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WARNING 
 

The results presented in this document correspond to the databases as they were right 
after closing the fieldwork, when cleaning was still underway. 

Accordingly, the results should be considered as preliminary and may not fully 
correspond to the results from the final databases used in publications. 

The databases and their documentation will be available to the wider public in early 
2020. 
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Abstract: This report presents some preliminary results on the incidence and drivers of 
return, temporary and circular migration among returnees surveyed in Argentina, 
Romania, Senegal and Ukraine, the origin countries selected by the TEMPER project. 
The deliverable summarizes the main issues in the conceptual discussion on return, 
temporary and circular migration based on previous research and statistical analyses, 
and presents and motivates the definitions adopted in the TEMPER Origin Surveys. 
Next, it discusses the low incidence of different types of complex trajectories, with a 
focus on circular migration following the definition adopted by UNECE (2016), and 
summarizes the obtained results concerning wish and expectations of re-migration, and 
reasons behind them. Finally, results on the incidence of temporary migration and its 
links with different types of return (short-term, long-term, voluntary, involuntary, etc.). 
are presented, to conclude with a short discussion on the main possibilities and barriers 
for promoting temporary and circular migration among migrants in the EU. 
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1. Introduction  
The interest in measuring return and circular migration mainly derives from the increasing 

policy attention to circulation as a potential new way of managing migration, which might 

serve the best interest of the migrants, their countries of origin and their countries of 

destination. However, in the European context, EU policy documents have never 

provided a clear definition of circular migration that permits measuring in a precise 

manner its incidence and characteristics.  

 

The major challenge in agreeing on a common definition consisted in combining the need 

to provide a concept that is statistically measurable with the sources available and, at the 

same time, policy relevant. In addition, any definition of circular migration should be as 

inclusive as possible, in order to be meaningful in different contexts; but also, strict 

enough to make circular migration easily distinguishable from other types of migration 

already defined, such as temporary, repeated or return migration. As a matter of fact, the 

lack of internationally accepted definitions for temporary and permanent migration 

represents in itself a major obstacle for the definition of circular migration.  

 

This report presents some preliminary results on the incidence and drivers of return, 

temporary and circular migration among returnees surveyed in Argentina, Romania, 

Senegal and Ukraine, the origin countries selected by the TEMPER project as illustrative 

of different migration contexts and dynamics in four of the most relevant world regions 

in terms of migration to the EU. Before going into the description and interpretation of 

the obtained results, Section 2 summarizes the main issues in the conceptual discussion 

on return, temporary and circular migration based on previous research and statistical 

analyses. Section 3 presents and justifies the definitions adopted in the TEMPER Origin 

Surveys, explains how the CAPI application for the implementation of the survey 

guaranteed the possibility of splitting migration trajectories into pieces that allowed 

identifying different migration patterns, including multiple variants of circular migration. 

Section 4 discusses the low incidence of different types of complex trajectories, with a 

focus on circular migration following the definition adopted by UNECE (2016), and 

summarizes the obtained results concerning wish and expectations of re-migration, and 

reasons behind them. Section 5 summarizes results on the incidence of temporary 

migration and its links with different types of return (short-term, long-term, voluntary, 
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involuntary, etc.). Section 6 concludes with a short discussion on the main possibilities 

and barriers for promoting temporary and circular migration among migrants in the EU. 

 

2. Conceptual discussion on return, temporary and circular migration, 

and existing definitions 

Past experiences in recruiting and managing temporary work suffer from a 'bad 

reputation', not only because they generally entailed a diminished protection of migrant 

workers' rights but also for their unwanted consequences, including the settlement of large 

immigrant populations in the recruiting countries (Martin 1997). Being aware of the 

previous failures and potential risks entailed by the 'classical' temporary work programs, 

the European Commission proposed to promote circular migration, loosely defined as "a 

form of migration that is managed in a way allowing some degree of legal mobility back 

and forth between two countries", instead of purely temporary labour migration. 

Interestingly, according to the Commission, circular migration is intended to be promoted 

not only among prospective temporary migrants to the EU but also among more 

permanent third-country nationals already established in the EU who wish to engage in 

different activities in their country of origin while retaining their main residence in one 

of the Member States (COM (2007) 248 final). This element, often overlooked, 

constituted one of the most innovative characteristics of the original EU proposal to 

manage mobility, and opens the door for making something more out of circular 

migration - and hopefully 'better' - than classical guestworkers programs.  

 

Clear and operational definitions of temporary and circular migration are a necessary 

stepping stone in that direction. The lack of definitions seriously hampers the possibility 

to measure and understand these related but different phenomena. The lack of 

internationally accepted definitions also hinders comparative research on return and 

circular migration, making it difficult to draw clear and meaningful policy implications.  

 

In the following subsections 2.1-2.3, we review existing attempts from different 

international organizations to define or delimit temporary migration and circular 

migration. Since return is a necessary condition for both temporary and circular 
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migration, we start by revising the definitions of return, and then move on to discuss the 

definitions of circular and temporary migration. 

 

2.1. Return migration 

In the case of return, contrary to what happens with temporary and circular migration, 

UNSD provided an internationally accepted definition already in 1998.  

 

o United Nations Statistics Division (UNSD, 1998): returning migrants are 

“persons returning to their country of citizenship after having been 

international migrants (whether short-term or long-term) in another 

country and who are intending to stay in their own country for at least a 

year.” 

 

The above definition presents some drawbacks with potentially important empirical 

implications. The first drawback is restricting the country to which the migrant returns 

only to the ‘country of citizenship’ rather than, more generally, country of origin. The 

second drawback is the focus on intended durations rather than actual duration, despite 

the fact that intentions and reality in migration dynamics often do not go hand in hand. 

 

Other more recent definitions have chosen substantially more flexible or inclusive 

definitions, as the ones that follow:  

 

o European Migration Network (2011): return is “the movement of a person 

going from a host country back to a country of origin, country of 

nationality or habitual residence usually after spending a significant period 

of time in the host country whether voluntary or forced, assisted or 

spontaneous” 

 

o International Organization of Migration (2011): Return migration: The 

movement of a person returning to his or her country of origin or habitual 

residence usually after spending at least one year in another country. This 
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return may or may not be voluntary. Return migration includes voluntary 

repatriation. 

 

o Directive 2008/115/EC (Return Directive): Art. 3(3): return means the 

process of a third-country national going back - whether in voluntary 

compliance with an obligation to return, or enforced – to: 

- his or her country of origin, or 

- a country of transit in accordance with Community or bilateral 

readmission agreements or other arrangements, or 

- another third country, to which the third-country national 

concerned voluntarily decides to return and in which he or she 

will be accepted. 

 

In comparison to the UNSD (1998) definition, the ones provided by EMN, IOM and the 

EU opted for a more inclusive idea of country of origin, not restricted to the one of 

citizenship, and suppressed the requirement of a minimum (intended) duration of return 

(only in some cases a significant o minimum period of time in the country of destination 

is required). 

 

2.2. Circular migration 

By the time the TEMPER project was launched, explicit definitions of circular migration 

were rare. The term circular migration has appeared in the Commission policy documents 

almost exclusively referring to migration from third countries to the EU. The text of the 

Communication on Circular Migration and Mobility Partnerships, COM (2007) 248 final, 

stated that the two main forms of circular migration that could be most relevant in the EU 

context are:  

 

(1) Circular migration of third-country nationals settled in the EU. This category 

of circular migration gives people the opportunity to engage in an activity 

(business, professional, voluntary or other) in their country of origin while 

retaining their main residence in one of the Member States. 
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(2) Circular migration of persons residing in a third country. Circular migration 

could create an opportunity for persons residing in a third country to come to the 

EU temporarily for work, study, training or a combination of these, on the 

condition that, at the end of the period for which they were granted entry, they 

must re-establish their main residence and their main activity in their country of 

origin. Circularity can be enhanced by giving migrants the possibility, once they 

have returned, to retain some form of privileged mobility to and from the Member 

States where they were formerly residing, for example in the form of simplified 

admission/re-entry procedures. 

 

The previous references to different forms of circular migration made by the EU 

Commission in 2007 clearly illustrate two things. First, there was not a clear definition of 

circular migration but rather a wish of finding a common label that allows to refer to a 

certain pattern of mobility (actual or potential) between the EU and the migrant’s 

countries of origin. Secondly, the EU Commission intended to somehow promote this 

type of mobility, which should be linked to work or study reasons and fit into one of the 

different forms of legal migration, regardless of whether the main residence of the person 

is in the EU or in their country of origin. 

 

Under the shadow of these policy documents, the IOM (2011) referred to circular 

migration as “the fluid movement of people between countries, including temporary or 

long-term movement which may be beneficial to all involved, if occurring voluntarily 

and linked to the labour needs of countries of origin and destination”. And the European 

Migration Network (2012) defined it as “the repetition of legal migration by the same 

person between two or more countries”.  

 

Despite the lack of precision in the aforementioned definitions, two basic elements 

underlay the idea of circular migration in all of them: a) repetition and, b) two or more 

countries involved. Circulation automatically refers to the idea of repetition. However, if 

circular migration is something different from repeated migration or re-migration, it is 

important to specify how they both differ from each other. Re-migration refers, according 

to the International Organisation for Migration, to “the movement of a person who, after 

having returned to his or her country of origin, again emigrates”, regardless of whether 
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the country of destination is the same one as in previous migration or not. Thus, one way 

of distinguishing repeated migration from circular migration would be to add the 

condition of same destination as in previous emigration. This would be, anyhow, a strict 

definition of circulation departing from the more open idea contained in the EMN and 

IOM definitions reported above. 

 

Two main dimensions omitted in all the previous references to circular migration are the 

frequency of successive moves, as well as the length of stay abroad (and at origin) each 

time. To achieve a measurable definition of circular migration it would be necessary to 

define a minimum period of time elapse between each migration, and the total period of 

time over which repeated migration needs to occur to be considered as part of circular 

migration (within one year, three, five, ten or thirty?).  

 

o With regard to the frequency of successive moves (and length of stay abroad 

and/or at origin), it is important to note that if migrations of short duration cannot 

be identified, the reported incidence of circular migration will be underestimated 

and the profile of circular migrants will be potentially biased. For this reason, it 

seems reasonable to lower the minimum length of stay in any of the countries 

between which the circulation occurs to at least 3 months (i.e. the typical duration 

of short-term visas and visa-free periods), even if population registers, for 

instance, only include stays of one year or longer. 

 

o With regard to the period of time over which repeated migrations will be 

considered part of the same cycle of circular migration, the choice is difficult to 

make in the vacuum since there are no previous references or legal frameworks 

that can serve as helpful benchmarks. We conclude that, at this point, the most 

productive approach is to consider different length periods to check for each of 

them the resulting incidence of circular migration and whether the profile of 

circular migrants changes accordingly. 

 

Recognizing all the limitations described above, in February 2013 the Bureau of the 

Conference of European Statisticians (CES) created a Task Force on Measuring Circular 
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Migration with the objective of preparing a proposal for a common international statistical 

definition of circular migration, as well as further clarifying the concepts needed for 

measuring circular migration. The TEMPER team closely followed the work of the Task 

Force, and also contributed to their activities in the framework of the International 

Workshop on Methodological Challenges for the Study of Return and Circular Migration, 

organized in Madrid in January of 2015. At the end of 2016, UNECE Task Force closed 

their activities with the publication of a report in which two proposals of statistical 

definition of circular migration were presented, one general and one extended.  

 

Both UNECE definitions include precise details on three dimensions a) the identification 

of origin and destination countries, b) the minimum duration of the stays in both origin 

and destination and, c) the total period of time over which the incidence of return and/or 

circular migration has to be measured. 

 

General statistical definition for circular migration (UNECE 2016):  

A circular migrant is a person who has crossed the national borders of the 

reporting country at least 3 times over a 10-year period, each time with duration 

of stay (abroad or in the country) of at least 12 months. 

 

Extended statistical definition for circular migration (UNECE 2016): 

A circular migrant is a person who has crossed the national borders of the 

reporting country at least 3 times over a 10-year period, each time with duration 

of stay (abroad or in the country) of at least 90 days. 

 

As UNECE (2016) noted, these statistical definitions of circular migration identify all 

persons with migration patterns of the form ‘immigration-emigration-immigration’ 

(when the reporting country is a destination country) and ‘emigration-immigration-

emigration’ (when the reporting country is an origin country). These definitions have 

minimum statistical requirements, as they only require linking migratory events to the 

persons. Moreover, the general definition is tied to the international definition of 

migration, which considers stays of at least one year, and thus allows assessing the share 

of circular migrants in the total number of international migrants. Finally, the definitions 

do not limit the circularity to closed sets of countries, considering only the repetition of 
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stays in the reporting country: a trajectory A→B→A→C is as circular as the trajectory 

A→B→A→B, when seen from the perspective of the reporting country A.  In other 

words, circularity is meant to be a repeated stay in the same place (the reporting country), 

regardless of which is/are the other place(s) where the migrant lived in between. 

 

2.3. Definitions of temporary migration 

As UNECE (2016) report stated, the measurement of circular migration is in its infancy. 

Surprisingly the situation is not much better with regard to temporary migration, in spite 

of the frequent use of this category (and its theoretical reversal, permanent migration) in 

both political and technical debates on migration. As in the case of 'circular migration', 

no internationally accepted definition of temporary and permanent migration exists (see 

OECD 2007 for a detailed discussion). For instance, the EMN Glossary does not include 

any entry for permanent migration. However, temporary migration is defined as 

“migration for a specific motivation and/or purpose with the intention that afterwards 

there will be a return to the country of origin or onward movement”. As can be seen, the 

definition is extremely open, requiring only the intention to return or move onward after 

the considered migration. As we already commented for the case of circular migration in 

the previous section, this type of vague definition is not helpful as basis for statistical 

measurement. 

 

In many occasions, given this lack of an internationally accepted definition for 

temporary/permanent migration, the UNSD (1998) distinction between short-term and 

long-term international migrations is misleadingly taken as equivalent to definitions of 

temporary and permanent. The UNSD distinction is simply based on the length of stay in 

the country of immigration (shorter than one year versus one year or longer, respectively). 

Note that equating temporary migration and short-term migration is not that problematic, 

since migrations lasting less than one year are, by definition, “temporary” or non-

permanent. However, the corresponding equivalence between long-term migration and 

permanent migration does not hold. If one person leaves his/her country of origin for two 

years, for instance, and then returns, such migration is clearly a long-term migration (as 

defined by UNSD, 1998) but not a permanent migration, since the person has in fact 

returned. In conclusion, short-term migration (lasting less than one year) is just one form 

of temporary migration, but there is no full correspondence between the two. 



11 
 

Against this background, the distinction between temporary and permanent migration is 

generally a legal one. The grounds for this distinction can be: the legal category of initial 

admission; or more specifically, the possibility to renew and extend, or not, the initial 

permit; or the type of permit that the migrant has at a particular moment during his/her 

residence at destination, which may obviously differ from the one he/she initially 

obtained to enter the country. The OECD definition of temporary migration is based on 

such legal distinctions, considering exclusively the document the migrant had at the time 

of entry into the destination country (without distinguishing between first entry and 

subsequent ones): 

 

o OECD: Temporary migrants are those migrants whose temporary residence permits 

cannot be renewed or only renewed under limited circumstances, as well as 

international students. Permanent migration, on the other hand, does not refer only to 

migrants who entered the country with the right of permanent residence but also 

migrants with settlement rights (i.e. permission to stay permanently), that is, migrants 

on temporary but renewable residence permits that can lead to settlement (such as 

those individuals in the Tier 1 and Tier 2 migration categories in the UK). 

 

Classifying international migrants as temporary migrants depending on the length of their 

stays abroad or on the type of visa/residence permit they held at entry will produce 

partially contradictory classifications since, for instance, international students admitted 

for more than one year will be permanent migrants according to UNSD (1998) definition 

but temporary migrants according to the legal classification utilized by the OECD.  

 

3. Strategy and definitions adopted for the TEMPER Origin Surveys 

Large-scale surveys are more flexible tools than population registers and census data, 

since all parts of the survey (from questionnaire design to data collection technologies 

and sampling methodology) can be adjusted to the survey’s specific goals without the 

strict limitations and requirements that are a necessary part of registers and censuses. The 

TEMPER Origin Surveys were designed with the goal (among others) to capture and 

identify return as well as migration trajectories involving any type of circularity (as 

described above). Moreover, the surveys were conducted in four different countries 
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(Argentina, Romania, Senegal and Ukraine) that represent different migration contexts, 

so that we will be able to assess the different levels, types and implications of circularity 

in a context-sensitive manner. 

 

These four countries constitute different migration contexts not only because of their 

socio-economic, cultural and political specificities, but also based on their long-term 

migration history relative to our EU destinations; their geographical position and distance 

to those destinations; and most importantly, in terms of the limitations for travel and 

migration into the EU. All of these are likely to result in different levels and implications 

of temporary and circular migration. One of our origin countries is Romania, a recent 

member of the EU whose citizens fully enjoy (since 2007) freedom of circulation. 

Although the term circular migration has appeared in the Commission policy documents 

almost exclusively referring to migration from third countries to the EU, any statistical 

definition of circular migration should be applicable to certain moves regardless of the 

origin/destination countries, even if distinctions between intra-EU and extra-EU circular 

migration might be possible, desirable and policy relevant. Moreover, circulation is 

expected to be higher precisely among citizens of the EU who face no legal restriction to 

move between the EU Member States and whose countries of origin and destination are 

relatively close to each other. Thus, it will be tested whether circular migration is more 

or less frequent among EU citizens that non-EU, or the other way around. Moreover, the 

other three countries occupy different positions in the range from most to least demanding 

entry requirements for foreigners: Argentinian citizens enjoy visa-free travel to the EU 

countries; Ukrainian citizens started enjoying visa-free travel to the EU only in June 11 

2017, but until then required a visa to enter the EU; and Senegalese citizens require a visa 

to enter the EU. 

 

The TEMPER Origin surveys were conducted in these four origin countries among 

returnees and non-migrants. To define our (returnee) target population a working 

definition of return was required since this would set the basic eligibility criteria to be 

included or not in the survey. This working definition is discussed in section 3.1 below.  

 

Once someone was accepted as an eligible returned migrant, different questions were 

made in order to explore the interviewees’ past mobility patterns and to classify them as 

circular or not, and as temporary or not. The survey registered the respondent’s full 
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history of international migrations (involving periods of at least 3 months and since age 

15).1 Once this history was registered, different definitions were applied to identify and 

measure temporary migration and circularity using different approaches, from more 

restrictive to more encompassing ones. The definitions applied are discussed in sections 

3.2 and 3.3.  

 

This flexible approach allows exploring the implications of the different definitions on 

the measured levels of incidence (across countries) and on the observed characteristics of 

the individuals who engage in this type of migration movements. Sections 4 and 5 analyze 

and provide an empirical illustration of the consequences of applying the different 

definitions.  

 

3.1. Definition of Return in TEMPER Origin Surveys 

In TEMPER origin surveys, return migrants are persons who moved from one of our 

EU destinations (after staying there for at least 3 months) back to his/her country of 

birth (and stayed there at least 3 months) regardless of the reasons for migration 

and return. 

 

Our definition thus departs from UNSD (1998) definition in two dimensions:  

 

1) We require that the migrant moves back to his/her country of birth, instead of 

his/her country of citizenship, more in line with the wider idea of ‘country of 

origin’ that is utilized in the return definitions from EMN, IOM or the EU 

Commission;  

 

2) We do not require the migrant to intend to stay in the country of origin for at 

least one year, but only to effectively stay in the country of origin for at least 

3 months after the return. In the case of Ukraine, this period was reduced to 

only 2 months to make possible capturing labour migrants that often go 

(repeatedly) to Poland for periods shorter than 3 months. In this case, it was 

required that the person declared study/work reasons for going abroad in order 

to minimize the risk of taking tourists for migrants. 

                                                             
1 In TEMPER Origin Surveys all migration trajectories start at age 15. Mobility before this age is not registered in 
detail, but simply summarized (whether there was any international migration before that age and to which countries). 
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Empirically, one important implication of our definition is that short-term returns after 

short or long-term stays abroad will be included. This decision is consistent with 

TEMPER’s goal of focusing on the dynamics of temporary and circular migration, and 

will allow to measure circular migration according not only to the general but also the 

extended definition proposed by UNECE (2016).  

 

In addition, the choice of country of birth as place of return instead of country of 

citizenship implies that individuals who hold an EU nationality (at birth or through 

naturalization) but were born in the TEMPER origin survey country could be part of the 

final samples. In the four origin surveys there is only one case where the respondent had 

an EU nationality at birth and not the nationality of the country of birth (in this case, 

Argentina), which suggests this is a reasonable decision. 

 

The different questions included in TEMPER Surveys questionnaires will allow 

distinguishing not only intended and actual short and long-term returns, but also voluntary 

and involuntary ones, with different indicators, as well as exploring how these categories 

relate to different reasons for migration and return, migration experiences and legal 

statuses. 

 

3.2. Definition of circularity in TEMPER Origin Surveys 

Following UNECE (2016) reasoning, in TEMPER surveys we have chosen to use two 

different definitions of circular migration: a wide one and a stricter one, in order to 

evaluate the impact that different definitions may have in the measured size of the 

phenomenon.  

 

The strict definition of circularity refers to a sequence of migration between two main 

countries within a year (or almost) that is repeated in at least two consecutive loops 

(each loop involves one stay abroad and one stay back at origin). The temporal limitation 

implies that only short-term migrations and returns (lasting less than one year each) are 

considered (maximum of 9 months by definition for each stay). Additionally, a circularity 

cycle requires a minimum of two migration loops, that is, four stays between the main 
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two countries. As long as these conditions were met, we consider any such cycle as 

circular migration, even when there are some intermediate stays in third countries.2  

 

Figure 1. Strict definition of circular migration: minimum cycle (every 2 moves involve 
a maximum duration of one year) 

 

 

In a wider definition of circular migration we included not only migration cycles as the 

one described above but all trajectories that involved three or more returns (of 3 months 

or more) to the country of birth after stays (of 3 months or more) in any EU country 

in a period of 10 years.3 A circular cycle of this type requires a minimum of three 

migration loops, that is, six stays alternating between EU countries and the country of 

birth. This wider definition of circular migration relaxes two requirements of the strict 

definition:  

 

1) The countries between which circulation occurs: rather than requiring repeated 

migrations to one specific country in the EU, the repeated migrations can occur 

towards different destinations in the EU 

2) The length of the stays in each of the countries: whereas the minimum duration 

is still 3 months, the maximum duration is extended to several years (exactly 10 

years minus the minimum duration of the other 5 stays required, which is 15 

months, i.e. almost 9 years)  

 

Moreover, the term circular migration has appeared in the Commission policy documents 

almost exclusively referring to migration from third countries to the EU. However, any 

statistical definition of circular migration should be applicable to certain moves regardless 

                                                             
2 In these cases, the intermediate stays in third countries (which, by definition of the circular cycle would always be 
short) were not registered when interviewers used a simplified registration procedure for circular cycles.   
3 Note that the Wide TEMPER definition largely corresponds to the UNECE Extended definition, although empirically 
restricting country of destination to (our selected) EU countries. 
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of the origin/destination countries, even if distinctions between intra-EU and extra-EU 

circular migration might be possible, desirable and policy relevant. Moreover, circulation 

is expected to be higher precisely among citizens of the EU who face no legal restriction 

to move between the EU Member States and whose countries of origin and destination 

are relatively close to each other. The TEMPER Origin Surveys are in a privileged 

situation to compare the incidence and characteristics of circular migration of an EU 

group of citizens (the Romanians) within the EU, and non-EU citizens such as the 

Senegalese, Ukrainians or Argentineans, each of them subjected to quite different 

admission and residence policies in the different EU countries. 

 

The TEMPER origin surveys also applied broader definitions that relaxed even further 

the geographical and temporal requirements of the circularity definitions in order to 

identify complex migration trajectories that may or not involve temporary or circular 

migration according to different definitions. Two main definitions of complex trajectories 

were applied, which were labelled ‘High Mobility’ and ‘High Diversification’ 

trajectories.  

 

We consider a migration trajectory as a ‘High Mobility’ trajectory when there is a 

minimum of 3 consecutive stays (excluding the original stay in country of birth) of less 

than 1 year each, regardless of the countries involved. This definition relaxes the 

geographical and temporal requirements of the wider circularity definition: 1) Any 

country and any sequence of countries is allowed; 2) we do not impose a period of 

reference within which the minimum number of moves should have occurred, but rather 

we consider the entire life of the person since his/her first international migration as an 

adult.  

 

The second type of complex trajectory registered is ‘High Diversification’ that refers to 

those trajectories in which the person has lived (during his/her lifetime) in 5 countries or 

more. This definition further relaxes the temporal requirements by removing the 

maximum duration of the stays abroad, and it simply focuses on the variety of destinations 

over the person’s lifetime.  
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Note that these complex trajectories, which may involve circular migration following 

different alternative definitions, also overlap with our strict and wide circular migration 

definitions. The two types of categories are not mutually exclusive and, in fact, it is 

frequent that they concur in the same person. However, it is possible to construct a 

variable that orders the different definitions in a hierarchical manner prioritizing strict 

circular migration over wider circular migration over high mobility/high diversification.  

 

3.3.Definition of temporariness in TEMPER Origin Surveys 

TEMPER did not adopt a particular definition of temporary migration ex-ante, but 

collected different pieces of information that allow us reconstructing the different 

definitions we referred to above. First, we collected information on the actual duration of 

the stays for migration and return stays, in order to distinguish between short-term and 

long-term migration (and return) as per UNSD definition (1998). Secondly, we collected 

information about the expected duration of those moves in order to be able to compare 

the return definition of UNSD (1998) with our definition (based on actual duration) and 

explore the empirical implications of these different choices.  

 

Finally, we also collected information on the type of documents that migrants held at the 

time of entering our EU destination countries (in their last migration before returning), as 

well as the documents they had to re-enter those countries (if any) when they left to return 

to their countries of origin.  

 

By exploiting and comparing the resulting data, TEMPER will be able to shed new light 

on the extent to which migrants who had started out as temporary or non-temporary, 

respectively, deviated from their expected length of stay and circulation patterns, and the 

motives why this occurred. Even if the TEMPER Surveys collected information 

concerning not only the EU part of the migration trajectory of the individuals, this is the 

information that will be primarily analyzed for this report. 
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Box 1. Summary of definitions utilised in TEMPER Origin Surveys 

Return migrants: persons who moved from one of our EU destinations (after staying 

for at least 3 months) back to his/her country of birth (and stayed there at least 3 

months) regardless of the reasons for migration and return. 

 

Circular migrants: 

a. Strict definition: returnees who had at least 4 consecutive stays lasting between 3 

months and 1 year, alternating country of origin and one specific EU country  

b. Wide definition: returnees who had at least 3 returns to country of origin following 

stays of 3 months or more in the EU (any country) over the last 10 years. 

 

Temporary migrants: 

a. Length-based definition: returnees with stays of 3 to 12 months in their last EU 

migration  

b. Intentions-based definition: returnees who intended to stay between 3 and 12 

months in their last EU migration 

c. Entry status-based definition: returnees whose documents to enter their EU 

selected destination did not allow them a route to permanency. 

 

 

4. Incidence and characteristics of circular migration and other 

complex trajectories among returnees in TEMPER Origin countries 

The number of empirical studies aimed at measuring the incidence of circular migration 

(utilising different definitions) remains very limited due to the multiple difficulties to 

register movements of this kind in standard statistical system. However, most of them 

tend to suggest that the overall incidence of circular migration, according to the 

information available in the Population Registers and regardless of the exact definition 

utilized in each case, is relatively low even when restricting to the experience of EU 

citizens moving between neighbour countries.  During the Workshop held in Madrid in 

January 2016, different studies based on the statistical information available in the 

population registers of several European countries concluded:  
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§ In Italy, only 34,000 persons (9,000 nationals and 24,000 non-nationals) had 

emigrated from Italy more than once between 2005 and 2013. The immense 

majority (87%) participated in only 3 movements. 

 

§ In Sweden, only 1.1% of persons in the register during the period between 1969-

2009 had crossed the Swedish border at least three times for periods of stay of 1 

year or longer. The correspondent percentage among the foreign born increased 

up to 6.1%. However, the highest proportion of many migrations (7 or more) was 

found among people born in other Nordic countries (1.2 %). 

 

§ In Norway, only 13% of the persons in the population register between 1971 and 

2011 had emigrated from Norway more than once. The correspondent percentage 

is 9% among immigrants. 

 

§ In Switzerland, it was found that 23% of adult German citizens who immigrated 

during the period between 2002 and 2007 had immigrated more than once during 

the five years following their first arrival. However, even among this group of 

young European neighbour citizens with no legal restrictions of movement, 39% 

of the cohort stayed in Switzerland during at least five years. 

 

In principle, one of the reasons why the incidence of repeated migration for Germans in 

Switzerland relates to the fact that the Swiss register was able to count stays of 6 months 

or more, not only of 1 year or more as it is often the case in most population registers. 

This piece of evidence reinforces the expectation that surveys like TEMPER would be 

better equipped to detect and measure circularity as well as other complex migration 

trajectories than official statistics.  

 

However, even having designed the eligibility criteria, the questionnaire and the CAPI 

application to capture complex migration trajectories among the interviewees, the 

percentage of respondents who had participated in some of complex trajectories described 

in the previous section was almost marginal in most cases (below 5 per cent), as shown 
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in Figure 2, with the only exception of returnees in Senegal (around 20 per cent) and, to 

a lesser some extent, Ukrainian returnees from Poland (8 per cent). The case of Senegal 

is remarkable. The bigger geographical distance separating this country from the EU, in 

comparison to Romania or Ukraine, for instance, was expected to make circulation less 

frequent among Senegalese than among Ukrainians and, especially, than Romanians that, 

in addition, enjoy freedom of movement. In other words, the evidence obtained from our 

four origin countries does not support the idea that circulation will be higher among 

citizens of neighbouring countries (compare Senegal-FR/ES to Ukraine-PL). In addition, 

the relation between admission and immigration policies and circulation and, more 

generally, complex trajectories is not straightforward either: Argentineans, who are not 

requested entry visa to Spain, and Romanians, who are EU citizens and thus enjoy 

freedom of movement within the EU, reported very low levels of circulation, while 

Ukrainians (to Poland) and Senegalese, who are both requested entry visa to the EU, 

reported much higher levels of circulation. 

 

Figure 2. Prevalence of complex trajectories 

 

Source : TEMPER Origin Surveys (2018), Returnees Subsample.  

 

If we consider the different types of complex trajectories one by one, high diversification 

is the rarest trajectory of all for all groups, virtually inexistent except for the Senegalese 

(2 percent of returnees had participated in this migration pattern that implies stays in 

multiple different countries). Both high mobility (multiple consecutive short stays in 

different countries) and strict circularity were relatively more frequent, yet still not very 

common, in all countries: 3 and 2 percent, respectively, in Argentina; 1 and 2 percent in 
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Romania; 4 and 5 percent in Ukraine; 6 and 7 percent, respectively, in Senegal. In 

contrast, up to 16 percent of returnees in Senegal had been involved in circular migration 

in a wide sense (including both strict and extended definitions), although it remains at a 

similar level to strict circularity for the other countries. 

  

In sum, after having allowed the measurement of multiple forms of complex trajectories, 

our results indicate that the extended definition of circularity (with possible multiple 

destinations and a reference period of 10 years) is a more empirically substantiated 

category. By restricting the measurement to only strict circulation we will be neglecting 

an important part of the migrant population involved in the type of mobility pattern that 

the EU Commission intended to promote. 

 

Table 1. Incidence of different forms of complex migration trajectories in TEMPER 

Origin Surveys, by country of origin and destination (partially overlapping percentages) 

 
AR- ES RO- DE RO-ES SN-ES SN-FR UA-IT UA-PL 

Circular (strict) 2% 2% 1% 8% 7% 3% 7% 

Multiple returns (wide) 2% 3% 1% 16% 15% 3% 8% 

High mobility 3% 1% 1% 7% 6% 3% 5% 

High diversification 0% 0% 0% 3% 2% 0% 0% 

 
252 288 318 276 288 370 370 

Source: TEMPER Origin Surveys (2018), Returnees Subsample.  

 

However, it is important to remark that figures in Table 1 are calculated allowing for 

overlap between categories so migrants who participated in strict circularity and wide 

circularity appear counted in both categories. In order to correctly assess the incidence of 

each pattern and better understand the overall composition of migrant trajectories, we 

need to eliminate cases of strict circularity from the category of wide circularity, and 

cases of wide circularity from high mobility, and so forth, which results in the figures 

reported in Table 2. In this manner it becomes obvious that strict circularity is as frequent 

as trajectories of multiple returns in 10-year periods (wide circularity) in Senegal: around 

8 per cent in each case. However, strict circularity constitutes the lion’s share of complex 
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trajectories in Ukraine.  Conclusion: Senegalese migrants who participates in migration 

patterns with repeated come and go’s to the EU follow different time patterns, while 

Ukrainians that engage in complex migration patterns (mostly with Poland and not Italy) 

do so in a back and forth fashion characterized by short-stays. 

 

Figure 3. Complex trajectories by type and country of origin and destintation 

(hierarchical definition that does not allow for overlap between categories) 

 

Source : TEMPER Origin Surveys (2018), Returnees Subsample.  

 

The reasons why migrants engaged in complex trajectories varied per country and type 

of trajectory. However, virtually none of the migrants participated in a specific migration 

program with such mobility requirements, which implies that the complex trajectories 

observed were rather spontaneous. In fact, between 10 and 30 per cent of complex 

migrants in each country considered that this “just happened”, without a particular 

planning or premeditated decision. A specific preference for this type of mobility was 

stated by a significant proportion of these migrants (from 22 per cent in Argentina to 50 

per cent in Romania) but not the majority. It can be concluded then that in most cases 

complex migrants ended up following a particular migration trajectory due to different 

circumstances leading them in that direction, instead of a planned and conscious choice 

to engage in complex trajectories. 
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Figure 4. Reasons for engaging in complex trajectories, as declared by migrants 

 

Source : TEMPER Origin Surveys (2018), Returnees Subsample.   

Note : see more detailed breakdown in Table 1, Annex. 

 

Theoretically, administrative reasons could be part of the circumstances leading to 

complex trajectories, and circularity in particular, for instance, in cases when longer or 

permanent stays at destination were not allowed. However, none of the migrants with 

complex trajectories considered this was the result of the impossibility to obtain a long-

term permit instead. Job and career related reasons explained the existence of strict 

circulation and high mobility for almost two thirds of the cases in Argentina (only 9). For 

Senegal, this explained less than half of the cases, with the other half explained by pure 

preference).  In contrast, job and career-related reasons explained less than one fifth of 

the cases in Romania and Ukraine.  

 

The overall assessment of the experience by these migrants tends to be positive, since the 

largest proportion considers such mobility patterns to have more advantages than 

disadvantages. This is particularly the case in the countries with the largest incidence of 

complex trajectories: Ukraine (40 per cent perceived more advantages than 
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summarized in Table 3. However, the very limited number of cases in these two countries 

imposes caution in the interpretation of the results. 

 

Table 2. Overall assessment of complex migration trajectories by migrants engaged in 

them, by country of origin 

 

AR 

% 

mentioning 

RO 

% 

mentioning 

SN 

% 

mentioning 

UA 

% 

mentioning 

More advantages 35.7% 35.7% 61.3 40.4% 

More disadvantages 14.3% 14.3% 1.8% 6.4% 

Both equally 21.4% 21.4% 13.5% 34.0% 
Don't know 7.1% 7.1 0.9% 0.0% 

Total 9 14 111 47 

Source : TEMPER Origin Surveys (2018), Returnees Subsample.  

 

The specific advantages that were praised by migrants about this type of mobility also 

varied per country, as shown in Table 5. 

 

• Senegalese migrants found the most advantages from complex migration patterns. 

Cost-benefit efficiency and the possibility to spend more time with the family at 

origin were perceived as important advantages of this type of migration (over half 

of respondents each) over more traditional one-shot migration, followed by the 

possibility to combine different activities at origin and destination and to keep 

close ties with the country of origin (approximately one third each).  

 

• Ukrainians also appreciated advantages for family life (almost half) as well as to 

keep close with their country (over one third). Fewer Ukrainians appreciated cost-

benefit advantages or saw as an advantage the possibility to combine activities at 

origin and destination (above 10 per cent each).  
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• Romanians were the ones finding the least advantages from complex mobility 

patterns. They shared with the Senegalese the perception of cost-benefit efficiency 

(50 percent), but did not find other advantages, except an advantage for family 

life in only 29 percent of the cases.  

 

• The most common advantage mentioned by Argentinians was to keep close ties 

with the country (one third), followed by family life and the possibility to combine 

activities at destination and origin (above 20 percent each). Only one tenth 

appreciated a cost-benefit efficiency of this type of mobility. 

 

Table 3. Perceived advantages of complex mobility by country of origin of the migrants 

 

AR  

% 

mentioning 

RO  

% 

mentioning 

SN  

% 

mentioning 

UA  

% 

mentioning 

Cheaper and can make more 

money 11.1 50.0 52.3 14.9 

Can spend more time with family 22.2 28.6 58.6 48.9 
Can combine activities 22.2 0.0 31.5 14.9 

Keep contact with your country 33.3 0.0 26.1 36.2 

Easier legal requirements 0.0 0.0 1.8 6.4 

None 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 

Total 9 14 111 47 

Source : TEMPER Origin Surveys (2018), Returnees Subsample.  

 

Even if the incidence of complex trajectories in general, and circulation in particular, was 

rather low with the only exception of Senegal, it is possible that a significant proportion 

of returnees are interested in (and maybe even planning) future re-emigration but did not 

had yet the opportunity to do it. The wish for remigration constitutes a crucial requirement 

of potential circulation of third country nationals between their country of origin and the 

EU. And in the same line of reasoning, it is important also to explore the reasons why 

migrants do not want to re-migrate or even wanting to re-migrate think they won’t do it.   
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In order to investigate these issues, which will inform us about the pool of potential 

circular migrants and also perceived barriers to re-migration/circulation among returnees, 

we first asked all interviewees about their wish to re-migrate in the next 5 years, which 

would suggest some predisposition to become a circular/complex migrant; next, ask them 

to evaluate the actual probability they will remigrate in the next two years and, finally, 

requested them to tell us the main reasons they think they will re-migrate or not, 

depending on their initial answer on wishes and estimated probability to re-migrate in the 

future.  

 

The proportion of simple migrants willing to re-migrate in the next 5 years hovers around 

40 percent, with a peak in Argentina (61 per cent) and a low among Romanians returning 

from Spain (29 per cent). These figures suggest, in any case, that the potential for repeated 

migration and circulation, in terms of pre-disposition (in the period and countries 

analysed), is quite large.4  

 

Figure 4. Wish to re-migrate, by type of migration trajectory 

 

Source : TEMPER Origin Surveys (2018), Returnees Subsample.  

 

                                                             
4 If we look instead at the wish to re-migrate among complex migrants, we observe some interesting differences. 
Romanian complex migrants are the category with the largest desire to re-migrate again across the board (64 per cent), 
doubling the proportion of simple migrants in Romania who have that desire; the proportion is also larger, although 
not so dramatically, for complex migrants in Ukraine. Differences with simple migrants are much smaller in Argentina 
and Senegal. For these complex migrants, the wish to remigrate can be taken as an indication of satisfaction with the 
type of mobility already experienced and/or the wish to continue in a similar pattern. 
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Since wishes and reality in migration decisions do not necessarily follow each other, we 

contrast the existence of a wish (or not) to remigrate (in the next 5 years) with how likely 

is that migration actually will happen in the next 2 years, according to the own migrants’ 

perceptions. The anticipated frustration of their wish to re-migrate or frustration gap, is 

largest for Argentineans (32 per cent), among whom only 30 percent considered very 

likely or pretty likely to migrate again in the next two years, compared to 62 percent that 

expressed that wish. In most of the other cases, there is quite a large correspondence 

between wish and likelihood of re-migration, with only two exceptions: Senegalese who 

migrated to Spain (55 percent expressed the wish to re-migrate but only 42 percent expect 

to do it, 13 percent points of frustration gap) and among Ukrainians to Italy (46 percent 

expressed wish but only 38 percent expected to actually realize their wish, 8 points of 

frustration gap), as shown in Figure 7. 

 

Figure 5. Wish to emigrate in the next five years and probability (very/pretty likely) to re-
migrate in the next two years among TEMPER returnees, by country of origin and 
destination 

 

Source : TEMPER Origin Surveys (2018), Returnees Subsample.  

 

The reasons migrants think will frustrate their wish to re-migrate vary per country.  

• In Argentina, half of them pointed out family-related reasons: 17 percent had to 
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pressures to stay and 24 percent simply said ‘to stay here with the family’. And 

half of them referred to economic or career reasons (8 percent had no job abroad 

or possibilities to find it and 7 percent said they did not have resources to re-

migrate; in contrast, 8 percent said they were to complete their studies in 

Argentina, 12 percent had a job offer in Argentina and 5 percent had or were 

launching a business in Argentina). In sum, among those with family reasons, at 

least 10 percent felt the decision as clearly involuntary (‘family pressures’), while 

the percentage of negative economic circumstances that diminished the likelihood 

of migration was approximately 15 per cent.    

 

• In Romania the distribution of family and economic reasons was 25 and 44 per 

cent respectively. Family reasons included also family pressure (16 per cent), as 

well as taking care of family and simply ‘stay with the family’ in similar 

percentages. Economic reasons included job precariousness and lack of job 

opportunities abroad (13 and 3 per cent) among others, all of them push reasons 

(from the point of view of destination).  

 

• In Senegal, the main reasons were economic (65 per cent), but of very different 

types: for 31 percent the reason was the lack of economic resources to afford 

migration, while for 21 per cent the reason was career considerations, meaning 

that these migrants considered it better for their professional life to stay in 

Senegal. Administrative and family reasons also had a significant presence (14 

and 13 per cent). The former consists of legal barriers making it difficult to obtain 

a visa or actual rejection of the visa they had already applied for (7 and 4 per cent). 

The family reasons consist of the same three mentioned for Argentina and 

Romania.  

 

• In Ukraine, the pattern was very similar to that of Argentina in terms of the 

importance of family reasons (57 per cent). However, economic reasons played a 

smaller role (17 per cent only), and instead health issues and advanced age played 

a larger one (10 and 7 per cent).    
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Figure 1. Reasons why returnees estimated unlikely to re-migrate, even if they wished to 

 

Source : TEMPER Origin Surveys (2018), Returnees Subsample.  

 

In order to provide a synthetic overview of the reasons why returnees willing to re-migrate 

considered unlikely to do it in the next two years, we have constructed a typology that 

distinguish between positive, negative and neutral reasons, and classify migrants 

accordingly. Positive reasons refer to those that suggest that the frustration of their wish 

to re-migrate respond to wanted circumstances (e.g. the returnees had a job offer in 

origin), negative reasons refer to circumstances perceived as undesirable or unwanted 

(e.g. lack of economic resources to afford the trip and installation, or family pressures), 

and neutral to those that are not explicitly or necessarily negative or positive (e.g. stay 

with my family).  Figure 7 summarizes the distribution of reasons according to this 

typology by country of origin for those returnees who anticipated they won’t realize their 

wish to re-migrate. As can be seen, Argentineans are the group that most often expressed 

a positive or neutral reason not to re-migrate in the next two years, while Senegalese and 

Romanians reflect the opposite pattern with more than half of those who anticipate they 

won’t realize their wish to re-migrate in the next two years mentioning reasons that 

indicate it is against their will this will happen; and Ukrainians occupy an intermediate 

position, with half expressing neutral reasons for anticipated frustration of re-migration 

but still 38% refereeing to negative ones. In further analyses we will have to investigate 

whether negative reasons are associated to circumstances in the country of origin or that 

of potential destination. 
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Figure 7. Chosen, neutral or imposed reasons explaining anticipated frustration of their 
wish to remigrate, by country of origin. 

 

 Source : TEMPER Origin Surveys (2018), Returnees Subsample.  

 

The unwillingness gap refers to the opposite case: migrants who do not wish to migrate 

again but think it is likely they will end up doing so in the next two years. The 

unwillingness gap displays a very different distribution to the frustration gap, partially in 

line with the analyses of type of positive/negative/neutral reasons presented above. It is 

the smallest in Argentina (2 per cent only), where the frustration gap was largest but also 

the proportion of frustrated re-migrants who mentioned positive or neutral reasons for 

such anticipated frustration. It is largest in Senegal, where the proportion of frustrated re-

migrants who mentioned negative or unwanted reasons for that situation was largest. 

Ukraine and Romania occupy an intermediate position (see Figure 8). 

 

 Figure 8. Percentage of frustrated re-migrants and potential unwilling re-migrants,  

by country of origin. 

 

Source : TEMPER Origin Surveys (2018), Returnees Subsample. 
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According to the returnees, the reasons why it was likely that they will migrate again, 

against their wish, once again varied per country (results for Argentina are, however, not 

discussed since only 4 individuals reported this situation). Unwilling future migrants in 

all other three countries overwhelmingly pointed out to economic reasons, as shown in 

Figure 9: approximately 80 per cent in Romania and Senegal, and 90 per cent in Ukraine.  

 

• In Romanians, the main reasons were job precariousness (30 per cent) and lack of 

employment (28 per cent) in the country of origin, followed by dissatisfaction 

with current job (7 per cent) and prospects of better living standards elsewhere (7 

per cent).  Additionally, 14 per cent mentioned family reasons instead: family 

pressure to migrate (5 per cent) and family reunification, taking care of family or 

seeking a partner abroad (9 per cent overall).    

 
• In Senegal the main economic reasons to re-migrate despite a wish to stay in 

Senegal had to do with: starting or continuing some business abroad (18 per cent), 

career advancement (15 per cent), and job precariousness in Senegal (13 per cent). 

Besides, 8 per cent pointed out to administrative reasons: renewing documents 

abroad (5 per cent) or to continue their presence in a facilitated migration program 

(such as seasonal workers or other types of temporary migration).  

 
• In Ukraine, the main economic reasons to re-migrate despite a wish to stay in the 

country had to do with: job precariousness in Ukraine (47 per cent), lack of 

employment (20 per cent) and dissatisfaction with the current job (10 per cent). 

Besides, 8 per cent pointed out to family reasons instead: family pressure to 

migrate (2 per cent), to provide for their children (2 per cent) and other unspecified 

(4 per cent).   
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Figure 9. Reasons why returnees estimated likely to re-migrate, even if they did not 
wished to  

 

Source : TEMPER Origin Surveys (2018), Returnees Subsample. 

 

5. Characteristics of last migration and last return from the EU among 

interviewees in TEMPER Origin countries 

In D7.3 we provided some basic estimates of the incidence of return according to 

Population Census and similar sources available in each of our four selected origin 

countries, and in D7.4 we analysed in some detail the determinants of return migration 

for both Moroccan and Senegalese migrants from different European countries. In both 

deliverables, the huge difficulties to study return migration from an empirical and 

quantitative approach have been discussed at length. One of the main points emphasized 

in those previous reports had to do with the diversity of return patterns, and multiple 

meanings and interpretations that return migration allows depending on the period, 

context and reasons why it happens. In the current section, we intend to complement our 

discussions there by providing very detailed information on different aspects of the return 

of our interviewees in the TEMPER Origin Surveys. In particular, we will explore the 

intended and actual length of return, and its relation with actual and intended duration of 

last migration to the EU; the voluntary or involuntary nature of return, as well as the 

reasons underlying the decision to come back to the country of origin according to the 

responses of our interviewees, as well as the connection between characteristics of the 

last migration and the intentions to stay back in origin permanently or just temporarily to 

engage later on further repeated migration. 
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One of the first and relatively unexpected findings of the TEMPER Surveys among 

returnees is the different timing when return tend to happens for migrants from the four 

selected countries, or put differently, the different duration of their last migration to the 

EU. As can be seen in Figure 10, the average duration of the last migration of the returnees 

interviewed by TEMPER widely differ across countries of origin with Argentineans 

having stays in Spain longer than five years on average before returning, in opposition to 

Ukrainian returnees from Poland, where their last stay lasted on average only 8 months.  

The countries with the most advantaged situation for EU migration, Romania 

(geographically close and EU member) and Argentina (distant but visa-free), are the ones 

displaying the longest migration spells. However, and somewhat surprisingly, this 

excludes Romanian returnees to Germany, whose average migration duration is the 

second shortest. Thus, the average duration of migrations to their EU destinations does 

not seem to follow a clear pattern in terms of geographical distance or legal status of the 

different countries vis-à-vis the EU 

 

Figure 10. Average duration of last migration in the EU, in months, by country of origin 

and destination 

 

Source : TEMPER Origin Surveys (2018), Returnees Subsample.  

 

More surprisingly, a very large proportion of the returnees had stayed in their EU 

destinations for less than 12 months before returning, which indicates a very high 

incidence of return among temporary short-term migrants. This was actually the case of 

84 percent of the Ukranian returnees from Poland, 63 per cent of the Romanians returnees 

from Germany, and between one third and one fourth of the other flows.  
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Figure 11. Percentage of short-term last migration (< 1 year) among returnees, by 

country of origin and destination

 

Source : TEMPER Origin Surveys (2018), Returnees Subsample.  

 

Differences in the timing of return might be related with different reasons of migration 

across the studies flows. In fact, the Argentinean flow to Spain is in fact very different 

from the others in terms of the motivations for migration, which are quite evenly split 

between family reasons, economic reasons, study reasons and personal choice based on 

lifestyles. The rest of migratory flows are largely dominated by economic reasons (above 

80 percent) with the only exception of Senegalese in France, who register a sizeable 19 

per cent of study reasons. This distribution, therefore, may help to understand the longer 

duration, on average, of last migration to the EU among the Argentinean returnees, but it 

does not help to understand the reasons behind the much shorter duration (or much earlier 

return) of the Ukrainian-Polish and Romanian-German flows compared to the rest. 
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Figure 12. Reason of last migration to the EU, by country of origin and destination 

 

Source : TEMPER Origin Surveys (2018), Returnees Subsample.  

 

Besides having different reasons for migrating, migrants also have different plans and 

expectations regarding the actual duration of their migration (Figure 13). Argentinean 

migrants again turn out to be very different in this regard as well, with a varied 

composition of expectations: short-term, long-term, permanent (for good) and without 

plans at all. In contrast, the rest of the flows overwhelmingly expected a temporary 

migration, either short-term or long-term.  Senegalese migrants had mostly the intention 

of staying long-term, although not permanently (51 per cent in France, and 63 in Spain). 

In contrast, Romanian and Ukrainian migrants largely expected a short-term migration. 

This was particularly the case for Romanians in Germany (71 per cent) and Ukrainians in 

Poland (91 per cent), which is consistent with the actual short-term duration of the last 

migration observed for these flows.  
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 Figure 13. Expected duration of last migration to the EU among returnees, by country 

of origin and destination 

 

Source : TEMPER Origin Surveys (2018), Returnees Subsample.  

 

Although actual and expected duration seem to be consistent across flows, early returns 

or extended migrations may in fact contradict initial expectations at the individual level. 

This is in fact the case for many Argentineans. Only 42 per cent of the Argentinean 

returnees had met their own expectation about the short-term duration (25 per cent) or 

long-term duration (17 per cent) of their migration to Spain. Another 42 per cent ended 

up with different durations from those expected: in particular, 17 per cent extended their 

stay beyond short-term and 18 per cent of those who intended to stay permanently ended 

up returning after a long stay. 

 

For the other countries, the majority of returnees had met their initial expectations: over 

60 per cent in Romania and Senegal, and 85 per cent in Ukraine. All of these countries, 

however, have also a sizeable proportion of returned migrants who extended their stay 

beyond the initial short-term expectation: 9 per cent in Senegal and Ukraine, and 20 per 

cent in Romania. But overall, it is clear that short-term migration is not only very 

significant in real terms, but also an expectation (that is then realized) in most cases. 

Whether such expectation revealed actual preferences or not of returned migrants is 

difficult to know, since it might be that migrants have been shaped their expectation 
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anticipating the effects of current migration regimes and life circumstances that can limit 

the range of options considered feasible or desirable. Figure 14 summarizes the 

correspondence (or lack of it) between expected and actual duration of last migration 

among our returnees.  

 

Figure 14. Relation between expected and real duration of last migration to the EU, by 

country of origin and destination 

 

Source : TEMPER Origin Surveys (2018), Returnees Subsample.  

 

In contrast, the general expectation among returnees was that return was more permanent 

that temporary in most cases. According to returnees’ responses, at the time they came 

back from their EU destination, 60 percent of the Romanian returnees from Spain said 

they expected to stay back in origin for good, 50 percent among the Argentineans and 40 

percent among the Senegalese returning from France. In contrast, 40 percent of the 

Ukrainians who returned from Poland said they expected to be back in Ukraine less than 

12 months, and approximately 30 percent of the Romanian returnees from Germany and 

the Senegalese from France said so as well. Indirectly, these returnees seemed to have 

responded in anticipation of their re-migration in the very next future. In other words, the 

proportion of returnees that expected their return to be more than a visit but relatively 

short, is quite high for almost all the flows considered in this study, with the only 

exception of the Argentinean and Romanian flow to Spain. In the rest, the idea of re-
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migration is clearly in mind of a relatively large proportion of returnees varying between 

25 percent of the Senegalese who returned from Spain and 40 percent of the Ukrainians 

who returned from Poland. 

 

Figure 15. Expected duration of last return, by country of origin and destination 

 

Source : TEMPER Origin Surveys (2018), Returnees Subsample.  

 

The reasons for returning, at the moment they did, were for all countries in most cases 

family-related. Romania and Ukraine had the largest percentage of family reasons (52 

and 53 per cent), and the percentage was particularly high among Romanians in Spain 

(64 per cent). This percentage was smaller for Argentina and Senegal (around 40 per 

cent). The second most common reason to return were economic or work-related reasons, 

with the exception of the flow Senegal-Spain, where administrative or documents-related 

reasons were the second most common reasons to return (31 per cent). This type of reason 

was in fact only relevant for the two countries requiring visa for entry, Senegal and 

Ukraine. The proportions for the other flows from these countries were nonetheless much 

smaller: 15 per cent for the flow Ukraine-Poland, and only 8-9 per cent for the remaining 

flows between Senegal-France and Ukraine-Italy.  
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The relevance of the economic reasons in motivating the return decision ranges between 

25-30 per cent, with the exception of Ukraine, where it falls to 17 per cent. The flows 

between Romania-Germany and Senegal-France register nonetheless higher proportions: 

35 per cent and 38 per cent respectively.  

 

Finally, a proportion that hovers around 10 per cent stated their motivations were rather 

emotionally-based (such as being homesick, wanting to contribute to the country of 

origin, or feeling that they belong in that country). The only exceptions in this regard are 

the Senegalese, as well as the flow between Romania-Spain, whose migrants never 

mentioned this type of reasons to explain their return decision.  

 

Figure 16. Reasons for returning, by country of origin and destination 

 

Source : TEMPER Origin Surveys (2018), Returnees Subsample.  

 

Whichever the type of reason that motivated return and its timing, the degree of 

voluntariness behind each of them can differ. For instance, in the case of administrative 

reasons, voluntariness is completely absent in forced removals but it can be an actual 

choice for shortening or extending migration in order to benefit from some return 

program, or to obtain new documents before leaving. Similar ranges exist also for family 

reasons or economic reasons, for instance. Additionally, motivations for return (and the 
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degree of voluntariness behind them) are multiple and interact in complex manners. So, 

we directly asked all returnee respondents whether they considered their return was 

completely voluntary, completely non-voluntary or something in between.    

 

The proportion of non-voluntary returns was by far the highest among Senegalese 

migrants: 32 per cent in Spain and 15 per cent in France. This is consistent with the strict 

visa regime for this country and the high and very similar proportion of administrative 

reasons to return. For all other countries the proportion of non-voluntary returns remains 

well below 10 per cent, with the highest proportion registered in the Ukrainian-Italian 

flow (7 per cent).  The range of mixed situations, where the migrant somewhat wanted to 

return but was pushed at the same time to do so, hovers around 15 per cent in all cases, 

with only two exceptions: the Argentineans found themselves in this situation in a higher 

proportion (24 per cent), whereas Ukrainians migrating to Poland did so in a lesser extent 

than other countries (6 per cent).  
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Figure 17. Non-voluntariness of return (non-voluntary and mixed), by country of origin 

and destination 

 

Source: TEMPER Origin Surveys (2018), Returnees Subsample.  

 

Overall, the overwhelming majority (between 70 and 80 per cent) of returnees in all 

countries and flows declared being satisfied with their return decision (regardless, for 

instance, of their intentions to re-migrate again). There are only two exceptions and they 

correspond to the flows with higher percentage of non-voluntary returns or mixed 

voluntariness: Argentineans (63 per cent) and Senegalese returning from Spain (60 per 

cent).  For all the other flows, the percentage of returnees dissatisfied with their return is 

close to 10 per cent: the highest percentages are for the flow Senegal-France (15 per cent) 

and Ukraine-Italy (14 per cent). 
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Figure 18. Satisfaction with return, by country of origin and destination 

 

Source: TEMPER Origin Surveys (2018), Returnees Subsample.  

 

In any case, it seems interesting and would deserve some additional analyses the fact that 

the highest percentages of returnees who declared a wish to remigrate in the next five 

years are, precisely, the same ones for whom the percentage of satisfaction with the return 

decision is lower: Argentineans and Senegalese from Spain (as shown in Figure 7, above).  

 

Finally, one of the most valuable pieces of information contained in TEMPER Origin 

Survey has to do with the legal documents that returnees reported they had with them at 

time they last migrated to the EU, and the legal trajectory experienced since then up to 

the time of return. It seems reasonable to expect differential return patterns in terms of 

timing, voluntariness or satisfaction, as well as differential re-migration intentions, 

depending on the legal status enjoyed by the migrants at different points of their migration 

trajectory. In Figure 16, we can observe large variation in the type of documents hold by 

returnees when they entered they EU the last time. The proportion of those who entered 

irregularly is particularly high among Senegalese, almost one third of total, with 46 

percent among those who migrated to Spain. For the rest of the studied groups, irregular 

entry oscillated around 10 per cent of total. Among the Ukrainians, almost 2/3 declared 

to have entered with a long visa, which would suggest that their decision to return short 
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time after migrating (8 months on average) was not driven by the lack of proper 

documents allowing them to stay longer. In contrast, Argentineans and Romanians 

enjoyed a quite privileged situation, as expected, reflecting the visa free regime and easy 

access to both Spanish and Italian nationality for the formers, and the EU membership 

for the latter.  

 

Figure 19. Legal documents at entry in last migration to the EU among returnees, by 
origin and destination country. 

 

Source: TEMPER Origin Surveys (2018), Returnees Subsample.  

 

Obviously, migrants who entered irregularly are more likely to remain irregular for long 

periods of time compared to those who had some sort of legal document at entry. 

However, legal trajectories are often uneven and renewals or extensions do not happen as 

expected, resulting in belated irregularity. The case of the Argentineans in Spain clearly 

illustrates this, as can be seen in Figure 17: even if none of the interviewed returnees from 

Spain reported to have migrated irregularly, 31 percent of them admitted to have 

experienced some period of irregularity during their time in Spain. Something similar 

occurs among the Ukranians to Italy, whose percentage of irregularity multiplied by 3 

when the situation at entry is compared with the legal status experienced over the entire 

stay at destination, and to a lesser extent to all the other groups. 
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Figure 20. Ever undocumented during last stay in the EU, by origin and destination 
country. 

 

Source: TEMPER Origin Surveys (2018), Returnees Subsample.  

 

Finally, by the time the returnees left their EU destination to come back to their country 

of origin, some of them had legal documents that allowed them to re-enter the EU or the 

specific destination country within the EU where they had lived before returning, whereas 

others left at the time of their permit expiration and, therefore, would have to reinitiate 

the process of visa application if intended to re-migrate in a regular manner. Obviously, 

the type of legal document that returnees had at the time of leaving their EU destination 

to come back to their country of origin is expected to be strongly associated with their 

reasons for return but also with re-migration intentions and expectations. According to 

the results shown in Figure 18, and leaving aside the case of the Romanians, who can 

obviously circulate freely within the EU, more than half of the Argentineans had already 

acquired one EU nationality (generally the Spanish one, but in many occasions the Italian 

as well) by the time of their last return to Argentina, which implies they will be able to 

re-migrate whenever they want, with no legal barriers. In contrast, the percentage of 

Senegalese or Ukrainian returnees who had acquired EU nationality by that time was very 

marginal. The proportion of returnees of these two groups who still hold a permanent 

residence permit at the time of return and, therefore, had good conditions for re-migration 

if they wished so, were approximately 15 percent among the Senegalese but much less 

among the Ukrainians.  
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Figure 21. Ever undocumented during last stay in the EU, by origin and destination 
country. 

 

Source: TEMPER Origin Surveys (2018), Returnees Subsample.  

 

6. Conclusions 

The lack of a common and measurable definition has seriously hampered so far the 

collection of empirical evidence that permits to quantify the incidence of return and 

circular migration nowadays. But also, and equally important, it has damaged the 

possibility to identify possibilities for its potential encouragement among current and 

prospective migrants, as well as the existing barriers and obstacles for such 

encouragement. 

 

Definitions need to be made on the basis of what needs to be known; however, it is equally 

important to consider what can be feasibly measured with the existing data sources. In 

the last round of censuses, for instance, some information on individuals’ previous 

countries of residence one, five or ten years ago, was collected. Unfortunately, not all 

countries included the question referred to the three points in time, and not all countries 
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detailed the specific country of residence for each point (sometimes, like in the 

Argentinean example, only a general reference to “living abroad” is available). And 

something similar happens with population registers, which rarely identify the country of 

destination for emigrants, and frequently prevent the measurement of short-term 

migrations. The aforementioned limitations of censuses and population register data for 

properly measuring return and circular migration are especially serious when focusing on 

non-EU migrants. Large-scale surveys represent a potential alternative to temporarily fix 

the limitations of official sources like the Population Censuses in providing preliminary 

evidence regarding certain phenomena such as return and circular migration.  

 

In fact, the relatively low incidence of circular migration according to the information 

available in most population registers, even among neighbour countries and EU citizens, 

and considering time frames of almost 40 years, poses serious questions on the quality of 

official statistics currently available to adequately measure what seems to be understood 

as ‘circular migration’ in the EU policy documents, but it also suggests as very relevant 

to investigate about such low incidence (if true). 

 

The current report has provided preliminary evidence, based on the TEMPER Origin 

Surveys, on the different incidence of circular migration for up to seven different 

migration flows connecting four countries of origin (Argentina, Romania, Senegal and 

Ukraine) with five different destination countries in the EU (France, Germany, Italy, 

Poland and Spain). By comparing measurements derived from the application of different 

definitions of circular migration, the results confirmed the crucial importance of including 

short-term migrations if the reality of circulation wants to be properly assessed in order 

to design policies aimed at promoting it. In fact, the proportion of returnees from EU 

countries previously or currently engaged in circular migration multiplied by two, from 

approximately 7-8 percent to 15-16 percent of total returnees, in the case of migration 

flows between Senegal and Spain/France, depending on whether a strict or extended 

definition of circular migration was applied. Part of the difference between these two 

definitions relates to the inclusion or not of short-term migrations, which highlights the 

limitations of the current statistical system to properly measure circular migration since 

population registers mostly restrict to measuring changes of residence that implies stays 

of one year or more at destination. 
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Moreover, from a policy perspective, it is important to remark the fact even in flows 

where the current incidence of circularity seems rather low like the flow connecting 

Romania and Germany, for example, returnees revealed clear interest in keeping the door 

open to repeated migration and circulation in the next future. Between one and two thirds, 

depending on the flow, of the interviewed returnees who had not yet engaged in repeated 

migration expressed a wish to re-migrate in the next five years, and between one fourth 

and half of the interviewees estimated very or pretty likely to actually re-migrate in the 

next two years. These figures are rather consistent with the fact that, with the exceptions 

of Argentineans and Romanians returned from Spain, in the rest of the analysed flows 

between 25 and 40 percent of the returnees expected their return to last less than 12 

months. 

 

In sum, circular migration is already a reality for some relevant flows to the EU as the 

Senegalese one but, more importantly, the potential for circulation seems to be 

substantial. Thus, a better understanding of both the reasons and barriers to engage in this 

type of mobility pattern remains absolutely crucial in order to effectively promote circular 

migration, especially taking into account that the overall assessment of the experience by 

these migrants tends to be positive, since the largest proportion considers such mobility 

patterns to have more advantages than disadvantages, and the largest majority of 

circulation is spontaneous, that is not linked to specific state-managed programs. 
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ANNEX 
 
Table 4. Reasons of migrants to engage in complex trajectories, by country of origin and 
type of trajectory 

 
AR RO 

 
Total SC WC HM HD Total SC WC HM HD 

 
9 5 0 3 1 14 10 2 2 0 

Preferred it that way  22% 0% - 0% - 50% 50% 50% 50% - 

Job/career required 56% 60% - 67% - 23% 30% 0% 0% - 

Specific program   0% 0% - 0% - 0% 0% 0% 0% - 

Just happened    11% 20% - 0% - 23% 20% 0% 50% - 
No long-term permit  0% 0% - na na 0% 0% 0% na na 

 
SN UA 

 
Total SC WC HM HD Total SC WC HM HD 

 
111 42 47 14 8 47 38 1 8 0 

Preferred it that way  41% 50% 47% 14% - 36% 45% 0% 0% - 

Job/career required 40% 45% 38% 29% - 21% 21% 0% 25% - 

Specific program   0% 0% 0% 0% - 0% 0% 0% 0% - 

Just happened    10% 2% 17% 7% - 32% 24% 100% 63% - 

No long-term permit  0% 0% 0% na na 0% 0% 0% na na 

Source : TEMPER Origin Surveys (2018), Returnees Subsample.  
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