treatment highlighting the government’s 

role has a statistically significant negative effect on attitudes toward migrants, while the other two 

treatments have no effect. In general, we find no evidence of a positive effect of shifting 

responsibility for their situation off migrants themselves on long-term residents’ attitudes toward 

migrants. The government treatment may even have had a negative effect and certainly had a 

significantly worse effect on attitudes than the industrialized countries treatment (p=.012 with 

covariates and p=.065 without). Looking at the (unreported) 95 percent confidence intervals of our 

estimates, their upper bounds are .08 for the nature treatment and .06 for the government treatment, 

which means that we can rule out positive effects of these treatments of any serious magnitude 

(the corresponding upper bound for the industrialized treatment is .235). Qualitatively, we get the 

same results if we estimate effects of the treatments on the treated through the instrumental variable 

approach, as displayed in columns three and four of Table 1. While the estimated coefficients 

increase in absolute size, so does the imprecision of the estimates. As shown in Table C1 in the 
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Online Appendix, ordered probit and ordered logit estimation produce the same qualitative results, 

except for the effect of the government treatment, which is not significant, even with covariates 

included. Results are qualitatively the same if we use a binary dependent variable, as seen in Table 

C2 in the Online Appendix. 

 The estimated coefficients for our covariates add some interesting information on the 

correlates of attitudes toward climate migrants. Education and wealth seem to be the variables 

most consistently associated with attitudes toward migrants. In contrast to studies from developed 

countries focusing on international migration (e.g., Hainmueller and Hiscox, 2007; Mayda, 2006), 

however, in our case, the more educated and wealthy were significantly more critical to new 

internal climate migrants settling in their communities. In some estimations, household heads were 

more positive toward migrants, which could relate to greater decision-making power, a more 

secure personal position that follows from diversification of other household members’ activities, 

or a history of making decisions to have other household members migrate. The significance of 

the household head coefficient is, however, not robust to changes in the estimation method (c.f., 

Table C1 in the Online Appendix). For our other covariates, there are few robust associations. We 

do, however, find some heterogeneous effects of our treatments, which we present in the following 

section after looking at possible mechanisms. 

 

 < Table 1 about here > 

 

6. Mechanisms and heterogeneous effects 

As noted in Section 3.3, our survey instrument included a number of questions designed to 

look into mechanisms behind our experimental results (i.e., how the treatments changed 
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respondents’ beliefs). For flexibility, the analysis of these variables was not specified in the pre-

analysis plan. The results from our analyses of mechanisms are summarized in Table 2.  Each 

column in the table shows results from an OLS regression, using the mechanism variable specified 

at the top of the column as the dependent variable, with the mechanism variables defined in detail 

in Table B5 in the Online Appendix. All regressions in Table 2 include covariates; results are 

qualitatively the same without covariates (Table C3 in the Online Appendix) and if using an 

instrumental variable approach to identify effects of treatments on the treated (Table C4 in the 

Online Appendix). 

 Our main hypothesis of a positive effect of the video interventions on attitudes toward 

internal climate migrants was based on the idea that the treatments would reduce the perceived 

responsibility of migrants for their own situation. In column one in Table 2, we present results of 

a regression using migrant responsibility as the dependent variable. This variable is defined 

through respondent’s agreement with the statement, "If people have to move due to climate change, 

that is their own fault," with responses given on the same five-point scale as our main outcome 

variable (from 5 – Agree very strongly to 1 – Disagree very strongly). The treatment coefficients 

are all negative, in line with the theory behind our main hypothesis, but are too small to be 

statistically significant.  

 By contrast, the second column of Table 2 has respondents’ perceptions of their own host-

community responsibility for helping migrants as the dependent variable. Results for the nature 

and industrialized treatments suggest that these interventions significantly reduced the obligations 

long-term residents in host communities believed they had for aiding climate migrants. Moreover, 

in column three of Table 2, the dependent variable reflects respondent agreement with the 

statement, "I have more in common with the members of my community than with migrants that 



21 
 

arrive here." The results suggest that our third treatment, stressing the government’s responsibility, 

solidified narrow identification with respondents’ own host community relative to wider 

identification with migrants. Attributing blame to a third party (the government), in this case, 

seems to have reinforced a narrower form of social identity than anticipated, though some caution 

in interpretation is advised here, due to the low take-up of the government treatment. 

 In sum, the results of the first three columns of Table 2 provide a set of explanations for 

our main result of no (or a marginal negative) impact of our interventions on host-community 

attitudes toward internal climate migrants. Any reduction in host community members’ perception 

of migrants’ responsibility for their own situation that our videos created was (more than) offset 

by a reduction in host communities’ perceived obligations for helping migrants or tighter social 

identification with one’s own host-community members relative to outsiders such as migrants. 

Shifting blame for the consequences of climate change toward other forces or third parties, hence, 

seems a risky thing. Doing so shifts blame not only from the vulnerable but also from locals upon 

whom the vulnerable will come to rely. Or doing so may create a narrow sort of solidarity within 

local host communities rather than the wider kind needed to welcome vulnerable outsiders 

displaced by climate change. 

 

< Table 2 about here > 

 

The final two columns in Table 2 present results that shed light on possible reasons that the 

treatment emphasizing industrialized countries’ responsibility had less of a negative effect on 

attitudes toward internal climate migrants than the other two treatments. The dependent variable 

in column four captures responses to the question, "The typical migrant to my community is likely 
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to be _______," with options given on the five-point scale 5 - Extremely rich, 4 - Rich, 3 - Neither 

poor nor rich, 2 - Poor, 1 - Extremely poor. The industrialized treatment appears to trigger an 

implicit comparison of migrants to the populations of the Western industrialized countries 

mentioned in the video, leading to lower assessments of the wealth of climate migrants than in the 

control group and the other two treatments (the differences between the industrialized treatment 

coefficient and the nature and government coefficients are significant at p=.078 and p=.073, 

respectively).  

 Moreover, the dependent variable in column five of Table 2 reflects respondent agreement 

with the statement, “After seeing the video, I believe that climate change will lead to substantial 

migration of people in Bangladesh,” again measured on a five-point scale. The results suggest that 

the industrialized treatment led respondents to perceive the scale of climate migration to be greater 

than respondents in the control group, perhaps by introducing a global frame of reference, though 

the precise reason is hard to assess. However, the differences between the perceptions of the 

treatment groups are not statistically significant for this variable.  

 Potential explanations for the less negative effect of the treatment stressing the 

responsibility of industrialized countries are, hence, cues that emphasize poverty among migrants 

and (possibly) induced perceptions of greater climate migration challenges. Though the 

industrialized-country treatment had less negative effects on attitudes toward migrants, it may have 

contributed to anti-Western sentiments by stressing the role of Western countries in climate 

change. We tested this possibility through an additional survey question on whether the West 

generally respects religious freedom everywhere and found no evidence that the treatment induced 

anti-Western sentiments (Table C5 in the Online Appendix). 
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 Some respondents were in occupations where they were likely to be in direct competition 

with climate migrants from poor and vulnerable areas, particularly respondents relying on 

gathering/foraging/hunting and day laborers. Any more critical attitudes to migrants from these 

occupational groups are not immediately apparent from the covariate results in Table 1. However, 

a regression of attitudes toward migrants on covariates for the control group only reveals a different 

pattern (Table C6 in the Online Appendix). Those with occupations in gathering and day laborers 

had the most negative mean scores on the attitude toward migrants question, and these two 

occupation categories are the only ones with significantly lower scores than the excluded category 

(other occupations). We take these results as a possible sign of heterogeneous effects of our 

treatments in these occupational categories, while also noting that any analysis of this question has 

not been pre-registered and remains explorative.  

 There were only 5 gatherers in our sample, so we cannot meaningfully test for 

heterogeneous effects for this group. The number of day laborers in our sample was 90, and Table 

3 presents results of tests of heterogeneous treatment effects for this group. We include interaction 

terms for all three treatment variables with the occupation day laborer dummy (as well as the day 

laborer dummy itself and all other covariates which, for brevity, are suppressed in the output). 

Results for the interaction terms suggest that the effects of the nature and industrialized treatments 

were significantly more positive for day laborers than for other groups. The three bottom rows of 

Table 3 report the p-values of tests that the treatment effects for day laborers were zero, which is 

rejected in the cases of the nature and industrialized treatments, but not in the government 

treatment. Our results therefore suggest some beneficial effects on attitudes toward migrants for 

host community members who are  in direct labour market competition withmigrants. And, 

according to our data, these host community members with such occupations also tend to be more 
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critical to migrants to begin with. Since our analysis of heterogeneous effects in our experiment is 

explorative, we consider this heterogeneous effect a hypothesis to be more carefully tested in future 

work. 

 

 < Table 3 about here > 

 

7. Concluding remarks 

Narratives can be powerful in framing public discourse on migration, as seen in the use of 

the term “economic migrant” in immigration debates (Dennison, 2021). Our analysis does not 

disprove that narratives can impact host-community attitudes toward migrants. What it does 

suggest, however, is that deliberately shaping or changing the narrative to improve attitudes can 

be a difficult endeavor with unpredictable consequences. Specifically, our experimental results 

among long-term host-community residents in Bangladesh show that shifting the blame for 

internal climate migration from migrants onto outside forces or third parties might do more to 

relieve host communities of perceived obligations to migrants than to increase identification with 

their plight and willingness to receive them. In other words, while there may be some theoretical 

ambiguity in whether climate migration is perceived as voluntary or involuntary (Helbling, 2020; 

Spilker et al., 2020), attempts to change host-community attitudes to climate migrants by 

highlighting the involuntary aspects of this type of mobility is not a straightforward endeavor. In 

the limited literature on host-community attitudes toward internal environmental migrants, our 

analysis adds to previous studies (discussed in Section 2) focused on mapping attitudes through 

vignette approaches by providing experimental evidence on the possibility of changing beliefs and 

attitudes through external intervention. 
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 An attraction of information interventions to change preferences and attitudes is that they 

are relatively inexpensive and easily scalable (Haaland et al., forthcoming). This feature may also 

be a reason why a number of studies in the migration literature study how information provision 

on the scale, composition, and characteristics of migration impacts people’s beliefs about 

migration (Hainmueller and Hopkins, 2014; Grigorieff et al., 2016). Results from experiments that 

provide information on the number or background of migrants show that while this information 

has an effect on beliefs about the scale and composition of migrant flows, it has little effect on 

attitudes and policy preferences (Alesina et al., 2018). Providing facts changes beliefs about what 

the facts are, but these changed beliefs do not translate into changes in migration policy preferences 

(Ibid.). A potential advantage of narrative interventions over facts is that narrative interventions 

may, to a greater extent, elicit responses related to fairness or empathy. Narratives may also simply 

be a more effective way to get respondents to internalize information (Haaland et al., forthcoming; 

Dennison 2021). In contrast, our results suggest that narratives may not always lead to greater 

internalization of information than interventions which simply convey facts. Moreover, narratives 

may also convey information in a less specific way, raising the possibility that narratives may 

affect other beliefs than intended, which is exactly what our mechanism results suggest. Narratives 

may be an effective way of changing beliefs, but not necessarily in a sufficiently targeted way for 

the envisioned attitude changes to materialize. 

 Our analysis contributes to a limited literature on internal environmental migration in 

developing countries (Lujala et al., Spilker et al., 2020), a phenomenon which is likely to increase 

in importance in coming decades and require incorporation of planned resettlement as one 

adaptation measure (Rigaud et al., 2018; Walelign and Lujala, 2022). It should be noted that our 

results also come with important limitations and caveats. The take-up rates of our narrative 
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interventions vary, from almost three quarters for the nature interventions to just over 20 percent 

for our government intervention. While a direct comparison is difficult to make, limited take-up is 

also found in experimental studies which convey facts; respondents do not fully internalize the 

information they are given (Alesina et al., 2018). Through the instrumental variable estimations, 

we provide evidence that the effects of treatments on the treated are not qualitatively different from 

intention to treat effects. Nevertheless, given the low take-up rate of the government interventions 

in particular, caution is advised in interpreting this intervention’s results. For all three 

interventions, the attitudes are measured against a control group shown a placebo video containing 

general information on climate change and migration. In principle, it could be that this information 

yields favorable effects on attitudes toward migration, but to maximize power across our 

interventions, we did not include a control group where no information was given that would allow 

us to test this possible effect. 

 In selecting Bangladesh’s Satkhira district as our study site and focusing on long-term 

residents in likely future host communities for climate migrants, we have aimed to keep the 

relevance of our study for understanding attitudes to climate migrants high. These choices, 

however, raise questions of external validity. In terms of vulnerability to climate change, the region 

we studied is, in a sense, extreme, and it is not obvious that our results translate to other less 

affected regions or to other countries. On the one hand, the effect of narrative interventions 

stressing migrants’ lack of blame for their situation may be easier to convey in a setting where 

people are greatly exposed to climate change. On the other hand, this setting may also make host-

community members more inured to the plight of others or more focused on their own lack of 

responsibility for accommodating migrants. The context may also have shaped how strong prior 

beliefs and attitudes of host-community members toward migrants are and, hence, how easy or 



27 
 

difficult these beliefs and attitudes are to change. Internal migration for work is common in 

Bangladesh (Alam and Mamun, 2022), which may suggest that prior beliefs on migration are well 

informed, strong, and hard to shift. On the other hand, Bangladesh is ethnically relatively 

homogenous, which could indicate less entrenched attitudes based on perceived cultural 

differences between migrants and host-community members. 

 As noted, our decision to focus on long-term residents reflects findings that those born in 

a country are more critical to immigration than are recent immigrants and their likely greater 

perceived sense of ownership of the community and local political influence. Long-term residents 

are, of course, a selected sample, and it is not obvious that host-community members with a shorter 

residence history would respond similarly to our interventions. While our data do not permit us to 

address these differences, in theory, short-term residents may have prior views of migrants that are 

more favorable, since they themselves migrated more recently, which could make the interventions 

less effective. They could also, however, be more sympathetic to narratives that stress migrants’ 

lack of blame, making the narratives more effective. The selected sample of long-term residents 

means that some caution is advised in interpreting results for our covariates, which may not convey 

fully representative patterns in correlates of attitudes toward migration in the host communities. 

 A number of additional questions are raised here for future research. While exploratory, 

our analysis of treatment effects for subgroups in direct labor market competition with internal 

climate migrants points to an important nuance that deserves further scrutiny. We find that shifting 

the attribution of responsibility may have a positive effect on attitudes among day laborers, whose 

attitudes were more negative to begin with. This finding raises the question of whether more 

targeted information interventions can be more effective, which should be the subject of additional 

study. The relatively negative attitudes toward migrants among day laborers in our control group 
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are consistent with labor market competition theories of attitudes toward migrants, suggesting that 

while such theories have been found to be relatively unimportant for anti-immigration sentiments 

in developed countries (Hainmueller and Hopkins, 2015; Naumann et al., 2018), they remain 

relevant in understanding attitudes toward migration in less-developed countries, as also suggested 

by Harris et al. (2018) and Bezabih et al. (2021). The fact that our interventions seemed effective 

in improving attitudes toward migrants among day laborers also indicates, however, that attitudes 

among those in competition with migrants are more complex than labor market competition 

theories posit and that these theories are in need of further development. 

 Additionally, our analysis underscores the importance of understanding the political 

economy of climate-affected countries to examine their ability to adapt to climate change without 

serious increases in social conflict. Our data reveal a puzzle of worse average attitudes toward 

climate migrants among the well off and educated, in contrast to results from developed countries 

(Rustenbach, 2010; Hainmueller and Hopkins, 2014). While this result suggests that there may be 

socio-economic fault lines in handling future migration challenges in Bangladesh, more work is 

needed to understand the robustness of these results and the underlying mechanisms. One 

possibility is that these views are shaped by social distance from migrants (see Lujala et al., 2020), 

while another is that the more wealthy and educated expect to shoulder more of the economic 

implications of future migration, for instance, through tax increases (Meseguer and Kemmerling, 

2018). Since we asked about attitudes toward migrants that specifically settled in respondents’ 

own community, rather than in some abstract location in their country, it is also possible that this 

feature reduces social desirability bias in responses from more educated respondents that could be 
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present in other studies.15 In either case, if the educated and wealthy are the most sceptical toward 

internal climate migrants in Bangladesh, these groups’ relatively greater political power may pose 

an impediment to the effective use of migration as an adaptation strategy in the country. This 

question is, therefore, an important topic for further inquiry. 

In countries vulnerable to the effects of climate change, much of the attention of analysis 

and policy is devoted to questions of in situ adaptation through physical infrastructure, economic 

resources, and livelihood diversification, for good reason. Bangladesh is judged to be quite 

advanced in creating protective measures from rapid onset events (such as cyclone shelters) and 

has sought to address slow onset phenomena such as increasing soil salinity through new types of 

crops and adjusted cultivation methods (Chen and Mueller, 2018; Islam et al., 2018; Sadik et al., 

2018). This article is motivated by the importance of the social and political sides of climate change 

in vulnerable countries, changes in population patterns, social interaction, and distributional 

conflict over land and jobs and resources that will arise when local adaption measures are no longer 

adequate to protect people and livelihoods in the most exposed places. It adds to a body of 

experimental work suggesting that information interventions, in the form of either facts or 

narratives may not be particularly effective (Fox, 2015; Lieberman et al., 2014). This observation, 

of course, raises the important question of what other approaches are available that are both 

realistic in terms of cost and scalability and effective in terms of impacting attitudes and 

preferences. We expect this question to be an active field of research in the years to come. 

 

  

 
15 We thank an anonymous reviewer for this point. 
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