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Pros

Gravity models provide an intuitive framework to 
understand the determinants of flows between 
countries, in particular: trade, migration, or capital.

Gravity models can easily be derived from 
theoretical models such as random utility 
maximization models.

There are multiple methods to account for 
analytical challenges associated with gravity models 
such as the use of instrumental variables or fixed 
effects.

Empirical models can easily be augmented to 
consider different additional controls and policy 
variables.

ELEVATOR PITCH
Gravity models have long been popular for analyzing 
economic phenomena related to the movement of goods 
and services, capital, or even people; however, data 
limitations regarding migration flows have hindered their 
use in this context. With access to improved bilateral 
(country to country) data, researchers can now use gravity 
models to better assess the impacts of migration policy, for 
instance, the effects of visa restriction policies on migration 
flows. The specification, estimation, and interpretation 
of gravity models are illustrated in different contexts and 
limitations of current practices are described to enable 
policymakers to make better informed decisions.

AUTHOR’S MAIN MESSAGE
Gravity models assume that flows between two countries are directly proportional to their size (population or GDP) and 
are inversely proportional to the physical distance between them (similar to Newton’s gravitational law). Due to the recent 
availability of bilateral (i.e. two-way, country to country) migration data, gravity models have become more frequently 
used in the context of migratory flows. This allows for a better understanding of migration determinants when assessing 
policy impacts. Further improvement in the application of new data sets will enhance the usefulness of gravity models in 
a migration policy context.

Cons

The estimation of gravity models requires country-
pairs detailed data (i.e. data regarding two specific 
countries experiencing direct flows between them), 
which is not always easy to obtain.

Gravity models encounter difficulty when using 
data sets that include negative or zero values; some 
solutions are being investigated, but the challenge 
remains.

The interpretation of gravity model results from 
a policy perspective is not always straightforward 
due to questions regarding data completeness and 
other influencing factors.

Gravity models: A tool for migration analysis
Availability of bilateral data on migratory flows has renewed interest 
in using gravity models to identify migration determinants
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KEY FINDINGS

Gravity models have become widely used by
academics and policy advisors

Note: Shows the number of entries in Scopus when using the search
term “gravity model” in the “economics” field.

Source: Author’s own elaboration from Scopus data. Online at: 
http://www.scopus.com. Retrieved January 8, 2016.
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