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Abstract

This paper examines conditions of international return migration and their relation to

risks of experiencing economic difficulties postreturn. Relying on unique survey data

among Senegalese and Romanian returnees, we revisit and provide an empirical

examination of the theoretical notion of return preparedness, involving aspects of

voluntariness, resource mobilization and time to prepare. The lack of time to prepare

return, more commonly associated with self‐declared involuntary returns and

deportations, is found to significantly increase the risk of economic difficulties post

return in both contexts. Whilst emphasizing the complexity of voluntariness, the

findings show that, additionally, returns compelled by external circumstances or

negative return motivations (‘semi‐involuntary’) are associated with higher risks of

economic difficulties. Compared to nonmigrants, returnees experienced decreased

risks of economic difficulties in Senegal, but not significantly in Romania. Those

forced back to Senegal or compelled to return to Romania did, however not

experience such risk decrease.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Return migration is an important feature of international migration,

with more than one out of four contemporary international migration

movements being a return to one's country of birth (Azose & Raftery,

2019). Moreover, return is a phenomenon with strong political

connotations. On the one hand, return migrants have been

interpreted, both by policy makers and academic scholars, as

important actors for development in their origin societies (Global

Forum on Migration and Development [GFMD], 2008; Sinatti &

Horst, 2015), repatriating not only financial resources and skills

improving the lives for themselves, their families and local communi-

ties, but also new ideas and social norms (Grabska, 2015). On the

other hand, an increasingly security‐oriented political migration

management, not the least within the EU (Hansen & Hager, 2012),

has taken on return migration as one of its main means for

repatriating nondesirable migrants, promoting government‐ and

organization‐led ‘voluntary’ return assistance as an alternative to

more forceful removal (Black & Gent, 2006; Flahaux, 2017; Gibney,

2008; Koch, 2013; Kuschminder, 2017; Webber, 2011). Under-

standing what determines reintegration of return migrants is

important for the socioeconomic development in origin countries,
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and for improving policy‐making efforts involving return movements,

and generally the living conditions for these migrants. Therefore, in

this paper, we examine conditions of return—including voluntariness,

resource mobilization and time to prepare, and their relation to

economic reintegration.

Although providing important insights, traditional models of

return migration have paid little or no attention to the conditions of

return and its consequences, whereas more recent studies on forced

return have been insufficient in the analysis of the diversity of factors

underlying the return decision. The aim of this study is to gain further

knowledge of how the return conditions relate to the reintegration

process, and more specifically, to the probability of experiencing

economic difficulties after return. As argued in the qualitative work of

Van Houte et al. (2016); our underlying assumption is that returning

migrants face restrictions which might potentially bear impact on

their preparedness to return. These restrictions include, but are not

limited to, political or administrative forces expelling or removing the

individual. We rely on unique survey data that enable us to examine

different aspects of return preparedness and to examine different

possible specifications of voluntariness, including detailed informa-

tion on the main motives behind return.

The survey data employed allow us to compare two different

contexts of origin, involving external migration to the EU (Senegal)

and intra‐EU migration flows (Romania). Senegalese migrants are

particularly exposed to EU's migration management policies with

third countries (Flahaux et al., 2014; Hansen & Hager, 2012; Webber,

2011) while Romanian migrants can freely move within the EU. These

different positions, as well as their different social and economic

landscapes and migratory traditions, provide a broader empirical

testing of how conditions of return impact on reintegration. Finally,

the data also allow us to examine the role of migration as a

mechanism to lower risks of experiencing economic difficulties by

comparing the results of sampled returned migrants and nonmigrants.

2 | THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES ON
RETURN AND REINTEGRATION

Return to the country of origin has traditionally been framed within

the economic development literature (Constant, 2020; Hagan &

Wassink, 2020), with a majority of studies relying on econometric

models and economic arguments, many of them tracing back to New

Economics of Labor Migration theory (NELM) (Stark & Bloom, 1985).

Within the NELM framework, return is expected where migration

objectives of acquiring economic capital are met and fulfilled (Stark &

Bloom, 1985). This stands in contrast to neoclassical economists (NE)

viewing return never as a goal within the migration project but as the

result of a failed attempt at permanent migration to maximize one's

life earnings (Todaro, 1976). Scholars have been primarily interested

in understanding why and when migrants eventually return, leading to

theories of return in terms of failure or success, as well as the search

for the ‘optimal duration’ of migration, that is, the time needed to

accumulate sufficient financial resources (e.g., Borjas & Bratsberg,

1996; Constant & Massey, 2002, 2003; Dustmann, 2001, 2003). In

search for empirical evidence eventually supporting any of these

theories, numerous empirical studies have considered the double

selectivity of return migrants: selection out of those not migrating in

the first place and out of those migrants staying abroad (e.g., Borjas &

Bratsberg, 1996; Constant & Massey, 2002, 2003; Rooth & Saarela

2007; Wahba, 2015). Generally, empirical research has supported

theories of both positive and negative selection in terms of human

capital and economic success, suggesting return as a truly heteroge-

neous process (for a more extensive overview of these research

strands, see Constant, 2020).

Through financial and human capital accumulation (in line with

NELM theory), migration is generally seen as an important mecha-

nism leading to higher probabilities of economic improvement and

entrepreneurial activity, contributing to local and regional develop-

ment in the country of origin (Global Forum on Migration and

Development [GFMD], 2008; Sinatti & Horst, 2015). However, the

assumptions underlying this argumentation have been questioned.

For example, Hagan and Wassink (2020) argue that the predominant

econometric methodology in the economic development framework

has forced scholars to view the migration experience as a homoge-

nous process, in which migrants accumulate similar resources at a

similar speed and mobilize these in a similar way upon an assumed

voluntary return. The fact that migration might not always improve

economic outcomes after return has moreover complicated the

political discourse seeing returned migrants stand as the ultimate

actors of developmental change (Åkesson & Baaz, 2015). Several

authors point out that migration and return need to be understood as

a process unfolding over time, and their analysis needs a more

thorough inclusion of diversified migration experiences (Battistella,

2018; Cassarino, 2004, 2008).

In this sense, the concept of preparedness describes how

prepared individual migrants are, at the time of return, to successfully

undertake their reintegration in the country of origin. Cassarino's

(2004) theoretical elaboration of the concept helped identify three

main aspects of return preparedness. The first aspect has to do with

the notion of willingness (or voluntariness), which describes whether

the individual autonomously chooses to return at a certain time, or

whether external events or obstacles compelled her or forced her to

do so. This aspect of preparedness has to do with the subjective

ownership of the decision, which is expected to have a positive

impact upon reintegration, as the migrant has come up with the

decision, meaning she is ‘mentally prepared’ to return. The second

aspect of preparedness relates to the accumulation and mobilization

of resources, both tangible (i.e., financial) and intangible ones (i.e.,

skills and social networks). Economic assets and skills acquired during

migration (in line with the NELM theory), as well as social ties

maintained at origin (which can provide support and relevant

information) are assumed to provide better opportunity structures

for reintegration.

The third aspect of return preparedness is related to time. In

Cassarino's work (2004, 2008) a positive relationship is implicitly

assumed between willingness, resource mobilization, time to prepare

2 of 15 | MONTI AND SERRANO
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and optimal duration of migration. In contrast, we argue that time

aspects should be considered as separate factors that can intersect or

mediate the aspects of willingness and resource mobilization. This

could happen in at least three possible ways. First, the duration of

migration needs to be long enough to enable a sufficient acquisition

of financial resources and skills at destination, but not too long as to

weaken relevant ties at origin. This is what the literature on the

optimal duration of migration is concerned about. Second, the

interruption (or shortening) of the migration duration relative to

individual's desires hinders the ownership of the decision. And third,

closely related but specific enough, the interruption (or shortening) of

the migration duration relative to expectations (i.e., the unplanned or

sudden occurrence of return) can hinder the capacity to mobilize

resources. In other words, it is relevant that the individual has ‘time to

prepare’.

In the rapidly growing literature on return migration, empirical

specifications of return preparedness are still lacking. On the one

hand, academic discussions of preparedness tend to emphasize

material resource accumulation over all other aspects (Erdal &

Oeppen, 2017). On the other hand, it remains unclear how aspects of

voluntariness, resources and time are mutually related, and a positive

relation between them is frequently assumed (Kuschminder, 2017),

and how they together relate to economic outcomes upon

reintegration. In the following sections we discuss empirical findings

on each of these specific components.

2.1 | Return voluntariness

In much of the existing empirical literature, return voluntariness is

presented as a forced versus voluntary dichotomy, defined by purely

administrative procedures, where forced returnees are those suffer-

ing deportation. Compared to ‘voluntary’ returnees, deported

migrants are more often found in precarious labour market positions

and experiencing economic difficulties. These include higher risks of

unemployment (David, 2017; Flahaux, 2017), compulsion into

unsuccessful self‐employment (Kveder & Flahaux, 2013), inabilities

to pay back debts which financed their migration, and poverty‐

related to intensified family obligations and shame (Schuster & Majidi,

2013). Moreover, deported migrants have been found with lower

chances of economic well‐being in terms of sufficiency and stability

of income and housing (Flahaux, 2017) as well as improved living

conditions postmigration (Bilgili et al., 2018) as compared to

nondeported returnees.

Part of the return literature contends nonetheless whether many

nondeported migrants are actually ‘voluntary’ returnees. Several

authors have looked specifically into the impact of Assisted Voluntary

Return Programs implemented by state actors and organizations—

which are found to have low take‐up rates, providing limited, short

term help with no to little effect on reintegration related issues (Blitz

et al., 2005; Flahaux, 2017; Hooper, 2019; Rubenet al., 2018). The

lack of feasible alternatives has led scholars to question the

voluntariness of return under these programs, some involving legal

restrictions of re‐entering the destination country (Blitz et al., 2005;

Erdal & Oeppen, 2017; Hooper, 2019; Webber, 2011). In Van Houte

et al.'s (2016) paper, based on autobiographical narratives of Afghan

migrants returning to Kabul, the authors find almost no decision to

return was entirely voluntary, as there were legal constraints but also

family pressure, economic needs or socio‐cultural difficulties at the

basis of many decisions that, through a mere legal perspective, would

be defined as completely voluntary. Similar findings are reported in

Van Meeteren et al. (2014), based on qualitative interviews of

Moroccan returnees, and in Erdal and Oeppen (2017), with Afghan,

Pakistani and Polish returnees. For all of them, return motives such as

family obligations, unemployment or ostracism in the destination

country were related to a lower degree of willingness to return, even

in the absence of political force. These studies highlight that there is

no clear cut boundary between what should be considered voluntary

and involuntary return, and that this imperfectly overlaps with the

administrative categories of forced and voluntary return. But more

thorough assessments of return voluntariness have remained limited

in the return literature. In the case of migration, several authors have

characterized the issue of volition as a continuum, rather than a

dichotomy, as a result of the complexity of individual and contextual

circumstances (Bakewell, 2011; Erdal & Oeppen 2018; Fussell, 2012).

Further, some of these authors emphasize that drawing a line

between forced and voluntary migration leads to a ‘disjuncture

between conceptual and policy categories and the lived experiences’

of migrants, since those experiences are complex and frequently

change (2017, p. 59). However, beyond the acknowledgement of this

complexity, the literature is yet to ‘unpack the experienced, observed

and labelled dimensions of this distinction’ (Erdal & Oeppen, 2018).

2.2 | Resource mobilization

The importance of resource mobilization during migration has been

found important for reintegration outcomes in several studies. For

instance, in a study with Ghanaian returnees, Kleist (2018) finds that

migration success was evaluated by the amount of money and skills

brought back, rather than by the occurrence of deportation. Further,

in a study of Mexican deported returnees, Hagan et al. (2019) find

that the initial disruption experienced faded over time (as migrants

refamiliarize themselves in the local labour market) for those

deported migrants who were nonetheless successful in the acquisi-

tion of human and financial capital during their migration. While

Hamdouch and Wahba (2015) find that skills acquired and successful

social inclusion in destination outweigh the importance of both

financial capital acquired and migration duration.

Notwithstanding, the acquisition of resources in destination

cannot be taken for granted based simply on migration duration.

Kveder and Flahaux (2013) and Åkesson (2015) find that migrants

returning from Europe to Senegal and Cape Verde, respectively, were

hindered from successful self‐employment or skilled wage work upon

return due to under‐qualified work positions abroad and inabilities to

acquire financial capital. Similar results apply in the United

MONTI AND SERRANO | 3 of 15
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States–Mexican case. As a consequence of low‐skilled work in the

United States and few opportunities to learn new skills, Lindstrom

(2013) finds that cumulative US work experience did not necessarily

mean upward occupational transitions back in Mexico. Rather,

Lindström notes, returnees faced higher risks of downward transi-

tions over their life time. This was also the case for returnees (to six

different countries) who had had limited access to independent work

and housing (2018).

Difficulties also may exist for the transfer of acquired skills to the

origin context, compounded by a lack of local specific skills and social

contacts. In Åkesson's (2015) study, difficulties at destination were

accompanied by weakened local labour market knowledge and

networks. The importance of maintained local ties is additionally

noted in studies by Dingeman (2018), Erdal and Oeppen (2017),

Kleist (2018), Kuschminder (2017) and Ruben et al. (2018), who show

how emotional affiliations to the origin country, the maintenance of

social ties while abroad and access to supportive social networks,

enable an easier reception upon return, although not necessarily

related to improved economic situation (Dingeman, 2018).

The lack of local specific social and human capital has been

discussed as possible reasons for why returnees are more likely to

become self‐employed entrepreneurs (Lindstrom, 2013; Martin &

Radu, 2012; Wahba, 2015; Wahba & Zenou, 2012). Under these

circumstances, and in lack of attractive employment, establishing a

business or purchasing farmland might be the only viable options, and

this is facilitated by the acquisition of entrepreneurial skill and

financial savings during migration. Hamdouch and Wahba (2015), for

instance, find that access to skilled work abroad increases the

probabilities of entrepreneurship among Moroccan migrants return-

ing from Europe. Similarly, Croitoru (2020) finds those returning to

Romania with a high accumulation of economic capital and those with

longer migration durations had a higher propensity to become

entrepreneurs. However, although self‐employment in some cases is

indeed related to better economic conditions, this is not always the

case, and self‐employment may constitute a ‘last resort’ but still

precarious (Kveder & Flahaux, 2013; Wassink & Hagan, 2020).

2.3 | Duration of migration and time to prepare

Empirically, both shorter and longer migration durations have been

related to increased risks of socioeconomic difficulties postreturn.

While short migration durations decrease chances of integration in

the destination country and resource accumulation (Bilgili et al.,

2018; Mensah, 2016), longer durations might simultaneously

be characterized by marginalization, for example, through

undocumented statuses (Martínez et al., 2018). In contexts where

wage differentials are higher and less time is needed for sufficient

capital accumulation, ‘optimal durations of migration’ have been

shown to shorten (Dustmann, 2003). However, models of optimal

durations do not consider migration duration as influenced by return

involuntariness. In analyses considering return in relation to initial

migration plans, expected return have been found related to a more

positive subjective reintegration experience (Erdal & Oeppen, 2017;

van Meeteren et al., 2014) and social inclusion (David, 2017) than in

cases where return was not initially anticipated. Additionally, due to

hasty returns, where little time has been given to prepare, Ghanaian

migrants returning as a result of political upheaval in Libya during the

Arab Spring, experienced lost incomes and assets, debts and

difficulties finding new jobs (Mensah, 2016), as well as uncertainty

and socioeconomic marginalization (Kleist, 2018). Rather than only

analyzing specific migration duration, it might therefore be relevant

to examine time in relation to possible interruptions of the migration

project.

3 | GEOGRAPHICAL CONTEXTS

The local conditions back at origin are crucial for the success of the

reintegration process (Åkesson, 2015; Arowolo, 2000; Cobo et al.,

2010; Hagan & Wassink, 2016; Thomas, 2008). As mentioned, this

relates to the local labour market conditions and the transfer of

acquired skills (Mensah, 2016), as well as to local perceptions about

those who return (Kuschminder, 2017). Studies with deported

migrants find, for instance, that they are seen as valuable labour in

Brazil (Golash‐Boza, 2015) but as criminal offenders in El Salvador,

Dominican Republic and Jamaica (Maginot, 2019). In short, different

levels and types of preparedness might differently impact

reintegration in different contexts, which can only be appreciated

with a comparative perspective.

In this paper, we analyze the economic conditions postreturn

among Senegalese and Romanian migrants returning from Spain.

Both countries experience substantive, economically motivated

migration to Spain, at the same time as they occupy different legal

positions in relation to EU migration. Spain started attracting

Senegalese workers in the 1990s and 2000s and it soon became

the third most common destination for Senegalese emigrants

(Beauchemin et al., 2014). Bilateral negotiations between the

Spanish and Senegalese state since 2005 have facilitated the

deportation of Senegalese migrants found in the territory without

proper residence documents, and the ‘return’ of those intercepted

at sea (Vives, 2016). Increased restrictions have not decreased these

inflows, but rather increased unauthorized migration and led to

fewer ‘voluntary’ returns (Beauchemin et al., 2014). This is reflected

in Figure 1, where a decrease in the share of Senegalese born

population in Spain is absent during the crisis years. At the other

end of the legal spectrum, Romania has been an EU member since

2007, which not only made it easier to freely travel but entitled

Romanian migrants—already enjoying a visa‐free regime since

2002—to increasing economic, social and political rights as citizens

in other EU states (Anghel et al., 2016). This has led to increased

levels of circular migration of Romanian citizens and made

Romanian migration one of the largest intra‐EU flows (Ambrosini

et al., 2015; Croitoru, 2020), with Spain among the main destina-

tions (Şerban & Voicu, 2010), with 40% of their migrants having

returned after 10 years (Ambrosini et al., 2015).

4 of 15 | MONTI AND SERRANO
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In terms of tangible resource acquisition, migrant workers in

Spain, including Senegalese and Romanian, largely occupied low‐

skilled positions in the construction, agriculture, and services sectors

during the 2000s economic boom (González‐Ferrer & Cebolla, 2013).

These positions are additionally the least protected and were the

most affected by the recession starting in 2008, including those

within the domestic service industry often employing female

migrants (Hellgren & Serrano, 2019). This attracted in particular

low‐skilled migrants (González‐Ferrer & Cebolla, 2013), which

characterize both Senegalese and Romanian flows to the country

(Ambrosini et al., 2015; Beauchemin et al., 2014). In terms of type

and duration of migration, temporal and circular mobility remains a

widespread strategy among Senegalese migrants for improving

economic prospects of the family (Flahaux et al., 2014). Much in

line with NELM theory, migratory decisions in Senegal frequently

target minimizing risks within the extended family, which is

accompanied by a strong moral obligation towards parents, who also

frequently have a large weight on all migratory decisions (Diop, 2020;

Vázquez Silva, 2014). Romanian migration within Europe is also

characterized by temporary migration, and to some extent circular

migration, facilitated in this case by EU citizenship, with the aim to

accumulate economic and human capital as a strategy to improve

living standards within the nuclear family (Croitoru, 2020; Marcu,

2011). This translated into increased voluntary returns from Spain as

a result of the economic crisis after 2009 (Anghel & Cosciug, 2018;

Marcu, 2011).

Migration and return are thus common in both contexts, and

whereas in Senegal self‐employment frequently becomes a ‘last

resort’ strategy upon return (Kveder & Flahaux, 2013), in Romania

there are great expectations about their transformational force as

entrepreneurs upon return (Ambrosini et al., 2015; Croitoru, 2020).

Based on the theoretical notions of return preparedness, existing

findings, and contextual peculiarities, the hypotheses we aim to

examine are the following:

H1. Involuntariness (or lack of willingness) is related to

higher risks of economic difficulties postreturn compared

to voluntary returnees. In the examination of this

hypothesis, we will consider several specifications of

voluntariness to capture the complexity and multiple

sources of involuntariness. Additionally, we will

consider the gradual nature of involuntariness sug-

gested by the literature. We expect involuntariness to

be more present and impactful in Senegal, as an extra‐

EU migration flow subject to deportation and stricter

migration controls.

H2. Skills acquired during migration and ties with origin

maintained during time abroad are aspects that all relate

to lower risk of experiencing economic difficulties. We

expect more directly transferable skills (like entrepre-

neurial skills) to have a larger effect than others,

although different, across contexts, and social ties at

origin to have a similar effect.

H3. Shorter migration durations than initially expected

and lack of time to prepare return are related to

increased risks of economic difficulties postreturn. This

effect should be similar across contexts.

H4. Returning migrants experience lower risks of economic

difficulties compared to non‐migrants, independently of

their preparedness to return. As a majority of the

migration from both Senegal and Romania is economi-

cally motivated, following NELM theory (e.g., Stark &

Bloom, 1985), which establishes that return migration

generally leads to improved economic prospects for

both individual migrants and their families, we expect

this hypothesis to similarly hold across both contexts.

F IGURE 1 Absolute numbers of Romanian and Senegalese born population in Spain, together with total share of foreign‐born population.
Note: Figure made by authors using statistics from Instituto Nacional de Estatística (2020). https://www.ine.es/dynt3/inebase/index.htm?type=
pcaxis%26path=/t20/e245/p08/%26file=pcaxis.
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3.1 | Data

The data consist of 1715 face‐to‐face individual structured inter-

views with both migrant returnees and nonmigrants, at the time of

the interview all living in their country of birth, Senegal or Romania.1

Finalized in autumn 2018, they cover full migration and work

trajectories comprising all migration and activity periods lasting for at

least 3 months. In the case of returnees, individuals were eligible if

they had migrated to Spain no earlier than 1996 and then returned to

the origin country since year 2000; if they were between 20 and 65

years of age at the time of return, and if they had spent at least

3 months in Spain, and at least 3 months in the origin country after

return. Over 80% of the sampled migrants had returned in 2008 or

later, which means a large proportion of the sample did experience

the economic crisis in Spain. The median age in both origin countries

is about 40 years, and a majority is partnered and has at least one

child.

The data used is unique in its large sampling of returnees at origin

and after return. Returnees are a considerably hard‐to‐reach

population since they constitute a tiny proportion of the population

in countries of origin—selected from the already selected population

of migrants—and registries and information on them are usually

lacking (Serrano Sanguilinda et al., 2017). The survey employed

selected methodologies to obtain the best samples possible in terms

of national‐level representativeness. For this, high incidence areas

(departments or counties) were selected in each country, followed by

a subselection of communes ensuring representation of the rural/

urban divide in these areas. In Senegal, selected departments involve

the population‐dense capital department of Dakar and surrounding

Thiés and Diourbel, together with the more sparsely populated

department of Louga. In Romania, the northern county of Bistitra‐

Nasaud was selected, later on widened to neighbouring counties of

Alba, Cluj and Mures.

Returnees were selected through a snowballing sampling

following three principles aimed at maximizing the representative-

ness of the samples and minimizing its biases. These principles were:

maximize the number and heterogeneity of sources and seeds; limit

the number of seeds that each particular source could provide; and

limit the number of referrals that respondents could provide. Each

country used specific strategies adapted to each particular context,

but primary seeds were mainly obtained in all cases from key

informants and gatekeepers. In the case of Senegal, door‐to‐door

visits similar to random walks were also employed. The nonmigrants

included in both country samples have been selected from the same

areas as the returnees. In Romania, the nonmigrants are representa-

tive of the general population in these localities. In Senegal, the

nonmigrants are individually selected to match the returnees. These

are individuals from the same street or neighbourhood and a

maximum difference of 2 years of age. Because of the mainly male‐

dominated migration flows from Senegal, the Senegalese sample

consists of males only.

However, it is not possible to get a complete representative

sample of the entire returnee population, partly since some

individuals might have already remigrated again. The relative low

limit of time since return required to be part of the returnee

population (3 months) should though lower this bias. On the other

hand, we are less able to study the long‐term risks. Another limitation

is the lack of information on how returning migrants differ from those

still in Spain. These problems illustrate longstanding difficulties in

studying returning migrants. Given existing difficulties, the TEMPER

project data used in this paper is a valuable contribution on the

research of returning populations. Another relevant feature of the

survey is the detailed semi‐biographical questionnaire, which

provides rich information on life trajectories and multiple perspec-

tives on the experience of migration and return, including several

questions on return motives and circumstances with alternative and

complementary formulations.

4 | METHOD

4.1 | Variables

4.1.1 | Economic difficulties

The dependent variable of experiencing economic difficulties is

operationalized using a question on the individual's current financial

situation (‘Thinking about the current financial situation of your

household, would you say it is sufficient to cover your basic needs

and those of the people who depend economically on you (if i.e., the

case)?’). Since a majority of respondents opted for the two mid

categories among five possible options (‘More than sufficient’,

‘Sufficient’, ‘Sometimes sufficient, sometimes not’ and ‘Insufficient’),

the question was recoded into a binary variable, where those

answering that they sometimes have sufficient financial means but

sometimes not, and those answering insufficient, are both inter-

preted as experiencing economic difficulties. Among returnees, lower

shares of respondents declared economic difficulties at the time of

the survey compared to nonmigrants in Senegal (16% vs. 29%), but

the difference was marginal in Romania (22% vs. 25%).

4.1.2 | Conceptualizing return voluntariness

To examine the multiple possible sources of involuntariness, we take

advantage of the richness of the survey data to consider three

alternative specifications, each of them based on self‐declared

voluntariness, presence of external compulsion, or main return

motivations. Each of these specifications provides three possible

1Data were produced within the TEMPER project (Temporary vs. Permanent Migration),

http://www.temperproject.eu/), funded by the European Commission's Seventh Framework

Programme for research, technological development and demonstration under grant

agreement no 613468. Data in Senegal and Romania were collected by specialized firms,

with on‐field coordination of researchers from theTEMPER project. Serrano was part of the

team responsible for the design of the questionnaire and survey methodology, and the

coordination of the data collection.
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values corresponding to different levels of voluntariness, to capture

the gradual nature of voluntariness. Each specification is described

next, and summarized in Table 1.

[1] Self‐declared voluntariness is directly captured through the

survey questions: ‘In your case, would you say that your return

from Spain […] was completely voluntary, completely nonvolun-

tary or something in between?’ No further elaboration was

offered to interviewees on the notion of voluntariness, so

answers were based on pure self‐assessment of the concept and

its application to personal circumstances. The possible response

categories convey whether the respondents self‐assessed their

return as purely voluntary or involuntary, or as ‘something in

between’, which we will refer to as semi‐involuntary returns.

[2] The second operationalization (‘compulsion’) is built based on

the presence or absence of external compulsion, potentially

conflicting with the individuals' desires. Respondents were asked

whether several circumstances helped describe their return,

including whether they were ‘expelled or deported’; ‘felt

compelled to return’, for instance, due to family expectations,

need to reunify with family, and so forth; and/or, whether they

‘had to return for other reasons’ such as financial difficulties,

expiration of their permits, and so forth. Voluntary returnees in

this operationalization are those that did not meet any of these

circumstances and thus declared their return to be free from

external compulsion (‘uncompelled returnees’). A majority of

these also stated they made the return decision entirely by

themselves, while only a fifth decided to return in collaboration

with others. Those feeling compelled or having to return for

other reasons (‘compelled returnees’) are considered as semi‐

involuntary returns, in contrast to those deported or expelled

migrants (‘forced returnees’), which are considered involuntary

returns in accordance with the literature.

[3] The third operationalization of return voluntariness (‘return

motives’) is built around the specific motives to return, which

respondents were asked to describe in their own words. Trained

interviewers then ticked the best corresponding alternatives

among 67 stated alternatives, grouped under larger categories to

facilitate identification. Voluntary returnees in this operationa-

lization are those whose main motive to return was not

characterized by a markedly negative condition, such as family

reunification or a business startup (‘neutral returnees’). We

consider as semi‐involuntary returns those returning due to

some explicitly stated negative motivation, such as family

pressure to return, economic or work‐related problems in the

host country such as job precariousness or lack of work

(‘unfavourably motivated returnees’), in contrast to those

deported or returning due to administrative reasons, such as

visa expiration, nonrenewal of residence or work permit

(‘administrative returnees’).

A sizeable portion (29%) of the Senegalese sample declares their

return to be involuntary; whereas these are only marginal cases in

Romania (see Figure 2). These returns correspond overwhelmingly

(89%) to deported individuals, who are only present in Senegal, as

expected. The majority of returnees considered their return to be

voluntary (81% in Romania, 59% in Senegal). Many of these

nonetheless acknowledged the presence of some external pressure

pushing them to return, but to a much larger extent in Senegal (74%

in Senegal, 38% in Romania). This finding denotes varying levels of

compatibility of the self‐declared sense of voluntariness and the

presence of external compulsion across contexts, which is in line with

findings in the literature pointing that normative understandings of

individual agency related to voluntariness take different forms across

different socio‐cultural contexts (Erdal & Oeppen, 2017). In contrast,

much fewer of the self‐declared voluntary returnees expressed

‘negative’ motives to return, with more similar levels across countries

(22% in Senegal, 33% in Romania). The most common of these

negative motives was family pressure to return.

4.1.3 | Conceptualizing resource mobilization

The acquisition of skills is operationalized with two sets of variables.

The first variable reflects the self‐assessed skill level required by the

work realized in Spain (if any at all), with categories ‘At my level or

TABLE 1 Specifications of voluntariness.

Levels of
voluntariness

Alternative specifications
[1] Self‐declared voluntariness [2] External compulsion [3] Valence of motives
(In your case, would you say that
your return from Spain was…)

(Do any of the following
apply…)

(In your own words, main
return motive)

Voluntary Voluntary returnees (Completely

voluntary)

Uncompelled returnees (none of the

below)

Neutral‐motives returnees (e.g., family

reunification, family changes, end of work
contract)

Semi‐involuntary Semi‐involuntary returnees

(Something in between)

Compelled returnees (felt compelled

to return, or had to return for other

reasons)

Unfavourably motivated returnees (e.g., family

pressure to return, economic or work‐related
problems in the host country)

Involuntary Involuntary returnees
(Completely involuntary)

Forced returnees (expelled or

deported)
Administrative returnees (deported and

administrative reasons)
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above’, ‘Below my level’ and ‘Missing info’. The variable reflects the

skill level in which one has worked the longest, taking all activity

episodes during last migration into account. The questionnaire also

asked interviewees whether they had acquired different sets of skills

while in Spain, including entrepreneurial‐, social‐, vocational‐ and IT‐

skills. These are included as dummy variables in order to analyze

which type of skills are relevant for reduced risks of economic

difficulties.

The maintenance of ties to the country of origin is measured as a

dummy variable where a positive value is given to those either

remitting money or speaking with family members at least once a

week during the time in Spain.

The particular aspect of financial resources is not included in the

final models. It was initially included using the information available in

the questionnaire on the returned migrants' self‐evaluation of their

household's financial situation at the time of return. Although this

variable does not specify where or when these resources where

accumulated, it comes close to reflecting the financial resources

available to the migrant. However, since a large share of the sampled

returnees had returned relatively recently, the variable suffers from

collinearity with the dependent variable describing the economic

situation at the time of the survey.

4.1.4 | Conceptualizing time aspects of
preparedness

We include migration duration, measured using the categorization of

up to 6 months, 7 months up to a year, over 1 year up to 5 years or

more than 5 years.

A dummy variable indicates whether the migration duration

turned out shorter than (initially) expected, where ‘yes’ includes those

not expecting to return at all. More directly connected to return

preparedness, we also include a variable on whether the returnee had

time to prepare his/her return or not, following the question ‘Did you

have time to plan and prepare your return or did it happen suddenly/

unexpectedly?’ In Senegal, returning sooner than expected correlated

significantly with the time to prepare return, with less chance to have

time to prepare if return was occurring sooner than expected. Among

the Romanian returnees, returning sooner than expected was

uncorrelated with the time to prepare.

4.1.5 | Control variables

Not all individuals experience similar risks of migration, and since

initial selection into migration is plausibly related to different

migration experiences and economic outcomes, controls are included

for demographic and socioeconomic characteristics prior migration:

whether the respondent was living in a household with economic

difficulties at age 15, whether she studied, worked or was inactive at

age 15, and main residential area type during childhood. Additional

socio‐demographic controls are included: highest attained education,

gender (Romania only), age at survey, having a working partner and

having at least one child. In models restricted to return migrants,

additional controls include: experience of previous migrations,

business ownership (Senegal only) before migration, main migration

motive, year of last migration, migration duration, and years since

return. In these models, attained education and self‐assessed work

experience (with alternatives ‘No work experience’, ‘Low skilled work

experience’ and ‘Skilled work experience’) are measured prior

migration. However, in terms of education, the difference to the

level measured at time of the survey is almost nonexistent. All control

variables are further presented in Appendix Table 1.

Respondents not answering or not knowing how to answer the

question on economic difficulties were excluded from the analysis.

Additionally, in the Romanian sample only five individuals declared

their return was completely involuntary, as their main reason of

return was administratively motivated, and only two people said they

were deported. The low number of respondents in these categories

F IGURE 2 Percentage of self‐declared return voluntariness among returnees in Senegal (N = 297) and Romania (N = 303).
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disables any multivariate analysis and they were hence not included

in multivariate analysis. In total, this leaves us with a sample

consisting of 1712 individuals, in Senegal represented of 297

returnees and 501 nonmigrants, and in Romania represented of

296 returnees and 616 nonmigrants.

4.2 | Models

First, we perform logistic regressions to analyze the propensity of

experiencing economic difficulties at the time of the survey (H1, H2

and H3). Regressions are run separately by origin country, using the

three different specifications of voluntariness, and using a stepwise

approach. Time to prepare return is included in the main model but,

since it is collinear with the category of involuntary returnees in

Senegal—more than 90% did not have time to prepare (Appendix

Table 1), we present the models first excluding and then including

this variable. Models were fitted using the help of Akaike—and

Bayesian information criterion (AIC/BIC) as well as theoretical

justifications. Some collinearity exists between variables measuring

different skills, but it does not affect the model estimates. To enable

comparison across models (see Mood, 2010) and facilitate interpre-

tation, logistic regression results are presented as Average Marginal

Effects. Full models presented in terms of odds ration can be found in

Appendix Table 2.

Next, we compare risks of economic difficulties between

returnees and nonmigrants (H4). Since selection into migration is

likely to relate to the outcome of economic difficulties, we use

propensity score models for this comparison, matching returnees to

nonmigrants on the probability of becoming a migrant in the first

place. The matching approach is valuable especially in the Romanian

case, where nonmigrants were not individually matched to returnees

during sampling, unlike the Senegalese case. Propensity score models

operate by matching treated individuals (i.e., returnees) to nontreated

individuals (i.e., nonmigrants) but with similar propensities of being

treated. Hence, in the propensity score models, the outcomes of

migrant returnees are compared to the outcomes of nonmigrants

who had similar probabilities of experiencing migration and return.

Theoretically, it is a comparison of the outcomes of the migrant

returnees, with the outcome of the migrant returnees if they had not

migrated and returned. Several matching methods exists. Here,

results from the Kernel matching method are presented as it uses

more information from the untreated control group, and hence

enables lower variance (Caliendo & Kopeinig, 2008). Bootstrapped

standard errors were used, as well as the option of common support,

that is, excluding eventual observations without any good matches.

As a robustness check, also nearest neighbour‐, radius‐, and

stratification matching were used. These other matching methods

all showed similar results and are not presented. The matching of

individual returnees to nonmigrants was based on propensity scores

of becoming a migrant returnee, stemming from a probit model

including the variables of gender (Romania), age, residential area,

education, and whether lived in a household of economic difficulties

at age 15. Results from the propensity score models are presented as

Average Treatment Effects on the Treated (ATT's).

5 | RESULTS

5.1 | Voluntariness and reintegration (H1)

Figure 3 shows the results of the logistic regressions on the risk of

experiencing economic difficulties post‐return for the different

specifications of return voluntariness. Looking at the full models,

the results for the self‐declared specification of voluntariness run

contrary to our hypothesis: both semi‐involuntary and involuntary

returns are associated with lower risks of economic difficulties as

compared to voluntary returns. The result holds for both Senegal and

Romania and is significant in the case of involuntary returns in

Senegal. However, when using the ‘compulsion’‐based operationali-

zation, compelled returns show a higher risk of economic difficulties

than noncompelled ones (significant in Senegal at the 10% level).

Additionally, when using the ‘motives’‐based operationalization,

negative motivations are associated with a 10 percentage points

higher risk in Senegal (significant at the 10% level) and 15 percentage

points higher risk in Romania (significant at the 1% level). Hence,

operationalizations of voluntariness involving external compulsion

and/or negative motivations reveal that semi‐involuntary returnees

on average experience higher risks of economic difficulties compared

to voluntary ones. Additionally, this is true in both country contexts,

with no statistically significant differences. With these specifications,

still against expectations, we find no clear effect for deportation and

administratively forced returns (present in the Senegalese case only):

although deportation is found to decrease the risk, administrative

returns have a small increasing effect, but both effects are

nonsignificant.

These findings underline the importance of individual circum-

stances, beyond administrative labels, for understanding return

preparedness and reintegration dynamics. Both external compulsion

and negative motivations similarly increase the probability of

economic difficulties postreturn in contexts of strict migration control

as well as contexts of free mobility. This is in line with the works

discussed above (Erdal & Oeppen, 2017; Van Houte et al., 2016),

where the authors call for a more actor‐based rather than

bureaucratic perspective on the question of voluntariness pertaining

return.

5.2 | Resources and reintegration (H2)

In terms of resources obtained and maintained during the time

abroad, similar results are again found in both countries, despite

possible disparities in their local economies and labour markets

(Figure 4). We find that return migrants who had jobs in Spain mostly

below their skills level have a higher (although statistically non-

significant) risk of experiencing economic difficulties, in line with

MONTI AND SERRANO | 9 of 15
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F IGURE 3 Average marginal effects of on the risk of experiencing economic difficulties postreturn depending on the three specifications of
voluntariness: self‐declared voluntariness, compulsion‐based voluntariness, and motive‐based voluntariness, for Senegal and Romania. Note:
Models are presented including and not including the variable of time to prepare return. Following variables are additionally included in all
models: qualification of main work in Spain, Entrepreneurial‐, Social‐, Vocational‐, IT‐ skills, maintained origin ties, migration duration, shorter
than expected migration, previous migration(s), economic difficulties at age 15, rural neighbourhood at age 15, highest attained education prior
migration, work experience prior migration, business ownership (Senegal only), main reason of migration, year of migration start, years since
return, age at interview, working partner, children, and gender (Romania only).

F IGURE 4 Average marginal effects on the risk of experiencing economic difficulties in Senegal and Romania postreturn depending on
resources and time. Note: The results stem from the two main logistic regression models, one for each country. Following variables are
additionally included in all models: self‐declared voluntariness, qualification of main work in Spain, entrepreneurial‐, social‐, vocational‐, IT‐skills,
maintained origin ties, migration duration, shorter than expected migration, previous migration(s), economic difficulties at age 15, rural
neighbourhood at age 15, highest attained education prior migration, work experience prior migration, business ownership (Senegal only), main
reason of migration, year of migration start, years since return, age at interview, working partner, children, and gender (Romania only).
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findings in the literature establishing that unqualified work at

destination does not carry specific benefits upon return, and might

do the opposite. Among the different set of skills that return migrants

may declare to have acquired in Spain, entrepreneurial skills are the

only statistically significant and is estimated to lower the risk of

economic difficulties in 13 percentage points in Senegal and 15 in

Romania. The maintenance of ties at origin turns out nonsignificant in

both countries. This might be due to the high concentration of

positive values in this variable (over 80% in all levels of voluntariness

in both countries, except for involuntary returnees in Senegal with

69%, presented in Appendix Table 1), or the relatively short migration

periods (with more than 60% of the migrants staying in Spain for 5

years or less, as presented in Appendix Table 1). Summing up, as for

our second hypothesis, not all resources and skills are found to

reduce the risk of economic difficulties postreturn in these particular

contexts. In line with previous literature, it is obtained entrepreneur-

ial skills that specifically make a difference, and this is true for both

contexts.

5.3 | Time and reintegration (H3)

In terms of actual duration, we find a U‐shaped pattern: migrations

lasting more than 6 months and up to 5 years) are related to lower

risks compared to very short durations (6 months or less), and to

very long durations (over 5 years) among both Senegalese and

Romanian returnees (Appendix Table 2). In contrast to our

hypothesis, migrations shorter than initially expected have an

insignificant and close to null effect in both countries (Figure 4),

both with and without controlling for actual time spent in the host

country (latter not shown). However, we find a strong effect for

time to prepare return (Figure 4): having time to prepare reduces

the risk of economic difficulties in 14 percentage points in

Romania (significant at the 10% level) and in 24 percentage points

in Senegal (statistically significant at a 1% level). The greater

impact in the Senegalese sample could be explained by the

importance of time to prepare among involuntary returnees (the

majority of which are deported), as discussed above. Significantly,

in all specifications, when not controlling for the time to prepare

return (shown in Figure 3), being deported has yet a larger

increasing effect of the risk of economic difficulties, and the

unexpected positive effect of self‐declared involuntariness and

semi‐involuntariness disappears. The result reveals that those

migrants who were deported were the ones most clearly affected

by the sudden interruption of their migration, which affected a

vast majority of those forced to return. However, time to prepare

is clearly also important among Romanian returnees, who did not

run the risk of deportation.

As for our third hypothesis, whilst migrations shorter than

expected do not show any significant relation to economic

conditions postreturn, having the time to mobilize one's resources

and prepare return is indeed found important for reducing the risk

of economic difficulties postreturn. Having the time to prepare

return is moreover found important in both country contexts, but

even more so in the case of Senegalese migrants facing

deportation.

Overall, and considering the full models (Appendix Table 2),

not having the time to prepare return—which we know is heavily

collinear with self‐declared feelings of voluntariness ‐ has the

largest effect size compared to voluntariness, resources and skills.

Additionally, semi‐involuntariness in terms of compulsion and

negative return motivations are found important factors in

relation to economic difficulties postreturn, with almost three

times the effect size of resources and skills. Voluntariness,

understood beyond administrative labels and dichotomic values,

is thereby shown as a main factor behind economic reintegration

outcomes.

5.4 | Comparison with nonmigrants (H4)

In accordance with NELM theory and the fact that most migration

from both Senegal and Romania is economically motivated, we

hypothesized that returnees face lower risks of economic difficulties

than nonmigrants. Results show this to be only partly true and

depending on levels of return voluntariness. Moreover, whilst we

expected this to be similar across country contexts, we find different

results for Senegal and Romania. Table 2 summarizes the ATT's of

being a migrant returning compared to nonmigrants. First, looking at

all migrant returnees, we see how the migration experience is related

to a significant decrease in the risk of experiencing economic

difficulties back in Senegal, while the effect is small and non-

significant in Romania. The differences between both countries might

be due to wage differentials, which are higher in the case of Senegal

and thus shortens the time needed for accumulation of financial

capital (Dustmann, 2001, 2003). Taking into account the lower skill

level of flows to Spain, and the precarious positions frequently held in

the Spanish labour market, the small effect in Romania is also

consistent with previous findings pointing out that the premium to

return migration in Romania increases with migrants' skills (Ambrosini

et al., 2015).

When looking into return migrants with different levels of

voluntariness, the decrease in the risk of economic difficulties is

larger the lesser the level of compulsion or the presence of

negative motives in both countries. Two exceptions emerge: in

the case of administratively forced returnees (in Senegal)

and negative motivations (in Romania), the risk of economic

difficulties is slightly higher than for nonmigrants. Thus, depend-

ing on return voluntariness, not only do the chances of reduced

risks of economic difficulties differ among return migrants, but

also compared to nonmigrants. Whilst this is true in both

contexts, in Senegal voluntary and semi‐involuntary return are

still better in terms of economic conditions than not having

migrated at all.
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6 | CONCLUSIONS

Return migration has become an increasing focus of migration policy

as a tool to manage unwanted migration, either through deportation

or through assisted voluntary programs, and return migrants

constitute an ever‐larger share of international migration. However,

knowledge is still limited on how varying conditions surrounding the

decision to return impact the economic reintegration of migrants.

Traditional models focused on the development link paid limited

attention to factors surrounding the return decision, whereas recent

research has frequently reduced these factors to a forced vs

voluntary dichotomy, separating administratively enforced returns

from others. This paper contributes to the rapidly growing literature

on return and reintegration by empirically examining the relation

between several components and mechanisms underlying the notion

of return preparedness and economic reintegration.

We find that not having time to prepare return, and thus to

mobilize one's resources (Cassarino, 2004), which is most common

among involuntary returns, significantly increases the risk of

economic difficulties. This effect is independent of origin country,

and includes intra‐European migrants who are not politically forced

to return, although we find it affects, in particular, the category of

deported, non‐EU, migrants. Additionally, our analysis reveals that

semi‐involuntariness in terms of compulsion and negative motiva-

tions is associated with higher risks of economic difficulties, both in

contexts of free movement and strict migration border control. This

finding is in line with Van Houte et al's (2016) and Erdal and Oeppen's

(2017) call for a more actor‐based rather than bureaucratic

perspective on the question of voluntariness pertaining return.

Moreover, results from this paper show that self‐declared voluntari-

ness is inherently complex, withholding aspects of compulsion and

unfavourable return motives. Thus, considering only self‐declared

voluntariness is problematic from an operationalization point of view,

as it might obscure explicit forces at work in the decision to return,

which are further be influenced by different normative contexts

(Erdal & Oeppen's, 2017).

In terms of resources, the acquisition of entrepreneurial skills in

destination is found to decrease the risks of economic difficulties

postreturn. The result is true in both countries and is in line with

previous research pointing towards the simultaneous loss of local

specific capital in the origin context. Whilst some skills are more

difficult to transfer, entrepreneurial skills are still useful in the origin

(Lindstrom, 2013; Martin & Radu, 2012; Wahba, 2015; Wahba &

Zenou, 2012) and might even be one of few resources to benefit

from, as in the case of Kveder & Flahaux's study in Senegal (2013).

In line with previous research (Åkesson, 2015; Cobo et al., 2010;

Kveder & Flahaux, 2013; Lindstrom, 2013), our results imply that

reduced risks of experiencing economic difficulties are not inherent

features of migration, but dependent on migration experiences,

context of origin, and, as our analysis shows, return conditions. For

Romania, we find no general migration advantage relative to

nonmigrants with similar characteristics, whereas Senegal returnees

do experience a lower risk of economic difficulties than similar

nonmigrants. The migration‐related advantage is nonetheless smaller

for those returning under external compulsion or negative motives,

and it disappears for forced returnees. Compulsion and negative

motives similarly diminish the meager risk‐reducing effects of

migration in Romania, even leading to a small increasing effect in

the case of compulsion.

Hence, to improve prospects of reintegration, our findings

suggest that policy efforts should be directed towards experi-

enced difficulties, already common among economic migrants

when balancing life away from family back home, and that

imposing restrictions and obstacles that abruptly interrupt the

migration project significantly adds to the probabilities of failed

economic reintegration processes. Additionally, it is important to

continue the efforts to unravel the forced vs voluntary categories

that permeate policy approaches and part of the literature, to

further our understanding of both return and reintegration

dynamics.
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