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How does unrest affect migration?
Evidence from the three southernmost provinces of Thailand
Aree Jampaklay1
Kathleen Ford2
Apichat Chamratrithirong3

Abstract
BACKGROUND
In the southernmost provinces of Thailand, despite the long-term unrest concurrent with
migration, very limited research tackles the relationship between these two phenomena.
OBJECTIVE
This analysis examines whether migration in the three southernmost provinces is
associated with the ongoing unrest.
METHODS
We use a sample of 1,009 households from a household probability survey conducted in
the three southernmost provinces in 2014. The analysis uses two measures of migration:
all migration and destination-specific migration. The unrest is measured as 1) whether a
violent incident occurred in the village in the most recent year and 2) the perceived
effect of the unrest on the overall life of the household.
RESULTS
Households in villages where a violent incidence occurred in the past year and
households that reported that the unrest affected overall life a lot are more likely to have
a migrant. These effects are direct, net of other household and social network
characteristics. The unrest is related to increased migration both within Thailand and to
Malaysia. This result is stronger for migration to Malaysia compared to migration
within Thailand. The destination of migrants is related to education.
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CONCLUSIONS
Unrest reaches certain levels and can outweigh the costs of migration, leading to an
acceleration of migration. Findings address education as a potential counfounding
variable of migration.
CONTRIBUTION
This is the first analysis in Thailand that addresses the relationship between the unrest
and migration. We add to very few studies that examine differences in migrant
destination and that use both objective and subjective measures of the unrest.

1. Background
1.1 Migration and the unrest in prior research
Previous studies have found that long-term instability and violence often bring about
migration and produce significant displacement, both within and across national borders
(Bohra-Mishra and Massey 2011; Castles 2003; Czaika and Kis-Katos 2009; Engel and
Ibânez 2007; Morrison 1993; Tolnay and Beck 1992; Williams et al. 2012; Williams
2013). Threat of harm has been the most commonly cited reason for this migration
(Bohra-Mishra and Massey 2011; Engel and Ibânez 2007; Williams et al. 2012).
However, whether the effect is direct or indirect remains a debate. On the one hand,
some aggregate-level studies concluded that the effect is indirect, pointing to other
socioeconomic and demographic variables that have more influence than unrest on
migration out of the area. This group of studies indicated that economic dislocation and
turmoil due to the conflict and violence, rather than the violence per se, increased the
level of migration (Jones 1989; Morrison and May 1994; Stanley 1987).
On the other hand, other aggregate studies showed that migration was strongly
predicted by political violence, independent of the economic circumstances (Davenport,
Moore, and Poe 2003; Melander and Öberg 2006; Moore and Shellman 2004; Morrison
1993; Morrison and Perez-Lafauri 1994; Schmeidl 1997; Shellman and Stewart 2007).
Some studies at the household level also showed consistent results, suggesting that
violence was strongly related to out-migration and remained so under a variety of
controls (Engel and Ibânez 2007).
Beyond this aggregate and household-level research, studies at the individual level
showed more complicated results. An event history analysis in Nepal (Bohra-Mishra
and Massey 2011) found that “violence served to lower the odds of internal and
international migration but had a curvilinear effect on local mobility, reducing the
likelihood of moving within Chitwan at low to moderate levels but increasing the
probability of mobility within Chitwan as it approached high levels (p. 420).” The
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authors pointed out that their results support a threshold theory of migration and
violence (Morrison and May 1994). The theory suggests that only high levels of
violence are strong enough to drive people to leave for a new and unfamiliar
destination. The risks of migration outweigh the risks associated with staying at home if
violence is at lower levels.
Beyond conflict, prior research on this topic has pointed to other factors that
provide competing explanations for migration or factors mediating the impact of the
unrest on migration. First, economic opportunity, in which the aggregate-level analysis
measured as the level of economic development and poverty in the countries of origin
and destination, is argued to be associated with forced migration. Empirical results
remain unclear, however. Some studies use GNP and GDP per capita as proxies for
economic opportunity, but these variables did not significantly predict forced migration
(Davenport, Moore, and Poe 2003; Melander and Öberg 2006). By contrast, other
studies find that countries with higher levels of economic development tend to produce
fewer refugees (Moore and Shellman 2004; Schmeidl 1997). These studies suggest that
people are less likely to leave their homes if economic opportunities remain available.
Some studies at the household and individual levels also reported that, beyond violence,
important socioeconomic factors affect individuals’ migration decisions (Bohra-Mishra
and Massey 2011; Engel and Ibânez 2007; Ibânez and Vêlez 2008). Another individuallevel study in Nepal provided an insight that, beyond conflict, a number of significant
economic, social, physical, and political factors affect individuals’ choice to flee
(Adhikari 2013). The study applied the choice-centered approach, which suggests that
people may decide to move or to stay even under highly adverse circumstances
(Adhikari 2013; Moore and Shellman 2004).
In summary, while aggregate-level studies have been relatively abundant, apart
from studies in Nepal (Bohra-Mishra and Massey 2011; Williams et al. 2012), there has
been little research that examined the connection between violence and migration at the
individual or household level (Engvall and Andersson 2014). Previous study indicates
that new empirical research on civil war on the subnational scale is most promising
(Blattman and Minguel 2010). While it is clear that violence and migration are
connected, other shortcomings are noted in previous studies. The shortcomings include
the degree to which this association is mediated through the effect of violence on
economic conditions and whether the effects are similar for short versus long-distance
moves and for internal versus international moves (Bohra-Mishra and Massey 2011).
Also inconclusive is the scope and nature of conflict required to trigger forced
migration (Adhikari 2013).
Based on the case of the ongoing unrest in the three southernmost provinces of
Thailand, our study is focused on whether there is migration above and beyond that
normal level of migration, and if that residual migration is the direct result of violence
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in the area. These moves could also be due to economic problems, which may also be
related to the violence. Despite the long-term ongoing unrest in parallel with the
migration that has continued in these areas for several decades – especially migration to
the border country, Malaysia – very limited research directly tackles the relationship
between these two phenomena.

1.2 The unrest in the three southernmost provinces of Thailand
The southern border provinces of Thailand are a majority Muslim area within a largely
Buddhist state. The majority of the Thai population is Buddhist, while the largest
minority group (about 5%) adheres to Islamic religion. About 80% of Muslims live in
the southern region. Muslims are concentrated in the three southernmost provinces
bordering Malaysia, including Pattani, Yala, and Narathiwat (also known as the Deep
South), accounting for 47% (20%, 17%, and 10% in Narathiwat, Pattani, and Yala
respectively) of the total Muslim population in Thailand. Within these three provinces,
Muslims comprise more than 80% of the total population (Jampaklay 2012).
The provinces of Pattani, Yala, and Narathiwat were once part of the independent
Malay Muslim kingdom Pattani, a center of Islamic learning and commerce. Pattani
was an independent kingdom until 1786, when it was conquered by the King of Siam
(Forbes 1982). The Malay Muslims had maintained their religious and language
identity while the Bangkok government was content with conserving authority and
central control over the area without integrating its population (Forbes 1982). The roots
of the Malay Muslim dissatisfaction and perceived discrimination can be traced back to
the establishment of the modern Thai state by the Chakri dynasty in the 18th century,
when Pattani was brought under Siamese rule (Croissant 2005). During the 19th
century, centralized bureaucratic structures were introduced into the South, where
chieftains in Pattani became Thai civil servants, and the Thai legal system reduced the
jurisdiction of Islamic law. A military-led nationalistic regime that came to power in the
late 1930s changed the policy of cautious integration and attempted to forcibly
assimilate the Malay Muslim population (Forbes 1982). The growing public resentment
coincided with the emergence of Malay nationalism in Southeast Asia, which
contributed to the emergence of a separatist movement in Southern Thailand (Engvall
and Andersson 2014).
In the 1930s, the local government structure, which allowed some autonomy, was
replaced by a more Bangkok-oriented system and three provinces were created from the
original Pattani: Pattani, Yala, and Narathiwat. This change was followed by the
nationalist regime of Phibun, which promoted a policy of enforced assimilation of the
minority culture into the dominant culture and uniformity in language and social
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behavior (Rahimmula 2003). In the 1940s, a separatist movement emerged, and by the
1970s, more than 20 separatist organizations were operating on both sides of the border
between Thailand and Malaysia (Chalk 2008). A shift in political power in 1947 further
developed the government resistance to any form of cultural, linguistic, or religious
autonomy in the south (Chalk 2008). The failure of the Thai integration policy may be
due to the determination of the Malay Muslim population to maintain their way of life,
which has been strengthened by the region’s corruption, lack of economic development,
and harsh security measures (Chalk 2008).
In the last ten years, the unrest in the south has worsened and has been one of the
prominent challenges of Thailand. Although the violence has occurred for many
decades, the events were not numerous, and most of the victims were government
officers. The violence has increased since April 2004, when security forces fought
coordinated attacks in several provinces, followed by a serious incident in October 2004
in Tak Bai district, Narathiwat province. Both incidents took many local people’s lives.
The reported number of deaths in the three provinces in 2004 was over 500, including
400 Muslims and more than 100 government officials (UNICEF n.d.). Since then the
violence has quickly escalated into large-scale violence that continues to cover all areas
in the three provinces. Deaths occur daily, and the victims include government officers,
ordinary people, Muslims and Buddhists, and terrorists. From the beginning of 2004 to
the end of 2012, the country witnessed more than 5,500 deaths and almost 10,000
injuries. During the first half of 2005, Muslim victims of political murders began to
exceed Buddhist victims. The growth of Muslim-on-Muslim violence is one of the most
important trends of the data (Jitpiromsri and Sobhonvasu 2006). Despite several
government administrative teams with large budgets, a large number of security staff,
and many strategies for problem solving, the chronic violence is ongoing today. While
the frequency and intensity are stable, the cumulative number of civilians killed and
injured has increased with each incident (Thai Health Project 2013; UNICEF n.d.).
The cause of the social unrest in the three southernmost provinces is complex,
including not only religion or cultural reasons but also poverty, politics, illicit drug
trafficking, smuggling, and nationalist separatists. In particular, the local population’s
perception of injustice remains high. The fact that social, economic, and other
development indicators in the far south are significantly below the national average has
built resentment among local people for many years (UNICEF n.d.).
In the deep south, language and religion are important carriers of ethnic identity.
Apart from religion, one of the factors that divides the three southernmost provinces
from the remainder of Thailand is language. This is a largely Malay-speaking area in a
Thai-speaking country, though with a large variation in the shares of Malay and Thai
speakers across subdistricts. Speaking Malay and practicing Islam are closely
connected. It is generally perceived that the conservative Thai language policy viewed
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as discriminatory toward local minority languages is a source of conflict in this region
(Engvall and Andersson 2014). Research indicates that, for southern insurgents, it is
linguistic and religious identity rather than socioeconomic development that leads to
mobilization (Engvall and Andersson 2014). Although the Thai government has
maintained an inclusive policy toward religious minorities, the government’s policies
regarding language are extremely conservative. The only accepted language used to
communicate with government officials is the standard Thai. The policy leaves the
southern Malay-speaking population feeling largely alienated. Nevertheless, as the
region is among the poorest in the country, it has been acknowledged that economic
inferiority also adds to the sense of exclusion. Other research suggests that while
poverty may serve as a necessary condition behind the unrest, poverty cannot be
identified as the root cause of the crisis because the relationship between poverty and
violence is so ambiguous. Rather, the underlying force of the upsurge of violence is
believed to be due to the movement’s ideological beliefs (Jitpiromsri and Sobhonvasu
2006).

1.3 Migration and the unrest in the three southernmost provinces of Thailand
The unrest might affect the life of local people in many ways, including economic
activity. Although most migration is voluntary, in the case of southernmost Thailand,
the unrest may play a role. The ongoing havoc that threatens people’s well-being and
gives them a sense of insecurity may drive them to move out. While in other contexts,
investigators have found that long-term instability and violence often beget migration
(Bohra-Mishra and Massey 2011; Castles 2003; Czaika and Kis-Katos 2009; Engel and
Ibânez 2007; Morrison 1993; Tolnay and Beck 1992), in the case of the southernmost
Thailand, the extent to which the experience of violence has affected movement out of
the southernmost provinces is still unclear.
Although migration of the Malay Muslims from the southernmost provinces of
Thailand to Malaysia has long been a phenomenon, past research suggests that the
intensity has increased in the past ten years (Nuansanong, Klanarong, and Salaebin
2009), with the same timeline as the increased intensity of violent incidents. In addition
to an expectation of better income, researchers stated that one of the underlying reasons
for increased migration is the ongoing unrest (Nuansanong, Klanarong, and Salaebin
2009; Kemkunasai and Pinsuwan 2009). The unrest affects people’s normal livelihood
and exacerbates the already difficult situation in the area. Those working outdoors in
urban areas – such as in rubber tree plantations, fruit orchards, or in merchandising –
are particularly vulnerable to unforeseeable acts of violence. Past research points out
that insecure livelihood due to unrest drives a lot of people to move and work in
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Malaysia (Nuansanong, Klanarong, and Salaebin 2009). Previous research, however,
was not comprehensive because it was based on data collected from migrants in
Malaysia, excluding information from those remaining in the place of origin, thus
raising the question of whether results can be generalized to the overall picture of
migration and the unrest in the three southernmost provinces.
Results from previous study indicate that understanding migration of Thai
Muslims in these three border provinces and its association with the unrest remains
inconclusive (Jampaklay et al. 2011). As a common way of life that has been occurring
for several decades, migration to Malaysia of Thai Muslims in this area would occur
even in the absence of the unrest. However, there are several potential explanations
underlying the relationship between the unrest and migration to Malaysia. Among them,
the stress resulting from the ongoing unrest may drive people to seek a safer
environment. The reduced economic development with an associated decrease in job
opportunities due to the unrest may also be a driving force for moving away. Thus, the
need to migrate for economic well-being has increased. At the same time, authorities or
villagers may suspect that migrants – particularly young Muslim men – become
involved with groups responsible for the unrest. This perception may discourage some
from migrating; they worry about being perceived as somehow involved in the unrest.
Thus, the unrest may actually deter migration. We argue that studies on these issues
need to be conducted not only to understand and help migrants but also to eradicate the
rumors and the suspected association of migrants with the unrest in the border areas.
The suspicion may become a dangerous barrier for the government and the border
communities and add to the already complicated situation in obtaining a peaceful
solution to the southern conflict.
While people in other areas of Thailand usually migrate to work in big cities,
especially Bangkok, people in the southernmost provinces often cross the border and
work in Malaysia, the more economically developed neighboring country. Many people
have experienced working in Malaysia at least once in their lifetime. The historically
close relationship between Malay Muslims in the southernmost provinces and the
Malaysians sharing the same border, Islamic religion, as well as Malay culture has
underpinned the movement from Thailand to Malaysia. Past research indicates that
although Malay Muslims from Thailand working in Malaysia legally cross the border
using a passport, they usually work without a work permit. Thus, most of them work in
the nonformal sector, are not protected by Malaysia’s labor laws, and cannot access the
government’s services (Klanarong, Pinsuwan, and Sinprachakpol 2009).
In addition to this migration to Malaysia, there is some migration to Bangkok and
other parts of Thailand (Jampaklay 2015). Due to the use of the Malay language in the
southern provinces and weak training in Thai language in some southern schools, many
residents have limited skills in the Thai language, particularly in writing. Good Thai
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language skills may be needed for employment elsewhere in Thailand. It is expected
that migration to other areas of Thailand may be selective for education.
In conclusion, the setting in these southernmost provinces in Thailand offers a
good test case for estimating the direct influence of violence on migration. Since the
violence has lasted more than a decade, its diverse volume, scope, and intensity has
changed. The study will be able to shed light on the mechanism of how the scope and
intensity of the conflict can produce substantial variation in migration.

1.4 Conceptual framework – hypotheses
Following previous research on the relationship between violence and migration, our
study is guided by a conceptual framework illustrated in Figure 1 below.
Figure 1:

Conceptual framework

Conflict,
violence

Social and economic disruption

Threat to safety

Migration

Education, wealth, social networks

We hypothesize that migration is related to two sets of factors: 1) the predictors of
central importance to this study – exposure to the unrest, and 2) potential confounders
referring to factors associated with poverty and disadvantage such as assets, education,
and home ownership. Due to its importance in the migration literature, we also include
social networks created through earlier household migration into this latter set of
independent variables. We hypothesize that the conflict creates a threat to safety as well
as economic stress in the community. The threat may be mediated by the
socioeconomic status and the social networks of the household. Furthermore, when
considering the choice of migration to Thai vs. Malaysian destinations, the language
skills acquired through education may play a role. Migration to Thai destinations
compared to Malaysian destinations may be strongly related to the strength of language
skills acquired in Thai rather than Malay language.
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2. Data and methods
2.1 Data
Our analysis is based on the baseline dataset from an ongoing, longitudinal project on
Women Migration and the Unrest in the Three Southernmost Provinces (2014–2016),
conducted by the Institute for Population and Social Research at Mahidol University.
The study is funded by Mahidol University. The overall objective of the project is to
understand how migration in the three southernmost provinces is associated with the
ongoing unrest and how gender plays a role. The survey was designed to capture a
representative sample of the three southernmost provinces using a probability
proportional to size (PPS) sampling strategy. In general, the three southernmost
provinces are considered homogeneous in terms of level of socioeconomic status,
culture, as well as the level of violence. Therefore, villages in all three provinces were
included in the sampling frame without differentiating in which province a given village
was located. Thirty villages in the three provinces were covered in the survey, 10
villages in Pattani, 9 in Yala, and 11 in Narathiwat. In each province, the study was
designed to survey 80% of the sampled communities in the rural areas and 20% in the
urban areas, which corresponds to the rural-urban composition of people in the three
provinces. The survey completed Round 1 quantitative data collection in May 2014 and
completed the qualitative data collection by the end of 2014. Round 2 of the survey is
scheduled to be conducted by the end of 2016. The study sample included Muslim
households with at least one woman aged 18–59 years old. For the baseline round, in
total, 1,102 households were interviewed, covering 5,823 individuals of all ages listed
in household rosters. After excluding households with some missing information, the
number of households included in the analysis is 1,099.
It should be noted that there are certainly households that moved out of the study
areas entirely and are excluded from our survey and our analysis. We do not have data
about the extent to which these households are similar to or different from households
included in our survey. Consequently, it is not easy to speculate how the results might
be different if these households were included in our analysis. Our observation from the
fieldwork is that the volume of household moves is negligible. Nevertheless, it is likely
that household moves are those perceived as being affected more by the unrest and less
able to afford to settle elsewhere, either in other areas in Thailand or in Malaysia. If this
is the case, their absence from the analysis would suppress the effect of the unrest; thus
any effect revealed in our analysis would be underestimated.
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2.2 Measurements of key variables
2.2.1 Dependent variable: Migration
Our analysis has two measures of migration:
1. Migrant household: This measure indicates whether a given household
has at least one member currently a migrant, regardless of destination. We
define migration as leaving the home of origin for at least one month.
This measure of the dependent variable is dichotomous, 1) for migrant
household and 0) for nonmigrant household.
2. Migrant status and destinations: This measure takes into account where
the migrant moved to. This measure is coded as 1) migrant household –
other country; 2) migrant household – within country; and 3) nonmigrant
household. Note that if a given household has at least one migrant in
another country, the household is coded as “1.” Descriptive analysis
indicates that for “migrant household – other country” outcome, the
destination is almost always Malaysia.

2.2.2 Key independent variables
2.2.2.1 Exposure to the unrest
Civil unrest involves a disruption of the social order by a group of people, in this case
with violence, because of something that people feel is unjust. The dataset contained
several questions to measure the unrest’s effects on the population. We classified these
questions into two sets. The first set could be considered more objective and was
derived from two questions in the household questionnaire. The household respondent
was asked whether a violent incident due to the unrest had ever occurred in the village
and whether any violent incident had occurred in the village in the past year.
Households in a given village did not always report consistent results because some
people might not want to reveal the incident due to privacy or security reasons, and they
also may have different perceptions of the violence due to unrest. We explored whether
there is any discrepancy in the answer about whether a violent event had occurred in the
past years across household respondents in the same village. Results show that almost
half of the sampled villages (14) have very highly consistent reports (95%–100%), 30%
(9 villages) have 75%–94% consistent reports, and 23% (7 villages) have lower than
75% consistent reports. Results also show a higher consistency for nonoccurrence than
occurrence, suggesting underreporting rather than overreporting. A report about the
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occurrence of violence, thus, seems to be more reliable. Therefore, we applied a “yes”
(the event occurred) answer from any household in a given village and used it as a
“yes” for that village. We did this for all villages. A bivariate analysis (not shown)
suggested that only whether an event occurred in the village in the past year was
significantly related to migration of household members. Therefore, the only variable
used in the multivariate analysis is whether an event occurred in the village in the past
year. The validity of this variable is supported by statistically significant associations
with several variables, including the reported effect of the unrest on the household,
reports of neighbors moving away because of the unrest, and neighbors talking about
moving away because of the unrest.
The other measurement of the unrest is more subjective. It assesses the level of the
unrest’s effects on people’s lives by asking five questions. These effects were selfperceived and reported by the household respondent.
The questions read as follows: “Lots of people in the three southernmost provinces
are affected by the ongoing unrest. For your family, how much does the unrest affect 1)
your family overall; 2) the daily life of yourself or your family members; 3) the
financial status of yourself or your family members; 4) the working of yourself or your
family members; and 5) the schooling of children in your family?” The responses,
which were assigned numeric values, were “not at all” (1), “a little” (2), “fairly” (3),
and “a lot” (4).
We used these independent variables in two ways. First, each question was tested
for its relationship with the dependent variable (whether a household has at least one
member a current migrant) separately. Only the first question (overall effect of the
unrest) showed a significant relationship with the dependent variable, while the effect
on daily life, financial status, working, and schooling were not significant. Second, we
tried using a sum of the five questions (score ranges from 5 to 20). However, this new
variable was not significantly related to the dependent variable. It is possible that the
perceived effect of the unrest on people’s lives may not be fully captured or measurable
when they are asked to identify a single aspect (daily life, financial status, work, or
school of children). Rather, the perceived effect of the unrest might be better expressed
as an overall effect on people’s lives. It is also possible that perceiving that the unrest
affects any aspect of life may not be a powerful driver of migration if life is not
perceived to be affected by the unrest overall. Therefore, in our multivariate analysis,
we included only the overall effect of the unrest.
In sum, our multivariate analysis included two main independent variables:
whether violence occurred in the village in the past year and the level of the effects of
the unrest on family members’ overall lives.
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2.2.2.2 Potential confounders: Socioeconomic disadvantage
We included variables representing the household socioeconomic status. Village
and household-level variables included were whether a household was in an urban or
rural area,4 whether a household was female-headed, household size, household
economic status (using a principle component analysis wealth index5), whether a
household owned land, whether a household member worked in a professional job, the
household head’s secular and Islamic education, whether at least one member had more
than secondary education, and whether at least one member had Islamic secondary
education.
Lastly, we controlled for whether a household had one or more members who had
ever moved before because previous migration experience of household members may
lead to migration of other members (Soe et al. 2011). This relationship may be due to
establishment of social networks from the previous migration.

2.3 Analysis
We begin with descriptive analysis, comparing households with current migrants and
without current migrants by the main independent variables (had a violence event in the
village in the past year, level of effects of the unrest) and other characteristics including
residential area, sex of household head, household size, economic status (household’s
wealth score/land ownership), education of members (household head’s education,
anyone finished secondary school – both secular and Islamic), occupation of members
(anyone working in a professional job), migration status of members (any return
migrants). Secondly, a multivariate analysis using a logit model was used to explore
whether the unrest was associated with migration, controlling for the household
characteristics. Lastly, a multinomial logistic model was estimated, taking into account
the destination of the migrant (whether outside or within the country). The multivariate
analyses for both dependent variables (a dichotomous and a three-category variable)
models were adjusted for within-village clustering. The multinomial model was also
adjusted for within-household clustering to account for the lack of independence of the
repeated migrants within the same household. However, adjusting for village and

4

Urban areas refer to municipal areas assigned by provincial administrative authority. Villages not designated
as municipal areas are categorized as rural areas.
5
Principal component analysis provides plausible and defensible weights for an index of assets to serve as a
proxy for wealth (Filmer and Pritchett, 2011). In our analysis, we use the following asset items: bed, stove,
microwave, electric pot, refrigerator, washing machine, computer, tablet, car, pick-up, and CD player.
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household clustering did not significantly change the models. Therefore, only results
from the original models are presented.

3. Results
Table 1 presents the percentage of migrant and nonmigrant households by the unrest
and by other demographic and socioeconomic household characteristics. About one
fifth of the households have at least one member who is a current migrant for at least
one month (17%). The bivariate analysis shows that households located in a village
where a violent incident due to the unrest occurred in the year before the survey have a
higher proportion of current migrants than their counterparts (19% vs. 12%), significant
at the 0.05 level. The perceived effect of the unrest on household members’ overall life
is also significantly related to the migration of household members at the 0.01 level.
Households that reported that the unrest affected their overall life a lot have migrants in
the highest proportion (29%). The proportion of migrants is similar across households
that reported the effect of the unrest as fairly, a little, or not at all.
The bivariate analysis of the household’s migration status and other confounders
of migration (household demographic and socioeconomic characteristics) shows that
the proportion having a current migrant is higher among households with these
characteristics: headed by a female, a large household size, headed by those with less
education (both secular and Islamic), no highly educated members (both secular and
Islamic), and members having previous migration experience. Residential area and
economic status of households do not differ significantly in terms of the proportions
having one or more migrants.
Table 1:

Percentage of households with and without a migrant by exposure to
the unrest and household characteristics

Overall
Exposure to the unrest
Violence due to the unrest occurred in the village last year*
Yes
No
Effect of the unrest on overall life**
A lot
Fairly
A little
Not at all

http://www.demographic-research.org

Household with
a migrant

Household without a
N
migrant

16.9

83.1

1,099

18.5
12.1

81.5
87.9

834
265

28.6
17.5
15.1
15.2

71.4
82.5
84.9
84.8

98
257
271
473
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Table 1:

(Continued)

Potential confounders
Household demographic characteristics
Residential area
Urban
Rural
Sex of household head**
Male
Female
Household size**
1–4
5–6
7+
Household economic status
Household asset index
Poor (bottom 40%)
Moderate (middle 40%)
Rich (top 20%)
Home and land ownership
Yes
No
Any member works in professional occupation
Yes
No
Education
HH head’s secular education**
None
Primary level
Lower secondary
Upper secondary+
Any member completed upper secondary+**
Yes
No
HH head’s Islamic education**
None/informal
Pondok
Preprimary level
Primary
Lower secondary+
Any member completed Islamic lower secondary+**
Yes
No
At least one household member ever moved**
Yes
No

Household with
a migrant

Household without a
N
migrant

15.9
17.2

84.1
82.9

201
898

12.6
26.7

81.4
73.3

762
337

16.6
14.2
21.9

83.3
85.8
78.1

415
424
260

19.6
14.0
17.3

80.4
86.0
82.7

486
408
205

17.5
12.2

82.5
87.8

976
123

12.8
17.9

87.2
82.1

204
895

23.7
20.0
8.7
6.6

76.3
80.0
91.3
93.4

152
631
150
166

15.3
20.3

84.7
79.7

740
359

24.0
17.6
17.5
19.2
7.3

76.0
82.4
82.5
80.8
92.7

258
359
137
99
246

14.1
23.8

85.9
76.2

779
320

25.2
13.8

74.8
86.2

302
797

2

Note: *, ** Chi test is significant at 0.05 and 0.01 level, respectively

Table 2 shows two models, using a multivariate logistic model. The outcome
variable is whether or not a household had a current migrant (1, 0). Model 1 includes
only two variables: whether any violence due to the unrest occurred in the village in the
past year and the perceived level of the unrest’s effect on the household members’
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overall lives. Results show a significant effect of the unrest, measured at both the
village and the household levels. Households in the village in which violence due to the
unrest occurred in the past year are 1.6 times more likely to be migrant households,
significant at 0.05 level. Households that reported that the unrest affected overall life a
lot are more than twice as likely to be migrant households than are households that
reported that the unrest did not affect overall life at all.
Model 2 controls for potential confounders, including household characteristics.
Results confirm that, after taking into account other factors that might be related to
migration of household members, effects of the unrest remain significant. The unrest
has a positive effect on the migration of household members. Living in a village where
the violence occurred encourages people to move out, regardless of how much the
household perceived the effect of the unrest, and regardless of demographic and
socioeconomic status of the household and migration experience of present household
members. Likewise, perceiving the unrest as affecting their family’s overall life is also
associated with a household sending one or more members to work elsewhere, net of
other variables. While the significance levels of the unrest variables do not change, the
size of the coefficients increases slightly after the other variables are controlled for,
supporting an independent and direct association between the unrest variables and
migration.
Other variables that show significant associations with migration are whether the
household is female-headed, the secular education of the household head, the Islamic
education of household members, and migration experience of other household
members. Net of other variables, households headed by a female have 2.3 times higher
likelihood of being a migrant household. Households headed by people with secondary
education or higher have a smaller likelihood of sending one or more members out.
Having at least one member completing a secondary Islamic education or higher
decreases the likelihood of being a migrant household by about a half. Lastly, the
results show a strong, positive effect of previous migration experience of other
household members on the likelihood of being a migrant household. A household in
which one or more members has ever moved previously is almost twice as likely to
send another member out. We also explore including an interaction term of recent
violence and having a previous migrant. Results show a significant effect of the
interaction, suggesting that households in villages with recent violence are more likely
to have a migrant if they have a previous migrant.
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Table 2:

Odds ratios from a multivariate logit model predicting the likelihood
of a household having a migrant
Model 1
Odds ratio

Exposure to the unrest
Violence occurred in the village last year
Reported effect of the unrest on overall life (ref: Not at all)

1.6

Model 2
S.E.
0.2 *

Odds ratio
1.7

S.E.
0.2 *

A little

0.9

0.2

1.1

0.2

Fairly

1.2

0.2

1.3

0.2

2.1

0.3 **

2.3

0.3 **

1.0

0.2

2.3

0.2 ***

5–6

0.9

0.2

7+

1.4

0.2

Moderate

0.8

0.2

Rich

1.4

0.3

Own house and land

1.3

0.3

At least one member in professional job

0.8

0.3

A lot
Potential confounders
Household in urban areas
Household head is female
Household size (ref: 1–4)

Household wealth (ref: poor)

Secular education of household head (ref: none)
Primary

1.1

0.2

Lower secondary

0.5

0.4 *

Upper secondary+

0.4

0.5 *

1.2

0.2

At least one member has secular upper secondary education
Islamic education of household head (ref: none/informal)
Preprimary

0.7

0.3

Primary

1.1

0.3

Lower secondary+

0.7

0.4

Pondok

0.9

0.2

At least one member has Islamic lower secondary+

0.5

0.2 *

At least one current member ever moved

1.8

0.2 ***

0.1

0.4 ***

Constant

–2.1

0.2 ***

Log likelihood

–492.0

–444.6

N

1,099

1,099

Note: *, **, **** significant at 0.05, 0.01, and 0.001 level, respectively

Next, we explore whether adding the destination of the current migrant contributes
to our understanding on the effect of the unrest. The number of cases increases to 1,172
due to some households having more than one migrant. The bivariate analysis shown in
Table 3 provides results that are consistent with the results of the first dependent
variable (whether or not a household is currently a migrant household) presented
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earlier. Both objective and subjective measurements of the unrest are significantly
related to the migration status of the household, taking into account the destination of
the current migrant. However, when looking at whether the unrest incident occurred in
the village last year, a substantial difference is evident only for the proportion that has
an out-of-country migrant. Households in the village where an incident occurred last
year have a higher proportion of migrants currently working in another country,
compared to those with an in-country migrant (14% vs. 8%). When the analysis is based
on the self-reported effect of the unrest, the relationship with migration of household
member, though significant, reveals unclear patterns. Households that reported that the
unrest had affected their overall life “a lot” have out-of-country migrants in the highest
proportions, as did those who reported that the unrest had affected their overall life “a
little.” In contrast, the percentage having a domestic migrant increased directly with an
increase in the perceived effect of the unrest.
Table 3:

The percentage of households with an out-of-country migrant, an incountry migrant, and no migrant by exposure to the unrest and
household characteristics
Household migration status

Overall

Out-country migrant In-country migrant
household
household

Nonmigrant
household

N

12.5

9.6

77.9

1,172

Exposure to the unrest
Violence due to the unrest occurred last year*
Yes

13.9

9.7

76.4

890

No

8.2

9.2

82.6

282

A lot

16.8

17.8

65.4

107

Fairly

11.1

10.7

78.2

271

A little

16.1

3.5

80.4

286

10.4

10.6

78.9

508

Effect of the unrest on overall life***

Not at all
Potential confounders
Household demographic characteristics
Living in urban area
Yes

13.7

6.6

79.7

212

No

12.3

10.2

77.5

960

Yes

24.1

10.3

65.5

337

No

7.0

9.2

83.8

795
438

Household head is female***

Household size*
1–4

12.1

8.9

79.0

5–6

9.5

9.8

80.7

451

7+

18.0

10.3

71.7

283
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Table 3:

(Continued)
Household migration status
Out-country migrant
household

In-country
migrant
household

Poor (bottom 40%)

16.5

10.2

73.3

491

Moderate (middle 40%)

10.0

7.9

82.1

458

9.0

11.7

79.4

223

Yes

13.3

9.7

77.0

1,045

No

6.3

8.7

85.0

127

Nonmigrant
household

N

Household economic status
Household asset index**

Rich (top 20%)
Own home and land

At least one member works in professional occupation**
Yes

5.6

11.6

82.8

215

No

14.1

9.1

76.8

957

165

Education
HH head's secular education***
None

20.0

9.7

70.3

Primary level

14.4

11.3

74.3

680

Lower secondary

5.2

5.8

89.0

154

Upper secondary+

4.6

5.8

89.6

173

At least one member completed upper secondary+***
Yes

9.9

10.4

79.7

787

No

17.9

7.8

74.3

385

None/informal

19.9

11.5

68.5

286

Pondok

14.4

8.2

77.4

146

Preprimary level

7.3

19.3

73.4

109

Primary

4.4

4.8

90.8

251

13.2

9.0

77.9

380

HH head's Islamic education**

Lower secondary

At least one member completed Islamic lower secondary+**
Yes

9.5

9.1

81.4

822

No

19.7

10.6

69.7

350

Yes

15.5

15.8

68.7

329

No

11.4

8.1

81.5

843

At least one household member ever moved***

2

Note: *, **, *** Chi test significant at 0.05, 0.01, 0.001 level, respectively

Table 4 shows results from a multinomial logistic model using the outcome that
compared the likelihood of sending a migrant out of the country, within the country, or
not sending any migrant at all. The objective measure of the unrest is positively
associated with migration to another country but shows no significant relationship with
internal migration. Living in a village where the violent incident occurred last year
about doubled the odds of sending a migrant abroad. The subjective measure of the
unrest has a significant association with both internal and international migration,
though with somewhat inconsistent patterns. Households that reported “a little” effect
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of the unrest as well as households that reported “a lot” of effect of the unrest are more
likely to send a migrant out of Thailand. In contrast, for domestic migrants there was a
direct relationship with the strength of the effect of the unrest and sending a migrant.
Table 4:

Odds ratios from a multinomial logistic model predicting the
likelihood of having an out-of-country migrant or an in-country
migrant compared to having no migrant

Independent variable
Exposure to the unrest
Violence occurred in the village last year
Reported effect of the unrest on overall life (ref: Not at all)

Other country migrant/
No migrant
Odds ratio

S.E.

1.8

0.3

In-country migrant/
No migrant

*

Odds ratio

S.E.

1.2

0.3

A lot

2.1

0.3*

2.1

0.3*

Fairly

1.2

0.3

1.0

0.3

1.8

0.2*

0.3

0.4**

1.2

0.3

0.6

0.3

3.8

0.2

***

1.3

0.2

5–6

0.8

0.2

0.9

0.3

7+

1.8

0.2

*

1.0

0.3

Moderate

0.7

0.2

0.7

0.2

Rich

1.0

0.3

1.0

0.3

Own house and land

2.0

0.4

1.2

0.4

At least one member works in professional job

0.5

0.4

1.6

0.3

A little
Potential confounders
Living in urban areas
Household head is female
Household size (ref: 1–4)

Household wealth (ref: poor)

*

Secular education of household head (ref: none)
Primary

1.2

0.3

1.2

0.3

Lower secondary

0.6

0.5

0.4

0.5

Upper secondary+

0.6

0.5

0.5

0.5

1.0

0.3

2.1

0.3

At least one member has secular upper secondary education

*

Islamic education of household head (ref: none/informal)
Preprimary

0.7

0.3

0.7

0.4

Primary

0.4

0.5

2.3

0.4

Lower secondary+

0.4

0.4

0.8

0.5

Pondok

0.8

0.3

At least one member has Islamic lower secondary+

0.5

0.3

At least one household member ever moved

1.3

0.2

Constant

0.1

0.6

Log likelihood

–682.4

N

1,172

*
***

*

0.8

0.3

0.6

0.3

2.5

0.2

***

0.2

0.6

**

*

Note: *, **, **** significant at 0.05, 0.01, and 0.001 level, respectively
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Results on potential confounders indicated that international migration is
associated with lower socioeconomic status (if the household is headed by female, large
household, no member in a professional job, and no member with at least Islamic lower
secondary education). Internal migration is positively associated with higher
socioeconomic status to some extent. Internal migration of people in the three
southernmost provinces is increased by having a member with at least upper secondary
secular education and having a household head with at least primary Islamic education.
There is also a strong positive relationship between internal migration and previous
migration experience of other household members. Surprisingly, the effect of Islamic
education on internal migration is in the same direction as international migration;
having at least one member who has Islamic lower secondary education reduces
migration, both out of the country and within the country.

4. Discussion
Our study provides evidence that long-term instability and violence contribute to
migration, both within and across national borders. The analysis is conducted in a
unique setting of Thailand in provinces where Malay Muslims are the majority while
being a minority in a Buddhist state. Although migration of Muslims in the area,
especially to Malaysia, has long been a phenomenon, the unrest exacerbated the already
difficult situation of people’s livelihood. After adjustment for mediating variables, both
the perceived effect of the unrest on the household and the occurrence of an incident in
the village in the last year are positively related to migration. These results from
southern Thailand are consistent with other studies which find that long-term violence
often brings about migration (Bohra-Mishra and Massey 2011; Engel and Ibânez 2007).
Our study also shows that some measures of poverty and disadvantage are significant
determinants of migration. Finally, as hypothesized, our research confirms that
education is a significant determinant of migrant destination.
The measure of the village-level unrest is the occurrence of a violent event in the
village in the last year. This provides some support to the threshold theory of migration
(Bohra-Mishra and Massey 2011; Morrison and May 1994). Morrison and May (1994)
suggest that when violence operates at low levels, migration can be adequately
explained by a standard economic migration model without violence variables.
Violence begins to play a major role in shaping migration flows when it occurs at high
levels. All residents of the three southern provinces have lived for many years in
provinces where the occurrence of violence has been frequent. The study data on
migration in general documents that, in addition to slow economic development, a
nearby event may accelerate the migration of household members. This may be seen as
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spatial proximity effect. The threshold theory is also supported by our findings that only
when households perceived the unrest as affecting their family’s overall life “a lot” that
the effect of the unrest is powerful enough to be a push factor for migration. As long as
the unrest keeps its effect on the overall life of people at the level of “a little” or
“fairly,” people still resist the need to move out.
The positive effect of the unrest is stronger for migration outside of the country
than for migration to other Thai provinces. Rather than migrating to other regions in
Thailand, people in this setting often move to work in Malaysia, mostly in unskilled
sectors. This migration has been a long-time, well-known phenomenon. The stronger
positive effect of the unrest on the flow of international migration than on domestic
migration may reflect higher costs of moving within Thailand than to Malaysia. Moving
within Thailand has higher costs than moving to Malaysia – both monetary costs due to
distance and nonmonetary costs due to the sociocultural and psychological costs of
moving to an area with large cultural differences. Thus, a higher threshold level of the
unrest may be needed to push people to other Thai provinces than to Malaysia.
Previous analysis suggests that migrants from this area moving to other parts of
Thailand possess a higher level of human capital than those moving to Malaysia
(Jampaklay 2015). Similarly, another study among Muslim migrants in Bangkok (Ford
and Jampaklay 2015) indicates that more than half of domestic Muslim migrants living
in Bangkok have at least a university education. Results in this analysis also show that
households having at least one household member with upper secondary level of
education are more likely to have a domestic migrant. More-educated people, who
usually have stronger Thai language skills than less-educated people, may find it easier
to find employment in Thailand, while the residents with less secular education may
find it easier to find employment in Malaysia. When the unrest is not prevalent, or still
within a tolerable level, the less-educated residents may be less likely to move.
Our analysis shows that migration is associated with lower social status of the
household, as migration occurs less among households with a more-educated household
head. It reflects that education leads to more alternatives, thus being able to stay in their
hometown rather than migrating out. This may be considered a form of “forced
migration” (but by the lack of education rather than poverty). Therefore, on top of the
unrest, what drives people to move out may not be the poverty per se, but the inability
to make use of resources available at the local level due to low level of education.
Although both secular and Islamic education is associated with household
economic status,6 their effect on migration is somewhat different. While higher secular
education encourages domestic migration, higher Islamic education is associated with
preference to remain at home. Households with at least one member with Islamic
6

Our descriptive analysis (results not shown) suggests that rich households are more likely than poor
households to have at least one member with Islamic or secular secondary education.
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secondary education are less likely to send a migrant to both domestic and international
locations. We speculate that Islamic education may reflect the religiosity of the
household, which in turn leads to a preference to remain in the southern provinces
where there is a strong presence of Islam in everyday life, in addition to an attachment
to one’s own community. Religious people may not feel comfortable living in other
parts of Thailand where the surroundings are oriented to a Buddhist culture.
Why highly Islamic educated households are less likely to send members to
Malaysia despite similar Islamic cultures between the three provinces and Malaysia is
quite intriguing. In contrast to being the most attractive destination for unskilled
laborers from the three provinces, Malaysia is not as popular a destination for Islamic
education as countries in the Middle East, such as Saudi Arabia, the African continent
including Egypt and South Africa, or south Asia including Pakistan and India. While
we do not have evidence that the religiosity of Muslims in the three southernmost
provinces is stronger than in Malaysia, existing data shows a similar level of religious
practices between Malaysian and Malay Muslims in southern Thailand (Pew Forum On
Religion In Public Life 2012). These practices include attending mosque at least once a
week (57% Malaysia, 52% Thailand), stating that religion is very important in life (93%
Malaysia, 95% Thailand), praying five times per day (72% Malaysia, 75% Thailand),
displaying Quranic verses in the home (97% Malaysia, 95% Thailand), and fasting
during Ramadan (99% Malaysia, 100% Thailand). Therefore, to acquire higher Islamic
education, people in the three provinces would rather aim for other countries than
Malaysia. Another reason, apart from having more resources at home reducing the need
for them to move for work, may be that the employment prospects in Malaysia do not
match well with Islamic-educated Thais.
Our results partially support the notion indicated in previous studies (e.g., BohraMishra and Massey 2011; Soe et al. 2011) that previous migration experiences of other
family members strongly predicted subsequent migration. The migration experience of
other family members can be regarded as social capital that helps reduce the costs and
risks associated with the act of migrating, thus increasing the probability of subsequent
migration. Our analysis finds that the positive effect of a household member’s previous
migration affects only internal migration, but not successive cross-border migration.
This finding reflects the uniqueness of our study setting and indicates that the costs and
risks of migrating internally may be greater than crossing the border to Malaysia where
people share similar cultural aspects. Alternatively, since migration to Malaysia is so
common, social networks from the community outside of the household may be
available to facilitate migration. Thus, it seems that a different kind of social network is
more necessary to move to other parts of Thailand than to migrate to Malaysia.
Further research on this topic would benefit from more longitudinal studies where
changes in unrest and in household events could be studied in association with changes
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in migration. More analysis is needed regarding how migration is affected by the gender
of the household head and by the changing roles of women.
Our analysis fills a gap in the analysis of migration and unrest because research on
this topic has been rare in Thailand, despite the ongoing unrest. At the global level, we
add to very few studies on this topic that have been done at the household and
individual levels and to studies examining differences in destinations. In addition, while
the measurement of unrest used in our analysis is still far from complete, we are at least
able to include both objective and subjective measures of the effects of the unrest.
Our analysis provides evidence that while migration in this area, to Malaysia in
particular, is a long-term phenomenon due to employment prospects at the destination,
the ongoing unrest in fact increases migration, net of socioeconomic and social network
factors. However, it is only when the unrest reaches certain levels (i.e., households felt
that its effect is “a lot,” or the event happened in the village) that it has enough driving
force for a household to send someone out to work elsewhere and that it can outweigh
the costs of migration. Therefore, without conditions of extreme violence, people
remain more willing to stay at their home of origin. A clear message to policy makers is
that the unrest has intensified the already difficult situation of the people in the three
southernmost provinces and must be considered a top priority for assistance as soon as
possible.
Our findings show that in the context of unrest, migration increases beyond the
normal level. This upsurge in migration is a direct result of violence in the area (not of
socioeconomic and demographic conditions). Our findings show that when a certain
threshold level of violence is reached, migration increases. There is also a complex
relationship between people’s education and whether they migrate or not. This issue
invites further research.
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