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The immigrant population increased by 32 million in 37 European countries from 1990-

2019. Much of this movement was internal, from east to west Europe. Although both 

the destination and origin countries could be affected, we find no effects on aggregate 

subjective well-being in either group, using country-panel and instrumental variable 

techniques. Immigrants, in contrast, experienced increased well-being, converted to 

monetary terms, in excess of £25,000 per person. We offer more comprehensive evidence 

than previous studies, in terms of country and period, and by assessing the impacts on 

subjective well-being, which captures all of the important factors affected by immigration.
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1 Introduction 

Liberalizing immigration policy is argued to have huge benefits, in the order of trillions of 

dollars (Clemens, 2011). Essentially, economic costs of immigration are negligible while the 

benefits, borne by the immigrants themselves, are substantial. This debate continues in earnest 

today, in part because there is still disagreement on whether immigration is good or bad especially 

for the destination countries (Dustmann et al., 2016). However, these articles are inherently 

incomplete as they focus solely on economic costs and benefits. We know that destinations and 

immigrants alike care about much more than wages or financial solvency alone – destinations are 

additionally worried about crime, for instance, and long-term migrants also look for quality-of-life 

more broadly, not just wages (Hendriks and Burger, 2021).  

Although natives say they are concerned about immigration (O’Connor, 2020a, fig. 1), it is not 

clear whether it has an overall positive or negative impact on well-being. For example, an influx 

of foreign-born immigrants increases job competition, which reduces wages, thereby lowering 

well-being in the destination country. This logic, however, considers only the direct impact on 

wages. A reduction in wages also lowers the cost of production, which increases the returns to 

capital and can expand businesses, in turn increasing employment and thereby increasing well-

being. Foreign-born peoples may also bring new skills and provide different products and services 

(e.g., specialized restaurants). Indeed, many countries worry about ‘brain drain’, that is when 

highly-skilled individuals in particular emigrate. This may explain why some countries in southern 

and eastern Europe are more worried about emigration out than immigration in (Dennison et al., 

2019). The channels through which international migration affects individuals are not always 

obvious, and for this reason, concerns about immigration may not translate into impacts on well-

being. 

In this article we expand the scope of the economically-focused articles, presenting new 

evidence on the impacts of international migration on the well-being of destination and origin 

countries in Europe, and we discuss the well-being impacts on foreign born immigrants. Well-

being is broadly defined, including both economic and non-economic concerns, and measured 

using life satisfaction, a popular measure of evaluative subjective well-being (Mahoney, 2023). 

Subjective well-being is important per se (Diener et al., 2018; Graham et al., 2018; Helliwell and 

Aknin, 2018; Kahneman et al., 2004) and for its predictive power (Kaiser et al., 2022; O’Connor, 

2020b), including for voting behaviour (Ward, 2019). 
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Although there are numerous studies that estimate the well-being impacts separately on 

destination communities and foreign-born (Hendriks and Burger, 2021), most focus on the 

experience of particular countries, which are unable to provide a European-wide view. The 

transnational view is important to understand immigration policy, as immigration policy, and its 

costs and benefits are transnational, especially in the case of the European Union (EU). Among 

EU natives in 2017, immigration was considered one of the top two issues facing the EU 

(O’Connor, 2020a, fig. 1).   

This work expands upon earlier works that assess the well-being impacts to cover 37 eastern 

and western European countries over the nearly 40-year period from 1981 to 20191. Two previous 

studies, look at the impact of immigration on destination communities (Betz and Simpson, 2013; 

O’Connor, 2020a) and find little to no effect of immigration on native populations’ life satisfaction 

– the broader of the two samples covers the period 1990 to 2017 in the EU (O’Connor, 2020). Few 

if any studies cover the well-being effects of emigration on the origin populations as a whole,2  

while there is a broad literature that discusses the well-being of immigrants.3  

 

2 Data and Methods 

In a sample of 37 European countries (see Table A1 for the list of countries by region), we 

separately assess whether the foreign-born population share influenced life satisfaction in the 

destination country or whether the emigrant share affected life satisfaction in the origin country.  

We perform the analysis on the full sample and separately by bloc, Eastern and Western, as 

the blocs experienced different migration patterns in terms of the numbers of people moving in as 

well as where they moved from (shown in Section 3.1). Also, as mentioned above, the Western 

Bloc countries were likely more worried about in-migration, while the Eastern Bloc countries may 

be more worried about out-migration. These differences lead us to hypothesize that immigration 

                                                 
1
 Data availability varies across the set of countries. For example, for former Eastern bloc countries, the series tend 

to begin in the 1990s.  
2
 Ivlevs et al. (2019) is one of the few studies that assesses the subjective well-being impacts of emigration on a 

broad range of origin countries, however, they focus on immigrants’ relatives, not the total populations of origin 

countries. They find positive impacts on evaluative subject well-being, which are enhanced by remittance receipts. 
3
 See for example (Helliwell et al., 2018; Hendriks, 2015; Nikolova and Graham, 2015; Simpson, 2013) 
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to the Western Bloc might have had a more negative impact on the destinations’ life satisfaction 

than immigration to the Eastern Bloc.  

2.1 Data 

Life satisfaction data are from the European Values Study (EVS) and World Values Survey 

(WVS) (EVS 2015, 2020, Haerpfer et al 2020, and Ingelhardt et al 2019), based on responses to 

the question “All things considered, how satisfied are you with your life as a whole these days?” 

with responses ranging from 1 (Dissatisfied) to 10 (Satisfied). The surveys are irregularly fielded 

beginning in 1981 and ongoing today. Appendix Table A2 shows the survey years and number of 

countries per wave. On average, there are approximately nine years between waves. The data are 

based primarily on the EVS, but when the EVS was missing, we use WVS data if available. The 

EVS and WVS were designed to be integrated and are among the most used surveys in research 

pertaining to subjective well-being, among other fields.  

The foreign-born share equals the total number of foreign-born residing4 in a country divided 

by the total population and then multiplied by 100 to be in percentage terms. The emigrant share 

is equal to the total number of emigrants divided by an adjusted population value and multiplied 

by 100. The population is adjusted to reflect the total pool of potential emigrants and equal to the 

origin resident population plus the number of emigrants and less the number of foreign-born 

residents in the origin. Foreign born and emigrant figures are obtained primarily from United 

Nations (UN) bilateral immigrant stocks for each destination country, distinguished by country of 

origin (United Nations Population Division, 2019, 2017). The UN stocks are available every five 

years from 1990 to 2015, and again in 2017 and 2019. To match this data with the irregularly 

measured life satisfaction data, two additional datasets and linear interpolation was used. The 

resulting series covers the years 1960, 1970, and 1980 to 2019 for each of our 37 countries. We 

followed four steps to construct the data:  

(1) We begin with the UN stocks (United Nations Population Division, 2019, 2017).   

                                                 
4
 Foreign-born immigrants include anyone legally residing in a country that is not their place of birth. Foreign-born 

individuals include naturalized immigrants who have become citizens where they reside. Different countries have 

different rules, on dual citizenship for instance, which would limit consistent analysis. The Czech Republic is an 

exception. There the foreign-born include non-citizen residents – foreign born peoples that have become naturalized 

citizens are considered natives. Displaced peoples seeking asylum have a temporary legal status and are not included 

in foreign-born numbers until they have been granted the right to stay. Hungary, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Croatia 

are exceptions. Their figures include refugees. 
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(2) We used the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development’s (OECD) 

International Migration Database (OECD, 2022), which solely has data for OECD destination 

countries, but is often available annually, to estimate annual growth rates in bilateral immigrant 

stocks. When available, we applied them to the UN data to fill holes between observations, 

e.g., between 2000 and 2005.  

(3) The resulting series was linearly interpolated to fill remaining holes.  

(4) We used the World Bank’s Global Bilateral Migration Database (Ozden et al., 

2011), available for every decade from 1960 to 2000, to extrapolate the series backwards from 

1990 to 1960, by applying the growth rates from the World Bank’s stocks to the UN stocks. In 

this way we obtain figures from 1980, 1970, and 1960. The period from 1980 to 1990 was 

linearly interpolated. 

Annual remittances data are available from the World Bank (World Bank, 2021). Nominal 

inflows were deflated and transformed using an inverse hyperbolic sine function, which operates 

very similarly to the natural log transformation, but is identified at zeros. The deflator and total 

population were available from the World Development Indicators (World Bank, 2023) 

2.2 Estimation Method  

The approach to estimate the relationships between life satisfaction and immigration is to use 

regressions of (1) national-average life satisfaction in the destination country on the foreign-born 

population share and the lag of life satisfaction, EU status, and time dummies; and (2) national life 

satisfaction in the origin country on the emigrant share, lagged life satisfaction, EU status, and 

time dummies. The OLS specifications are included in the table footnotes. Additional control 

variables are purposely omitted because they represent channels through which migration may 

affect life satisfaction (also known as ‘bad controls’ (Angrist and Pischke, 2009)). In this way, we 

capture the full effects of migration on life satisfaction.  

It is important to control for the lagged value of life satisfaction to isolate the relationship 

coming from foreign-born to life satisfaction. Potential emigrants want to move away from 

dissatisfied places towards satisfied places (Grimes and Wesselbaum, 2019). This means that 

countries with lower life satisfaction experience greater emigration and countries with greater life 

satisfaction experience greater in-migration of foreign born. At the same time, countries with high 

life satisfaction tend to experience lower satisfaction growth. Together these facts mean that 
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countries that attract more immigrants also experience lower life satisfaction growth independently 

of whether immigrants actually move there.  

The instrumental variable analysis is conducted using the standard two-stage least squares 

approach, using twice lagged life satisfaction and twice and three times lagged foreign-born (or 

emigrant) share as excluded instruments.  The table notes provide statistics regarding the relevance 

and validity of the instruments. The Kleibergen-Paap F-statistics are generally well above the 

common cutoff of ten for weak instruments, and the Hansen J p-values indicate that in each case 

we fail to reject that the excluded instruments are correctly excluded from the second stage. 

In addition to the standard errors (clustered at the country level), we provide the p-values 

arising from the Wild Cluster Bootstrap method. Clustering is necessary to allow for serial 

correlation within countries over time, and bootstrapping is necessary when there are few clusters. 

Previous research has found that a small number of clusters can lead to rejecting the null hypothesis 

as much as twice as often as the critical value (Bertrand et al., 2004). For more details regarding 

Wild Cluster Bootstrapping, see (Cameron and Miller, 2015). 

 

3 Results 

3.1 Migration from East to West 

Before assessing the impacts of immigration, we first characterize the impressive movement 

of peoples into and around Europe. The foreign-born immigrant population increased by nearly 32 

million from 1990 to 2019 in a sample of 37 European countries (see Table 1), which exceeds the 

total population growth of 23 million. The bulk of new foreign-born residents, about 20 million, 

moved to countries in Western Europe. Total population and net in-migration figures, accounting 

for those moving out, follow similar patterns. In former Eastern Bloc countries, total populations 

declined and more people moved out than in, especially in the countries of Central and Eastern 

Europe. There, the number of foreign born increased by 1.5 million, but 10.8 million moved out. 

See Appendix Table A1 for a list of countries by region.  
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Source: Author calculations, (United Nations Population Division 2019) 
 

To put this movement into perspective, Germany was criticized for agreeing to accept one 

million Syrian refugees in 2015. Two years later, then U.S. President Donald Trump called it a 

“catastrophic mistake” and Britain’s leader of the Brexit Party, Nigel Farage, called it, “The worst 

decision a European leader has made in modern times,” as reported by The Guardian. Admittedly, 

these quotes are from anti-migration people yet they were influential nonetheless. The one-million 

refugees are only part of a broader trend in Western Europe and Germany in particular. From 1990-

2019, Germany gained seven million foreign born in total (United Nations Population Division 

2019). For the Eastern Bloc, one million is even more significant. The total number of new foreign-

born in Central and Eastern countries is only a little greater, at 1.5 million, while the Former Soviet 

Union countries had a four million person decline in foreign born over the period (United Nations 

Population Division 2019). 

The foreign-born in Europe are from all around the world, indeed from more than 200 countries 

or regions. In 2019, approximately one in three foreign-born are from countries outside of Europe, 

as presented in Table 2. In the Western Bloc, nearly 50 percent or more are from outside of Europe, 

approximately 25 percent are from the Eastern Bloc (greater in Southern Europe), and the 

remaining less-than-25-percent are internal to the Western Bloc. In the Eastern Bloc, the foreign-

born are largely from neighbouring countries. Nearly 50 percent in the Central and Eastern region 

are from countries in the same region (Table 2). The corresponding figure is even higher in the 

Former Soviet Union countries, at 74 percent. The Eastern Bloc countries also have much fewer 

foreign-born as a percentage of their total populations. The Central and Eastern countries have 

approximately one third of the foreign-born population share that Western Europe has. 

 

Table 1 Population changes, total and by nativity, from 1990 to 2019 by region 

 
Regions Countries Tot. Pop. Foreign Born Emigrants Net Migration

1000s 1000s 1000s 1000s

Western Europe 8 30495 20109 3922 16187

Northern Europe 4 4045 2699 313 2386

Southern Europe 4 12593 11174 -2 11175

Central and Eastern Europe 12 -8609 1553 10824 -9270

Former Soviet Union 9 -15701 -3959 -1058 -2900

All Countries 37 22823 31577 13999 17578
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Source: Author calculations, (United Nations Population Division 2019) 

 

3.2 Impacts of foreign-born on destination country well-being? 

The regression results, presented in Table 3, indicate that the foreign-born population share is 

not negatively related to the life satisfaction of destination-country residents. This result holds in 

the full set of 37 European countries and in the Eastern and Western subsamples. There are two 

sets of regression results for each set of countries. The first uses standard ordinary least squares 

estimation (OLS), while the second uses instrumental variables (IV), the results of which can be 

interpreted causally when correctly specified. In either case, the foreign-born population share is 

not statistically significantly related to the average life satisfaction of destination country residents. 

As the relationships are statistically insignificant, the magnitudes are imprecise and unreliable. 

Nonetheless, certain readers may want to know whether they are large or small. Based on the 

estimates from column 1, a five-percentage-point increase in the foreign-born population share 

would be associated with a decrease in life satisfaction of approximately 0.1 life satisfaction points. 

This is calculated as five times the long-run relation, which in turn is calculated as the coefficient 

on foreign-born divided by one minus the coefficient on lagged life satisfaction, i.e., -0.006 / (1-

0.671) = -0.018. We use five percentage points as a potential increase in the foreign-born share 

because five percentage points is approximately the standard deviation of the foreign-born 

population share; however, this shock is in fact large compared to the typical change in the foreign-

born share, from one period to the next, which is closer to one percentage point.  

The results provide evidence that immigration is not (reliably) a bad thing for average 

destination-country well-being across Europe. This average result should be understood as high-

level and relevant for the national debate, but does not preclude heterogeneous results. It is possible 

Table 2 Total Foreign-Born population share and disaggregated by origin region, 2019 

Percent of Foreign-Born by origin region Percent of Foreign-Born by origin charcateristics

Region FB Pop. Share West North South Cent. & East FSU Non-Europe

Western Europe 17.41 18.51 0.65 9.51 19.27 4.47 47.60

Northern Europe 13.77 8.45 10.81 2.78 13.42 10.54 54.01

Southern Europe 10.83 14.30 0.52 2.36 23.48 9.15 50.20

Central and Eastern 5.48 8.88 0.40 10.70 48.47 15.77 15.77

Former Soviet Union 8.22 1.73 0.69 0.79 0.86 74.02 21.91

All Countries 10.20 9.76 1.66 6.27 24.09 26.21 32.00



 9 

that there are so-called winners and losers of immigration. For instance, residents with lower skills 

are more likely to have to compete on the job market with the foreign-born who tend to be under-

employed. Younger natives also tend to experience greater benefits of immigration in well-being 

terms (Akay et al., 2014; Howley et al., 2018; Kuroki, 2018). However, if the average effect is 

well-being neutral, then adequate policy could redistribute the gains from immigration to offset 

the costs.  

  

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: author calculations 

We estimated the specification: 𝐿𝑖𝑓𝑒𝑆𝑎𝑡𝑐𝑡 =  𝛼 + 𝜌𝐿𝑖𝑓𝑒𝑆𝑎𝑡𝑐𝑡−1 + 𝛽1𝐹𝐵𝑐𝑡 + 𝛽2𝐸𝑈𝑐𝑡 +  𝑝𝑒𝑟𝑖𝑜𝑑𝑡 +  𝜖𝑐𝑡 using 

ordinary least squares (OLS) and instrumental variables (IV). 𝐿𝑖𝑓𝑒𝑆𝑎𝑡𝑐𝑡 is for country c at time t. Twice lagged life 

satisfaction and twice and three times lagged foreign-born share were used as excluded instruments. The IV 

diagnostics (F stat and Hansen J) suggest the excluded instruments are relevant and valid. Boot p –FB. is the p-value 

for Foreign-Born using the Wild Cluster bootstrap, used due to the limited number of clusters.  

Standard errors in parentheses (clustered by country); * p<0.10 ** p<0.05 *** p<0.01 

 

3.3 Impacts of emigration on origin country life satisfaction? 

Emigration also does not have a negative effect on the life satisfaction of origin countries. 

Although some countries worry about emigration, if anything, the impact is positive. The average 

relation for Europe as a whole is statistically significant and positive, as presented in Column 1 of 

Table 4. However, this relation is reduced in magnitude and statistical significance when using the 

IV approach (col. 2). In the Eastern Bloc (cols. 3 and 4), where residents were more worried about 

emigration (Dennison et al., 2019, pg. 27), the relation is also positive though not always 

Table 3 Regressions of destination-country life satisfaction on the foreign-born population share, 

two models across three samples, 1981-2019 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Model OLS IV OLS IV OLS IV

Sample Full Full East East West West

Foreign-Born (% of pop.) -0.006 -0.005 -0.008 -0.011 0.001 -0.006

(0.007) (0.008) (0.007) (0.012) (0.004) (0.006)

Lag Life Sat 0.671*** 0.653*** 0.690*** 0.783*** 0.732*** 1.003***

(0.045) (0.042) (0.057) (0.146) (0.074) (0.153)

Period and EU Controls yes yes yes yes yes yes

Observations 109 72 52 31 57 41

# of Countries 37 35 21 19 16 16

Adj. R-Squared 0.717 0.688 0.718 0.453 0.637 0.513

Kleibergen-Paap F stat 38.712 24.141 25.516

Hansen J p-value 0.654 0.269 0.495

Boot p - FB 0.407 0.703 0.265 0.812 0.693 0.359
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statistically significant. While in the Western Bloc (cols. 5 and 6), the relation is statistically 

insignificant, negative, and smaller in magnitude.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: author calculations 

We estimated the specification: 𝐿𝑖𝑓𝑒𝑆𝑎𝑡𝑐𝑡 =  𝛼 + 𝜌𝐿𝑖𝑓𝑒𝑆𝑎𝑡𝑐𝑡−1 + 𝛽1𝐸𝑚𝑖𝑔𝑐𝑡 + 𝛽2𝐸𝑈𝑐𝑡 + 𝑝𝑒𝑟𝑖𝑜𝑑𝑡 +  𝜖𝑐𝑡 using 

ordinary least squares (OLS) and instrumental variables (IV). 𝐿𝑖𝑓𝑒𝑆𝑎𝑡𝑐𝑡 is for country c at time t. Twice lagged life 

satisfaction and twice and three times lagged emigrant share were used as excluded instruments. The emigrant share 

is calculated as 𝐸𝑚𝑖𝑔 𝑆ℎ𝑎𝑟𝑒 =  𝑒𝑚𝑖𝑔𝑟𝑎𝑛𝑡𝑠 / (𝑜𝑟𝑖𝑔𝑖𝑛 𝑟𝑒𝑠𝑖𝑑𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑠 +  𝑒𝑚𝑖𝑔𝑟𝑎𝑛𝑡𝑠 –  𝑓𝑜𝑟𝑒𝑖𝑔𝑛 𝑟𝑒𝑠𝑖𝑑𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑠). The IV 

diagnostics (F stat and Hansen J) suggest the excluded instruments are relevant and valid. Boot p values are the p-

values for specified variables using the Wild Cluster bootstrap, used due to the limited number of clusters.  

Standard errors in parentheses (clustered by country); * p<0.10 ** p<0.05 *** p<0.01 

 

Remittances likely contributed to a positive relationship. When people emigrate, especially for 

economic opportunity, they often send money back to their family. For this reason, origin 

populations may benefit from a greater number of people leaving the country. Indeed, in additional 

regressions that include remittances, the average relation across countries decreases in magnitude 

(or becomes more negative) and significance (cols. 7-9). This suggests that emigration increases 

remittances and remittances increases life satisfaction in origin-countries; however, remittances 

are only statistically significant in the full sample (col. 7) and Eastern bloc (col. 8). 

As before, the magnitudes should not generally be interpreted as reliable. Nonetheless, for 

comparison, the emigration magnitudes are typically larger than the immigration magnitudes in 

Table 3, and the standard deviation of emigrant population share is closer to seven percent, a bit 

Table 4 Regressions of Origin Life Satisfaction on the emigrant share, two models, three samples, 

1981-2019 
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9)

Full Full East East West West Full East West

OLS IV OLS IV OLS IV OLS OLS OLS

Emig. Share 0.017*** 0.008 0.005 0.013** -0.001 -0.003 0.013* -0.008 -0.004

(0.005) (0.005) (0.007) (0.006) (0.006) (0.008) (0.007) (0.015) (0.006)

IHS(remit pc in) 0.084** 0.169* -0.005

(0.041) (0.087) (0.029)

ln(Pop.) -0.027 -0.016 -0.032

(0.026) (0.057) (0.048)

Lag Life Sat 0.699*** 0.666*** 0.697*** 0.846*** 0.735*** 0.963*** 0.692*** 0.668*** 0.691***

(0.042) (0.048) (0.054) (0.140) (0.073) (0.123) (0.041) (0.065) (0.147)

Period and EU Controls yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes

Observations 109 72 52 31 57 41 109 52 57

# of Countries 37 35 21 19 16 16 37 21 16

Adj. R-Squared 0.732 0.693 0.717 0.422 0.637 0.527 0.748 0.746 0.626

Kleibergen-Paap F stat 48.212 14.639 18.921

Hansen J p-value 0.224 0.957 0.629

Boot p - Emig. 0.015 0.182 0.521 0.522 0.896 0.645 0.172 0.631 0.575

Boot p - Remit 0.039 0.150 0.890

Boot p - Pop. 0.313 0.794 0.608
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larger than for immigration – suggesting that any costs to destination countries are outweighed by 

the benefits in origin countries 

3.4 Impact of immigration on the foreign born 

One remaining group is affected by immigration – the immigrants themselves, who represent 

a sizable number of people. As mentioned, the number of foreign-born grew by nearly 32 million 

over the period 1990-2019 (Table 1) to represent 10 percent of the total population in 2019 (Table 

2). 

The existing evidence indicates that the foreign-born around the world are likely to experience 

an increase in life satisfaction due to immigrating of approximately 0.5 points (on a 0-10 scale) on 

average (Hendriks et al., 2018). The increase is lasting too – the life satisfaction gains of foreign-

born that have arrived within the last five years are indistinguishable from that of foreign-born 

who arrived earlier. The results do vary across regions however. In general, immigrants moving 

from less to more satisfied places generally experience increases in their life satisfaction, indeed 

reaching very similar life satisfaction levels to the destination country residents (Hendriks and 

Burger, 2021). Foreign-born peoples moving within Europe experience an increase in life 

satisfaction of approximately 0.4 points and foreign-born moving to Europe from other regions 

experience even larger gains. The exceptional group, who move from Western Europe to Central 

and Eastern Europe, do not experience a significant gain or loss (Hendriks et al., 2018 Table 3.1).  

This evidence is based on the most comprehensive and methodologically-sound recent study 

of which we are aware (Hendriks et al., 2018). An intuitive explanation of their approach is to 

compare those who moved from a particular country with a group of people who have similar 

individual characteristics, are from the same country, and have not moved but expressed a desire 

to (referred to as potential immigrants). It is important to compare immigrants with potential 

immigrants because they differ from people without the desire to move in ways that are difficult 

to observe, e.g., personality.5 Unfortunately, the ideal data for addressing this question does not 

exist. We would like to track people before and after moving across international boundaries, but 

this is almost never done. Even identifying those who want to move is only possible in certain data 

                                                 
5
 For additional discussion, see (Bartram, 2013; Graham and Markowitz, 2011). 
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sets, such as the Gallup World Poll, which precludes a long-run analysis such as what we conduct 

in this paper. 

4 Conclusion 

Approximately 32 million new foreign-born in Europe likely experienced lasting life 

satisfaction gains on average of 0.4 points on a 0 to 10 scale. This gain comes at no reliable cost 

to the life satisfaction of the residents in either the destination or origin countries. Indeed, if 

anything, out migration increased life satisfaction of those left behind in the origin countries. 0.4 

life satisfaction points is quite sizable, larger than the negative relation associated with being 

separated, divorced, or widowed, and a little smaller than being unemployed (Helliwell et al., 

2021). While life satisfaction is intrinsically valuable (Mahoney, 2023), we can also estimate the 

monetary value using recent guidance from the United Kingdom Treasury.   

One life satisfaction point for one year, referred to as a WELLBY, is valued at 13,000 British 

Pounds (MacLennan and Stead, 2021, p. 54). Thus, an estimate of the monetary value of 

emigration can be calculated as 0.4 life satisfaction points times £13,000, which equals £5,200 per 

person per year. Clemens (2011) estimated the average gain from emigration to be $7,500 per 

person per year, not so different from the current estimates. These figures become quite large when 

considering 32 million people benefitted for a period of at least five years – the typical immigrant 

stays longer than five years and the life satisfaction benefits do not deteriorate. This figure (£5,200 

* 32 million people * 5 years) is so large that similar papers tend to estimate the gains in terms of 

global gross domestic product (GDP) (Clemens, 2011).  

Migration policy should be liberalized. While numerous studies have come to the same 

conclusion, they have faced severe data limitations. The potential types of costs and benefits of 

immigration are too numerous to list and few are economic alone (e.g., crime, social cohesion, and 

diversity of good and services). The present study accounts for all of the costs and benefits of 

immigration that are important for people’s perceived well-being (both economic and non-

economic), over the nearly 40-year period from 1981 to 2017-19. The results are limited only in 

that they pertain to national averages. Future work should assess to what extent different groups 

gain or lose, and whether policy can be used to offset any losses.  
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Appendix 

 

 

Table A1: Country composition by region 

 

Western Bloc     Eastern Bloc   

Northern Europe Western Europe Southern Europe Central & Eastern Former Soviet Union 

Norway  United Kingdom Spain  Poland  Russia  

Sweden  Ireland  Portugal  Czech Republic Estonia  

Finland  France  Italy  Slovak Republic Latvia  

Denmark  Netherlands  Greece  Hungary  Lithuania  

  Belgium    Romania  Belarus  

  Germany    Bulgaria  Ukraine  

  Austria    Slovenia  Moldova  

  Switzerland    Croatia  Armenia  

      Bosnia and Herz. Georgia  

      Albania    

      North Macedonia   

      Serbia    
 

 

Table A2: Total observations by time period and subsample 

 

  Eastern Bloc Western Bloc Total 

Wave (E/WVS) Years obs. obs. obs. 

1 1981 - 1982 1 12 13 

2 1989 - 1993 12 15 27 

3 1996 - 2002 21 16 37 

4 2008 - 2009 21 16 37 

5 2017 - 2020 18 14 32 

Total   73 73 146 

 

 


