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Sarah Frohnweiler, Bernd Beber, and Cara Ebert1

Delayed Effects on Migration Intentions in 
an Information Provision Experiment in 
Ghana

Abstract
We report experimental results from Ghana, where treated subjects received information on 
regional income differentials. We do not see an effect on migration intentions directly after the 
intervention, but the effect of the treatment unfolds over time. Eighteen months later, subjects 
assigned to receive income information are on average significantly less likely to express enthu- 
siasm for moving to another region, because individuals that had inaccurately high expectations 
about incomes elsewhere compared to their current place of residence are now more likely to want 
to forgo relocation. Contrary to common claims that effects observed in light-touch information 
experiments are likely to dissipate quickly, we suggest that some types of content in high-stakes 
domains such as migration can take time to reverberate and be incorporated into individuals’ 
decision calculus. We also discuss that delayed effects may be uncommonly observed because 
long-term follow-ups are rare in the absence of short-term effects.

JEL-Codes: J31, O15
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1 Motivation

Many economists view internal migration as an effective strategy to improve livelihoods

in low-income countries and elsewhere (Bryan and Morten, 2019; Lagakos, 2020), and a

number of studies have investigated how informational barriers that stand in the way of

such welfare-improving migration could be lowered (Baseler, 2023; McKenzie, 2023). We

contribute one such study, an information provision experiment that we implemented in

Ghana (Frohnweiler, Beber, and Ebert, 2023).

Unusually for an experiment in this research field, we are able to observe a delayed

effect on migration intentions. We collect outcome data both right after treatment and

in a follow-up survey a year and a half later, and we find that over time information on

regional income differentials has significantly affected intentions—even though this effect

had not yet manifested immediately post-treatment.

Delayed effects of information interventions on attitudinal outcomes may be genuinely

uncommon, and we hypothesize that the high-stakes nature of migration decision-making

could be a reason for the delay in this case. But we also note that delayed effects may

simply not be observed frequently, because researchers are less likely to collect follow-

up data in the absence of short-term effects.1 More commonly short-term effects help

motivate long-term data collection efforts that find dissipating effects on attitudes.

2 Study design

2.1 Context and timeline

The information provision experiment and data collection discussed here was conducted

with craftspersons working in the construction sector in Ghana. While there is substantial

internal labor mobility in Ghana, income differentials between regions remain stark and

arguably underappreciated by workers. For this study, 1261 participants were recruited

1For example, Coibion et al. (2023) suspect a delayed effect on non-durable goods spending if treated
with inflation information, but lack long-term data. Tjaden and Dunsch (2021) and Tjaden and Gni-
nafon (2022) note that the long-term effects of migration information interventions are generally poorly
understood.
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in three large metropolitan areas: Tamale in the less developed north, the business hub

Kumasi in the center of the country, and the capital Accra in the south.

Subjects’ first interview about their background, employment conditions, livelihoods

and migration aspirations took place in November/December 2020. In this survey, half

of the subjects were randomly assigned to receive information about incomes differences

across regions in Ghana. We collected data on whether subjects would like to relocate

within Ghana both before and after the survey segment containing this treatment content.

We then collected follow-up data 18 months later in May/June 2022. A discussion of

related study procedures can be found in Frohnweiler, Beber, and Ebert (2023), which

uses large additional samples from Ghana and Uganda that are not included here to

estimate other effects, in particular on destination preferences.

2.2 Sample description

Subjects joined this sample to be eligible for selection into a top-up training program im-

plemented by the German Development Corporation (GIZ).2 They were mostly recruited

at work sites, with some recruitment through professional organizations and a media

campaign. All are adults and on average 31 years old at baseline. They are almost all

men (99%) and are almost all employed (98%), mostly in a skilled trade. Most work on

their own account, with fewer than one in five dependently employed. Just over half of

them (57%) are married. They are relatively well-educated, with the modal and median

subject having completed senior high school, and only one in ten having completed no

more than primary education. Migration aspirations are generally high at baseline, with

nearly three in five subjects saying that they would very much like to relocate within

Ghana.

Attrition is very low. Subjects of this type typically have to remain reachable for

work or their business, as they did for us. For the follow-up, we were able to re-interview

1203 artisans (95%).

2Invitations to join the Professionalization of Artisans (ProfArts) program were assigned indepen-
dently of the information treatment discussed here, and results from this separate RCT are considered
in Beber et al. (2023b).
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2.3 Treatment

The treatment consisted of a map that displayed average monthly incomes—numerically

and represented as coin stacks—for each of Ghana’s then-ten regions. The income infor-

mation was taken from the main report of the 2016-17 Ghana Living Standards Survey

(GLSS7), which the Ghana Statistical Service published in June 2019 and contained the

most recent official and regionally disaggregated details.3 Subjects had a 50% probability

of being assigned to either treatment or control, and assignment is well-balanced across

a range of characteristics.

2.4 Outcome measure

We focus here on domestic migration intentions. Specifically, subjects were asked to what

extent, if at all, they would like to move to another region within Ghana to live, either

temporarily or permanently. Responses range from 0 (“Not at all”) to 1 (“A lot”) on a

four-point scale.4 Subjects were first asked this question several items prior to the point

in the survey at which the map was presented to the treatment group, and then again

just after that point, with an explanatory script that “we’ve already asked you this, but

we’d like to ask you one more time.” The same question was administered during the

follow-up a year and a half later.

3 Results

We report results from intent-to-treat regressions of our outcome on treatment assign-

ment, with robust standard errors. In line with our pre-analysis plan and in order to

improve efficiency, we include age, gender, marital status, indicators for employment

type and education, an asset index, region indicators, and our pre-treatment outcome

measurement.

3In September 2022, the Statistical Service shared with us that the GLSS7 report lists incorrect
information for Ashanti. We immediately sent the correct details via text message to treated subjects.
For the particular sample used in this paper, this occurred after follow-up data had been collected, which
means any effect in the follow-up data is not attributable to these corrective text messages.

4We show effects for this ordinal variable with equispaced cutpoints, but using a binary indicator for
“a lot” of interest—the modal reply—yields the same substantive result.
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Figure 1: Effects on domestic migration intentions

Figure 1 shows regression-adjusted differences in mean domestic migration intentions

prior to the intervention (pre), immediately after the intervention (post), and at the time

of the 18-month re-interview (follow-up), with whiskers denoting 95% confidence intervals.

We see no notable difference pre-treatment, as we would expect. The immediate post-

treatment measure also shows a null effect, relatively tightly estimated because of the

efficiency-enhancing inclusion of the pre-treatment measure in the regression.5 These

efficiency gains disappear at follow-up, and yet over time the treatment has unfolded an

effect: Subjects assigned to receive information on income differentials are significantly

less likely to express enthusiasm for moving to another region.

This effect is negative because it is driven by those that were too sanguine about

incomes elsewhere compared to their current place of residence and are now more likely

to want to forgo migration. We see no sign that subjects who may have undervalued

potential income benefits of relocation adjust their migration aspirations.

5For other outcomes and in certain theoretically relevant subsamples, Frohnweiler, Beber, and Ebert
(2023) observe immediate effects.
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4 Conclusion

We present delayed effects from an information provision experiment. Details concerning

regional income differentials in Ghana fail to move migration intentions immediately after

treatment. But the information lingers and leads to significant change in intentions 18

months later.

We conclude with two implications. First, a common critique of some information

experiments, also in migration studies, is that even if they have effects while furnished

details are top-of-mind, surely those effects dissipate quickly once subjects move on from

the study interaction. Here we provide an example of content reverberating more with

time. It may well be that for high-stakes topics, such as migration, it takes time for some

subjects to process certain types of information and incorporate it into their decision

calculus.

Second, it is uncommon for delayed effects such as this to be observed. This could be

because they are in fact uncommon. But it could also be due to incentives researchers face:

If a light-touch information treatment produced no movement in the principal attitudinal

outcome of interest in the short term, a long-term follow-up is risky. Conversely follow-

up work is more likely given short-term effects, so that dissipated effects have a greater

chance of being seen than delayed effects. We do not suggest that therefore we need an

undiscriminating proliferation of follow-ups. But for research on high-stakes decisions,

an absence of short-term effects should perhaps not automatically spell the end of data

collection.
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