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ABSTRACT Using qualitative data collected from a sample of rural-urban migrants over
the age of 15 in two Nairobi slums interviewed in 2008, this paper discusses the
migrants’ extent of satisfaction with their residential location and decision to migrate.
The study sheds light on why people continue to migrate to, and stay in, the rapidly
growing slum settlements despite the high levels of poverty and poor health conditions
in these areas. Tenure status is related to satisfaction for all ages. Environmental factors
were frequently mentioned as a source of dissatisfaction. Life cycle and ‘age-cohort
effects’ may also affect satisfaction for different age groups in terms of who is satisfied
as well as the issues that are considered for satisfaction. High levels of dissatisfaction
with slum life may be responsible for high out-migration in slum areas, although it does
not mean that those who remain do so because they are satisfied. At the same time,
challenges associated with slum life do not automatically signify dissatisfaction.
Perceived success, as well as conditions in the area of origin can be used to explain
and understand satisfaction/dissatisfaction with slum life. Satisfaction with migration
and residential location may be related not only to the destination place, but also to
events in the area of origin.

KEYWORDS Migration, Slums, Urban

INTRODUCTION

Studies on satisfaction with migration have focused on international migrants in
developed countries and the implications of discrimination that many migrants
experience in host countries.1 Limited research has been done on migrants’
satisfaction in developing countries.2 Most studies on migration in Africa have used
quantitative data to understand reasons why people migrate from one place to
another and the type and amount of monetary transfers that they make to their
places of origin.3–11 Migration to cities has been primarily attributed to better
economic opportunities and lifestyles in cities compared to rural areas, and to
cataclysmic events such as famine and war.12,13 Naturally, one would expect push
and pull factors to play a major role in migrants’ assessment of the success or failure
of their migration. Cultural adaptation theorists note that those with “high push
motivation” may have problems adapting to their new community, while migrants
who are highly proactive in making migration decisions may be disappointed if their
high expectations are not met.14 For example, where economic factors predominate
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as motivators for rural-urban migration, the ability to get a job or improved
economic conditions may increase the migrant’s satisfaction, while failure to get a
job or improve economic conditions may have the opposite effect.15 However,
people who are forced to migrate because of war or civil strife may feel reasonably
satisfied even in tough economic conditions as long as there is peace at the
destination location.16

Studies in developed countries have found a significant relationship between
satisfaction and future migration intentions, with those who are not satisfied with
their current life more likely to express a desire to move and to actually move in the
near future.17–20 Community facilities and resources may determine migrants’
satisfaction, with migrants who have access to such facilities more likely to be
satisfied than those who do not have such access.21 These studies have shown that
dissatisfaction with migration or poor quality of life diminishes the length of stay of
migrants in host communities. In developing countries, however, because of lack of
economic and related options and opportunities, dissatisfied migrants may not be
able to move even if they want to. This issue is particularly critical for understanding
satisfaction with migration and residential location for rural-urban migrants in
urban slum settlements, characterized by high levels of unemployment and under-
employment, as well as poor health and environmental conditions.22,23

In economically deprived settings, it is not evident what entails success or
whether it is success or failure that prolongs duration of stay for migrants. Unhappy
migrants may not be able to out-migrate if they have no other affordable place to go
to.24 Those who are successful economically may stay longer if they want to take
advantage of cheap rent in slum settlements and generate savings for future
investments or buy property there. Others may choose to leave the slums as soon as
they can afford better living conditions elsewhere. “Tied” migrants such as wives
and children may be more likely to be dissatisfied than independent migrants
because they did not drive or make the decision to move.25,26

Assessment of success and reasons for dissatisfaction can be mediated by age
(life cycle), gender of person, perception of success, expectations at the time of
migration, and one’s assessment of the potential or capacity of the host area to meet
one’s goals and expectations in future. For example, some studies have shown that
the life cycle or “age cohort effect” may have differential impact on satisfaction for
migrants depending.16,27,28 Older people, who are likely to have had a more
traditional upbringing may not be willing to question the status quo. At the same
time, future chances of change are limited with increasing age and therefore elderly
people may express more satisfaction with their decisions and current place of
residence than young people.29 The length of stay of residents has also been shown
to be important in explaining satisfaction although there is no agreement on the
direction and nature of relationship with some predicting a positive relationship
while others find no relationship.30,31 Staying away from a place of origin for a long
period may also reduce chances of returning, especially for the unsuccessful
migrants, who may be reluctant to go back as failures or in worse shape than they
were when they migrated; and thus, they become trapped in the slum.

This paper borrows from the first stage of Speare’s two-stage stress threshold
model of mobility, which recognizes individual/household characteristics, location
characteristics, and social bonds as important factors in explaining residential
satisfaction.32,33 We focus on individual and location characteristics. Speare regards
satisfaction as an intervening variable between individual/background factors and
mobility.32 Individual/household factors include factors such as age, income, duration
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of residence whilst location characteristics may include housing characteristics,
location of neighborhood in relation to job prospects, neighborhood characteristics,
and region.32 While satisfaction is related to expectations, dissatisfaction may result
from changes in household needs, deteriorating amenities, changes in aspirations due
to social mobility, or having knowledge of better opportunities elsewhere. Figure 1
presents the first stage of the Speare residential satisfaction model.

The model further states that there is a certain threshold of dissatisfaction at
which an individual may start considering moving. On the other hand, a satisfied
person is less likely to move even if by moving elsewhere his life can become even
better. Figure 2 presents an adaptation of the Speare model.

For our purposes, we posit that there is no direct link between satisfaction and
background factors such as individual and household characteristics. Rather,
individual perception of success or failure determines whether a person is satisfied
or not. At the same time, factors at origin place may influence whether a person
regards themselves as successful or not, consequently impacting satisfaction. We will
also borrow from the cultural adaptation theories which recognize that migrants
may go through different stages of cultural adaptation where they assimilate into the
host society and change their norms, values, and behaviors. Some of those who fail
to adapt may opt to return to their places of origin, move to other destinations, or
continue to reside in the host societies even though they are unhappy because they
hope things will improve later.14,34

Cities and other urban centers in Africa are growing at unprecedented rates and
slums are providing housing to the majority of urban dwellers in the region.23 Slum
residents have worse health outcomes compared to other population sub-groups.35
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FIGURE 1. Speare’s model of the first stage of mobility decision making: the determinants of who
considers moving (source).34
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If these trends continue, slum residents will constitute increasing proportions of
national populations and influence national indicators in health and other develop-
ment issues. Therefore, it is important to understand migration patterns and
dynamics for slum residents. This paper addresses several gaps in literature on
migration in slum areas. By examining why they came to the slum settlements, the
study helps clarify why people continue to flock to slum settlements (despite the
poor living conditions there). Examining satisfaction with residential location would
clarify the nature of challenges that slum dwellers face, what factors make people
stay longer or leave slum settlements (which have been largely ignored by migration
scholars in Africa), and the extent to which slum residents consider slum areas as
transitory or long-term settlements.

DATA AND METHODOLOGY

This paper is based on qualitative data collected from Korogocho and Viwandani
slum settlements in Nairobi, Kenya. The data comes from a qualitative migration
study nested onto the Nairobi Urban Health and Demographic Surveillance System
(NUHDSS), a longitudinal study implemented by the African Population and Health
Research Center (APHRC) in the two slum communities since 2000. The NUHDSS
involves regular visits to every household in the study areas once every 4 months and
covers about 72,000 people in about 28,000 households every year. The qualitative
study was part of a 5-year research program designed to investigate linkages
between migration, poverty, and key health outcomes at important stages of the life
cycle, namely: childhood, adolescences, adulthood (postpartum maternal health),
and old age. The qualitative migration study investigated the reasons and
motivations for migrating, migrants’ experiences in the city, whether people perceive
themselves as failed or successful migrants, as well as any social networks they may
maintain in both the urban and rural areas.

Consider 
Moving 

Individual/ Household 
characteristics (gender, 
reason for moving into 
the slum area, 
employment status, 
tenure status, etc.) 

Location characteristics 
(social/environmental and 
economic characteristics  
such as housing, amenities
like  toilets and clean water,
availability of jobs, etc.) 

Social Bonds 

Individual Perception 
of Success (buying 
one's own housing; 
purchasing land and 
houses at origin place, 
viewing slum 
residence as temporary, 
etc.)

Relative 
Satisfaction 
with Residential 
Location 

Factors at place of origin 

FIGURE 2. Adapted model explaining satisfaction for migrants.
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Using in-depth interviews (IDIs), the study interviewed 97 individuals aged 15
and above, who were randomly selected from the NUHDSS database to represent
equal numbers of men and women in the following five age categories: 15–19,
20–29, 30–39, 40–49, and 50+. The selection procedures followed the life course
approach in order to examine differences in aspects of migration across the life
course. The study was designed to recruit 20 respondents in each age category but
failed to contact three of the sampled respondents.

All IDIs were carried out in the Swahili language and tape recorded. The tapes
were transcribed and translated verbatim into English. After reading the transcripts,
the interviews were then coded, paying attention to emerging themes using NVIVO
8, software used in the analysis of qualitative data. This paper is a result of analysis
of the theme focusing on satisfaction of migrants. We use the term satisfaction to
understand whether migrants are relatively satisfied with their decision to migrate
and their current residential location.

CONTEXT

Korogocho and Viwandani are two of Nairobi City’s numerous (40+) slum
settlements, which are estimated to house over half of the city’s population of more
than 3 million people. Korogocho was officially settled in December 1978 and
covers an area of about 49.2 ha. It is located about 12 km from Nairobi’s city center.
To the east and south east of the slum settlement is the Nairobi Refuse Dump site
where some Korogocho residents make a living by scavenging for food or salable
materials like plastics and scrap metal. Korogocho developed on a mix of property
originally owned by an individual named Baba Dogo and reserve land left by the
City Council on the banks of the Nairobi and Gitathuru rivers. Houses in Korogocho
are mostly made of mud or timber, with roofing composed of tin waste. Most of the
residents of Korogocho are either uneducated or dropped out of school at the primary
level; only 19% of men and 12% of women attained a secondary education.

Viwandani, officially recognized as a settlement in 1973, covers an area about
3 km long by 1 km wide. It is located about 7 km from the Nairobi city center. It
developed on reserve land left by the City Council on the banks of the Nairobi river.
To the north of the settlement are the industries where many Viwandani residents
earn a living by working in the factories. The presence of industries explains why
there are more men in the economically active group in Viwandani compared to
Korogocho. However, it is clear that the majority of Viwandani and Korogocho
migrants (close to 97%) are migrants who came from rural areas to seek
employment and other opportunities in Nairobi city.36 Lack of jobs, proper housing,
and affordable water supplies are prevalent in Nairobi’s slum areas, including
Korogocho and Viwandani.35

Quantitative data from the NUHDSS show that females are more likely to out-
migrate than males at age groups 15–19. However, movement out of the Demographic
Surveillance Area (DSA) is higher amongmales aged 60 and above. In both settlements,
half of the residents have lived in the slums for 10 years or more.37

RESULTS

The first part of the results section will focus on economic reasons that are related to
satisfaction and dissatisfaction and the second part will focus on social and
environmental reasons.
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Economic/Individual Reasons
Satisfaction is related to progress or perceived progress and performance at the
economic level. For migrants who came to the slums for purely economic reasons,
satisfaction largely depended on whether or not they thought they had succeeded
their economic goals. The respondents below clearly summarize issues that can lead
to either satisfaction or dissatisfaction with migration:

I can finish a whole month without being able to raise rent for this place and
have to negotiate with the landlord not to throw me out. What I get is
enough for food only. Business is not doing well and everything is very
expensive. I would describe people living here as those who are surviving
purely by luck. They live from day to day.When it comes to living conditions
it is quite hard, here I am living with my son and my grandchildren. There is
no freedom at all. God did not create a human to live like the way we are
living here. (Never-married female, 63 years old, Korogocho.)

After being asked if he was satisfied with life in the slum area or would have
preferred to live in the rural areas, another respondent said:

....People go to live upcountry [in a rural village] because of problems.
But if you are settled, why would you want to go upcountry, to do what?
There is only one day that one goes home, that is your burial day.
(Married male landlord, 62 years old, Korogocho.)

The ability to purchase property in the slum or elsewhere was a source of
satisfaction for migrants. Those who owned houses were satisfied because they did not
pay rent, and in addition they could get rent from tenants. People who owned property
did not usually express a desire to move out. The only landlord in the sample said he
would not consider living in the rural areas since he had to stay in the slum to manage
his properties. He feared that if he moved to the rural areas, his tenants might start
defaulting on rentals and he could eventually lose his properties. People who said they
were satisfied often pointed to the ability to pay rent, send children to school, and the
availability of cheaper food, but frequently also stated that they would prefer to live
somewhere else if they had more money. Perceived progress in these areas would lead
respondents to say they were satisfied even though they also pointed out that they were
not happy with other conditions in the slum. However, even if migrants were unhappy
with the conditions in the slum, they hoped that things would improve and that they
would “persevere” until reaching their economic target.

A close reading of the transcripts revealed that those aged between 30 and 49 years
were more likely than other age groups to be dissatisfied and frustrated for economic
reasons than other age groups. Some respondents were disappointed because they had
lost all hope ofmoving out after initially thinking the slumwould be simply a transitory
place on the way to better lives and better neighborhoods. Others thought they would
make enough money to invest in their rural homes, as shown by the excerpt below:

Interviewer: Are you satisfied with your decision to move to Nairobi?

Respondent: Not really. I didn’t achieve what I really wanted in my life. I
would like to construct my own house, and then keep dairy and poultry
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upcountry... that is where I want to do all these developments.... [When I
came here] I thought if there would be enough money, then I would go
back to the rural area and make a home there.

Interviewer: And none of it has happened?

Respondent: No. (Female housewife, 32 years old, Viwandani.)

Their hopes had been shattered, hence the dissatisfaction with their living
situations. Lack of job opportunities were the main source of dissatisfaction with
slum dwellers’ decisions to migrate to the city. Some of the economic reasons for
satisfaction may be relative to the migrant’s previous situation: even if economic
prospects in the city were not ideal, migrants were likely to say they were satisfied if
conditions were better than in their area of origin. While acknowledging the difficult
slum conditions, some people said they were satisfied because their income levels
had improved since migration and they were living independently with the ability to
make their own decisions on a lot of things.

Things are better than they were before. I have an income which is
helping me to sustain myself, my mother and the children… Now I can
do my own things at my own pace without any interference. I can take
care of myself without having to depend on anyone. I would say I am
satisfied. The children are well fed and their school needs are comfortably
met. (Single, female banana seller, 35 years old, Korogocho.)

In spite of the fact that many people who come to the city have difficulty finding
stable and well-paying livelihood activities, people keep moving to the city from
rural areas because of misconceptions of what the city can offer, as shown by the
following excerpts:

It is hard to convince someone that Nairobi is not the best place.
Sincerely speaking, you will find some people who are really suffering
because they cannot meet their needs with the meager salary they are
getting. (Married female, 47 years old, Viwandani.)

I used to hear that when you come to Nairobi there are many jobs.
Whenever people were coming from Nairobi, they used to construct
houses and make their homesteads beautiful. We admired that and we
felt that by coming to Nairobi, things will be good... [and that has not
happened]. (Married male, 28 years old, Korogocho.)

Past experiences and economic success of people who lived in Nairobi
continue to influence many people to migrate to the city. Potential migrants and
their communities remember the success stories of those who migrated before.
Those regarded as failed migrants are ignored, or failure is attributed to
individual traits like “not working hard enough.” Thus, when migrants move
to the city and are confronted by a different reality, dissatisfaction may arise. In
fact, many people alluded to the fact that they would not actively encourage
anyone to migrate to the slum settlements in case the migrants become
disillusioned and blamed them for inviting them. When asked why he would
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advise people not to migrate to Nairobi when he himself was a migrant, one
respond said the following:

I will tell him I didn’t have a choice at that time. I didn’t have anyone to ask
for advice and... it is now that [jobs] are picking up in the rural areas. I have
now realized Nairobi is not as juicy as people make it to be... Problems in
the slum are many. We are not happy living here. Because our source of
income is limited, I am forced to live here with my family... I am not
satisfied. Had it been possible, I would have gone back to settle at the rural
home.... The source of income is weakening by the day. There are no
jobs at the moment. (Male respondent, 28 years old, Korogocho.)

Many respondents mentioned that they would not encourage anyone to
come and settle in the slum areas unless they had no alternative means of
survival elsewhere. Some of the reasons cited as causing dissatisfaction had
nothing to do with the intrinsic nature of the slum itself, but with the general
economic climate characterized by a poorly performing economy. Some migrants
also cited declining economic conditions as a reason for dissatisfaction, as life
was more difficult than before, food more expensive, and jobs hard to come by
or lowly paid.

Those who encouraged others to migrate from rural areas into the slum often
viewed the slum area as a “transit place.” Asked about his life in Korogocho, one
respondent who had regarded the slum as a transit place said:

There are many other things I have not accomplished. I don’t see any
light at the end of the tunnel at all. I didn’t think by now I would still be
living in Korogocho. Since 1998, that is almost ten years and there is no
change. I have not moved an inch. (Male respondent who joined into
conversation with informant, unknown age, Korogocho.)

Thus, in spite of the problems people may still continue to live in slum areas
with the expectation that they would jump onto the “escalator” one day. Getting a
job would improve their lives since they would get a minimum level of resources
needed to develop and move up or out of the slum areas.

LOCATION CHARACTERISTICS: SOCIAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL REASONS

The poor environmental conditions in the slum settlements were a major source of
concern and dissatisfaction for the residents. Lack of social amenities and a decaying
slum environment were frequently mentioned as making life in the slum difficult and
unsatisfactory.

If I had money, I would not live in Korogocho. Life in Korogocho is hard
and once you get into a house, you have to buy polythene paper to cover the
floor and walls. Life here is pathetic. (Married female, 28 years old,
Korogocho.)

Life here is terrible; there are some things that I don’t enjoy. There are no
toilets: you have to do it in the house and throw it [away in a plastic
bag.] (Male respondent, 17 years old, Korogocho.)
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Those who expressed environmental dissatisfaction usually expressed a desire to
move out and use very highly emotive phrases like “I hate this place,” “this place is
pathetic,” “this place is not fit for humans.” The respondents sounded helpless as
they felt they could not change the slum environment and they did not expect the
government to change it either because slums are illegal settlements. But they
decided to persevere and continue living in the slums because they hoped that they
could one day get a good job and make it out of the slums.

Reasons for satisfaction also varied in terms of age group and gender of person.
Among those aged 50 and above, a common thread in all interviews was their strong
desire to go and live in rural areas. Their concerns revolved around lack of space
and other amenities in the slums. However, despite these concerns, most of them
pointed out that they could not afford to go to their rural homes. Older women were
generally more likely to be satisfied than younger women. Younger women mostly
argued that the environment was not clean and not conducive for raising children.

Those aged between 15 and 19 were more likely to be satisfied if they were
attending school. Many of those below the age of 19 pointed out they were satisfied
as they were still going to school and therefore did not see any need to out-migrate,
as the excerpt below shows:

I am satisfied and do not have any problem and I am attending school,
which was my main problem. (Male student in form 2, 18 years old,
Korogocho.)

Most female migrants who came to the city pushed by unhappy marriages were
generally happy in spite of the fact that they admitted to living a hard life. For instance,
a 57-year-old female who migrated to Nairobi at 20 and left her husband, who had
subsequently remarried, admitted that although her life was hard economically, she
was more satisfied in Nairobi because she was living a free life and no one harassed
her. Many older women who were divorced reported that they were satisfied since
they had independence, as the excerpt below shows:

I would say I am satisfied because I managed to educate my children...
nobody has interfered with me, no one has stolen fromme or beatenme, and
no misfortune has befallen me. (Never-married female, 63 years old,
Korogocho.)

Many of the single older women were also more likely to see themselves living in
the slum settlements forever because they could not make enough money to go to
non-slum parts of the city. The older women were also less inclined to contemplate
going back to their rural homes where they did not own any land, which is
traditionally given to sons and not daughters.

Often, women were dissatisfied with the living conditions in the slums but could
not move away because of family. Some women were unhappy because they did not
have much say on the decision to move to the slums or to move out; such decisions
are often made by husbands or other male guardians or relatives for single young
women. A young woman who had been working as a secretary outside of Nairobi
had to move to stay with her mother.

You know you can only be happy with the life you are leading at that
moment.... I cannot recommend to anyone to come and live here, whether I
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know them or not. This is not a place to live: only as a last option should
anyone be forced to live in such conditions.... I only moved to satisfy my
family, not me personally, so I am not satisfied. You know I am already
grown up andwould like to livemy own life. But since they are happy, I have
no choice but to follow suit and try my level best to be happy with what I
have until God decides otherwise. (Single female, 26 years old, Korogocho.)

Some women who preferred to live in the rural areas could not do so because
their husbands did not earn enough in Nairobi to support split families. When asked
if she was satisfied with her life in Viwandani, one woman who had moved to follow
her husband expressed that she would have preferred to live in rural areas but had to
do what her husband wanted:

If I had the resources, life would be different. If he had a better income, I
would be living a better life. I would like my husband to get a better
salary so that I can live at my rural home. When he sends me some
money at the rural home, I will be able to do some other improvements
and developments in the rural area. When I am here I am very idle and
that is not good for me... At the same time I don’t know what my
husband has in mind. If he says no you have to wait a little longer, that is
what I will do. It is good to obey sometimes…he is the one with authority
over everything right now. I have to go by his word. (Female respondent,
29 years old, Viwandani.)

From the above quotations, it is clear that some women who migrated to follow
their husbands, or for other family reasons where they did not actively take part in
the decision, were not happy.

Talking about the difficulties of living in an informal settlement, one 57-year-old
migrant woman said, “Many people would not be able to live the kind of life I
am leading.” Other respondents echoed the same view, as noted in the excerpts
below:

First we don’t have toilet facilities and if they come and see this stagnant
water.... I cannot agree for someone to come here and live in these
pathetic conditions. (Married, female petty trader, 23 years old,
Viwandani.)

This place is a health hazard. There are trenches of dirty water and waste
from the industries.... The toilets are mud walled and the floor. It takes
time to get used to it. (Female respondent in her 20s, Viwandani.)

The pathetic conditions that migrants referred to included a general lack of
amenities such as toilets, good housing, clean water, and good schools for children
to attend.

“WE MAY NOT LIKE IT HERE BUT WE HAVE GOT TO STAY”

Some respondents in the sample said that people they had assisted with coming to
Nairobi had not been able to cope with slum conditions and had migrated back to
the rural area. There are also many migrants who may choose to stay regardless of
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whether they are happy or not. Some respondents did not regard moving out of the
slum as a viable alternative and used the term “forced” to indicate why they were
staying in the slum areas where they had to struggle to make ends meet:

It is not a question of satisfaction, but circumstances force you to live
where you can afford these days and that is what most people are doing.
They are forced to live lives that are not the best but accept it because
they do not have a choice. (Husband of a key respondent who arrived
and joined the conversation in the middle of the interview session,
unknown age, Korogocho.)

There are people like me, who lived in an estate before and because of
financial challenges, I had to move to this area… The only people who
long to move out are people like me who were forced by financial
constraints to move to the the slum. (Male respondent, 32 years old,
Viwandani.)

It emerged in many interviews that a lack of viable alternatives does “force”
people to stay in the slum settlement. Many respondents also exhibited hopelessness
and despair that things would never change. Other migrants have managed to stay
by normalizing the slum condition. Such respondents highlighted that living in slums
was not such a bad thing after all, since the problems they experienced like the dirty
environment, lack of toilets, and insecurity were being experienced by other people
in the communities:

I am satisfied. Life is ok. We are living well, it is also good to try and feel
satisfied with what you can afford… God willing, if we get money we
will definitely move to another place. Life is hard here. I would prefer
upcountry... (Married female, 25 years old, Viwandani.)

I have not encountered anything out of the normal because life is the way
you take it.... People go through the same problems that I am facing, so
there is nothing abnormal here. (Female respondent, 30 years old,
Korogocho.)

No, I don’t regret [the decision to come and live here]. I am satisfied in the
sense that I am not the only victim here but we are many people struggling
to make ends meet. We have decided to accept things the way they are so
that we can have some peace of mind. I can’t say I am satisfied... (Husband
of key respondent, unknown age, Korogocho.)

Thus, accepting the slum condition as the normal condition has helped
dissatisfied migrants to deal with their situation and “persevere”.

CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION

Using the individual/economic and location/social environment characteristics in
Speare’s model, this paper sought to understand residential satisfaction among slum
dwellers. The reason for the initial movement into the slum area was related to
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satisfaction and dissatisfaction. The ability to meet initial expectations was usually
mentioned as a reason for feeling satisfied, while failure to meet initial expectations
(for example in terms of getting jobs, attending school, and acquiring property)
usually led to disillusionment.

Both individual/household/economic factors and the location factors contribute
differently to individuals’ satisfaction with their migration decision. Satisfaction is
also multi-dimensional in that an individual may be satisfied by his or her economic
condition but not by the location characteristics. How individuals perceived success
was linked to satisfaction and dissatisfaction. Satisfaction is also mediated by gender
and age as people of different ages and gender sometimes considered different
aspects of slum life to denote whether they were satisfied or not. Whether this
dissatisfaction results in a desire to move, actualization of movement depends on the
relative value of these factors to migrants. It is also apparent that just as among
international migrants, slum migrants also have to go through a social and cultural
adaptation phase where they may end up accepting the slum condition as “normal,”
with those who may fail to adapt to and cope with slum life expressing the desire to
migrate away from slum locations. Although many migrants were not satisfied by
conditions in the slum and the lives they were leading, many were hopeful that with
perseverance their situation would improve for the better.

There are different determinants for economic satisfaction (employment) and
social satisfaction (living environment and community facilities),2 although social/
environmental dissatisfaction is more likely to be related with an expressed intention
to move out of the slum area. Many people presented the poor environmental
factors as potential push factors if they are to leave the slum settlements. However,
people who are economically dissatisfied may decide to stay in the hope that their
fortunes will change for the better. Some people may be satisfied by their jobs but
not by the living environment and community amenities, and the reverse can also be
true. Turning to Speare’s model, residential satisfaction in our study area was related
to individual and location characteristics, mediated by perception of success and
other considerations such as condition at area of origin. Our study found no direct
effect on satisfaction between individual and location factors, but that individual
definitions of success mediated this relationship, which in effect determined
satisfaction levels for individuals.

Individual/household factors contribute to satisfaction in significant ways. For
instance, as noted elsewhere, tenure status seemed to be a key measure of success
and satisfaction, and an influential factor on how much longer the respondents
intended to stay in the slum settlements.38 Those who were living in their own
houses or were not paying rent were likely to indicate that they were satisfied, and
were less likely to intend to move out of the slum. Since owning housing structures
within the slum was seen as a measure of success, this suggests that success that is
linked to purchase of fixed assets in the slums is discourage people from considering
moving. In line with other studies on migration, the paper shows that house
ownership seems to play a key role in satisfaction.38 This pattern should be
interpreted with caution because it may be that those who are satisfied with slum life
invest in fixed assets there because they are committed to staying. Likewise, those
who are not satisfied may choose to invest elsewhere with the expectation of moving
at a later date.

Before the age of 30, women are highly mobile and are least likely to own land
or houses in the slum area, whereas after the age of 30 they are more likely than men
to own houses and land in Nairobi and become more stable in the slums (NUHDSS
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data). Although women expressed dissatisfaction with slum conditions, they were
less likely to report intentions to move out at older ages because they did not own
land and houses outside of Nairobi, and many of them liked the independence that
they had in the city. While, this paper does not focus on social bonds, older women
may become more settled because they have more networks within the slum area
compared to men. For example, a study in the same community noted that at older
ages, women have better networks within the slum setting, leading to stronger social
bonds for women than men.39 Research elsewhere has emphasized the importance
of strong social bonds for satisfaction with residential location.18,40 There was also
an intersection between individual factors and location factors in determining
satisfaction. Social satisfaction was linked to issues such as autonomy for women
owning a place of their own where they can make decisions. Elsewhere, Ying found
that unmarried immigrants enjoy greater satisfaction than married immigrants.41

This may be related to the greater freedom unmarried migrants enjoy in making
decisions. Economic satisfaction was usually related to ability to get a job, to get a
better paying job, to improve status relative to the area of origin, and the ability to
pay rent, pay school fees, and buy land/build houses in the ares of both origin and
destination areas. Thus, to a large extent, satisfaction with migration and residential
location may not only be related to the destination, but may also be related to events
in the area of origin.

Perception of satisfaction vary with age, thus the “age cohort effect” may be at
play.16,27,28 For instance, different age groups focus on different issues to explain
satisfaction. This may be related to the stage of their life cycle. Younger age groups
focused more on education, middle age groups on the job market, and older age
groups on other social indicators such as not being harassed. Location factors,
including lack of amenities like toilets, good housing, clean water, and good schools,
were often related to dissatisfaction across age groups.

The high mobility experienced by the slum areas as evidenced by work
elsewhere may be an indicator of the high levels of dissatisfaction migrants have
with slum life.42 Nilsson regarded cities as “escalator regions” because of the
opportunities they provide to enable individuals to move up the social ladder.43 He
also noted, however, that in some cases, people who move to the cities may actually
move into an urban underclass and may “not step onto an escalator.” It may be that
migrants are returning to rural areas or moving to other locations after failing to
cope or that they are unable to climb the “escalator” out of slum life. However, in
situations of extreme deprivation, both social and economic satisfaction cannot be
directly linked to emigration as some people may not have an option except to stay
and “persevere.” This is mainly because, as noted by Speare, if the benefits of
moving do not outweigh the costs, then individuals may decide to stay.32 Thus, the
use of a word like “perseverance” may have reflected migrants’ cost-benefit
analyses. Those who are dissatisfied may not plan to move out of the slum because
of anticipation of future benefits. At the same time, challenges associated with living
in slum areas do not automatically signify dissatisfaction, as people may perceive
their life as better off than it was before moving into the slum area. Almost everyone
living in the slums is concerned about the environment and lack of amenities.
However, even if there are economic constraints, many migrants still think they
stand a better chance of making some money in the city compared to rural areas. As
a result, they continue to reside in cheaper, informal settlements because for them,
the economic benefits of living in the city outweigh the location challenges they face
in the informal settlements.
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Just like migrants elsewhere, those who migrate to slum settlements do so to
improve their situation in life. In spite of high levels of dissatisfaction with slum life,
many migrants continue to reside in slum areas if they perceive no viable alternatives
or if they think that some fundamental aspects of their lives will continue to
improve, even if other aspects will continue to deteriorate. Understanding issues that
migrants consider critical in determining their satisfaction with living in slum areas
and the city of Nairobi in general, and what determines whether they stay or move
out of the slums would be vital in determining how to intervene and who to target in
order to improve their lives. Clearly, while lack of livelihood opportunities is a major
issue of concern among slum dwellers, it is evident that many people consider the
prospects of generating some income to be much higher in the city than in rural
areas. While they recognize that the poor environmental conditions in the slums are
a major health hazard and source of indignity in their lives, many people will
continue living in slum settlements since this is the only place that they can afford
in the city. Efforts to improve the lives of slum dwellers should, therefore, focus on
providing the social and environmental amenities to enable the millions of low-
income people staying in these locations live healthier and dignified lives.
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