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Rising sea levels are a threat to the livelihoods of millions of people around the world. 

Understanding the needs of the most exposed and their (un)willingness to leave their place of 

home is of fundamental importance to prevent a sudden uncontrolled displacement of people 

with limited resources; a scenario that is likely to result in social, political and economic 

conflicts and could lead to further environmental knock-on effects. We conducted household 

surveys with 1,448 people in three of the most exposed regions: atoll islands in Solomon Islands, 

Ganges Delta in Bangladesh and Mekong Delta in Vietnam. Our data shows that: (1) people 

strongly favor in-situ adaptations over relocation, despite being acutely aware of climate change 

and their vulnerability to it; (2) If they have to relocate, they tend to stay as close to their home 

place as possible; And (3) they are extremely unlikely to move abroad. Prevailing frameworks, 

depicting the decision to relocate as a cost-benefit consideration or as the result of push and pull 

factors, are insufficient to explain why highly exposed individuals make little to no plans for 

relocation. We propose a behaviorally informed framework with a stronger focus on information 

processing and decision-making rooted in behavioral economic theories. We use this 

theoretically developed framework to explain the findings from our three case studies. We 

believe our research can contribute shifting the focus of current political discussions away from 

the widely propagated threat of international climate change refugees, towards the responsibility 

of rich countries to assist local governments in developing relocation plans, investing in 

community’s climate change resilience and preparing them for the worst. The fear of an 

impending wave of refugees is built on an inaccurate depiction of decision-making and distracts 

from our responsibility towards communities bearing the consequences of climate change.


