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Abstract

Does exposure to books in childhood encourage adult migration? We contend that it does—through read-
ing, which provides a simulative experience and arouses readers’ curiosity, as well as raising their open-
ness to new experiences, awareness of opportunities in other places, and confidence in social situations,
all of which foster migration intentions. Using data from the Life in Transition-Ill Survey, we find that the
number of books in a childhood home is positively related to adult migration intentions. This relationship
holds after controlling for a set of socio-economic characteristics, including individual and parental educa-
tion. We also show that the book effect increases with the respondents’ level of education.
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1. Introduction

The more that you read,
the more things you will know.
The more that you learn,
the more places you'll go.
Dr Seuss. (1978)

How much truth is in this quote from the popular American children’s book? While its first
part is unquestionably true, the second one does not seem that obvious. Can childhood reading
indeed positively influence adult travel and, in particular, migration intentions? It is widely ac-
knowledged that reading books ‘broadens horizons™—but does this mental horizon-
broadening capacity also apply to spatial horizons? While cultural socialization within a fam-
ily, including being taken to libraries and encouraged to read books, has been shown to pro-
mote upward social mobility (Scherger and Savage 2010), and the number of books in
individuals’ childhood homes was shown to predict their educational and occupational attain-
ments and skills later in life (Brunello, Weber, and Weiss 2017; Sikora, Evans, and Kelley
2019; Breznau, Sauter, and Salikutluk 2020; Heppt, Olczyk, and Volodina 2022), it is less
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clear whether reading books may influence an individual’s spatial mobility. The fact that the
link between social and spatial mobility is unclear (Savage 1988; Favell and Recchi 2011;
Fortunati and Taipale 2017; see also Hage 2005) does not make things easier.

We contend that books foster mobility aspirations, among other things, in that they
make their readers more aware of opportunities in other places, more curious and open to
new experiences, more confident in social situations, and can ‘transport them into a narra-
tive world” (Van Laer, De Ruyter, and Wetzels 2012), and offer a ‘simulative experience’
(Mar and Oatley 2008). We argue that narratives conveyed by books can inspire not only
tourist visits (Wong, Lee, and Lee 2016) but also migration. At the same time, childhood
reading is interdependent with a child’s family background—including, among other
things, parental education level, type of work performed by them, ways of spending free
time, and wealth (also affecting expenses for books). These considerations motivate our
key research hypothesis: Childhood reading is positively related to adult migration inten-
tions, net of an individual’s educational and socio-economic background.

Verification of this hypothesis is not easy given the potential difficulty of recalling one’s read-
ing practices from childhood in a retrospective study and the associated recall bias. The num-
ber of books in childhood home may be perceived as a more tangible indicator and, given that
a book-rich home environment was found to be positively related to the frequency of engage-
ment in recreational reading (Merga 2015)," can serve as a proxy measure for childhood read-
ing. In this study, we thus ask whether a large home library in childhood fosters future adult
migration aspirations, which find expression in higher migration intentions among people who
come from more ‘bookish’ homes. We hypothesize that the number of books in a childhood
home is positively related to one’s migration intentions in adulthood.

To address this question and verify our hypothesis, we use multi-country cross-sectional
data from the Life in Transition-IIl Survey, which included questions on both household li-
brary size in childhood and current migration intentions. In terms of geographical coverage,
the survey focused primarily on post-socialist countries in Eurasia. Our findings demonstrate
that the number of books in a childhood home is indeed positively related to adult migration
intentions, net of individual and parental education, and other socio-economic characteristics
of individuals. We argue that this independent influence of childhood home library size on cur-
rent migration intentions points to the role of childhood reading in shaping one’s spatial aspi-
rations. In addition, we find that the link between the size of a childhood library and migration
intentions strengthens with the respondent’s level of education.

This article brings together research on determinants of migration intentions (for a re-
view, see Aslany et al. 2021) and the formative importance of reading (Djikic, Oatley, and
Moldoveanu 2013; Freestone and O’Toole 2016; Mar et al. 2006). Demonstrating the pos-
itive relationship between exposure to books in a childhood home and adult migration
intentions, it adds to this literature in two ways. First, it deepens the knowledge of determi-
nants of migration intentions, an important antecedent of migration behaviour (Tjaden,
Auer, and Laczko 2019). In particular, it highlights the importance of accounting for un-
conventional, intangible (Hagen-Zanker, Hennessey, and Mazzilli 2023) factors in predict-
ing migration intentions, which adds to a more holistic understanding of determinants of
spatial aspirations in general (Schewel and Fransen 2022). Second, it, indirectly, contrib-
utes to the literature on the long-term effects of reading, by pointing to the unexpected con-
sequences of childhood reading.

The remainder of the article is structured as follows. We first outline which constructs
books at home may serve as a proxy for, and briefly review empirical studies that examined
how these constructs, alongside books themselves, relate to migration intentions. We then
explain in more detail why we expect childhood reading to positively influence adult mi-
gration intentions. Next, we describe the data, measures, and methods used. After report-
ing the results of our statistical analyses, we discuss our findings, pointing to the
limitations of our study and suggesting directions for future research.
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2. Books at home and migration intentions

While we assume that the number of books a family owns reflects its members’ reading activi-
ties, household library size may also be indicative of other factors potentially influencing mi-
gration. Books at home have typically been viewed as a tool of human and cultural capital
formation, as well as a cultural capital artefact, signalling a high level of cultural capital and/
or the high status of a family (Sieben and Lechner 2019). They may also capture family eco-
nomic resources and parental care (Brunello, Weber, and Weiss 2017), educational household
investments (Skrbis, Woodward, and Bean 2014), in addition to indicating socio-economic
status (Heppt, Olczyk, and Volodina 2022) more broadly. That is why in the empirical analy-
sis it is important to control for individual characteristics related to status.

In studies predicting individuals’ educational and occupational attainments with the
number of books at home, the explanations for the positive book effect go beyond the op-
eration of human and cultural capital. According to Breznau, Sauter, and Salikutluk
(2020), this effect is supposed to come both from parents and ‘in a perchance form’, given
the very presence of books at home. Books in the childhood home are thus supposed to re-
flect both parents’ commitment to scholarly culture, manifesting itself with parental sup-
port for the practice of reading (Merga 2015), and access to books as such. This is in line
with Bourdieu’s (1986) view of books as an objectified form of cultural capital, whose
properties are however revealed only in the presence of cultural capital in its embodied
form (i.e. long-lasting dispositions, such as attitudes and preferences).

While migration theories generally predict education, as a form of human capital, to be
positively related to migration at the individual level (Schewel and Fransen 2018), existing
empirical studies have yielded mixed findings, with some studies showing that schooling
increases one’s propensity to migrate (e.g., Ivlevs and King 2012; Gevrek, Kunt and
Ursprung 2021) and others providing inconclusive or more nuanced results as to the role of
education (e.g., Schewel and Fransen 2018; for a review, see Aslany et al. 2021). The role
of cultural capital in influencing migration has been studied less extensively. In the US con-
text, cultural capital, operationalized as interest and participation in the arts in high school,
has been found to increase the frequency and distance of residential moves (Pettit 1999).
Research addressing the link between books at home and migration specifically has been
even scarcer. Access to books in the family home (treated as a measure of cultural capital)
was found to stir a desire to be mobile—both within the country and internationally—
among young people in Australia (Skrbis, Woodward, and Bean 2014). While migration
was not the main outcome of interest in their study, Brunello, Weber, and Weiss (2017)
noted that rural boys coming from homes with larger libraries were more likely to engage
themselves in internal migration into cities (considered as means of reaping the economic
returns from their education). Chapela (2022) included the ‘library size at home’ among
control variables in a model predicting lifetime migration in Spain, concluding that ‘having
more than ten books at home at the age of ten tends to reduce the likelihood of ever migrat-
ing’; his results were not statistically significant, however. Importantly, none of these three
studies provided a convincing theoretical argument on why childhood home library size
should affect adult migration intentions and behaviour. By considering such mechanisms,
we attempt to fill this gap with our study.

3. Why do we expect reading to influence one’s migration intentions?

We argue that reading books, similarly to reading content on the internet, affects ‘people’s
conceptions and awareness of other places’ (Thulin and Vilhelmson 2017). By increasing
knowledge of the conditions and opportunities available in other locations, books, just like
the internet, expand one’s spatial horizons (‘opens up worlds’, Thulin and Vilhelmson
2014), ‘broadening potential action space’ (Thulin and Vilhelmson 2016). By bringing the
previously unknown and potentially geographically remote places closer, placing them
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within an individual’s ‘attainable reach’ (Thulin and Vilhelmson 2016), books influence
individuals’ dreams, aspirations, intentions, and ultimately their decisions. They contribute
to the development of ‘geographical imaginations’ that influence migration decision-mak-
ing—both the propensity to migrate and the choice of destination (Thompson 2017). Since
books are less likely than the internet to be a source of concrete, practical, and up-to-date
information, their influence is more likely to manifest itself in the early, inspirational phase
of the pre-migration process than in its later stages of migration decision-making (cf
Grubanov-Boskovic et al. 2021). When the focus is on books read in childhood, this influ-
ence is expected to be even more likely to concentrate itself in this initial stage (although at
times it may also shape later plans, e.g., by affecting the choice of destination by ‘two-step
decision makers’, Brunarska 2019). By developing the awareness that people live differ-
ently in other parts of the world, it is expected to inspire curiosity and a general interest in
other places, and to stimulate a desire to discover them. This interest may later stir adults’
desires and aspirations, influencing their early considerations of the possibility of moving
elsewhere. In particular, fiction literature may be consequential for these initial thoughts
about moving, since it not only produces mental images of living in specific places but also
offers a ‘simulative experience’ (Mar and Oatley 2008), by ‘transporting readers into a nar-
rative world’ (Van Laer, De Ruyter and Wetzels 2012). If an inability to picture the oppor-
tunities lost by not moving abroad is one of the main reasons for non-migrating (McKenzie
2024), then books should foster migration by helping people to visualize their life in a new
place. These arguments are in line with Koikkalainen and Kyle’s (2016) proposition that
people contemplating going abroad engage in cognitive migration (i.e., tend to visualize
themselves in a future time and a specific place) before making an actual move. We argue
that reading books make this ‘mental time travel” more likely through providing the simu-
lative experience and, in the long run, through the development of one’s imagination.

Intrapersonal factors are believed to be salient in the pre-contemplation phase of the mi-
gration process (Tabor and Milfont 2011). Importantly, one of the personality traits that
has been shown to be consistently (positively) associated with a propensity for residential
mobility is openness to experience (Jokela 2009; Canache et al. 2013; Tabor, Milfont, and
Ward 2015; Fouarge, Ozer, and Seegers 2019; Jokela 2021; Shuttleworth et al 2021). This
association may be explained by the fact that open 1nd1v1duals—who may be described as
creative, imaginative, curious, active, broad-minded, and adventurous—are more inclined
to both aspire to migrate and bring their desires into action. Acknowledging that personal-
ity is mutable through various experiences gained over the course of a lifetime, we assume
that reading in childhood, especially since it is likely to involve fiction (Djikic, Oatley, and
Moldoveanu 2013), contributes to open-mindedness, particularly open-mindedness in
terms of ‘conceivable places to live and work’ (Thulin and Vilhelmson 2014). Given
Canache et al.’s (2013) finding that the effect of openness is conditional on a respondent’s
level of education, we additionally test for a conditional effect of books on migra-
tion intentions.

Apart from fostering migration aspirations, reading books equips readers with certain
skills and knowledge that enable them to feel more confident in various social situations
and consequently lowers the self-perceived psychical costs of adapting to new conditions
awaiting prospective migrants abroad. This concerns, for instance, the ease of forming and
maintaining weak social ties (Pettit 1999), which facilitates social integration abroad.

4. Data and methods
4.1 Data

We use data from the Life in Transition-III survey (LiTS-III), administered by the European Bank
of Reconstruction and Development and the World Bank in 2015/2016. The survey covered
twenty-nine post-socialist countries of Central and Eastern Europe and Central Asia (including
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Mongolia but excluding Turkmenistan), as well as Turkey, Greece, Cyprus, Germany, and Italy.
The nationally representative samples consisted of ca. 1,500 face-to-face interviews in each coun-
try. Households were selected according to a two-stage clustered stratified sampling procedure.
In the first stage, the framework of primary sampling units was established using information on
local electoral units. In the second stage, a random walk fieldwork procedure was used to select
households within the primary sampling units. The interviewees within households were
automatically selected by using Computer-Assisted Personal Interviewing software.”

4.2 Variables

Our key independent variable captures the number of books in a childhood home and draws
on the survey question ‘About how many books were in your childhood home? Do not count
magazines, newspapers, or school books’. Respondents were offered five answer options: (1)
‘None or very few (0~10 books)’, (2) ‘Enough to fill one shelf (11-25 books)’, (3) ‘Enough to
fill one bookcase (26100 books)’, (4) ‘Enough to fill 2 bookcases (101-200 books)’, and (35)
‘Enough to fill 3 or 4 bookcases (200+ books)’. In some specifications, we treat it as a continu-
ous variable, taking values from 1 to 5, which correspond to the five possible responses. In
other specifications, we treat it as categorical in order to check for non-linearities, incorporat-
ing four dummy variables in our models. We also create a joint dummy variable for the ‘Don’t
know’ and ‘Not applicable’ answers, which amount to 4.5 per cent of the sample (4 per cent
and 0.5 per cent, respectively). While we are able to include the ‘Don’t know/not applicable’
dummy alongside the four number-of-books dummies, and thus avoid the potential bias from
removing specific answers from the analysis, in specifications using the continuous number-of-
books variable we have to exclude the ‘Don’t know’ and ‘Not applicable’ answers.

Our dependent variable—migration intentions—is based on the question ‘Do you intend
to move abroad in the next 12 months?’, with two possible responses: ‘yes’ (1) and ‘no’ (0).
A non-negligible proportion of respondents (2 per cent) provided a ‘don’t know’ answer,
which we also code as 0. In two robustness checks, we (1) exclude the ‘don’t know’
answers from the analysis and (2) include them as a separate outcome of the dependent var-
iable. The results of the corresponding binary and multinomial logit regressions (provided
in the Supplementary Tables $4-57) are consistent with our main results.

In line with previous literature on the determinants of migration intentions, we include
the following control variables: age, gender, three levels of education (primary, secondary,
and tertiary), marital status, employment status (proportion of time employed in the
12 months prior to the interview), self-perceived position on a 10-step wealth ladder, atti-
tudes to risk on a 10-point scale, belonging to an ethnic minority, self-assessed health level,
living in an urban area, and international migration experience (a dummy variable for hav-
ing lived in another country or being born in another country or completing secondary
school in another country).? Crucially, the LiTS-III survey contains information on the edu-
cation levels of the mother and father (primary, secondary, and tertiary), which we also use
as controls. We also controlled for internet access to account for the fact that it can inde-
pendently influence migration intentions through similar theoretical mechanisms. For the
survey questions used and basic summary statistics for all variables included in the analysis,
see Supplementary Table S1.

4.3 Estimation strategy

Given the binary nature of the dependent variable, we estimate the relationship between
the availability of books in a childhood home and migration intentions using a binary logit
model with country-fixed effects. We include the latter (dlummy variables for countries) to
account for the observed and unobserved country-level influences that might influence peo-
ple’s migration intentions. This allows us to focus on within-country individual-level rela-
tionships, without the risk of them being confounded by country-level characteristics. As a
robustness check, we additionally estimate corresponding multilevel models. Their results

$20Z Mdy /| uo Jasn olgny |\ 8sor Aq ZZE€6£9//1 LoSeuw/uoneIBIW/SE0 L 0L /I0p/8|o1le-a0ueApe/uoneIBiw/wWwod dno olwapese//:sdiy WwoJj papeojumoq


https://academic.oup.com/migration/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/migration/mnae011#supplementary-data
https://academic.oup.com/migration/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/migration/mnae011#supplementary-data

6 Z. Brunarska and A. Ivlevs

(consistent with our baseline estimations) can be found in the Supplementary data
(Supplementary Tables $8-S9). Additionally, given the issues with the inclusion of interac-
tion terms in non-linear models (Ai and Norton 2003), to test for the continuous-by-
continuous book by education interaction, we use the linear probability model.

5. Results

Table 1 reports the country-level means of the variables of interest: intentions to migrate
and the size of the childhood library (captured by the mean of the continuous number of
books in the childbood home variable as well as by the proportions of people reporting the
highest and lowest categories of childhood library size). Intentions to migrate range from
0.33 per cent in Turkey to 10.94 per cent in Armenia. We also observe considerable
country-level heterogeneity in the childhood library size. Both these observations warrant
the utilization of either country-fixed effects or a multilevel approach.

Table 2 reports the means of all variables included in the analysis—for the whole sample,
for people with and without intentions to migrate, and for those reporting the lowest and the
highest size of the childhood library. We notice that people with migration intentions had
larger childhood libraries than people without migration intentions (people with the largest
childhood library size are also more likely to report migration intentions than people with the
smallest childhood library size), which provides initial support for our main hypothesis.
Overall, prospective migrants are younger and more likely to be male, not married, in work,
healthy, risk-loving, live in urban areas, belong to an ethnic minority group, have higher levels
of individual and parental education, previous international migration experience, and have in-
ternet access. We also observe stark differences in the socio-demographic characteristics of
respondents having the smallest and largest childhood library size.*

Table 3 reports the results of multivariate regression models. Specifications 3.1 and 3.2
include only the childhood library size variables and country-fixed effects. The results sug-
gest that an additional unit on the 1-to-5 library size scale increases the likelihood of
reporting migration intentions by 0.8 percentage points (P <.001)—a substantial increase
relative to the proportion of people reporting migration intention (3.37 per cent). Treating
the childhood library size as a set of five dummy variables (specification 3.2) confirms the
positive monotonic relationship between the variables of interest: relative to people with
none or very few books in childhood, those reporting a number of books enough to fill one
bookcase are 1.6 percentage points more likely to reports migration intentions, two book-
cases—2 percentage points, and three or four bookcases—3 percentage points.

The inclusion of standard control variables (specifications 3.3 and 3.4) reduces the mag-
nitude of the marginal effects of the childhood library size variables by approximately 40
per cent, highlighting the correlation between the library size variables and some of the
controls.’ Further inclusion of parental education variables results in somewhat smaller
and less statistically significant marginal effects of the childhood library dummies, although
the overall relationship between the variables of interest is still visible (specifications 3.5
and 3.6). Finally, controlling for internet access further reduces the size and statistical sig-
nificance of the associations of interest.® In the model with a full set of controls (specifica-
tions 3.7 and 3.8), an additional unit on the 1-to-5 library size scale increases the
likelihood of reporting migration intentions by 0.4 percentage points (P <.001); alterna-
tively, relative to people with no or very few books in childhood, those with a number of
books enough to fill one bookcase are 0.7 percentage points more likely to report inten-
tions to migrate (P <.05), two bookcases—0.9 percentage points more likely (P <.05), and
three or four suitcases—1.7 percentage points more likely (P <.001).

To test if the relationship between childhood library size and migration intentions
depends on the respondents’ level of education, we estimated our models for the three dif-
ferent levels of education (specifications 4.1-4.6 of Table 4). The childhood library size
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Home library size in childhood and adult migration intentions 9

Table 2. Descriptive statistics.

Full Intentions to Books in
sample move abroad childhood home
Yes Noor Nomneor Enough to
Don’t  wveryfew  fill 3/4
know bookcases
Migration intentions in the next 12 months _
Yes 0.033 - - 0.027  0.056""
No or Don’t know 0.967 - - 0.973  0.944™
Books in the childhood home: categories
None or very few (0-10 books) 0.268 0218 0.270 - -
Enough to fill one shelf (11-25 books) 0.258 0.244 0.259 - -
Enough to fill one bookcase (26-100 books) 0.264 0.276 0.264 - -
Enough to fill 2 bookcases (101-200 books) 0.093 0.109" 0.092 - -
Enough to fill 3 or 4 bookcases (2004 books) 0.070  0.117""  0.068 - -
Not applicable or Don’t know 0.047 0.037" 0.048 - -
Books in the childhood home: continuous variable
(1—None or very few, ..., S—Enough 2410 2.649""  2.401 - -
to fill 3 or 4 bookcases)
Age 48.266 36.066 48.687 52.376 47.860
Female 0.561 0489 0.563 0.545  0.589"
Married 0.589  0.494™" 0592  0.619 0487
Education _
Primary 0.117  0.070"" 0.118  0.264  0.026"
Secondary 0.644  0.612"7  0.645 0.641 0457
Higher 0239 031777 0237 0095 0517
Higher on wealth ladder 4,546  4.481  4.549 4149 4794
Employed 0.440 0.4717 0439 0292  0.565 "
Lives in an urban area 0.573  0.632"" 0571  0.489  0.706""
Ethnic minority 0.156 0.195""  0.155 0173  0.146
Better health 3.521  3.818™" 3510 3.334  3.5517
Willing to take risks 4678 5984 4632 4204 53157
International migration experience
No 0.818  0.823  0.818 0.756  0.841
Yes 0.055  0.070”  0.054 0.057  0.080""
Refusal to answer 0.127  0.108°  0.128  0.187  0.078""
Internet at home
Yes 0.645 0.7897"  0.640  0.440  0.838""
No, cannot afford it 0.108  0.097  0.108  0.171  0.044"
No, for other reasons 0214 0.095" 0219 0329  0.108"
Internet not available where I live 0.033  0.013"  0.034 0.059  0.010""
Father’s education
Primary 0.306  0.179""  0.310  0.540  0.092""
Secondary 0.540 0.605""  0.537 0.387 0.511°"
Higher 0.112  0.179™"  0.109  0.030  0.354"
Don’t know 0.043  0.037  0.043  0.043 0.043
Mother’s education
Primary 0.369 02397 0374 0613  0.1327
Secondary 0.512  0.5837"  0.509 0340  0.545"
Higher 0.090 0.155""  0.087 0.018  0.300"""
Don’t know 0.029  0.023  0.030  0.029 0.023

Note: The table reports means of variables for the whole sample, as well as across the outcomes of the migration
intentions variable and the lowest and highest childhood library size categories. *, **, and *** indicate statistical
significance, at the 5 per cent, 1 per cent, and 0.1 per cent level, of sample mean differences across the two

outcomes of the migration intentions variables, based on the sample mean comparison t-test.
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variables are statistically non-significant in the sample of respondents with primary educa-
tion (specifications 4.1-4.2). For respondents with secondary education, the marginal ef-
fect of the continuous library size variable is statistically significant at the 0.01 level and, in
terms of magnitude, similar to the full sample estimate (specification 4.3). In the model
with the library size dummies (specification 4.4), the respondents educated to a secondary
level with the biggest childhood library size are 1.3 percentage points more likely to report
migration intentions than their counterparts with the smallest library size (P <.05). These
effects more than double in magnitude and become statistically significant at the 0.001
level for those educated to a tertiary level (specifications 4.5-4.6). Taken together, these
results show that the positive link between the childhood library size and migration inten-
tions strengthens with the respondent’s level of education (see also Fig. 1).

We further check for the moderating effect of education level by running a full-sample
estimation with an interaction term between the continuous childhood library size variable
and the ‘continuous’ education variable (that is assigned values 1, 2, and 3 for primary, sec-
ondary, and tertiary education). The results, reported in specification 4.7 of Table 4, con-
firm the moderating effect of education: the interaction term is positive and statistically
significant (P <.01).

Moreover, Fig. 1 suggests that the more educated people with the largest home libraries
are, the more likely they are to show migration intentions. This suggests that books alone
do not affect intentions; they need to be coupled with formal education.

6. Discussion

In this article, we examine whether exposure to books can influence individual spatial mo-
bility. Specifically, we are interested in the effect of childhood reading on adult migration
intentions. While current or recent reading habits may be measured based on questions on
the frequency and quantity (duration and efficiency) of one’s reading behaviour, in a retro-
spective study based on adult recollections of childhood reading practices such questions
would surely yield a substantial proportion of ‘don’t know” answers and would be subject
to considerable recall bias. This is where the question of home library size—in which case
the problem of recall bias is likely to be smaller as it is easier to re-imagine bookshelves in
childhood home than to recall and assess one’s reading practices from the past—comes in
handy. We thus focus on the effect of exposure to books in the childhood home on adult
migration intentions. Offering several theoretical motivations, we hypothesized that the
number of books at home in the past is positively related to one’s current migration inten-
tions. We argue that this positive link occurs due to childhood reading, which is encour-
aged by the presence of books at home, and reading’s formative role in providing a
simulative experience and making readers more aware of opportunities in other places,
more curious and open to new experiences, and more confident in social situations.

Based on the Life in Transition-III data, we showed that the number of books in a child-
hood home was indeed positively related to adult migration intentions, net of individuals’
socio-economic characteristics, including individual and parental education, and self-
perceived wealth. By controlling for wealth and education levels, we attempted to isolate
the independent effect of books (e.g., through the openness to experience induced by them)
from the effects of knowledge and status. We argue that childhood library size fosters
childhood reading, which shapes one’s future spatial aspirations and results in higher mi-
gration intentions.

Our analysis demonstrates, furthermore, that the book effect increases with the respond-
ent’s level of education—it is not discernible in individuals with a primary level of educa-
tion but becomes positive for people with secondary and especially tertiary education. We
can speculate that children who originated in bookish homes but failed to acquire higher
education levels had not read books that had been available in their home libraries (and
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Books in the childhood home

Figure 1. Books in the childhood home and predicted probability (with 95% confidence intervals) of reporting
migration intentions, by the level of education (based on Models 4.1, 4.3, and 4.5 of Table 4).

hence the effect of books is not visible in their case). An alternative explanation may be
that the effect of books is intensified by education, since the former fosters migration aspi-
rations, while the latter additionally increases migration capabilities/abilities (Carling and
Schewel 2018; De Haas 2021), and only their combination results in stronger migra-
tion intentions.

The observed moderating effect of education on the relationship between childhood li-
brary size and adult migration intentions is in line with Canache et al.’s (2013) findings,
who found that the effect of openness to experience on emigration intentions is conditional
on education level. Like us, they found a complementing effect, with openness predicting
the intention to emigrate only for the highly educated and having no effect where the level
of education is low. This consistency of both our and Canache et al.’s results provides indi-
rect support for the proposition that the underlying mechanism behind the positive book
effect can be related to openness. Interestingly, Canache et al. view and interpret their inter-
action from the other perspective—stating that whether people act on the opportunities of-
fered by their higher education level may depend on their personality (among other
things, openness).

Our study has some limitations, which indicate potential avenues for future research.
First, the number of books at home in childhood is only a proxy for past actual reading ac-
tivities and a rough one at that. It does not allow us to directly capture the influence of
reading books (focusing on owning books instead). While existing studies point to the posi-
tive association between owning and reading books, treating the former as a proxy for the
latter disregards, for example, the possibility of borrowing books from a library or family
and friends, or the possibility that some people like to stock up books, while others prefer
to pass them to other potential readers. Moreover, this measure does not make a distinc-
tion between children’s and adults’ books, whereas the number of children’s books may
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matter over and above the number of books belonging to the parents (Heppt, Olczyk, and
Volodina 2022). It also does not differentiate between types of books, while it has been
shown that exposure to fiction and non-fiction may have divergent effects on social out-
comes (Mar et al. 2006; Djikic, Oatley, and Moldoveanu 2013). Moreover, it does not
specify the period in the childhood that a respondent should think of when recalling their
childhood library size. This may be consequential in particular for respondents whose
childhood coincided with the period of political transformation, in which case the reply to
the library size question could most strongly depend on whether they thought of the late
1980s or 1990s.” We nevertheless assume there existed a certain continuity of reading hab-
its and the ownership of books within families. Finally, such an empirical approach disre-
gards the fact that household library size may be also indicative of other variables that are
related to both the number of books at home and migration intentions, for instance,
parents’ social networks. Household library size can also be linked to the consumption of
other cultural goods (magazines, newspapers, movies, cartoons, theatre, radio and TV
shows, exhibitions, etc.), which potentially influence migration intentions through similar
theoretical mechanisms. Unfortunately, we cannot test for these factors as we lack informa-
tion on the respondents’ consumption of these cultural goods during childhood.

Second, the available data do not allow us to test empirically for the role of openness to
experience in shaping the relationship between reading books and migration intentions.
Studies on the ‘book effect’ on educational and occupational achievements often face the
problem of endogeneity, as not only members of households with larger libraries fare bet-
ter, but those performing better accrue more books (Engzell 2021). While it is theoretically
plausible that parents accrue books with a view towards their future migration plans and
transmit these plans to their children, this problem is less salient in our study. There is,
however, another potential endogeneity issue concealed in our theoretical reasoning: what
if inborn openness to experience makes one read more in the first place? While it is reason-
able to assume that more open-minded children are more likely to read more, as has been
shown in a study on adults (Trapp and Ziegler 2019), this personality trait does not neces-
sarily directly translate into the number of books at home (unless it is genetically inherited,
assuming that the agency lies with the parents when it comes to buying books).
Nevertheless, the reverse causality—that pre-existing characteristics are being maintained
through reading—cannot be entirely ruled out.

Third, we focus on migration intentions in our empirical study, while in theoretical terms
one may expect to find larger effects in a study focusing on migration aspirations as an out-
come, since they concern hypothetical ideal circumstances, while intentions already ac-
count for constraints (Huber et al. 2022). Thus, to study the impact of exposure to books
on an individual’s migration—or even more broadly: mobility—aspirations throughout the
course of a lifetime would be a worthwhile endeavour for future research. While a stronger
book effect is expected to be found with respect to aspirations than intentions, the discrep-
ancy between aspirations and intentions may be greater in the case of books than in the
case of other predictors—it remains to be established whether children reading more books
are more likely to become ‘dreamers’, that is, willing to migrate but never transforming
their aspirations into intentions and being able to fulfil them. Acknowledging that determi-
nants of migration behaviours, intentions, and aspirations may diverge (see Brzozowski
and Coniglio 2021), a study on the influence of exposure to books on migration behaviours
would be another valuable direction for future research.
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Notes

1.

Overall, existing research suggests that convenient access to reading materials, including books, facilitates
reading activities (McQuillan and Au 2001; Van Ours 2008; McTague and Abrams 2011; Bell et al., 2020).
This relationship may be reciprocal, however—not only are more books at home conducive to more reading
but also more reading is expected to bring more books onto the shelves (at least when the focus is on the era
before e-readers) (cf Mol and Bus 2011).

A detailed account of survey design and implementation can be found on the survey website (https:/litson
line-ebrd.com/methodology-annex/index.htm).

For more information on this variable, see our other paper (Brunarska and Ivlevs 2023), in which we also
use LiTS-III data to predict migration intentions.

Note, however, that the means comparison here is based on the two extremes of the childhood library size
spectrum, thus covering only one third of all respondents.

Separate analyses suggest that education, urban status and willingness to take risks are highly correlated
with childhood library size and have the greatest influence on the reduction of the childhood library
size effect.

Apart from internet access, as a robustness check in alternative specifications we have controlled for the fre-
quency of use of different sources of information on the situation in the country and in the world (including,
apart from the internet, also newspapers, magazines, and radio and TV broadcasts). The results remain
largely unchanged (see Supplementary Table S10 ).

On the one hand, the publishing industry in the region underwent radical changes at the turn of the 1980s
and 1990s, which might have influenced the size as well as the content of children’s home libraries. The
communist era children’s literature was less likely to contain positive information about life abroad, espe-
cially in the West (see e.g., Fedorova 2015), also due to the limited availability of foreign, in particular
Western, literature and the tradition of free translation, often involving modifications or omissions of the se-
lected, undesirable content (Inggs 2015). The transformation brought an influx of translations of Western
literature (Oziewicz 2013) and also shifted depictions of children, attributing them far more agency over
their own lives (Lanoux, Herold, and Bukhina 2022). On the other hand, despite a flurry of translations and
the new literature, communist-era classics continued to be read and resonate (Lanoux, Herold, and Bukhina
2022). To account for the potential effect of transition (as well as for the potential generational effect related
to technological changes resulting in the growing role of new technologies and decreasing role of books as a
source of information and inspiration during childhood), we additionally run our models (model 3.7 and
3.8 From Table 3) for two subsamples: people born before and after 1981 (which is often considered a
boundary between Generation X and Generation Y/Millennials). The results show that the book effect is
present for both subsamples (for the results of these additional analyses related to the heterogeneity of the
effect with respect to age/generation, see Supplementary Table S11 and Supplementary Figure S1).
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