
Moving again
 
Studies of international return and onward migration

 
Andrea Monti

Andrea M
onti    M

ovin
g again

Stockholm University Demography Unit,
Dissertation series 21

Doctoral Thesis in Sociological Demography at Stockholm University, Sweden 2021

Department of Sociology

ISBN 978-91-7911-478-7
ISSN 1404-2304

Andrea Monti
is a social demographer interested in
mobility, migration and
transnational social networks.

Contemporary international migration is characterized by high shares
of re-migration, i.e., return and onward migration after an initial move.
Re-migration not only constitutes a significant part of net migration,
but also has long-term consequences on the demographic and socio-
economic composition of receiving countries’ foreign-born populations.
Moreover, return migrants are considered to be important actors in
sending countries' economic, social and political development. At the
same time, return is used as a means of an increasingly restrictive
migration policy, for example within the EU.
   This dissertation examines international re-migration in terms of its
scope, geographical patterns, underlying factors, individual decision-
making processes and consequences. It consists of an introductory
chapter, followed by four studies using Swedish individual-level
longitudinal register and survey data, as well as rich survey data
specifically sampling migrant returnees in Senegal and Romania.
Through its four studies, the dissertation addresses both conceptual
and methodological challenges, which are constantly recurring in
international migration research. The main results of the dissertation
help to distinguish, compare and nuance the implications of traditional
dichotomies in migration research, such as return vs. onward
migration, intentions vs. behaviour, and deportation vs. "voluntary"
return.





Moving again
Studies of international return and onward migration
Andrea Monti

Academic dissertation for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy in Sociological Demography
at Stockholm University to be publicly defended on Friday 4 June 2021 at 13.00 online via
Zoom, public link is available at the department website.

Abstract
Contemporary international migration is characterized by increasingly complex migration patterns, with high shares of 
re-migration, i.e., return and onward migration after an initial move. Re-migration not only constitutes a significant part 
of net migration, but also has long-term consequences on the demographic and socio-economic composition of receiving 
countries’ foreign-born populations. Moreover, return migrants are considered to be important actors in sending countries' 
economic, social and political development. At the same time, return is used as a means of an increasingly restrictive 
migration policy, for example within the EU. In this dissertation, international re-migration is examined in terms of its 
scope, geographical patterns, underlying factors, individual decision-making processes and consequences. It consists of an 
introductory chapter, followed by four individual studies.

Study I examines patterns and determinants of return and onward migration among foreign-born individuals, using 
Swedish register data. The study analyses the importance of migration history, and social and economic attachments to 
Sweden. Although return migration is found to be the main form of remigration, onward migration is more prominent 
among specific migrant groups such as forced migrants. Whilst sharing many similarities, main differences between return 
and onward migration are related to age and the time spent in Sweden.

Study II assesses the potential bias in estimating the size of different migrant populations due to over-coverage in 
population registers. The results confirm the existence of over-coverage and the substantial bias in mortality and fertility 
rates for people of migrating age, due to over-coverage. Accounting for over-coverage is particularly important for correctly 
estimating migrant fertility, as the bias occurs mainly at the most common ages for migration and having children.

Study III examines the extent to which individual re-migration intentions might predict actual behaviour, compare their 
main determinants, and analyse what factors are related to the realization (or not) of re-migration intentions. Using a 
unique linkage of Swedish survey and register data, the study finds intention to be a relatively poor proxy of re-migration 
behaviour. Sharing many similarities, origin country ties are more related to re-migration intentions. Realizing intentions 
of both staying and leaving the destination country is found hindered by unemployment and economic difficulties.

Study IV examines conditions of voluntariness in international return migration and its relation to risks of experiencing 
economic difficulties post return, relying on rich survey data among Senegalese and Romanian returnees. Whilst 
emphasizing the complexity of voluntariness, the findings show that semi-involuntary returns are associated with higher 
risks of economic difficulties. Compared to non-migrants, migrant returnees do not necessarily experience lower risks of 
economic difficulties. For example, deported returnees to Senegal do not experience migration-related advantages.

Through its four studies, the dissertation addresses both conceptual and methodological challenges, which are constantly 
recurring in international migration research. The main results of the dissertation help to distinguish, compare and nuance 
the implications of traditional dichotomies in migration research, such as return vs. onward migration, intentions vs. 
behaviour, and deportation vs. "voluntary" return.
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Sammanfattning  

Kännetecknande för internationell migration idag är att den innefattar alltmer 
komplexa migrationsmönster. En stor del av världens migrationer består idag 
av upprepad migration, det vill säga återvandring och vidare migration, där 
människor flyttar tillbaka till sina födelseländer eller vidare till ett tredje, 
fjärde land eller ytterligare länder för att arbeta och bo under kortare eller 
längre tid. Upprepad migration kan vara resultatet av ett beslut som togs redan 
i samband med att man flyttade första gången, eller så kan det vara resultatet 
av förändrade omständigheter. Vidare är det en högst selektiv process, djupt 
sammankopplad med anledningarna och omständigheterna bakom den första 
flytten.  

Förutom att emigrationen av utlandsfödda utgör en betydande del av netto-
migrationen så har den även långsiktiga konsekvenser för den demografiska 
och socio-ekonomiska kompositionen av mottagande länders utlandsfödda be-
folkning. Inom internationella policy-sammanhang anses återvandring ofta 
vara en ”vinn-vinn-vinn” situation. Den anses tjäna inte bara den enskilde mi-
granten, utan även det mottagande landet, i form av ofta välbehövt arbetstill-
skott, samt ursprungslandet, genom de tillskott av ekonomiska resurser och 
humankapital som migranter ofta för med sig tillbaka. Återvändande migran-
ter anses även utgöra viktiga aktörer i länders ekonomiska, sociala och poli-
tiska utveckling. Samtidigt används återvandring som en del i en alltmer re-
striktiv migrationspolitik, till exempel inom EU.  

Den här avhandlingen syftar till att ge ökad kunskap inom frågor som rör 
upprepad internationell migration genom att studera dess omfattning, geogra-
fiska mönster, bakomliggande faktorer, individuella beslutsprocesser och kon-
sekvenser. Avhandlingen består av en övergripande introduktion samt fyra ve-
tenskapliga studier.  

Den första studien kartlägger och analyserar den ökade komplexiteten i 
upprepad migration genom att jämföra återvandring till födelselandet med vi-
dare migration bland utlandsfödda från Sverige. Den visar bland annat hur 
återvandring är den vanligaste formen för upprepad migration, med undantag 
inom grupper födda i ekonomiskt och politiskt mer instabila länder. Studien 
visar hur både återvandring och vidare migration är vanligare bland män, ar-
betskraftsmigranter och människor som kan flytta inom ramen för fri rörlighet. 
Att ha en ekonomisk förankring i Sverige, antingen genom anställning eller 



försörjningsstöd, gör sannolikheten för både återvandring och vidare migrat-
ion lägre. Detsamma gäller om man har familj i Sverige. Till skillnad från 
återvandring, som oftare inträffar under de första åren i Sverige, så ökar sna-
rare sannolikheten för vidare migration ju längre tid man bott i landet. Jämfört 
med arbetskraftsmigranter så ökar ett svenskt medborgarskap sannolikheten 
till åter- och vidarevandring bland grupper som fått asyl. De ökade möjligheter 
till internationell rörlighet som ett svenskt medborgarskap innebär är därmed 
särskilt viktigt inom denna grupp.  

Den andra studien reder ut några av de metodologiska svårigheter som 
uppkommer i samband med upprepad migration. Mer specifikt studeras ut-
vecklingen av så kallad övertäckning, det mätfel i befolkningsregistret som 
uppstår då individer flyttar från Sverige utan att meddela berörda myndig-
heter. Studien jämför och analyserar tre olika sätt att mäta folkbokföringsfelet 
bland utlandsfödda, vilka konsekvenser som ett ojusterat fel kan medföra för 
demografiska nyckeltal samt föreslår hur felet kan justeras inom forskningen. 
Resultaten visar hur övertäckning har ökat i omfattning över tid, oavsett vilket 
av de tre måtten som används.  Däremot, om man som i tidigare studier tolkar 
avsaknad av inkomst som ett tecken på övertäckning, så riskerar storleken på 
övertäckningsfelet att överskattas. Vidare visar studien att utlandsföddas fer-
tilitet och mortalitet underskattas betydligt i åldrar där migration är vanligast. 
Studien betonar därför vikten av att justera för övertäckning i grupper där emi-
grationen förväntas vara stor.  

Den tredje studien analyserar utlandsfödda individers intentioner att stanna 
i eller emigrera från Sverige, jämfört med att faktiskt stanna eller emigrera. 
Individernas intentioner och faktiskt beteende jämförs och analyseras i förhål-
lande till ekonomiska och sociala kopplingar till både Sverige och andra län-
der. Studien visar hur intentionen att migrera inte bör användas som mått för 
faktisk emigration, delvis då den faktiska emigrationen inträffar betydligt mer 
sällan än människors intentioner. Sannolikheterna för intention och beteende 
liknar varandra i förhållande till individers olika socioekonomiska situationer 
i Sverige. Däremot är socio-ekonomiska kopplingar till ursprungslandet något 
mer relaterade till intentionen att migrera än att faktiskt göra det. Resultatet 
visar att de främsta orsakerna till att inte följa sin ursprungliga intention är 
arbetslöshet och ekonomiska svårigheter, oavsett om intentionen var att stanna 
i eller att flytta från Sverige.   

I den fjärde studien undersöks den ekonomiska situationen bland återvän-
dande migranter till Senegal och Rumänien efter att de återvänt till sitt födel-
seland från Spanien. Framförallt analyseras betydelsen av att återvända ”fri-

villigt” samt den komplexitet begreppet innebär.  Studien visar hur det bakom 

förklaringen att man återvänt frivilligt ofta döljer sig känslor av tvång, inte 
minst från familjemedlemmar kvar i ursprungslandet. I både Senegal och Ru-
mänien är känslan av tvång, liksom att bli deporterad till Senegal, relaterat till 
en högre risk för ekonomiska svårigheter efter återvändandet. Den enskilde 
migrantens möjlighet till tid för förberedelse inför sitt återvändande, liksom 



att tillskansa sig entreprenöriella färdigheter under sin tid utomlands, är rela-
terat till en lägre risk för ekonomiska svårigheter efter hemkomst. Studien vi-
sar även att återvändande migranter inte per automatik har en lägre risk för 
ekonomiska svårigheter jämfört med icke-migranter. I Rumänien ses ingen 
statistiskt säkerställd skillnad mellan migranter och icke-migranter. I Senegal 
försvinner den generellt lägre risken för ekonomiska svårigheter som återvän-
dande migranter upplever gentemot icke-migranter i de fall som de blivit de-
porterade.  

Genom studierna av upprepad migration så adresserar avhandlingen både 
konceptuella och metodologiska utmaningar, vilka är ständigt återkommande 
inom internationell migrationsforskning. Avhandlingens huvudresultat hjäl-
per till att särskilja, jämföra och nyansera implikationerna av inom migrat-
ionsstudier traditionellt använda motsatspar, som återvandring vs. vidare mi-
gration, intentioner vs. beteende, deportation vs. ”frivillig” återvandring. Me-

todologiskt bidrar avhandlingen till kunskapen om de konsekvenser och lös-
ningar som finns att tillgå i förhållande till ofullkomlig datainsamling, även i 
sammanhang där data ofta anses vara felfria. Avhandlingen bidrar således inte 
bara till en ökad kunskap om upprepad migration, dess omfattning, mönster, 
bakomliggande faktorer och processer, men även till insikter som hjälper oss 
i tolkningen av tidigare forskningresultat och hur vi kan formulera fortsatta 
forskningsprojekt.   
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Introduction and aims 

Contemporary international migration trends are characterized by not only 
more people moving (in absolute terms) across international borders, but also 
increasingly complex migration trajectories. Different from a dichotomized 
set of migration- sending and migration- receiving countries, more countries 
are increasingly involved in both sending and receiving contexts, and the mo-
tives and characteristics of those who move are increasingly differentiated (De 
Haas et al. 2020). Moreover, increasing empirical evidence points to the fact 
that migration is a process that does not necessarily happen only once within 
the life course of an individual. Rather, repeat or re-migration, such as return 
and onward migration following a primary move, is a common feature of con-
temporary international migration, and constitutes more than one of four in-
ternational moves (Azose & Raftery 2019).  

Although the study of re-migration is not new, and even less its phenome-
non, only in recent decades has the underlying assumption of permanent 
moves started to be replaced by the idea of migration as an open-ended pro-
cess. This more recent understanding fits well against the backdrop of a trans-
national approach to migration studies which acknowledges the cross-border 
connections that characterise the lives of many international migrants and their 
kin prior, during, and after a move. By acknowledging the cross-border con-
nections of migrants and their simultaneous relations to different country con-
texts, the transnational approach provides a fruitful starting point when ana-
lysing and conceptualising re-migration (Carling & Erdal 2014; Carling & 
Pettersen 2014).  

As with initial migration, re-migration is today undertaken by a highly het-
erogeneous population.  The decision of re-migration might already be set 
whilst pursuing the initial migration, as the plan may never have been to stay 
permanently in the (original) destination country. It could also be the result of 
time, or, more often than not, changing or unexpected unfolding realities 
(Constant 2020). Similar to initial migration, re-migration is a highly selective 
process, deeply related to the process of the first move. As such, re-migration 
is a required aspect which needs to be integrated in any receiving country’s 

policies concerning the immigration and integration of foreign-born migrants. 
Re-migration changes not only the level of net migration but also the compo-
sition of the migrant population in the destination country, thereby affecting 
the demographic and economic characteristics of that county’s foreign-born 
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population as well as its measurable integration levels (Azose & Raftery 2019, 
Edin et al. 2000). Moreover, policies of immigration may also influence the 
outmigration of migrants in ways hitherto unforeseen by policymakers. As 
shown in previous studies, including the first paper of this dissertation, mi-
grants perceiving higher restrictions to mobility - either when having entered 
the destination country, or potentially when re-entering it in the future - often 
have lower probabilities of leaving the receiving country (Eastmond 2006; 
Monti 2020). Hence, whilst an individual country’s policies might intend to 

lower net migration by restricting potential migrants from entering the same, 
this will most probably also lower the emigration by the very same groups 
targeted by the immigration policies (Czaika & De Haas 2017; De Haas 2005; 
Flahaux 2017; González-Ferrer et al. 2014). Rich evidence of this proposition 
stems partly from the US, where border enforcement has been found to distort 
the circular migration patterns by Mexican undocumented migrants.  Instead 
of risking crossing the border multiple times, migrants who once took the risk 
to enter the US, bring their families and aim for permanent settlement (Massey 
& Singer 1995; Massey et al. 2015). Similar evidence can also be found in 
research pertaining to guest-workers in Germany. Findings show how having 
the freedom to re-enter Germany, for example through naturalization or hav-
ing another EU passport, led to more frequent exits (Constant & Zimmermann 
2011; 2012). Additionally, mobility restrictions of specific groups relate to 
permanent settlement intentions and family reunification (Zimmermann 
2014).  

From a sending country perspective, the selective out-migration of more 
highly educated migrants has traditionally been considered in terms of a “brain 

drain”. Through the return of the same individuals, however, the same process 

has additionally been understood in terms of a “brain gain” or “brain circula-

tion” (Faist 2008). Similarly, financial assets sent or brought back by migrants 
to family in the origin country have been seen as important for the develop-
ment of the origin country with levels exceeding official development aid in 
many low- and middle- income countries since the mid-1990s (World Bank 
2019).  The importance of migrants’ financial and human capital, as well as 

their social and political remittances, has given rise to a substantial body of 
return migration literature which focuses on origin country development.  

Politicians and policy makers have embraced the combination of migration 
and return, not the least within the European Union, attracted by the fact that 
migration and return could be considered a “triple win” scenario.  This means 

migration and return is not only benefitting the individual migrant, but also 
the receiving country in terms of labour supply, and the origin country in terms 
of financial and human capital resources brought back. However, and espe-
cially in the light of the increasing politicization of migration, the “triple win” 

approach is also heavily criticized; for instance, because it neglects the condi-
tions of the individual migrants and their families (Carrera & Hernandez 2009; 
Milanovic 2016). Additionally, immigration enforcement policies have been 
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questioned as they can lead to an abruption of circular migration, whereby 
migrants to a lesser extent respond to economic fluctuations in the origin and 
destination countries, and are hindered from moving financial and human cap-
ital (Czaika & De Haas 2017; De Haas 2005; Zimmermann 2014). In the wake 
of radical right populist movements, as well as the European Union’s integra-

tion project - historically marked by constant legitimacy crises and struggles 
over social rights - repeat migration has increasingly been seen as a means of 
migration management and a way of hindering unwanted migrants from po-
litical and social inclusion (Hansen & Hager 2012). Hence, the understanding 
of “voluntary return” has been questioned, pointing towards the frequent lack 
of acceptable alternatives (Wheatley 2017).   

To summarize, re-migration is a demographic phenomenon through which 
many different aspects of transnational migration are put forward. It illumi-
nates, or even embodies, individuals’ and societies’ transnational socioeco-
nomic, political, and cultural relations, and also highlights the socio-economic 
and political inequalities between different international country settings. 
Moreover, re-migration emphasizes longstanding methodological struggles 
within migration research. Not only is there a lack of reliable and comprehen-
sive data on international migration flows, but also no common agreement on 
how to conceptualize the very outcome of interest.   

This dissertation shines new light on some of the new and recurrent ques-
tions within international repeat migration, conceptualized as a secondary (or 
higher) move following initial migration, either returning to the country of 
origin (birth), or onward to another country. The overarching perspective is 
grounded in sociological demography. That is, it considers re-migration as a 
demographic process related to the longitudinal changes of size, composition, 
and spatial distribution of human populations. As such, the thesis examines 
re-migration focusing on its scope, geographical patterns, determinants, mi-
cro-level decision patterns, and societal consequences.  

More specifically, the different studies aim to 
 I) map and analyse the increasing variation in repeat migration flows and 

characteristics, their patterns and determinants,  
II) disentangle some of the methodological difficulties of measuring and 

conceptualising repeat migration behaviour, as well as the methodological 
bias produced by unregistered re-emigrations,  

III) analysing the similarities and differences between re-migration inten-
tions and behaviour through the backdrop of residing- and origin country at-
tachments, thereby increasing knowledge of the role of re-migration intentions 
for actual re-migration behaviour, as well as the realization or non-realization 
of re-migration intentions, and  

IV) go beyond the forced-voluntary dichotomy in analysing the post-return 
economic situation of migrants returning within different mobility regimes 
and by different return motives, different levels of voluntariness, obtained re-
sources and time to prepare return.  
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The papers included in the dissertation all analyse re-migration from dif-
ferent angles. In so doing they focus on different geographical settings and 
study populations, and employ different data sources and methods. The first 
three studies all address re-migration from the perspective of the destination 
country of Sweden, and examine re-migration as leaving the destination coun-
try (study II and III) and more specifically, leaving in order to return or move 
onward (study I). The first two studies analyse the entire population of Swe-
den, using administrative national population registers. By examining the re-
migration trajectories of all those moving from Sweden, the studies address 
the large heterogeneity that is a characteristic of remigration. Study III, on the 
other hand, is based on linked survey and register data, with a study population 
of sampled individual migrants having spent at least five years as registered 
residents in Sweden. Different from the first two studies, Study III captures 
subjective evaluations and thoughts, reflecting the long-term living condi-
tions, future intentions, and country attachments of relatively settled foreign 
born residents. Different from all of the first three studies, Study IV analyses 
return migration specifically, after return has taken place in two specific coun-
tries settings: Senegal, and Romania. The different angles, geographical set-
tings, study populations, and data reflects the multiple dimensions and aspects 
of the measurement and understanding of re-migration.  

The following chapters present the main theoretical frameworks and per-
spectives that have guided this dissertation, followed by the different geo-
graphical settings, methodology, and ethical reflections. Summaries of the 
four studies are thereafter given. The thesis introduction ends with concluding 
reflections and suggestions for future research.  
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Theories and perspectives  

This chapter introduces the main theoretical insights and perspectives related 
to repeat migration that functioned as starting points for the theoretical frame-
work which underpins the empirical studies of the dissertation, and acted as 
stepping stones for designing each of the studies. The first two headings on 
Migration Systems and Global Level Theories focus on the macro, structural-
ist dynamics of migration systems, which produce identifiable structures of 
migration flows between origin and destination countries. Whilst not explic-
itly present in the empirical studies of this thesis, the macro level arguments 
put forward are part of the underlying understandings within existent interna-
tional migration literature. The following sections present theories on the 
meso and micro level through social and transnational networks, economic 
micro level decision models, and an aspiration-capability framework. Addi-
tionally, shifting views on return migration and development accounted for in 
the literature are presented, alongside a section that focuses especially on on-
ward migration. Whilst presented under different headings, the introduced 
concepts, theories, and aspects are not mutually exclusive. Rather, when not 
explicitly or implicitly related, they complement each other by concentrating 
on specific groups of migrants, aspects, or levels of explanation. 

Migration Systems  
Despite the diversification of migration flows, historical structures and con-
nections still help explain the geographical patterns of sending and receiving 
regions (Massey 1999). The systems approach to international migration gen-
erally aims at explaining why and how international migration flows are not 
only initiated, but also self-perpetuated, in geographically identifiable patterns 
across the globe (Mabogunje 1970). Understanding the initiation and contin-
uation of global migration flows is important, as it is within large initial flows 
that large return flows are also found (Azose & Raftery 2019). Moreover, mi-
gration systems theory constitutes a useful background to the perspective of 
repeat migration not only because it involves the perception of future mobility, 
but also because  it includes both destination and origin societies, as well as 
the relationships between them (Bakewell 2014).  Traditionally, the migrant 
systems approach is used almost synonymously with global level theories 
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(such as the World System Theory or Segmented Labour Market Theory), as 
well as in reference to the more meso-level Social Network Theory (Bakewell 
2014).  

Drawing upon Mabogunje’s (1970) work, Bakewell (2014) attempted to 
re-vitalize the migration system approach by describing migration systems as 
consisting of elements, i.e., the flows of individuals, ideas, and goods that 
takeplace within institutional settings, i.e., geographical labour market struc-
tures, income distributions, and social migration networks, as part of individ-
ual or collective strategies, i.e., household livelihood strategies or transna-
tional identities. Additionally, Bakewell (2014) wrote, migration systems con-
sist of the dynamic internal relationships between elements, as well as their 
relationships to surrounding environments. In this more holistic approach to 
migration systems, Bakewell (2014) thus, either explicitly or implicitly, drew 
upon different levels of analysis related to theoretical insights from different 
fragments of several existing migration theory frameworks. These included 
global level theories, theories of social networks, and theories of transnation-
alism, as well as labour market differences which cause individual actors to 
migrate and potentially return; as discussed in the following sections. 

Global Level Theories 
According to World System Theory (WST) – international migration is a struc-
tural consequence of market expansion in a global capitalist hierarchy, in 
which  capitalist powers are concentrated in core regions, often limited to a 
few global cities or centres, and penetrate poorer, more peripheral, regions of 
the world, in search for land, raw materials, labour, and consumer markets 
(Massey 1999; Morawska 1990; Wallerstein 1974). The global market system 
reinforces and perpetuates global inequalities by destroying traditional sys-
tems of land tenure, as well as social, and economic relations, e.g., through 
the introduction of large-scale agricultural schemes, which lead to labour re-
dundance and small farmers being driven out of local market competition - 
leading to uprooted and mobile populations. Moreover, to uphold global mar-
ket systems, transportation and communication infrastructures are developed 
which link core and peripheral areas. These infrastructures are additional to 
ideological and cultural links between origin and destination societies which 
often reflect colonial pasts (Massey 1999). At the same time, according to 
Segmented labour market theory (SMT) – international migration to industri-
alized societies stems from employers’ and governments’ recruitment of for-

eign-born migrants as cheap labour (Massey et al. 1993). The lack of occupa-
tional status or prestige in the destination country is compensated by the pro-
spective status achievement relative to the origin country, to which migrants 
(at least initially) intend to return (Massey 1999). Examples of this type of 
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recruitment include German guest-workers of the 1950s and 1960s (Constant 
& Massey 2005). 

Social Network Theory  
Migrant social networks contain intra-personal ties between former, current, 
and prospective migrants (Massey et al. 1993), who may be linked through 
common attributes or common interests (Cassarino 2004). Through the social 
capital provided by these social networks, migration costs and risks decrease 
(Massey et al. 1993; Massey 1999). It follows, that an individual who has mi-
grated once is more likely to migrate again, and that a  person who knows 
previous migrants is more likely to migrate than someone who does not know 
such persons. Additionally, migration to specific destinations might be ena-
bled by social contacts with persons or groups already there. In this way, So-
cial Network Theory (SNT),  explains causes of chain migration occurring 
within specific sending and receiving regions, so called “migration corridors” 

(Massey 1990; Massey et al. 1993).  
More recently, the suggested cumulative causation that exists within these 

social networks has been questioned. Instead, it has been argued that the in-
ternal feedback mechanisms within the social networks  are more complex and 
dynamic (Bakewell 2014; De Haas 2010). Rather than simply leading to con-
tinuing migration, social networks, consisting of individuals and their cross-
border connections, may also lead to temporary decreases of migration flows, 
or even their eventual  ending. Similarly, Bakewell (2014) argued that there 
was a need, in order to properly understand the mechanisms of social net-
works, to take the environments in which they are situated into consideration. 
As an example, Bakewell (2014) mentions that since 2001 the  securitization 
of migration has become an integral part of any migration system between, for 
example, west Africa and Europe.     

Transnationalism 
Different from theories of globalization that describe worldwide processes, 
the transnational approach aims to describe the local everyday practices and 
experiences of individual actors (Faist 2000;192; Guarnizo and Smith 1998; 
Levitt & Schiller 2004). When introduced in the beginning of the 1990s, trans-
nationalism - as a theoretical approach - radically changed traditional ways of 
conceptualising migrants and their social contexts, and in so doing moved the 
horizons beyond the nation-state, and made migrants part of “transnational 

social fields” (Schiller et al. 1992; 1995). Although far from being a new phe-

nomenon, transnational engagement was argued to be institutionally recog-
nized and more acknowledged by society than before.  Sending countries 
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reached out to their emigrant populations, trying to make transnational rela-
tions a part of their nation-building strategies, for example by offering the 
possibilities to dual citizenship (Di Bartolomeo et al. 2015; Guarnizo et al. 
2003; Vertovec 2009). 

Not all migrants engage in regular transnational activities and researchers 
have repeatedly asked what the conditions are in which they do. Building on 
a broad base of varying conceptualizations and case specific studies, questions 
still remain on how transnational connections are maintained and by whom, 
especially in the long run, amongst migrants residing in host countries (Erdal 
& Oeppen 2013; Vertovec 2009; Waldinger 2015). Some scholars have ar-
gued that transnationalism is an empowering strategy to  marginalized mi-
grants (Bolognani 2007; Haller & Landolt 2005), while others understand it 
to be a feature of the cosmopolitan elite (Guarnizo et al. 2003; Portes 2003). 
As Waldinger (2008:3) concludes, “neither transnationalism as condition of 

being, nor transmigrants, as distinctive class of people, is commonly found.” 
Transnationalism literature has been criticized for not acknowledging the 

role of the nation state, or the practical limitations to transnational activity still 
constituted by geography; for instance, spatial distances in terms of time and 
money (Waldinger 2008, 2015). Time, resources, and energy are aspects that 
by the means of practical choices in everyday life still need to be invested in 
society - thereby impeding simultaneous involvement in different societies 
(Kivisto 2001). The political and social context in a given country of origin 
also affects individuals’ ability to be transnationally active (Waldinger 2008), 

as well as the willingness and obligations to be so (Al-ali et al. 2001; Cela et 
al. 2012; Haller & Landolt 2005; Itzigsohn & Saucedo 2002; 2005; Schunck 
2014). 

Using the lens of transnationalism, return or onward migration are seen not 
as the end of the migration process. Rather, they are seen as parts of circular 
mobility flows, including different temporalities, ranging from shorter return 
visits to longer stays. These flows are not restricted to one origin or destina-
tion. Transnational networks are multi-sited, and link individuals belonging to 
a group with shared origin, ethnicity or kinship, across the globe (Al-Ali & 
Koser 2002; Levitt 1998). The analytical approach of transnationalism is 
therefore relevant for explaining both return and onward migration.  

The varying presence of transnational being and belonging are understand-
ings underlying all studies in this thesis, although not always explicitly con-
ceptualized as such. For example, although not directly observed, in Study I, 
transnational connections are vital parts of the underlying theory for who re-
migrates and who does not, as well as the implicit understandings for the des-
tination of the repeated move. In Study II, transnational organization of every-
day life is discussed as an example which blurs definitions of a country’s the 

facto population. Study III incorporates aspects of both being and belonging 
to transnational social spaces more directly through reference to multiple 
country attachments which include, but are not limited to the destination and 
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origin countries. Study IV additionally incorporates measures and aspects of 
maintained origin country ties during time away in other countries and also 
analyses its importance for post return outcomes.  

Economic micro level decision models  
The theoretical perspectives most explicitly referred to within return migration 
literature describe the selection of return migrants in relation to initial migra-
tion motives. According to Neoclassical Economic Theory (NE), differences 
in labour demand and supply create wage differentials across nations which, 
in turn, cause individuals to migrate. This means that migrants are viewed as 
individual rational actors who, through application of cost-benefit analysis, 
conclude that they will receive higher net returns (via for instance higher 
wages) through migration to a destination country (Sjaastad 1962, Todaro 
1969). According to this view, migrants aim for permanent settlement in the 
new destination and seek to maximise their life time earnings. Where these 
expectations are not met, migrants are likely to return to their origin country. 
As such, return migration is seen as a failed attempt for a permanent move.  

Contrasting NE, the theory of New Economics of Labour Migration 
(NELM), views intentional temporary migration as a household strategy, a col-
lective decision, and a potential way to minimize the risks arising from market 
failures in origin countries. Return migration is thus perceived as a successful 
achievement of accumulated savings, where a sooner return reflects a migra-
tion experience characterized by higher income (Stark & Bloom 1985).  

The economic micro decision level models have provided popular frame-
works for analysing labour migration movements. Additionally, they have led 
to theoretical predictions in terms of selection, i.e., who re-migrates, and who 
stays in the destination country. Among migrants aiming for permanent set-
tlement according to the NE model, repeat migrants would be negatively se-
lected in terms of income, as their initial expectations of higher earnings are 
not met. Moreover, these theories suggest a positive selection into re-migra-
tion in terms of origin country schooling, while those acquiring human capital 
in the destination are less likely to move back (Constant & Massey 2002). 
Temporary migrants, presented within the NELM framework as “target earn-

ers”, i.e., moving to achieve a set goal of financial capital, are seen as posi-
tively selected based on income, as they would not have to stay as long in the 
country of destination before their goals are met (Constant & Massey 2002; 
Dustmann 2003). Empirically, the theory of selection into outmigration as be-
ing dependent on the selection into initial migration, has been supported 
through studies of guest-workers in Germany (Constant & Massey 2002; 
Dustmann 2003), migrants re-migrating from the US (Borjas & Bratsberg 
1996), and Finnish-born migrants returning from Sweden (Rooth & Saarela 
2007). 
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Despite its popularity within economic studies of labour migration, the suc-
cess/failure paradigm often fails to explain return in relation to social, political 
and economic environments, and assumes that international mobility is free 
and voluntary (Cassarino 2004; Hagan & Wassink 2020). Additionally, as mi-
gration is becoming increasingly diversified, including heterogeneous groups 
of migrants and the motives behind the same are recognised as being more 
than just economically driven there is a great need for theoretical advancement 
beyond the economic rational thinking. Studies using NE/NELM theories 
have found support for both theories, and point out the heterogeneity of repeat 
migration flows. However, what is still lacking, is allowing migration motives 
to change over time, to be irrational, emotional, or simply not restricted to the 
economic realm. A broader framework would still allow for the inclusion of 
labour migrants. For example, whilst Constant and Massey (2002) find no 
strong selection in relation to human capital or economic achievements as pre-
dicted by NE/NELM, they do note how a lack of work, social-, political-, and 
psychological ties to Germany, as well as strong origin country ties, increase 
the likelihood of leaving.  

Rather than adopting strict economic theory models, this thesis adopts a 
country attachment perspective as an underlying framework for analysis. The 
term “country attachments” is thus used in the thesis in order to describe eco-
nomic, but also social and civil ties to either destination or origin (or theoret-
ically possible other countries’) societies.    

Aspirations and Capability    
In search for drivers of (re)migration, scholars often miss what restricts or 
resists mobility (Schewel 2020). This “mobility bias”, Schewel (2020) argues, 

has hindered progressive insights into the processes leading up to migration. 
An exception to this trend, however, is the aspiration-capability/ability frame-
work introduced by Carling (2002) and De Haas (2003), and as most recently 
revisited by De Haas in 2021. Explicitly stressed by De Haas (2021), moving 
and staying should be understood as complementary manifestations of migra-
tion agency. Rather than movement itself, human mobility should be under-
stood through the capacity to choose where to live, including the option to 
stay.  As migration researchers we (naturally) stress the importance and scope 
of the phenomenon that we study. In so doing, referring to the absolute in-
crease of total migrations in the world, for instance that one in four global 
migrations are repeat migrations (Asoze & Raftery 2019), is appealing. How-
ever, the fact remains that the vast majority of the world’s population (96.5% 

according to International Organisation for Migration, see McAuliffe & Kha-
dria 2020) are not international migrants. Moreover, Carling et al. (2020) note, 
there are at least twice as many involuntary non-migrants than migrants in the 
world.  
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The aspiration to migrate is sometimes phrased as a “desire” or “wish” to 

migrate (Carling 2002; Carling & Collins 2018). This preference could origi-
nate from individual as well as collective normative dimensions of social lives 
and identity building (Mata-Codesal 2015). Different from aspiration, the 
“ability” to migrate refers to a realization of this wish (or preference) by over-

coming the barriers to doing so (Carling 2002). Whilst the ability to migrate 
is only relevant to those who aspire, the capability to migrate is used as a term 
which describes the freedom to migrate (or stay) without necessarily having 
the intentions of doing so (Carling & Schewel 2018).  

In 2021, De Haas articulated the nature of aspirations and capabilities by 
linking the aspiration-capability framework to previous migration theories as 
well as long-standing sociological discussions over agency and structure. Mo-
bility aspirations are, according to De Haas (2021), functions of general life 
aspirations. These can be simultaneously instrumental, in that they opt for a 
certain goal (as in the NE/NELM frameworks) or intrinsic, i.e., motivated by 
the adventure of exploring new societies, or the social prestige and recognition 
one might obtain through the to provide for oneself, take risks, endure, and 
overcome difficulties. Mobility aspirations are further shaped by perceived 
geographical opportunity structures (linked to global processes such as those 
described in social network theory), which facilitate and hinder different so-
cial groups across specific geographic and social pathways, and create socially 
differentiated, highly specialized, and geographically specific migration pat-
terns. Both aspirations and actual mobility outcomes are further shaped by 
capabilities, understood as structurally defined negative or positive freedoms, 
such as freedom from external constraint or freedom to access financial, so-
cial, and physical resources.   

The two dimensions of aspirations and capability may lead to both mobility 
and immobility outcomes. Additionally, they link to questions of (im)mobility 
voluntariness. As Carling and Schewel (2018) wrote, mobility aspirations can 
simply be defined as the belief that migration is preferable to non-migration 
and varies in degree between voluntariness and compulsion. Immobility might 
stem both from structural conditions hindering capability as well as from as-
pirations to stay, with or without corresponding capability (Schewel 2020). 
Similarly, whilst mobility is often the result of having both the aspiration and 
ability to migrate, migration, such as return, could also be a result of low as-
piration but high capability. Mobility in the latter case is characterized by in-
voluntariness through a lack of acceptable alternatives, for example when mi-
grants are compelled to return as a consequence of the conditions of the des-
tination country making it difficult to stay (Bivand-Erdal & Oeppen 2017; De 
Haas 2021).  

The aspiration-capability framework offers a “twostep approach” to migra-

tion outcomes, in which immobility and mobility aspirations are followed by 
different processes of realization (Carling & Schewel 2018; Schewel 2020). 
Motivated by an analogous usage in internal migration literature, a similar 
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framework is used in Study III, where I look at the realization processes of 
intending (different than aspiring) to leave or to stay in the destination country. 
The analysis of individual-level decision-making processes leading up to mi-
gration outcomes are recent approaches to the study of international migration 
in general (Czaika & Reinpracht 2020), and repeat migration in particular. My 
study on re-migration intentions and behaviour contributes to the advance-
ment of existent knowledge in this field, and also includes the perspective of 
immobility.   

Views on returnees and origin country development  
Within both academic and policy debates, return migration has been under-
stood in the light of origin country development. Through return migration 
and transnationally active diasporas, financial savings and remittances are 
brought back to the country of origin, together with new ideas, knowledge and 
entrepreneurial attitudes. Through their contributions, transnationally active 
or eventually returning (or circulating) migrants are thus seen as important 
actors for poverty reduction, income redistribution, and economic growth (De 
Haas 2010).  

Views on migration and development have shifted through history and have 
followed paradigm shifts within migration theory and political ideology. In 
De Haas’ (2010) historical review, he described how individual migrant re-
mittances, from a neo-liberal political viewpoint, had been valued as true 
“self-help” “from below”. Thereafter, a more pessimistic view followed his-

torical-structuralist ideologies prevalent during the 1970s and 1980s. Through 
this lens, migration from developing societies was interpreted as brain drain, 
whereby the most educated and valuable labour left. Remittances have, in a 
similar vein, been interpreted as leading to otiose consumption, inflation, and 
increased inequality, as well as dependence and withdrawal from local econ-
omies (De Haas 2005; 2010).   

Later, scholars argued that the existence of an extensive brain drain was 
only the case in a minority of countries (see De Haas 2005 for overview). 
Additionally, it was noted that the brain drain could be followed by brain gain. 
Brain gain refers to the inflow of financial assets, trade relations, knowledge, 
attitudes and ideas that follow the return of high skilled individuals (De Haas 
2005). The view on remittances as leading to “conspicuous consumption” has 

also been increasingly questioned (Sinatti 2015a). Money spent for housing, 
health care, food and education should not be viewed as unproductive, accord-
ing to De Haas (2005), as these are all investments that increase human capital 
and well-being; necessary for productivity and civic freedom.   

Starting from the 1990s, and gaining momentum in the 2000s, migrant re-
mittances became the new “development mantra” among politicians and pol-

icymakers (De Haas 2010; Kapur 2003; Sinatti 2015a). Seen in the light of 
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transnational engagement, remittances and brain gain, as well as return and 
circular migration, became important aspects of developmental strategies (De 
Haas 2010). At the same time, and in order to sustain economic competitive-
ness and growth, the European Union needed to open its borders to labour 
migration from third country nationals (Hansen & Hager 2012). However, this 
was done with a strident emphasis on migration management, as well as reg-
ulation and control, and also included external border enhancement and active 
return policies fostering return- and onward migration in keeping with the 
broader fluctuations of the world economy. The emphasis on migration man-
agement and circular migration was further elaborated in the Tampere as well 
as the Hague programmes, and was said to have created a win-win-win situa-
tion, beneficial for both sending and receiving states, as well as individual 
migrants (Hansen & Hager 2012).  

Empirically, previous migration experience has generally been found re-
lated to higher likelihood of self-employment and higher wages, possibly ex-
plained by the accumulation of financial capital and skills (see Hagan & Was-
sink 2020 and Constant 2020 for overviews). However, opportunities to accu-
mulate financial and human capital resources in destination countries are lim-
ited, as migrants are often subject to discrimination, and referred to lower 
segments of occupational ladders (Åkesson 2014). Moreover, the possibility 
to transfer eventual skills which are valued in origin countries, or invest in 
fruitful businesses, should not be taken for granted. Instead, these possibilities 
are heavily dependent on labour market and occupational structures in both 
origin and receiving societies, as well the economic and political stability of 
the origin country, together with individual migrant characteristics (De Haas 
2005; 2010; Hagan & Wassink 2020). Hence, the causes and impacts of mi-
gration go hand in hand, and are related to broader processes of economic, 
social, and demographic change (De Haas 2010). Overemphasis on individual 
migrants’ economic investments risk ignoring the structural conditions in the 

origin, important both prior and post migration (Sinatti 2015a).   
In 2004, Jean-Pierre Cassarino presented a theory of “return preparedness” 

which linked the importance of social and institutional contexts to individual 
returnee expectations. The theory was inspired by Gmelch (1980), who stated 
how returns are guided by expected opportunities in the origin (and destina-
tion) countries, and further noted how these expectations are difficult to secure 
before actually returning. According to Cassarino, individual migrants’ “pre-

paredness” for return is decisive for his or her re-integration process in their 
origin country, and crucial for contributing to any positive development. Re-
turn preparedness, Cassarino (2004) argued, is a consequence of the willing-
ness to return, and the ability of individuals to obtain financial and non-tangi-
ble resources in the destination country, as well as their ability to maintain 
contact with family and friends in the origin country. Thus, the potential social 
or economic impact returnees might have on their origin societies, are influ-
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enced by their time away from their origin country, their willingness and read-
iness to return, and the nature of the return environment (Cassarino 2004; King 
1986).  

The notion of returnees as central developmental actors and the political 
connotations of the same, provide an important backdrop to the study of re-
migration. In particular, the debate relates to Study IV, where the voluntari-
ness of return migration, resources obtained and maintained, are explored 
within a framework of return preparedness.  

Onward migration 
Within re-migration literature, re-migration is mainly defined either as the 
mere exit from the destination country, or as a return to the country of 
origin/birth. Some studies specifically look at migration from a destination 
country to a third, or higher order, country – sometimes called “secondary”, 

“transit”, “step”, or, as used within this thesis, “onward” migration. Onward 

migration is sometimes used to refer to the movement of refugees before they 
obtain asylum (Papadopoulou 2004). However, similar to Kelly (2013), on-
ward migration in this thesis is instead used to refer to voluntary (as in not 
politically forced) international migration that occurs after having been regis-
tered as a resident in a destination country.   

The idea of step-wise migration is not new, and can be seen in Ravenstein’s 

work from 1885, where internal migration was theorized as occurring in steps 
or phases in the direction of urban centres. Similarly, onward migration can 
be seen as a step towards a preferred destination among low-capital migrants 
who, due to high migration costs and legal barriers, might be hindered from 
doing so directly (Paul 2011). Through initial migration, migrants accumulate 
capital enabling them to gain legal access to preferred destinations. As an ex-
ample, obtaining EU citizenship has proven important for onward migrants 
across many different studies, especially among those whose mobility was re-
stricted prior to obtaining it (Hoon et al. 2020; Moret 2016; Paul 2011; Ramos 
2018). A similar finding is shown in Study I of this thesis in relation to ob-
taining a Swedish passport among those previously arriving Sweden as refu-
gees.  

Theoretically, onward migration is often analysed within the same frame-
work as return migration. This can be fruitful, as the reasons behind onward 
migration may be similar to those of return. For example, diaspora networks, 
personal, socio-economic, and political transnational ties may span multiple 
countries, and enable onward migration as well as return (Kelly 2013). 
Through continued cross-border mobility, migrants mobilize existing capital 
within ethnic networks, thereby connecting migrants to a common homeland 
even though they are in another destination (Moret 2016; Ramos 2018). As 
such, onward migration is not only a resource for economically and socially 
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advantaged groups or the highly skilled (Moret 2016; Ramos 2018), though 
higher education in several other studies tends to be related to higher likeli-
hoods of moving onward (Kelly 2013; King & Newbold 2007; Monti 2020). 
Among the higher educated, onward migration is sometimes seen as a way of 
re-claiming agency and a “middle-class identity” (Kelly 2013). This view is 

especially relevant in societies where economic returns to higher education 
are lower for migrants than those who are native-born, and where high skilled 
migrants still experience lower employment rates and income levels than na-
tives even after a relatively long time in the destination country, as is the case 
in Sweden (Irastorza & Bevelander 2018; Joona et al. 2014).  

Despite the similarities of onward to return migration, destination choices 
evidently differ between the two, for example due to limited opportunities to 
return. Consequently, onward migration needs to also be studied separately 
from return. Study I in this thesis explicitly analyses and compares onward 
migration to return migration.  
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Geographical contexts  

This thesis covers studies on intended and actual migration to and from Swe-
den since the end of the Second World War until the end of 2015. It addition-
ally includes return migration from Spain to Senegal and Romania, taking 
place between 2000 and 2017. In this chapter, I provide an overview of the 
main immigration and emigration flows, as well as the main policy settings 
that characterize these countries’ contexts and periods. 

Sweden  

Immigration trends 
Sweden offers an interesting case for the study of migration flows. Ever since 
the Second World War, Sweden has been a country of net immigration (Figure 
1), and is characterized by relatively large and heterogenous immigration 
flows. In 2020, 20% of Sweden’s 10 million residents was comprised of per-

sons born outside Sweden. Without migration, the Swedish population would 
not only be smaller, but also, a lot older, with fewer individuals of working 
ages (SCB 2016). In 2020, the main migrant groups consisted of migrants born 
in Syria, Iraq, Finland, Poland, and Iran, followed by Somalia, Yugoslavia, 
Afghanistan, Bosnia and Hercegovina, and Turkey. Together, these migrants 
constituted 47% of all foreign-born residents (SCB 2021a).  
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Figure 1. Immigration and emigration flows, to and from Sweden, 1875 to 
2020. Illustration by author based on statistics from Statistics Sweden 
2021b.  

 
 
After the Second World War, the Swedish economy grew quickly, and there 
was a great demand for additional labour from the industrial sector. Immigra-
tion to Sweden was characterized by labour migration and half of those who 
immigrated to Sweden during this time came from Finland. Finnish born mi-
grants were the most common among immigrants to Sweden until the begin-
ning of the 1980s (SCB 2016). Relative to other migrant groups, Nordic mi-
grants have migrated to and from Sweden within a context of free mobility. 
For example, a common Nordic labour market setting was introduced in 1954, 
and was followed with an abolition of intra-Nordic border controls in 1957 
(SCB 2016; Skodo 2018). 

At the end of the 1960s, Sweden sought to regulate non-Nordic labour mi-
gration. This was followed by an economic crisis at the start of the 1970s 
which curtailed the demand for foreign labour. The 1970s and 1980s were 
characterized by refugee migration and family reunification. A majority of 
refugees to Sweden came from countries such as Greece and Chile and com-
prised political refugees fleeing military dictatorships. During the 1980s, mi-
grants came to Sweden after fleeing the war between Iran and Iraq. Interna-
tionally, Sweden was thought of as being a country that was a forerunner in 
terms of humanitarian immigration policies which were linked to the political 
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ideal of international solidarity (Skodo 2018). Additionally, a clear multicul-
tural model marked integration policies with, for example, migrants and their 
children all being granted the right to learn their mother tongue in Swedish 
schools.  

However, by the beginning of 1990, Sweden faced more restrictive immi-
gration policies. Gradually, the previous focus on migrants’ rights were re-

placed by an enhanced focus obligations (Skodo 2018).  At the same time, the 
conflict in former Yugoslavia led to an increased reception of, above all, Bos-
nian refugees. In 1994, Sweden became a member of the European Economic 
Area (EEA), and in 1995 Sweden became a member of the European Union; 
a process which led to increased immigration. With the EU’s later expansions 

in 2004 and 2007, Sweden witnessed increased flows of migrants from, for 
example, Poland and Romania. International conflicts, together with social, 
political and economic instability have also continued to the shaping of immi-
gration flows to Sweden. Between 2000 and 2016, people born in Afghanistan, 
Iraq, Syria, and Somalia, among others, have sought refuge in Sweden. Labour 
migrants have come from countries including India, China and Turkey, as well 
as female family migrants from Thailand. 15% of those immigrated to Sweden 
between 2000 and 2016 additionally consisted of Swedish born individuals 
returning to Sweden (SCB 2016).  

Outmigration and major policy changes 
Patterns of outmigration from Sweden have followed immigration trends (Fig-
ure 1), and have been driven by the higher emigration rates among foreign 
born residents (SCB 2021b). Until the mid-1990s, Sweden had no explicit pol-
icy of promoting or inducing return. Instead, there was a political notion that 
stressed positive integration to Sweden as important if migrants were to have 
a chance to plan and prepare for their return (Tollefsen Altamirano 1995). At 
the start of the 1990s this changed, and the previous “non-policy” of return 

was replaced by a government initiative which aimed to encourage return 
through, for example, cash contributions, foreign aid to support immigration 
policies in origin countries, and support for non-governmental organizations 
working with returnees (Tollefsen Altamirano 1995).  

Historically, a majority of migrants with Swedish residence permits were 
able to stay in Sweden indefinitely. Even though labour migration in the 1950s 
and 1960s was thought to be temporary, temporary residence permits were in 
practice prolonged due to the need for workers. From the end of the 1960s, 
migrants’ rights expanded, and labour migrants, belonging to a now heavily 

regulated admission category, were in practice granted permanent status 
(Frank 2017). Similarly, migrants arriving as refugees or accompanying fam-
ily members to Sweden were historically granted permanent resident posi-
tions. In 2008 and 2016 this changed as a consequence of two major policy 
changes.  
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In 2008, a liberalization of then existent labour immigration policies in 
Sweden took place. Instead of public authorities and unions deciding which 
where the occupations needed in the country and to what extent, labour immi-
gration was now completely up to employers, with no limitations to specific 
occupations or numbers. Labour market-based residence permits were addi-
tionally changed to grant residence for as long as individual work contracts 
lasted, with a maximum stay of two years being permitted. Permits could be 
extended and after four years of working in Sweden, individuals could apply 
for a permanent residence permit. Most labour migrants stay less than a year 
in Sweden, e.g., seasonal workers or individuals transferred within interna-
tional companies, and are thus never registered as Swedish residents (nor are 
they included in any of the studies in this thesis). Among those who do stay 
longer, some have migrated to Sweden not only to work but also to seek pro-
tection. For example, many individuals who obtain work permits have addi-
tionally applied for asylum, either before or after being granted their work 
permits (Bevelander et al. 2014).  

Following the political turbulence that arose as a consequence of the in-
creased numbers of individuals seeking protection in Europe, Sweden intro-
duced a temporary law in 2016 which heavily restricted the ability of persons 
to gain asylum or reunite with family members in the country, equal to EU’s 

minimum level of recipience of asylum seekers (Swedish Migration Agency 
2020). Belonging to the changes were temporary residence permits instead of 
permanent ones, for all asylum seekers, including those with subsidiary pro-
tection status, with the exception of quota refugees. The opportunity for family 
reunification was further restricted to those refugees who received a three-year 
residence permit, and these individuals had to prove that they could provide 
for both themselves and their families, including having housing of “sufficient 

size”, in order for them to legally bring their family members to Sweden (Mi-

grationsverket 2021). The temporary law was prolonged until July 2021. Po-
litical negotiations are currently, at the time of writing, taking place regarding 
a new law that seeks to make the temporary law permanent and also make the 
temporary residence permit the new standard for all permits granted (Statens 
offentliga utredningar 2020). Income requirements, and knowledge of the 
Swedish language and society have additionally been suggested as criteria that 
need to be ‘passed’ by all migrants who wish to gain permanent residency, 

including those who are labelled as either labour or student migrants. Needless 
to say, the temporary law and current discussions constitute a dramatic histor-
ical shift in terms of Swedish immigration policies.    

 



20 

Romania 
Romania is one of the main migration sending countries within Europe. Ever 
since the fall of the iron curtain in 1989, it has been a country of large emigra-
tion (Anghel et al. 2016; Ciobanu 2015). International migration flows have 
included both regular and irregular flows, as admission schemes and labour 
market regulations have structured the migration trajectories of Romanian cit-
izens within the EU (Ciobanu 2015; Favell 2018). Following a first wave of 
ethnic Germans and others migrating to, or seeking protection in, Germany, 
labour market migration to Southern Europe characterized emigration from 
Romania in the late 1990s. In countries such as Spain, France, Italy and 
Greece, there was a great demand for foreign workers, especially within con-
struction industries. Specific recruitment policies followed, for example in 
Spain (Anghel et al. 2016; Ciobanu 2015). In 2002, visa requirements for en-
tering Schengen were abolished, and in 2007, Romania became an EU mem-
ber state. Additionally, several regularization programs in Southern Europe 
included Romanian migrants, further enabling mobility (Ciobanu 2015). 
However, although moving within the free mobility of the EU, implications 
of local labour market governance make Romanian citizens often found in 
precarious and vulnerable work situations (Favell 2018).  

Romanian migration within the EU has been circular in character to a large 
extent, and the country is one of the world’s top receivers of remittances. The 

motives to go abroad have mainly been economic, and influenced by the return 
rates to human capital (Ambrosini et al. 2012; Anghel et al. 2016). In 2012, 
Ambrosini et al. estimated that almost 50% of Romanian migrants had re-
turned within ten years. Migration experience has been noted related to a 
higher likelihood of, more or less successful, entrepreneurship upon return, 
and to be partly related to the lack of employment possibilities (e.g., Stăn-

culescu & Stoiciu 2012 and others, as described in Anghel et al. 2016).  

Senegal  
Senegal has a long history of international migration to the EU, much of it 
circular in nature, e.g., through temporary forms of labour migration to France, 
or to Spain – which, due to a high demand for labour, offered at least half a 
million temporary residence visas between 1985-2005, including to Senega-
lese citizens. Thus, through a historical lens, the irregularity now characteris-
ing much of the Senegalese migration to the EU is a recent political construc-
tion (Maher 2017).  

From the mid 1980s, Senegalese citizens needed visas to enter France (Ma-
her 2017). Additionally, following economic stagnation and diminished need 
for labour migration, family reunification has long been the only option by 
which to obtain a regular travel visa to the EU (Adam et al. 2020; Maher 2017; 
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Vives 2017). Following Spain’s membership of the EU, Spain has had a lead-
ing role in EU external border enforcement towards third country nationals, 
and is guided by the EU’s policy emphasis on restricting immigration from, 

amongst others, African countries (Adam et al. 2020; Geddes 2019; Maher 
2017).   

In exchange for development aid, and a few limited temporary labour mi-
gration schemes, Senegal is one of the countries cooperating on the externali-
zation of the EU’s border, e.g., through repatriation assistance and militariza-

tion (Adam et al. 2010; Maher 2017; Toma & Kabanji 2017). The EU and the 
International Organisation for Migration have been important actors in the 
foundation of migration policy institutions in Senegal, and the country harshly 
punishes migrant smugglers (Adam et al. 2020). However, the forced return 
of Senegalese migrants is not initially in the interests of Senegalese domestic 
policy (Sinatti 2015b). It limits the remittance flows sent from migrants 
abroad, harms the origin country’s relation to the diaspora, and undermines 

the internal popularity of those policy makers and politicians involved in forc-
ing back international migrants. Thus, simultaneously involved in interna-
tional collaborations seeking to hinder Senegalese migrants from entering and 
staying irregularly in the EU, the Senegalese government tries to engage the 
diaspora through, for example, the ability to vote from abroad, have dual citi-
zenship, and founding new institutions that work especially on diaspora rela-
tionships (Adam et al. 2020; Toma & Kabanji 2017).   
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Methodology, data and methods 

Methodology 
This thesis engages in analysis of observed social reality. Through its use of 
quantitative methods it searches for observable regularities, large-scale pat-
terns, and enables predictions of future outcomes. The present methodology 
is based on the premise that a reality exists – independent of human percep-
tion. However, it does not claim that reality is limited to the observable. Ad-
ditionally, the underlying methodology recognizes that our knowledge, as ex-
pressed for example in different conceptualizations of migration, is fallible – 
thus also bound to change (Bryman 2016:25).  

By using a quantitative approach to the study of re-migration, the thesis 
reflects on re-migration through the lens of broader societal structures, well 
aware of how these are the result of a myriad of lived experiences. Hence, the 
data underlying this work should be seen as an accumulated witnessing of in-
dividual testimonies, and important for understanding our society. Each pre-
sented number in this thesis represents bits and pieces of individuals’ collec-

tive and accumulated lives, in which international migration happened to be 
part. Though not explicitly using a life course perspective, the idea of individ-
ual life trajectories with different and interlinked life domains (e.g., Elder 
1994), have been important aspects in constructing the design of the empirical 
studies. In each study, the longitudinal perspective of individual migration tra-
jectories, linked to other aspects of human life, i.e., evolving family situation 
or labour market attachments, have been important parts of the analysis.    

The thesis is written based on a recognition of research as a social and his-
torical practice, part of the reality it examines. By adding to the studies of 
repeat migration, the thesis stresses temporality and circularity in international 
migration, which might help to move from the immigration emphasis much 
present in nation-state focused migration agendas (Beauchemin 2014). More-
over, by complementing national register data with survey data - the latter 
particularly designed to capture transnational ties and complex migration tra-
jectories - the thesis acknowledges the need to move beyond methodological 
nationalist assumptions of social and emotional ties limited to nation-specific 
space in order to understand re-migration outcomes (Horvath 2012; Wimmer 
& Schiller 2002; 2003).  However, well aware of the criticisms against the 
assumptions of nation states as the natural entities of analysis, studies within 
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this thesis all use study populations and migration trajectories as defined from 
the perspective of specific nation states.  

Whilst the methodological discussion on methodological nationalism has 
mainly taken place with reference to qualitative research methods, quantita-
tive studies – with their ability to generalize to bigger study populations, differ 
from qualitative studies in terms of feasibility and practical limitations 
(Horvath 2012). As Wimmer and Schiller (2002;2003) rightfully pointed out, 
much of the collected data is a result of the dependent relation characterising 
of social sciences to nation-state authorities in terms of research infrastructure, 
ranging from data availability to funding programs. One example is the need 
for appropriate sampling methods to conduct survey which allow inferences 
to be made to larger populations. As respondent-driven, non-random sampling 
develops, the most feasible alternative is often still random-sampling from 
bigger populations sampling frames – held by national authorities.  

Apart from feasibility, the importance of nation-states in the empirical de-
signs reflects re-migration as defined by state-border crossing (which is not 
the same as being transnationally active in an everyday life), a phenomenon 
largely affected by nation-bound migration regimes which operate through na-
tional laws by granting or restricting social, political and civic rights – in Swe-
den; principally based on legal residency. Additionally, at the same time as 
political migrant admission categories are different from migrants’ own expe-

riences of migration, they do have discursive power over future individual ex-
periences, for example through available assistance and training programs 
(Bevelander & Pendakur 2014; Bivand-Erdal & Oeppen 2017). Based on dif-
ferent data and analytical set-ups in the different studies, the thesis uses both 
nation-state migration labels and categorizations, as well as more complex 
empirical observations – and thereby examines sometimes overlooked terms, 
e.g., voluntariness, by not only questioning governmental labelling, as well as 
unpacking their different aspects (Bivand-Erdal & Oeppen 2017).  

Data  

A note on definitions 
Using both register and survey data, this thesis uses a definition of a “migrant” 

as someone who is living in a country where he or she was not born. Different 
from studies using citizenship as the grounds by which to label migrants, this 
thesis thus uses the country of birth. This is in line with both Swedish national 
statistics, and also UN and Eurostat recommendations (Statistics Sweden 
2002). This definition follows the perception of a migrant who has moved 
him- or herself, not incorporating the sometimes called “second generation”. 

That said, the different studies examine slightly different groups of migrants, 
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as well different definitions of what constitutes “migration”. The reasons are 

partly data driven, but are also adapted to different research questions. In 
Study I, examined migrants are restricted to individuals migrating to Sweden 
over 15 years of age. In Study III, migrant individuals are included in the anal-
ysis only if they have already officially resided in Sweden for at least five 
years. Different from the first three studies, which define migration in relation 
to a time horizon of at least one year of intended settlement, the fourth study 
defines migration in terms of the actual duration of a stay in Spain of at least 
three months, thus also covering a shorter migration durations.    

Register data 
The first three studies in this thesis are based entirely or partly on Swedish 
register data stemming from national public authorities. Through the use of 
individual, and unique anonymized personal identity numbers, information 
collected from different authorities can be linked, and aspects from different 
life domains analysed over time. The registers used in this thesis are adminis-
tered by Statistics Sweden. The main registers used are The Register of Total 
Population, (RTB), The Longitudinal Integration Database for Health and La-
bour Market Studies (LISA), The Income and Taxation Register (IoT), and of 
course the register of Migrations. The latter includes information on date of 
migration, and type of migration (i.e., in or out), as well as the country of 
destination or origin related to the specific migration event. From this infor-
mation, it is possible to differ return from onward migration as well as to re-
trieve some information on previous migration experiences (i.e., if the country 
of residence before immigration is another than the country of birth). At the 
time of undertaking the studies, information needed for analysis was available 
for the years 1990-2015 (Study I), 1990-2012 (Study II), and 2010-2018 
(Study III).     

National population registers have a long history in Sweden, and are of a 
very high quality overall (Redfern 1989). Although not originally meant for 
research purposes (but for the operation of public authorities), register data as 
a basis for population research has several noteworthy advantages which 
strengthen this dissertation’s internal validity. First of all, the registers cover 

the entire de jure population. Individuals are encouraged to register their pres-
ence in the country as it enables access to public services, voting rights, and 
the opening and holding of bank accounts. This means that the population reg-
isters are representative of close to 100% of all legal residents within the coun-
try (The Swedish Tax Agency 2006). Moreover, the heterogeneity of the pop-
ulation is captured, and sub-populations may be analysed - without losing sta-
tistical power (Thygesen & Ersbøll 2014). As the registers are constantly up-
dated, prospective information is added, and individuals may be followed over 
time, without individuals having to remember what happened in the past, or 
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answers being skewed through desirability bias. The long time periods cov-
ered additionally do not carry any attrition, meaning that also those who are 
no longer with us, due to death or emigration, are included for the periods of 
time they were registered and alive in the country (Redfern 1989; Thygesen 
& Ersbøll 2014). Through also analysing the information for such individuals, 
more complex models can be estimated and factors proceeding these events, 
like emigration, examined.  

As with all sorts of data, the use of register data comes with limitations. 
The information stemming from registers is limited to bureaucratic infor-
mation, i.e., they involve information of interest to public authorities, with 
aspects related to everyday life experiences, feelings and attitudes, missing. 
Although not risking miss-self-classification by respondents, e.g., in remem-
bering what happened in the past and in what order (Furnham 1986), register 
data has proven to be limited in accurately classifying, for example, migrants’ 

educational attainment (Thygesen & Ersbøll 2014; Saarela & Weber 2017). 
As study II shows in terms of emigration, register data additionally relies on 
correct information being reported to authorities. However, as is the case with 
emigration from Sweden, this is not always reported and registered, leading 
to over-coverage bias, with more individuals registered as residents in Sweden 
than actually live their lives in the country (Wadensjö 2013). Register data is 
additionally restricted to what happens within Sweden, to people already le-
gally registered as Swedish residents. Thus, we cannot include subjective as-
pects of individuals themselves, nor capture their transnational connections to 
family and friends living outside the national borders of Sweden. Addition-
ally, the time before obtaining legal residency in Sweden remains uncovered, 
as are those who never acquire a residence permit.  

Survey data 
To capture extended aspects of the empirical reality experienced by foreign-
born residents, Studies III and IV in this thesis make use of two different types 
of survey data: The Level of Living Survey among foreign-born and their chil-
dren (LNU-UFB) and The Temporary vs. Permanent Migration Origin Survey 
(TEMPER). Through face-to-face encounters (both LNU-UFB and TEM-
PER), as well as telephone interviews (LNU-UFB), foreign-born migrants an-
swered questions including recalls of their migration histories, social networks 
and economic conditions, as well as questions relating to their current situa-
tions and future migration intentions. Hence, although mainly cross-sectional, 
the surveys also include retrospective data on individual migration as well as 
labour market histories. Many of the questions covered by the surveys repre-
sent aspects which cannot be captured by population registers. Nevertheless, 
they were still asked in a way that made the answers measurable, quantifiable 
and in the end, generalizable.  

 



26 

The two surveys were conducted based on different aims, study popula-
tions, and time horizons. Hence, their sample selection and methods also dif-
fered. The LNU-UFB study was conducted between 2010 and 2012 by SUL-
CIS – the Stockholm University Linnaeus Center for Integration Studies, in 
cooperation with Statistics Sweden. It was the first national-scale survey 
which asked about the current social and economic ties to the respondents’ 

countries of origin. Other questions covered by the survey corresponded 
largely to the general Level of Living Survey (LNU) conducted at several 
points since 1968 in Sweden with a sample representative of the entire Swe-
dish population. Aiming specifically at analysis of integration outcomes, 
LNU-UFB especially sampled non-adopted persons born outside of Sweden 
aged 18-75 years who have lived permanently in Sweden since at least January 
1st 2005, meaning for at least 5 years (Wadensjö 2013). In order to secure a 
representative number of respondents from less numerous migrant groups in 
Sweden, the sample frame was stratified according to seven origin country 
groups, as well as three different age groups. The non-response rate in LNU-
UFB was 37% (Carlsson 2010; Wadensjö 2013), and resulted in more than 
4,000 individuals answering the survey. Among them, more than 3,200 indi-
viduals were asked questions on their transnational social networks. In order 
to enable representativeness, a post stratification weight is available, calcu-
lated in relation to country of birth, age, income, education, region of resi-
dence, age at immigration, gender and time in Sweden, and variables relating 
to non-response. The weight was used in Study III when presenting descrip-
tive statistics, and the variables it was based on have been included in the re-
gression model.   

The LNU-UFB survey data was originally linked with Swedish register 
data for variables concerning place of residence, nationality, labour market 
statuses and occupations, as well as times for immigration and emigration and 
reasons for residence permits.  Additionally, it was linked with updated regis-
ter data on family events, labour market trajectories, and migration behaviour 
for the purpose of Study III. The linkage to prospective register data offers 
unique possibilities of analysis including both subjective aspects of individ-
ual’s transnational country attachments as well as more objective reports of, 

for example, migration behavioural outcomes.   
Unlike the LNU-UFB, the TEMPER survey takes on another perspective 

on international migrants. Analysing complex migration trajectories among 
migrants who have returned to their countries of birth, as well as the living 
conditions of prospective migrants, the sampling procedures were carried out 
in multiple migration sending nations: Argentina, Romania, Senegal and 
Ukraine, and included both returnees and non-migrants. In each of these coun-
tries, migrants who have experienced return from up to two different destina-
tions were selected. For Study IV in this thesis, the return samples from Sen-
egal and Romania were included, where migrants had experienced one or sev-
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eral migrations to and from Spain. The sampling design in Romania and Sen-
egal shared similarities in that they both had the possibility to base their sam-
ple selection on national censuses, thereby increasing their representativeness 
(Serrano et al. 2018). Migrants in the Romanian and Senegalese samples 
shared many similarities, e.g., in terms of their return motives. At the same 
time, differences between the countries and migrant experiences, e.g., in ref-
erence to EU immigration policies, made them interesting to compare.  

The structured interviews of TEMPER were finalized in late 2018. Return-
ees were defined as those that migrated to Spain after 1996 and returned after 
year 2000 (Serrano et al. 2018). This means that return decisions were made 
both before, and during, the economic crisis in Spain. In order to capture more 
temporary forms of migration (though still different from other forms of 
travel, for example tourism), migrations with durations of at least three months 
were included. Additionally, returnees needed to have spent at least three 
months back in their origin country after return. Non-migrants were selected 
either as general representations of the same localities as the returnees (Ro-
mania), or as individually matched counterparts (Senegal).  

Methods 
Reflecting the different strengths and limitations provided by the data, differ-
ent models were used as the main analytical tools. In Studies I and III, different 
types of event history models were used. Event History Analysis (EHA), some-
times also called survival-, duration- or hazards analysis, has a history deeply 
rooted within demography through its early study of life tables and mortality 
risks (Allison 2014). Although in practice comprising of multiple related 
methods (e.g., the piecewise constant competing risk analysis presented in 
Study I and the discrete event history models in Study III), the basic function 
of EHA is to study the occurrence and timing of one or several events, defined 
as a transition between two discrete states. The time in which we observe each 
individual can be measured differently, as life itself can be described as having 
multiple running clocks. Time can, for example, be measured with regard to 
historical time, individual age, or as in Study I, months since first immigration, 
or as in Study III, years since participating in a survey. During an observation 
period we follow individuals and their risks of experiencing a specific out-
come or event at a certain time, as an event is not equally prone to happen 
constantly over time, but more or less likely at specific periods or time points.  

Important advantages with EHA are the possibility to analyse not only time 
constants, but time varying variables, changing during the observation period, 
and to analyse individuals who in linear or logistic regressions would have 
been dropped due to lacking sufficient information for the entire observation 
period. For example, through EHA, we can include individuals dropping out 
(or in) of the sample before the observation period has ended (or after it has 
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started), e.g., through in- and outmigration. The time in Sweden (for example) 
for these individuals also contribute to the model analysis; enabling more ro-
bust results. Moreover, through the temporal interval between time varying 
independent variables and the dependent variable, we get at least some assur-
ance of the causal direction in associations found. For example, although some 
events might be anticipated beforehand, for example the birth of a child or 
leaving a country, we can be more certain that previous events, for example 
the attainment of Swedish citizenship or unemployment, have at least some 
indirect impacts on the likelihood of having a child or emigrating, rather than 
the other way around.  

Although modelled cross-sectionally, the logistic regressions used 
throughout the thesis (e.g., in Study III and Study IV), also included variables 
based on retrospective information on individual labour market- and migration 
histories. Hence, although not explicitly following individuals over time, the 
models were still designed from an underlying understanding of how migra-
tion events unfold over time, with both pre-, during- and post migration states 
(Cassarino 2016). Logistic regressions are among the most commonly used 
method for binary response data, and hardly need any lengthy presentation 
here. They are used to overcome bias produced by standard linear models and 
assume response and error terms to be normally distributed, build on the max-
imum likelihood function, with estimated likelihoods normally reported as 
odds ratios (Hilbe 2009). Whereas odds are the product of the number of those 
experiencing the outcome divided by the number of those not experiencing 
the outcome, odds ratios are simply the product of the odds of one group di-
vided by the odds of another, given certain characteristics.   

All data within this thesis is observational data. Different from experi-
mental data, this means that no intervention has been made; thus, no individ-
uals were selected to experience a specific situation (i.e., independent varia-
ble, or “treatment”). Instead, constant self-selection into different “treatments” 

characterizes the study populations and information available. In Study IV, 
propensity score models (PSM) were carried out in order to account for at least 
some of this selectivity. In short, PSM calculate the risk of being treated, and 
use these likelihoods to match individuals with similar risks of being treated. 
The results are ultimately a comparison of the outcomes among treated indi-
viduals, with the outcome of the un-treated individuals, but with the similar 
propensities of being treated (Caliendo & Kopeinig 2008).  

Whilst PSM do offer some accounting for selectivity into treatments, it is, 
as every model used within this dissertation, not capable of accounting for 
unobserved variables, although these might affect outcomes either directly or 
indirectly (i.e., being either confounding or moderating variables). It should 
also be noted, that although possible social mechanisms have been taken into 
account when performing the analyses within this thesis, no causal relation-
ships are claimed on the basis of statistical analysis only.  
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Different from the more conventional methods already described, Study II 
mostly relies on descriptive analyses based on searching through registers for 
any form of activity that would confirm an individual’s presence in the coun-

try. The method is called register-trace, and is suggested by Statistics Sweden 
(2015) as a way of detecting over coverage. Whilst the method is deterministic 
in the sense that it assumes a person to either live or not live in the country, it 
can work as a starting point for the development of a method that takes a more 
probabilistic approach, where individuals are more or less likely to actually 
live in the country.  
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Ethical considerations 

When studying migration  
Glimpsing on contemporary political discussions of international migration 
today, including the politization, criminalization and securitization of migra-
tion issues and migrants themselves, the question of how to conduct ethical 
migration research is not only valid (as in any research project) but especially 
important. Obviously, migration, just as other demographic phenomena, is in-
trinsically linked to policy making, political ideology, inequalities, and power 
relations. Migration including crossing international borders, is per se a polit-
ical phenomenon. Among the papers included in this dissertation, this per-
spective is perhaps most explicit in Studies I and IV where,  for example, the 
freedom of mobility and the “voluntariness” of return are discussed an ana-

lysed. However, when writing this thesis, the foundations for formulating re-
search questions and choosing research designs, did not emerge within any 
specific migration political debate where migration within receiving nations 
is often seen as something inherently problematic (Boréus 2020; Hansen & 
Hager 2012). Instead, the underlying understanding of migration in this thesis 
is as an inevitable part of human populations.  

The intensified and populistic political debate surrounding migration issues 
has led to a need to de-problematize migration in order to understand it better.  
When the migration scholar Hein De Haas was appointed Professor at Maas-
tricht University, he claimed that international migration was a phenomenon 
much debated, but still poorly understood, partly because of its political “hot-
topic” status. In his inaugural speech, he urged researchers to view migration 
not as a “problem to be solved, or a challenge to be managed, but as an intrin-

sic and therefore inevitable part of broader processes of development and 
globalization” (Maastricht University 2014, from minute one). Similar notions 
have been expressed in relation to other demographic phenomena. “The less 

we think about targeting populations, the less we think about controlling pop-
ulations, the less we have a crisis mentality, the less we assume that all of our 
problems come from too many people, the more I think we can work on the 
things that really matters.“ said Matthew Connelly (Woodrow Wilson Center 

2013, from minute five), the author of the book Fatal misconception – the 
struggle to control world population (2008), when commenting on different 
historical attempts to control and reduce fertility levels. 
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My point of departure has been to analyse re-migration as a demographic 
phenomenon, i.e., a process related to the longitudinal changes of size, com-
positions, and spatial distribution of human populations. The research ques-
tions in this thesis all stem from this perspective. Additionally, based on this 
claim, I have deliberately not limited this thesis to one specific migrant group, 
i.e., by focusing on a specific geographical origin or migration motive. By 
showing the heterogeneity of attributes characterising repeat migrants, I hope 
to show how migration in general, and re-migration in particular, is similar to, 
and connected with, other human population processes such as fertility, ageing 
and death, regardless of political ideology. 

When managing and analysing data 
Within the social sciences and research regarding humans, all research includ-
ing “sensitive” information requires ethical approval from an ethical review 
board. Among the information regarded as “sensitive” according to the Euro-

pean Union’s General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) is “ethnic back-

ground” and indicators acting as proxies of such (Swedish Research Council 

2017). One such proxy is country of birth; a key variable used throughout this 
thesis. Ethical approvals to the use of sensitive data are only granted to re-
search where any risks of including individual’s personal integrity are out-

weighed by the scientific value of the same for individuals and society. All 
studies included in this thesis have been performed within research projects 
granted ethical approval by either the Swedish Regional Ethical Review 
Boards and Statistics Sweden as the administrative and delivering authority, 
or the European Commission, and each study has been approved by responsi-
ble project managers. For the Swedish-based studies, the overarching research 
projects are: “Geographical context: A new way to measure what the sur-

roundings mean for individual life courses” (Study I), “Sweden in Time: Ac-

tivities and Relations” (Study II). and “The Level of Living Project among 

Foreign Born and their Children – Living Conditions and Life Courses in Con-
temporary Sweden among Foreign Born and their Children” (Study III). Sim-
ilarly, Ethical Review was approved within the research proposal evaluation 
procedure by the European Commission, which funded the “Temporary ver-

sus Permanent Migration” project1 (Study IV).  
Ethical research practice requires informed consent from research partici-

pants, as well as information to be given to those individuals about the re-

 
1 The TEMPER project is funded through European Commission’s Seventh Framework Pro-

gramme for research, technological development and demonstration under grant agreement no 
613468.  
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search aims and general procedures. Informed consent was given by individ-
uals participating in both the LNU-UFB and TEMPER surveys. Within the 
LNU-UFB survey, the information given to participants, on which they agreed 
to participate, included information on additional data collection of previous 
and future information from national registers (Statistics Sweden, n.d.). Ex-
ception from the rule of informed consent is individually tested from case to 
case, but is generally given to research where participants are not actively en-
gaged and their information is collected from public authority registers, as this 
would require disproportionately large work efforts (Swedish Research Coun-
cil 2017).  

In both the register and survey data used in this thesis, individuals are anon-
ymized, with real personal identification numbers replaced by fictive identifi-
cation numbers before being distributed to researchers. In cases where indi-
viduals in small sub-populations, for example from a specific country of birth, 
combined with another rare characteristic, run the risk of being indirectly iden-
tified, data is delivered in form of aggregated groups. Additionally, in order 
to maintain confidentiality, the analyses and statistics in the whole dissertation 
are only presented at aggregate levels. 

The different data sources used in this thesis are all stored in ways in which 
unauthorized people cannot access it. In terms of register data, all data storage 
and analysis are made within Statistic Sweden’s system for microdata delivery 

(MONA), from which individual information cannot be retrieved. The MONA 
system is specifically designed to grant access only to active researchers with 
approved authority in accessing specific information related to each granted 
research project.  
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Summary of studies  

Study I. Re‐emigration of foreign‐born residents from 

Sweden: 1990–2015.  
International migration trends show not only an increase in absolute numbers 
of migrants, but also increasing differentiation in migration trajectories, mo-
tives, and characteristics. The increasing diversity in international migration 
flows includes an increase in repeat migration. However, studies of re‐emi-

gration have often failed to appropriately distinguish emigration types, and 
have traditionally been limited to economic analysis of labour migrants. As 
repeated migration rises, the need to make meaningful distinctions between 
various remigration flows increases. We need to know whether and how dif-
ferent flows, for example, return or onward migration, are comparable and in 
what senses. The need for this distinction accentuates one of the main chal-
lenges in migration research, where appropriate definitions of migration in 
terms of time and space, in combination with data availability, have always 
been important challenges. 

This paper analyses patterns and determinants of return and onward migra-
tion among foreign‐born individuals residing in Sweden at some time between 

1990 and 2015. It maps the re-migration patterns in relation to countries of 
origin and destination, hence differing between return and onward migration. 
Moreover, it analyses the determinants of return and onward migration in re-
lation to past migration histories, as well as the evolving social and economic 
situation in Sweden after time since first immigration. The overarching re-
search questions are: Who is emigrating, and where do they go? What are the 
determinants of return and onward migration?  

The data stems from administrative high‐quality register data from Sweden, 

and includes nonadopted foreign‐born individuals with two foreign‐born par-

ents immigrating for the first time to Sweden between 1990 and 2015 as non-
students, at an age of 15 years or more. The analysis is conducted within a 
competing risk set up, where re-migration is differentiated according to desti-
nation. Analysed events are returns to the country of birth and onward migra-
tion to another country - where the latter is neither the country of birth nor the 
prior country of residence. Given the importance of time in the host country 
in determining re-migration risks, event history analysis is used with piece-
wise constant hazards after 1, 3, 5 and 10 years after immigration.   
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Results from this study show how return is the main form of re-migration, 
however, onward migration is more prominent among specific migrant 
groups, i.e., migrants born in politically and economically more instable coun-
tries, for example, the horn of Africa and other Sub-Saharan countries, and 
admitted forced migrants.  Onward migration destinations are found to be very 
diverse, though other Nordic countries and the United Kingdom are among 
the most common destinations. In terms of what drives return and onward mi-
gration, being male, a labour migrant, and moving within contexts of free mo-
bility, are all factors related to higher risks of both re-migration forms. Family 
attachments, such as having a child born in Sweden, lower the risks of re-
migration – especially for women. Obtaining  Swedish citizenship is associ-
ated with a higher likelihood of re-migration among those who gained Swe-
dish residency based on asylum, compared to other admission categories. The 
relationship is clearest for onward migration, but also exists for return. The 
mobility opportunities provided through Swedish citizenship can be inter-
preted as especially important for this group. Additionally, return and onward 
migration differ in their timing. Whilst the risk of return migration is highest 
a few years after initial immigration, it thereafter declines. In contrast, , on-
ward migration risks are elevated after the first year of immigration and re-
main on a steady, even increasing, level long after immigration. Similarly, 
younger migrants are more likely to move onward than migrants in their 20s. 
Although older migrants still have relatively high probabilities of moving back 
to their countries of birth, they are much less likely to move onward than 
younger migrants. Overall, the findings from this study are important for the  
interpretation of the phenomenon of repeat migration, which is often not spec-
ified as either return or onward migration. The study shows that migration is 
an open-ended process, as levels of re-migration are high in Sweden. These 
high levels of repeat migration are related to the freedom of mobility provided 
by migrants moving within contexts of free mobility (such as Nordic migrants) 
and migrants obtaining Swedish citizenship.  

Study II. Over-coverage in population registers leads to 
bias in demographic estimates 
Estimating the number of individuals living in a country is an essential task 
for demographers. However, accurate estimation of population size is often 
challenging, especially for migrant populations, where registered population 
size may be under- or overestimated in relation to how many people actually 
reside within a country. Previous research in this field has focused more on 
issues of under-coverage, and the problems of estimating the size and charac-
teristics of undocumented populations, than on over-coverage, i.e., individuals 
registered but not living in a country, (and caused mainly by the non-random 
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process of failing to register emigration).  At the same time, over-coverage 
has become more important in recent times due to increases in the re-migration 
of migrants and ongoing changes in demographic data collection; an increas-
ing number of countries have moved to register-based data collection systems 
and register based censuses. 

This study assesses potential bias in estimating the size of different migrant 
populations due to over-coverage in population registers. Although  an in-
creasingly pressing phenomenon, there is no common understanding of how 
to deal with over-coverage in demographic research. In our analysis, we com-
pare three measures previously put forward as ways of controlling for over-
coverage, using Swedish administrative register data for the period 1990–

2012 on registered foreign-born residents aged 18–75. The first measure, the 
zero income approach, builds on the idea that all individuals without any eco-
nomic activity in a welfare state like Sweden in a given year can be assumed 
to not live in the country and should thus be excluded from the study popula-
tion. A second measure, which we call the register trace approach, is based on 
work by Statistics Sweden, and considers not only of personal income, but 
also registered migrations, internal moves, civil status changes, citizenship 
changes, educational enrolments, graduation, employment, unemployment, 
household income, and death. A longitudinal version of this measure, based 
on a weighted sum of indicators considering multiple years, constitutes the 
third measure. We analysed the prevalence of over-coverage for different mi-
grant groups and how it changes over time, using the three measures. We also 
assessed the socio-demographic predictors of over-coverage and how age-spe-
cific fertility and death rates may be biased due to over-coverage. 

The results show increasing overall over-coverage levels across the study 
period, with substantial and increasing differences between the zero personal 
income and register-trace approaches. Basing over-coverage assumptions on 
personal income alone thus risks overestimating over-coverage compared 
with also taking  other aspects into account. The zero-income approach is ar-
gued to be especially insufficient when studying newly arrived migrants, who 
are more likely to not yet have  registered any income. The longitudinal reg-
ister trace approach is additionally more likely to capture older individuals, as 
they do not appear as often in the registers as people of working ages, despite 
the fact that they are till residing in the country. Additionally, we find that 
characteristics known to be associated with higher re-migration propensities 
are linked to higher over-coverage likelihoods, for example having spent less 
time in Sweden, being male, not having Swedish citizenship, being a student 
migrant, or being a migrant from a neighbouring country. Adjusting for over-
coverage is thus particularly important for studies of migrant populations with 
known high emigration intensities. Moreover, we find substantial changes in 
mortality and fertility rates, when adjusted, for people of migrating age. For 
example, not adjusting for over-coverage runs the risk of underestimating To-
tal Fertility Rates by 12-18%. Accounting for over-coverage is particularly 
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important for correctly estimating migrant fertility, as the ages of fertility and 
migration intensity coincide.  

Based on our findings, we recommend researchers to adjust for over-cov-
erage in groups where overall re-migration rates are high. Where this is not 
done, researchers risk biased results due to over-coverage. Caution should be 
taken using solely personal income as a basis for over-coverage assumptions. 
However, because personal income is a relatively easily accessible variable, 
we argue that the zero personal income approach should not be rejected as a 
basis for over-coverage estimation all together. Instead, it should be comple-
mented with additional information, and we suggest that there is a need, there-
fore, to also include the total household income and a variable related to the 
migration and integration history of individuals, such as citizenship.   

Study III.  Did they stay or did they go: The role of 
intention behind re-migration behaviour 
Although common in the field of many other population processes, studies of 
how intentions relate to actual behaviour are largely absent when it comes to 
the re-migration of foreign-born residents. Instead, an implicit assumption I 
used in which intention and behaviour can be interchanged in studying re-
emigration processes. However, international re-migration intentions and ac-
tual behaviour have so far largely been treated in separate literatures, obscur-
ing any examination of whether re-migration intentions are actually realized 
or not, and under what circumstances. In this paper we examine the extent to 
which migration intentions might predict actual migration behaviour, compare 
their main determinants, and analyse what factors are related to the realization 
(or not) of re-migration intentions. Re-migration intention and behaviour are 
conceptualized as two parts of the same re-migration process, and examined 
by following the same individuals over time.  

Theories on re-migration intention predominantly relate it to aspects of 
transnational belonging, as a way for migrants to imagine possible futures and 
make sense of their migration experiences, as well as being a means by which 
to negotiate their often multiple national identities. In contrast, re-migration 
behaviour has traditionally been regarded as the return migration of econom-
ically motivated migrants, and has been explained through economic theories 
of rational behaviour. Similar to return intentions, however, origin country at-
tachments in terms of economic investments, remittances, and social ties 
through the presence of family and friends in the origin country, have been 
noted to be related to higher likelihoods of leaving the destination country. 
Additionally, whilst re-migration intentions have been interpreted as reactions 
towards racism and marginalization, destination country attachments, for ex-
ample through the obtainment of citizenship, has been found to be related to 
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lower likelihoods of both intention and behaviour. In terms of realization, in-
itial research suggests that intentions to return are sometimes outplayed by 
economic instability in the origin, or family present in the destination country. 
However, existing research is still limited in geographical scope, as well as 
specific migration settings and characterized by using retrospective data. 
Moreover, a lack of knowledge pertaining to how specific life events might 
influence the process of realization is also evident within such studies. Con-
sequently, this paper incorporates insights from residential mobility literature 
in order to show how both expected and unexpected life events may trigger 
intentions as well as actual behaviour.  

Data is comprised of a unique linkage of survey data on foreign born indi-
viduals’ future mobility intentions, five years into the future, combined with 
Swedish high-quality individual, longitudinal register data following individ-
uals up to eight years after the survey. Together, this combination of data in-
cludes information on both destination- and origin socio-economic attach-
ments. The distinctive data set up allows us to follow up on individuals’ stated 

medium-term migration intentions to examine if and to what extent they are 
followed by actual re-migration behaviour.  

First, and in order to answer whether re-migration intentions are a good 
proxy for eventual behaviour, as well as to investigate whether intentions and 
behaviour are determined by similar or different background factors, we esti-
mated logistic regression models of re-migration intention and behaviour sep-
arately, using the information available at the time of the survey, as well as an 
up to six-year register follow-up on whether or not re-migration was taking 
place. Behaviour was estimated through one model only including intention, 
and one model in which intention was added to all other covariates. Second, 
and in order to analyse the process of migration realization we used two dif-
ferent discrete time event history models that estimated the likelihood of em-
igrating from Sweden among those whose intention was, respectively, to leave 
or stay in Sweden. The event history approach enabled us to analyse time-
varying variables as well as the inclusion of life events occurring after the 
survey.  

Our findings show that intention, although an important determinant of ac-
tual re-migration, is a poor proxy of re-migration behaviour, especially for 
migrants who have been in Sweden for a considerable time. Having the inten-
tion to leave Sweden increases the odds of actual re-migration more than four 
times, whilst controlling for other variables. However, only 10% of those in-
dividuals stating an intention to leave, had done so within the study period. 
Moreover, only 4% of the total variance in re-migration behaviour was shown 
to be explained by intention.  Overall, aspects of country attachments showed 
similar associations with re-migration intention as with behaviour, at least in 
terms of direction. That said, it was also noted that origin country ties were 
more strongly related to intention rather than behaviour, and even more so 
among more recent migrants.  Being unemployed or experiencing economic 
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difficulties was related to an increase in intending to and actually leaving Swe-
den, while holding Swedish citizenship and having one’s best friend living in 

Sweden were related to lower likelihoods of both. Additionally, we found that 
not including the variable of intention in models of re-migration behaviour did 
not necessarily lead to bias in terms of other determinants. 

The paper shows that the main factors for not realising re-migration inten-
tions, whether to leave or to stay, are experiences of unemployment, as well 
as previous economic difficulties. This result is similar to findings within res-
idential mobility, and involves the result of either the postponement, change, 
or abandonment of intentions. It adds to yet limited research on re-migration 
intention realization, by showing how economic difficulties not only in the 
origin but also in the destination country might outplay the role of intending 
to leave the destination. Moreover, it shows how processes of realising the 
intentions of both leaving and staying in the destination country are similar to 
each other.   

Study IV. Migration interrupted - moving beyond the 
forced-voluntary dichotomy in analysing economic 
difficulties post return 
Return migrants constitute an ever-larger share of international migration. At 
the same time, return migration has become an increasing focus of migration 
policies as a tool to manage unwanted migration, either through deportation 
or through assisted voluntary programs. However, knowledge is still limited 
on how varying conditions surrounding the decision to return impacts the eco-
nomic reintegration of migrants. Traditional models focusing on the relation-
ship between return and development have paid limited attention to factors 
surrounding the return decision, whereas more recent research frequently re-
duces these factors to a forced vs voluntary dichotomy, separating administra-
tively enforced returns from others. Hence, much of the complexity underly-
ing the concept of voluntariness is still missing from analysis, despite the fact 
that it may influence post-return conditions.  

This paper examines conditions of international return migration, focusing 
on return voluntariness, and its relationship to the risks of experiencing eco-
nomic difficulties post return. In our empirical examination we draw upon 
Cassarino’s concept of return preparedness and its two central aspects, will-

ingness and resource mobilization, to establish the mechanisms through which 
voluntariness impacts on returnees’ reintegration. The notion of willingness 

describes whether the individual had opportunity to autonomously choose to 
return at a certain time, or whether external events or obstacles compelled or 
forced the return decision. Resource mobilization refers to the process of mo-
bilising tangible, i.e., financial, and intangible resources, i.e., skills and social 



39 

networks (both in the host- and origin country).  For the purpose of under-
standing the process of re-integration, the concept of return preparedness has 
an undeniable value. However, it has remained unclear as to how aspects of 
willingness and resources are mutually related, and how they together relate 
to economic outcomes. 

In our analysis, we consider different specifications of voluntariness in or-
der to unveil the complexity and multi-layered nature of the notion of ‘volun-

tary return’. Aspects considered are self-assessed voluntariness, feelings of 
compulsion, and the main motives for return. We test the relationship between 
voluntariness, skill acquisition and shorter-than-expected migration durations, 
and how they relate to experiencing financial difficulties after return. Chal-
lenging the notion of migration as an intrinsic way to obtain a better financial 
status, we compare the economic situation of migrants returning using differ-
ent levels of voluntariness, to the situation of non-migrants. Since selection 
into migration is likely related to experiencing economic difficulties, we use 
propensity score models for this comparison, matching returnees to non-mi-
grants on the probability of becoming a migrant in the first place. The data 
consists of survey-data from 1,715 face-to-face interviews with Senegalese 
and Romanian migrants having returned from Spain, as well as Senegalese 
and Romanian non-migrants. As returnees are a considerably hard-to-reach 
population, the data used is unique in its large sampling of returnees at origin 
and after return.  

Findings from this study show how many self-declared voluntary returnees, 
notwithstanding, did experience external pressure pushing them to return. 
Thus, considering only self-declared voluntariness is problematic from an op-
erationalization point of view, as it may obscure explicit forces at work in 
decisions to return, and have different connotations across contexts. Addition-
ally, “semi-involuntariness” (when return is marked by feelings of compulsion 
or unfavourable return motives) is associated with higher risks of economic 
difficulties than voluntary, non-compelled, returns. A similar association is 
found for self-declared administratively enforced returns; in line with previous 
studies associating deported migrants with worse economic outcomes. Having 
time to prepare for their return, and thus to mobilize their individual resources, 
was additionally found to significantly reduce the risks of economic difficul-
ties, as were entrepreneurial skills obtained in the destination country.  

Overall, our findings show how reduced risks of experiencing economic 
difficulties are not inherent features of migration, but dependent on migration 
experiences and return conditions. We find no general migration advantage 
relative to non-migrants with similar characteristics in Romania. In Senegal, 
the migration-related advantage disappears in the case of deported returnees. 
However, semi-involuntary returnees in Senegal still generally experience an 
economic advantage compared to non-migrants. This means that in Senegal, 
although generally leading to less chances of improved living conditions, 
semi-involuntary return is still “worth it” when compared to not migrating at 
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all. Hence, in order to improve prospects of re-integration, our findings sug-
gest that policy efforts should acknowledge experienced difficulties already 
common among economic migrants when balancing life away from family 
back home, rather than imposing restrictions and obstacles that abruptly inter-
rupt the migration project. 
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Concluding remarks  

Through its four studies, this thesis provides increased knowledge on interna-
tional re-migration. Among its main contributions is its addressing of 
longstanding conceptual and methodological challenges within re-migration 
research, related to definitions and data limitations. For example, this thesis’ 

main findings help distinguish, compare, and nuance implications of common 
definitions, i.e., return vs onward migration, intentions vs behaviour, and 
forced vs voluntary return. Another main finding concerns ways to address 
imperfect data collection, especially with regards to contexts where data is 
often thought to be flawless. The knowledge produced is important not only 
for how to better understand re-migration processes, but also with regards to 
how we should assess previous knowledge, and how to progress future re-
search endeavours.  

Previous research has shown how re-migration is heavily dependent on in-
dividual immigrants’ countries of birth, as well as admission category (e.g., 
Aydemir & Robinson 2008; Borjas & Bratsberg 1996; Bratsberg et al. 2007; 
González-Ferrer et al. 2014; Jensen & Pedersen 2007; Nekby 2006). Study I 
in this thesis confirms this general finding, e.g., showing how re-migration 
overall is higher to geographically proximate countries, and less common 
among migrants with restricted mobility opportunities. Moreover, the disser-
tation advances previous knowledge by showing how return and onward mi-
gration differ in relation to countries of birth. First of all, it shows how re-
migration overall is driven primarily by migrants returning to their countries 
of birth. This is important for our interpretation of previous (and future) re-
search findings. As a consequence, previous and unanimous findings in rela-
tion to repeat migration, which have explicitly focused on either return migra-
tion or re-migration in general, are proven to still be valid representations for 
most re-migration settings. In addition, the findings from Study I show how 
onward migration from Sweden is occurring predominantly in groups where 
overall remigration levels are relatively low, for example among those born in 
the horn of Africa, India, Pakistan or Bangladesh, Sub-Saharan Africa, or So-
malia. Hence, although a majority of the overall re-migration is indeed return 
migration to individuals’ countries of birth, researchers need to be especially 

cautious making this assumption when analysing re-migration within groups 
from more politically or economically more unstable countries, as onward mi-
gration then is more plausible.  
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In relation to the first study, this thesis has shown the main similarities and 
differences between return and onward migration, the two aspects together 
constituting re-migration. Return and onward migration are found to be simi-
lar in terms of destination country economic attachment, gender, freedom of 
mobility, and family present in the destination country. That is, both forms of 
re-migration are deterred by either employment or social benefits in the desti-
nation country, are slightly more common among men than women, more 
common among migrants with free mobility, and less common among mi-
grants with family members present in the destination country. However, re-
turn and onward migration tends to differ in relation to time since migration 
and with regards to the age of migrants. Whilst the risk of return is highest a 
few years after initial immigration, the risk of onward migration remains at a 
similar and even increasing level. Onward migration is additionally more 
common among younger migrants than return. These differences are im-
portant to note because previously stated “stylized facts” in terms of re-migra-
tion in general, are found to be less valid for onward migration. For example, 
whilst it is accurate that most re-migrations occur shortly after initial immi-
gration (e.g., Aydemmir & Robinson 2008; Da Vanzo 1981; Edin et al. 2000), 
this is not necessarily true in groups that tend to move onward, which is shown 
to occur later, after more time has been spent in the country of destination.  

Even though common in studies of other demographic phenomena, includ-
ing initial migration in relation to the aspiration-capability framework (e.g., 
Carling 2002; Carling & Schewel 2018; De Haas 2021), re-migration as an 
explicit process, is rarely studied as a differentiated process, including aspira-
tions, intentions, plans and actual behaviour. This thesis has taken existent 
knowledge and understanding step closer to disentangling the micro-level pro-
cesses underlying re-migration, by analysing actual behaviour following 
stated intentions. Based on the findings from Study III, we learn how not only 
origin country conditions may hinder intended re-migration (Flahaux 2015), 
but also economic problems in the destination country. Moreover, the study 
finds that stated medium-term intentions cannot be interpreted as proxies for 
actual behaviour, partly since realization levels are low – especially among 
long-term migrants. However, models analysing the role of country attach-
ments for the outcome of re-migration behaviour, are found to have similar 
results with and without the variable of intention. Thus, research on re-migra-
tion behaviour that does not access information on intention is not biased as a 
consequence of this missing information when analysing the role of country 
attachments.  

In terms of return migration, the findings from this thesis show additional 
complexity in terms of return voluntariness than is currently acknowledged 
within academic and policy discussions. Based on the findings form Study IV, 
I argue how return migration in general, across different migration regimes 
and geographical settings, is marked by high levels of semi-involuntariness. 
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Moreover, I argue how this semi-involuntariness is not only linked to difficul-
ties in the countries of destination, but also related to family orientated mo-
tives, such as family pressure to return. More than pointing towards the exist-
ence of “semi-involuntarines”, the analysis unpacks return ‘voluntariness’ and 

describes it through different aspects, linking self-declared voluntariness to 
feelings of compulsion and return motivations (c.f. discussion in Bivand-Erdal 
& Oeppen 2017). Additionally, the findings from Study IV show the im-
portance of return voluntariness beyond a mere philosophical standpoint, and 
illustrates how these different aspects structurally relate to economic post re-
turn conditions. 

This thesis has shown how re-migration is related to other demographic 
phenomena, and potentially also to other socio-economic aspects, even when 
unobserved. As found by the work undertaken for Study II, not acknowledging 
unobserved re-migration risks substantial bias in both mortality and fertility 
rates, driven by the analytical inclusion of those proposedly no longer present 
in the country. Hypothetically, the same bias (unregistered re-migration) may 
also underestimate other indicators among foreign born populations, e.g., lev-
els of unemployment and employment, thereby affecting the narrative as well 
as policy recommendations for these groups. Certainly, this is an aspect of the 
thesis’ findings that is in need of further examination, however, already now, 

we see how re-migration is of potential importance in many research fields 
beyond studies of migration per se.  Hence, a more thorough inclusion of re-
migration is suggested for any demographic or socio-economic analysis 
among foreign-born populations.   

By using different data sources, this thesis has overcome data limitations 
present in each separate data source, by combining them with the strengths of 
others. In all four studies, the research questions were additionally formulated 
so to benefit from the advantages of each data source. As data limitations rep-
resent constant struggles within migration research, the findings from each 
empirical set up and analysis are used to reflect not only on the studied migra-
tion phenomena per se, but also on the methodological consequences of stud-
ies using other types of data. For example, Study I reflects on the impact of 
analysing re-migration without differing return from onward migration, Study 
III on the usage of re-migration intentions as proxies of behaviour, and Study 
IV on conceptualising return as being either forced or voluntary. Aware that 
some of the information provided by, for example, register data is not acces-
sible to large fractions of the research community, suggestions and interpreta-
tions for using less extensive data are provided in Study II.  
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Policy recommendations 
Although not directly studying specific policies, the analysis within this thesis 
involves discussion of many indirect policy effects on re-migration. Hence, 
beyond the academic value of the findings, a few policy recommendations are 
worth mentioning.  

First, more attention towards the processes of re-migration is needed by 
policy makers in areas related to migration and integration. Similar to previous 
studies (e.g., Barbiano di Belgiojoso & Ortensi, 2013; Bratsberg et al. 2007; 
Edin et al. 2000; Kelly 2013; Nekby 2006; Takenaka 2007), this thesis shows 
how re-migration not only is a common feature of contemporary migration, 
but also, how the selection to re-migration is non-random. Additionally, whilst 
younger individuals, individuals experiencing economic difficulties, and mi-
grants who are transnationally active tend to intend to re-migrate to a higher 
extent, unemployment is the main factor behind not realising the intention to 
leave (Study III). Overlooking re-migration as an aspect of migration flows 
thus runs missing important knowledge on the compositions of migrant stocks, 
integration processes, and foreign-borns’ living conditions. Within migration 

receiving countries, contemporary policy debates on migration tend to focus 
on immigration (Beauchemin 2014). However, a more thorough acknowl-
edgement of the importance and scope of re-migration would lead to more 
informed policy making in areas related to both migration and integration.  

Second, there is a need to address unregistered emigration in relation to 
repeat migration. If this is not done, we run the risk of severe bias in key esti-
mates among the foreign-born population (Study II), at the same time as these 
macro level indicators are vital for informed policy making. Whilst this thesis 
shows possible bias in terms of fertility and mortality estimates, it is possible 
that other, socio-economic and health related measures, e.g., labour market 
participation, are similarly affected. Whilst statistical methods for correcting 
over-coverage bias still needs to be improved, using the richness of the na-
tional registers is a promising, feasible and effective way forward in countries 
with register data. Hence, the recommendation of addressing unregistered em-
igration should not be seen as a support for a new census in Sweden, as sug-
gested in 2020 by the conservative party (Kristersson & Wykman 2020).   

Third, when formulating immigration policies, policy makers need to be 
aware of how the changes will affect also the emigration of migrants, resulting 
in net migrations possibly different from the ones intended.  In Sweden, im-
migration has been followed by relatively high levels of re-migration, at least 
up until 2015. With the introduction of restricted immigration policies includ-
ing the replacement of mostly permanent residence permits with temporary 
permits, it is likely that not only will immigration levels decrease, but that re-
migration will also decline, ultimately leading to higher net migration levels 
than intended. Additionally, and reflecting the situation up to 2015, it is likely 
that the lowest re-migration levels will be found in groups that face the highest 
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immigration restrictions to enter and live in Sweden. Well in line with existent 
literature on the negative implications of border enforcement for re-, and cir-
cular migration (Constant & Zimmermann 2011; 2012; Czaika & De Haas 
2017; De Haas 2005; Flahaux 2017; González-Ferrer et al. 2014; Massey & 
Singer 1995; Massey et al. 2015), findings from this thesis show how re-mi-
gration is most common among migrants moving within higher levels of free 
mobility (Study I). Similarly, at the same time as citizenship is seen as a signal 
of integration into a destination country integration, and an intention to stay 
in Sweden for longer periods of time (Study III), citizenship is also found re-
lated to increased mobility opportunities, especially onward migration - the 
more common form of re-migration in groups where overall re-migration lev-
els are low (Study I). The increased mobility opportunities provided by Swe-
dish citizenship are additionally shown to be more important with regards to 
re-migration among those whose residents permits are based on asylum or 
family ties, than for labour migrants. Hence, immigration restrictions will not 
only lower re-migration rates in general or among groups particularly affected 
by the new policies, but also decrease re-migration levels within groups which 
already show relatively low re-migration levels, or migrate onwards rather 
than return.  

Fourth, eventual return policies should aim at increasing the possibilities 
for migrants to decide on if, when and how to return to their countries of 
origin, including increased possibilities to prepare their return, so that return 
migrants may improve their economic conditions upon return. Following the 
analysis of return migration of both EU citizens as well as third country na-
tionals, Study IV in this thesis showed how willingness and time to prepare 
return, enabled a greater mobilisation of individual’s own resources (Cassa-

rino 2004), and thereafter showed how this was related to statistically signifi-
cant lower risks of economic difficulties post return. The relation is particu-
larly visible, though not limited to, non-EU migrants, and those who are de-
ported. In the latter case, the general risk reduction following migration is no 
longer visible compared to non-migrants. Hence, similar to previous literature 
(Kveder & Flahaux 2012; Lindström 2013; Åkesson 2015), the findings from 
this thesis show how improved economic conditions following international 
migration and return should not be taken for granted. Policy makers must, in 
order to provide basic conditions for a “triple-win” scenario, aim at facilitating 

the situation for international migrants, already experiencing difficulties with 
geographically distant families, rather than imposing hasty returns through ex-
pulsion.  
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Limitations and future studies 
Though analysing re-migration among heterogeneous groups of migrants and 
across different policy settings, the thesis is limited in terms of its geograph-
ical scope. Large re-migration flows are taking place from destination coun-
tries outside Europe, which have not been given attention in the thesis propor-
tional to their global size and societal impact, a most striking example being 
the flows from the Persian Gulf to south Asia (Azose and Raftery 2019). 
Hence, although re-migration across the world is shown to share many simi-
larities, the knowledge contribution of this thesis is influenced by its geo-
graphical range.  

A contribution of this thesis has been to show the heterogeneity within re-
migration in terms of migrant characteristics and destinations. Sub-popula-
tions have partly been analysed through split samples and interactions. How-
ever, to advance our knowledge about the mechanisms and consequences of 
re-migration, there is also a need to examine the conditions, aspirations, inten-
tions and behaviour prevailing in specific migrant groups. Among specific mi-
gration flows of interest to study further, are Somali born individuals migrat-
ing onward from Sweden to the UK, or the relatively large onward migration 
from Sweden to other Nordic countries.   

Other aspects valuable to the knowledge production of re-migration, 
though only briefly acknowledged within this thesis, are gender differentials 
and re-migration at specific breaking points within the life course. For exam-
ple, Study I, showed how family formation in Sweden to a varying degree 
affect men and women regarding their likelihood of re-migrating. Addition-
ally, having children is shown to increase the realization processes of re-mi-
gration intentions (Study III). Future studies are suggested that would provide 
further insights into the gendered dimensions of re-migration determinants.  

Whilst Study III included an analysis of those staying in the destination 
country, more could be gained by analysing those staying in the destination 
country, especially among groups with overall high re-migration rates. Under-
standing mechanisms behind staying, could potentially shine additional light 
on why some leave (cf. Schewel 2020). Additionally, as scholars increasingly 
point out, more research is needed on those not leaving the origin country in 
the first place. Whilst Study IV has touched upon this topic by examining risks 
of economic difficulties, more research is needed on this topic. 

The concept of country attachment is used in the thesis as a term to describe 
the economic, social and civic ties between individuals and countries. The 
thesis deliberately did not use the term “integration” in reference to destination 

country ties, as the complexity of this term would require an analysis beyond 
the scope of this thesis. Additionally, the stratification of the receiving society 
is vital for how to interpret for example economic and occupational status, 
expressed previously though theories of segmented assimilation (Portes & 
Zhou 1993). Both of these aspects are possible avenues for future research.  



47 

Finally, and related to the methodological recommendations regarding un-
registered emigration, provided by this thesis in Study II, more research is 
needed to understand its effects on other key measures such as health and so-
cio-economic integration. Improved methodological measures for adjustment 
are also needed. Whilst the findings from Study II show how researchers with-
out excessive data access could adjust for over-coverage, specific information, 
i.e., household income, is still required in order to not over-estimate – and 
potentially introduce new – bias. Additionally, the register trace approach is 
still deterministic in the sense that individuals are considered either over-cov-
ered or not, and specific individuals might still be misclassified. A promising 
way forward would be to develop a measure by applying a more probabilistic 
stance, in which migrants are more or less likely to be accurately registered as 
residents.  
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