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Abstract
Sociologists, when offering suggestions for policy arising from their empirical research, typically do not provide explicit reflection on the values or interests such ‘policy implications’ are meant to advance.  This article illustrates why such reflection can be important, by showing how different normative frameworks lead to different policy suggestions concerning international labour migration.  In a conventional neo-classical economics view, labour migration brings obvious gains to the migrants themselves; ‘revealed preferences’ is sufficient to know that such gains exist.  In a ‘happiness studies’ perspective, however, those benefits are not nearly as obvious, and a discussion of implications for labour migration policy might come to quite different conclusions.  In general, the quality of one’s suggestions for policy implications is likely to be enhanced via greater awareness and explicit discussion of the normative positions embedded in such views. 
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In the background of a great deal of social science analysis, one can usually discern the outlines of a particular normative view, a sense of an author’s claim that something should be done about a certain state of affairs.
  This point is particularly true of sociology, with its long history of focusing on ‘social problems’.  But the point is a more general one, applying even to analyses that do not start with explicit identification of a ‘problem’. Analytical or empirical articles often end with a paragraph or two on policy implications, and so these normative perspectives are sometimes explicit to a degree.  For example, in this journal Lloyd and James (2008) suggest that one must consider supply chain issues in formulating ideas on how to address workplace health and safety problems. At other times such views are merely implied: Gash (2008) would appear to believe – though she does not say so directly – that the UK should improve its state-sponsored child-care, so that women can choose part-time work (if they prefer it) rather than being consigned to it via constraint.  
In those two instances, the policy recommendations on offer seem uncontroversial.  But it is also worth noting that they are not accompanied by discussion of the values or interests the ‘policy implication’ is intended to advance; those values or interests are essentially taken as obvious.  Again, in these cases that approach is arguably unproblematic.  But some issues might be rather more complex in this regard: one might find a concluding section on policy (or a more implicit version of the same thing) asserting that a research result carries implications for addressing, say, unemployment among some particular group.  What one almost certainly will not find, however, is an explicit discussion of why unemployment is undesirable or bad.  The reason such a discussion might matter is that, while one’s interest might be merely pragmatic (not ‘philosophical’), different  perspectives regarding the values informing an anti-unemployment agenda can lead to different ideas about the right way to address it practically.  
Most social scientists are of course well aware that different world-views can lead to different interpretations of empirical findings.  But this awareness seems to be almost entirely lacking in sections on ‘policy implications’, and in the absence of some explicit attention to the deeper values at stake a ‘policy implication’ at the end of a research article is often superficial, almost a throwaway, and perhaps even simply an academic ritual or custom.  
Indeed it is difficult in many instances to discern what sort of thought processes lead to formulations of policy implications.  Some writers might approach their work with a systematic political ideology, using research articles as a platform for making normative claims that would be the same no matter what their empirical findings.  In many cases one suspects a more nebulous process, wherein social experience and an intuitive sense of ‘fairness’ combine to produce a plausible paragraph or two intended to convey the message that one’s work is ‘relevant’.  One could reasonably form the impression that researchers’ notions of fairness are influenced by the tendency to support ‘underdogs’ and to decry excessive inequalities (Vandello et al. 2007) – though it does not appear that the issue has been studied systematically in relation to ‘policy implications’.
It might be tempting to believe, in a ‘value-free social science’ mode, that normative matters such as these are not the concern of social scientists and should be left to philosophers.  But that position fails to deflect the question.  Again, certain issues are usually (even if only implicitly) considered worth addressing because doing so might help address a problem of some sort.  Even when one works with a ‘pure’ motivation – one simply wants to understand the social world – the question remains: why devote effort to understanding this aspect of the world and not some other?  Why does this one matter?  In any event, that pure orientation is likely a minority view: again, many sociologists want to believe their work is ‘relevant’.  There are also pressures for one’s work to be ‘applied’, to the point that some find it difficult to avoid the ‘blurring [of] description, prediction and prescription’, as Pollert argued concerning the ‘flexibility debate’ (1988, p. 281).
To take the unemployment example a bit further: among a variety of possibilities, consider two reasons for believing that unemployment is bad.  One reason is that it is subjectively unpleasant: it leads directly to suffering.  Another is that it restricts one's autonomy or opportunities – a reason that refers not to a particular subjective experience but to a state of affairs that some people believe is bad regardless of how it is experienced (i.e., even if someone who is unemployed finds he or she does not mind so much).  Again, these different underlying perspectives might – if one were more conscious of them – lead to quite different conclusions about the right way to address some aspect of unemployment where one’s empirical research has led to formulation of a policy implication.  Perhaps it would be tempting simply to think that both/all reasons apply – but in the real world with limited resources it might be necessary to determine which is more important, to prioritize with respect to the policy interventions believed to follow from one’s research.  
This article develops this line of inquiry by considering in greater detail how research offering implications for labour migration policies might become more conscious of the underlying values informing normative views on such policies.  The argument turns on the contrast between a policy orientation informed implicitly by a standard neo-classical economics understanding of migration, and an orientation informed by the quite different perspective of happiness studies.  While most policy suggestions are apparently formulated on the basis of an implicit neo-classical perspective, those suggestions might not seem as obvious as they currently do if one paused to consider an alternative view rooted in a different set of assumptions.  In the end, that point is likely to be a quite general one with wide applicability, especially in relation to work and employment. 
Contrasting ‘Policy Implications’ for Labour Migration
It is generally taken as obvious that someone from a poorer country who succeeds in gaining employment in a wealthy country will be better off for having done so.  Once it is accepted that one must consider the interests of potential migrants (and not just those of native workers who might have to compete with such migrants) (Isbister 1996), the magnitude of the gains they would achieve via migration weighs heavily in any discussion of labour migration policy (e.g. Carens 1987).  It is taken for granted in what follows that normative analyses of migration ought to give significant weight to the interests of people in poorer countries whose deprivations result primarily from the accident of having been born in a particular place.  Others disagree, arguing that it is legitimate for citizens, even those in privileged wealthy countries, to prioritize their obligations to one another over those to outsiders (e.g. Walzer 1983).  Even migration restrictionists, however, appear to agree with the premise of an opposing position, i.e., that people in poorer countries could improve their lives via migration to a wealthier country.

This at any rate is how things will appear from a standard neo-classical economics perspective.  Moreover, any losses suffered by competing native workers are said to be small, dwarfed by the benefits to migrants and the more general efficiency gains resulting from the free flow of labour to places where it can be employed more productively (e.g. Simon 1989).  It is therefore easy to find perspectives on labour migration that emerge from the assumption that the greater income available to migrants is a very significant fact, underpinning policy suggestions (emerging from social science research) concerning how certain people’s lives might be improved.  

Thus Ruhs, for example, notes that migrants can ‘make very large financial gains from employment abroad’ (2008, p. 415) – a point whose import is apparently in no need of elaboration.  To capture those gains it might be appropriate to restrict the employment (and other) rights of immigrants in the destination labour market, given a trade-off between rights and the politically feasible degree of migrants’ access to wealthy-country labour markets (Ruhs and Chang 2004, Ruhs and Martin 2008).  More specific ‘implications’ related to labour migration are available as well: Clark and Drinkwater, investigating determinants of labour market success among immigrants in the UK, find that English-language skills are essential – which leads to a policy suggestion of ‘expand[ing] the availability and take-up of language classes’ to increase opportunities for such success (2008, p. 512).  

But there are a variety of assumptions lurking beneath claims of this sort, and it is by no means obvious that all those assumptions are correct.  Broadly speaking, the point of offering a policy implication arising from a research finding is to suggest a way of improving a situation, where ‘improvement’ usually means making people better off in some way.  While ‘better off’ can have a number of dimensions, the dimension of particular interest here (simply because it helps demonstrate the general point on offer) is economic.  But even if the interests at stake relate only to economic values, one can distinguish a number of schools of thought, each with different ideas on what counts as ‘better off’.  

In a standard neo-classical economics perspective, it is not difficult to know what makes people better off in an economic sense.  The relevant organising concept is ‘revealed preferences’ (Layard 2005).  In essence, the answer to the question ‘what does being “better off” consist of’ is set aside in all but a formal sense; instead of providing any sort of substantive answer, one concludes that it is possible to know what makes any particular individual better off simply by observing the choices he or she makes, given resource and other constraints.  As is widely understood, an important corollary is that having a higher income always makes someone better off (Easterlin 2005), because it provides effective access to a broader range of choices.  It is taken as axiomatic that with more income one is able to satisfy more of one’s preferences.  There is no need, in assessing this proposition, to know anything substantive about the relationship between people’s preferences and the utility they actually experience.

The word ‘experience’ is key to understanding how an alternative perspective differs from this standard neo-classical framework.  In ‘happiness studies’ (also known as the study of ‘subjective well-being’), the revealed preferences assumption is set aside, so that questions about the relationship between income and utility can be treated empirically rather than axiomatically.  The nature of utility is now specified: happiness, as experienced (‘subjective’), and measured in a variety of ways including self-report on surveys (Easterlin 2001).  While other values – e.g. autonomy or freedom – are not ruled out of bounds in a normative sense, the emphasis in this field is on what people experience and perceive about their experiences.  

From a happiness studies perspective, one can discern alternatives to the obvious conclusions many people draw about the benefits of labour migration.  There might be other good reasons to facilitate opportunities for labour migration, but it is less clear to what extent the income gains to the migrants constitute such a reason – i.e., if one is willing to think beyond the preferences of the migrants themselves and consider possibilities for effects on their happiness (effects possibly not anticipated by them).  The words ‘less clear’ are chosen quite deliberately: the claim is not that it is possible to be confident that labour migration leads to a decrease in happiness (though Sayad refers more assertively to the ‘suffering of the immigrant’, even ‘the “hell” of immigration’, 2004, p. 88), only that one cannot easily assume that it leads to an increase.

A process of social comparisons is unsettling in these terms.  The experience of an increased income – the happiness it brings – will depend on the context in which it is experienced.  The core issue is relative position: to the extent that wealthier people are in general happier than poorer people,  one reason is status, the ability to perceive oneself as superior to others (as against the enjoyment of more or better consumption opportunities) (Clark et al. 2008, Clark and Oswald 1996).  But this point means that one might gain in an absolute sense but lose in relative terms, if others overtake or advance further. 
Thus labour migrants might increase their effective incomes via employment in a wealthy country, but many of them are very unlikely to increase their relative position.  One notorious feature of ostensibly temporary labour migration is its tendency to morph into permanent immigration (Piore 1979, Martin 1994).  For the workers themselves, this tendency means that sooner or later (and perhaps very quickly) they begin to compare themselves not to reference groups in the country of origin (where a positive evaluation might result) but to others they encounter in the destination country (cf. Stark and Taylor 1991).  If in the origin their relative position was low, then migration is likely to bring no improvement in relative position, given the difficulty of moving up without recognised qualifications, etc. (after all, upward mobility is difficult enough for native citizens).  For some, change in relative position might actually amount to a reduction: even many who were middle-class in the origin are likely to find employment prospects in the destination restricted to jobs towards the bottom.  Among possible trajectories describing change in relative position, prospects for moving up in relative terms seem extremely slim, and downward mobility is a distinct possibility, with real consequences for happiness.

Even without social comparisons, an increased income might bring less of an increase in happiness than one imagines when contemplating migration to a wealthy country. One’s happiness from income (or changes in income) derives not just from absolute amounts but from the relationship between income and income aspirations (Frey and Stutzer 2002), such that gaps can lead to frustration and dissatisfaction.  The particular problem in connection with income increases is that they typically lead to increases in income aspirations as well (Stutzer 2003).  This process can be driven in part by social comparisons but also has an independent component: one ‘adapts’ to the higher income – as to many of the items bought with that income (the happiness from owning a new car quickly returns to the level experienced from owning the old car).  

Thus exposure to the lifestyle and consumption standards in the wealthier destination might exacerbate migrants’ gaps between income and aspirations: income rises, but perhaps aspirations rise even faster when one encounters directly (as opposed to via television) the relative opulence of a country like the USA.  The result would then be increased frustration, not increased satisfaction.  In general, the size of that gap depends on the personality of the individual (Diener et al. 1999).  It seems safe to assume that someone inclined toward labour migration is motivated at least in part by dissatisfaction (unmet aspirations) in the country of origin, and perhaps the personality traits feeding that dissatisfaction will not disappear simply by virtue of reaching a higher absolute level of consumption in the destination.  

Even when labour migration is temporary and the goal is to return and/or to send remittances, the benefits (conceived in relation to happiness) can have questionable value.  Many migrant families spend remittances and savings on consumer goods and the construction of much larger houses (Taylor et al. 1996).  As Frank (2005) argues, this sort of spending is precisely the type that contributes the least to happiness.  The point is particularly true in for housing, as building a bigger house helps create an ‘arms race’: when one family builds a bigger house, others grow envious and send someone abroad to earn money for their own bigger house, thereby eroding the advantage of the ‘pioneer’ migrant, etc.  

One’s happiness is of course determined not only by income/economics but by a variety of other factors.  For these non-economic factors as well, it seems risky to assume that wealthy countries are better places to live (more conducive to happiness) than poorer countries.  For instance, rates of mental illness are higher in wealthier countries, even after accounting for differences in resources available for diagnosis (Schwartz 2004); labour migrants might thus increase not only their income but also their likelihood of experiencing depression.  In general sociology can be seen as an extended critique of the quality of life in modern capitalist societies (anomie, alienation, etc.) – and while one should avoid romanticising poorer countries as communally integrated peasant utopias, it is worth remembering that mode of critique when considering trajectories of migrants, particularly when their focus is primarily on income. 
These considerations emerge from what has come to be known as the ‘Easterlin paradox’ (Easterlin 1974).  While in general wealthier people are happier than poorer people, it is less obvious that increases in income lead to greater happiness.  In assessing the relationship between income and happiness, the ‘fit’ that might be expected between the cross-sectional and the longitudinal versions of that relationship is by no means inevitable.  For many individuals – and thus for countries as a whole – decades of economic growth have not brought significant increases in happiness; one oft-cited case is Japan, where a post-war real-terms per-capita increase in GDP of a factor of six was accompanied by remarkable stability in the proportions of the population reporting ‘very happy’, ‘happy’, etc. (Frey and Stutzer 2002).  It might, then, be misguided to place highest priority, especially when making decisions on career/employment, on the maximisation of income.  Above a certain minimum, extra income can bring dubious benefits (though some real ones as well) and entail unanticipated costs.  
Narrowing the focus to labour migration: attempting to gain extra income specifically via labour migration might constitute a particular instance of this mistake, sometimes decreasing one’s well-being (conceived as happiness) rather than enhancing it.    In general, labour migration might be a superficially attractive but ultimately unreliable path to greater happiness, in ways analogous to the employment choices of people who give highest priority to the goal of maximising income, at high cost in terms of work satisfaction and leisure time, thus personal relationships as well. Many people believe that a higher income would make them happier, and many actions are predicated on that belief.  (On the other hand, there is a sceptical ‘folk wisdom’, in which the notion of working 80 hours a week as an investment banker, leaving no time for family and friends, is unwise.)  But as against the neo-classical assumption of revealed preferences, happiness studies is willing to contemplate the notion that some beliefs – and thus some preferences as revealed by actions – are mistaken (assuming that happiness is indeed one’s goal).  It is well known that neo-classical economics typically rests on unrealistic assumptions about rational actors, perfect knowledge, etc. – and it works out in practice that one does not always know what course of action will best lead to happiness and therefore some choices turn out to have been misguided (Gilbert 2006).   
Would-be labour migrants, perhaps to an even greater extent than trainee bankers, sometimes make decisions on the basis of woefully inadequate and sometimes simply false information about the foreign/distant country they wish to enter (Mahler 1995, Pajo 2007).  To the extent that immigrants are thought to originate from desperately poor situations, that point might seem like a mere subtlety.  But in general people who engage in labour migration do not come from the most impoverished situations – migration itself requires resources, and most labour migrants to wealthy countries are not from places such as Burundi or Niger – so that it is more reasonable to propose (from a bird’s-eye view) that they face a choice without an obviously right answer.

The question then arises, how much weight ought to be given to choices founded on apparently mistaken beliefs about consequences?  In other words, what are the policy implications?  A variety of answers is available.  In the first place, however, the fact that a belief might be mistaken need not mean that the corresponding choice can safely be prohibited.  In relation to labour migration, this position would constitute an egregious instance of paternalism: you want to improve your life by moving to a wealthy country, but we – already resident there, and drawing on the education our situation has afforded us – know it will not work, and so we will keep you out for your own good!  There is a role for paternalism in public policy (e.g. Kleinig 1983, Goodin 1998), but this particular version of it is nowhere near meeting the conditions required to defend it.  

Still, if there are doubts about the notion that labour migration will improve the lives of the migrants themselves, then perhaps in considering policy implications of related research it would be appropriate to ask whether alternative approaches might deserve greater emphasis.  As Carens (1992) notes, one’s goal is not generally migration for its own sake, rather migration is the means to address some other problem.  One alternative to consider, then, is foreign aid, as suggested by Seglow: ‘bluntly, it is better to shift resources to people, rather than permitting people to shift themselves towards resources’ (2005, p. 329).  There might be other values to consider when thinking in normative terms about migration policies (e.g. rights and freedoms, cf. Sutcliffe 1998).  But to the extent that well-being is at stake, a consideration of happiness studies shows that the answer might not be as obvious as it appears to some.  

Conclusion

Normative questions about migration  arise in large part because of persistent concerns about global injustice.  It seems unwise to believe that there are ready solutions to those concerns, a set of ‘policy implications’ leading directly to significant improvements.  Development aid might be preferable to more extensive rights of migration – but there are of course concerns about the effectiveness of foreign aid as well (e.g. Maren 1997).  Rather than imagining that invoking happiness studies leads to an easy resolution to the problem, then, the analysis above counsels greater caution about common-sense policy ideas concerning migration, together with a suggestion that a different direction might prove to be more effective and/or appropriate.  
In general, consideration of happiness as a value for grounding discussions of policy might help researchers clarify their thinking about the policy implications of their research – though as Duncan argues at length (2009), there are also reasons to be sceptical about Richard Layard's (and others') notion that the ‘science of happiness’ leads directly to state programmes that can reliably increase happiness.  Scepticism of this sort seems desirable no matter what value is perceived as appropriate for underpinning normative positions arising from one’s research; the argument here does not depend on having convinced the reader that happiness is the right value.  The point is to be aware of the values one has adopted.

This cautious note is arguably an appropriate model more generally for thinking about policy implications of scholarly research.  To offer claims regarding what states should do – using their considerable array of powers, backed ultimately by coercive force – one has to be confident that one really knows whose interests are to count most, what those interests are (subjectively articulated? objective, i.e., even if not recognized as such by the people in question?), and what the consequences of policy will actually be – indeed, what the consequence of making policy suggestions will be (intended vs. unintended).
In the absence of this sort of awareness, researchers are likely to offer common-sense suggestions in policy implications discussions at the end of empirical articles.  Common sense of course sometimes gets it right.  But one of the reasons one does research in the first place is that, for the chosen topic, common sense is evidently insufficient – or sometimes even misleading – for a good understanding of how the social world works.  To believe (implicitly) that common sense is sufficient for policy suggestions in a concluding section therefore stands as an unfortunate contrast to the effort devoted to the research itself.  
It is entirely reasonable to want to say something about the practical implications of one’s empirical research.  Indeed, in some settings one is enjoined to do so, by governments or funding agencies who want to know what the value (or ‘impact’) of the work is.  This article suggests that efforts in this direction would be enhanced by giving much more systematic attention to the normative issues underlying the views on offer.
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� The point has a strong gender dimension as well: Parreñas, for example, refers (2001) to the ‘dislocations’ suffered by Filipina migrants sent abroad by their families to gain remittances, at high cost in terms of family separation.





