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1.

Introduction

1.
Circular migration is a topic of growing importance, on which information is needed for policy
development. The Global Forum on Migration and Development (GFMD)1 sees the promotion of circular
migration as one of the key ways to increase the contribution of international migration to development. It has
also become a priority for many countries of origin as a way of ensuring the temporary nature of their citizens’
emigration.
2.
Circular migration is often seen as a win‐win‐win proposition, providing gains to countries of both
origin and destination, as well as to the migrants themselves. In countries of destination, it can alleviate labour
needs and increase economic production. In countries of origin, it can provide unemployment relief and both
financial and human capital (in terms of skills and resources brought back to the country), as well as mitigate
population loss due to emigration. Individual migrants also benefit via increased income, greater work
experience, and the development of their human capital. However, circular migration is not well captured by
official statistics and its scale is therefore difficult to estimate.
3.
The European Migration Network (EMN) synthesis report “Temporary and circular migration:
empirical evidence, current policy practice and future option in EU Member States” (2011) expounds the
benefit of developing a common understanding of temporary and circular migration, as a first step towards a
common definition for the purpose of data collection. The report details the lack of comparable statistics and a
common statistical definition on temporary and circular migration across the European Union and the
inadequacy of current data collection methods for capturing these forms of migration. In particular, it notes
the general lack of longitudinal data that would allow individual migration patterns to be tracked over time.
4.
An important challenge in measuring circular migration is that it is frequently related to short‐term
residence that may be subject to little or no administrative recording, particularly if a residence permit has
already been granted in the context of a previous stay or if a migrant is a citizen of the countries he or she
migrates to/from (double or multiple citizenship). Another considerable challenge related to defining and
measuring circular migration is that by its very nature, circular migration is not a single event taking place at a
particular point of time, but rather a series of several events happening within a specific period. National
statistics on temporary and short‐term moves remain largely incompatible due to different definitions of
duration of stay (UNECE, 2012). There is also considerable variation among definitions of circular migration. To
produce comparable statistical information and to analyse the developmental impact of circular migration,
countries need to have a common definition.
5.
Operationalization of this concept would include duration of stay in destination country and
frequency of movements at a minimum. For producing quality statistics on circular migration, the definition,
reference period, standards and sources for its measurement need to be established. There is thus a strong
need to develop better standards and definitions related to circular migration, and position it clearly with
respect to the related concepts of short‐term, temporary and return migration.
6.
In 2012, the Bureau of the Conference of European Statisticians (CES)2 reviewed the final report of
its Task Force on the Analysis of International Migration Estimates Using Different Length of Stay Definitions
(UNECE, 2012), which recommended, among others, to prepare a proposal for a common international
statistical definition of circular migration. The Bureau welcomed the report and conducted a further review of
1

The Global Forum on Migration and Development (GFMD) was founded in 2007 as an initiative of the United Nations
Member States to address connections between migration and development. It has acted as an informal, non‐binding,
voluntary and government‐led process, acknowledging the limits of a strictly national approach to migration issues. Civil
society representatives as well as governments have been involved in the GFMD process. For more information, see
www.gfmd.org.
2
The Conference of European Statisticians is composed of national statistical organizations in the UNECE region (for UNECE
member countries, see http://www.unece.org/oes/nutshell/member_states_representatives.html) and includes in
addition Australia, Brazil, Chile, China, Colombia, Japan, Mexico, Mongolia, New Zealand and Republic of Korea. The major
international organizations active in statistics in the UNECE region also participate in the work, such as the statistical office
of the European Commission (Eurostat), the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), the
Interstate Statistical Committee of the Commonwealth of the Independent States (CIS‐STAT), the International Monetary
Fund (IMF) and the World Bank.
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statistical concepts of short‐term, return and circular migration (UNECE, 2013). Based on this, the CES Bureau
set up a new Task Force on Measuring Circular Migration in February 2013, to prepare a proposal for a
common international statistical definition of circular migration. This report presents the results of the Task
Force.
7.
Chapter 2 of the report provides the key definitions of international migration statistics and looks at
how circular migration has been framed and defined in different contexts. In the context of scarce statistical
data on circular migration, the chapter provides an example of operationalizing the concept of circular
migration in Sweden. Chapter 3 examines the following five dimensions of circular migration: repetition of
move (frequency), directionality, duration, purpose or reason for move, and developmental impact. Chapter 4
proceeds to lay out the key issues and present proposals for a statistical definition of circular migration.
Practical application of the proposed definitions is shown in chapter 5 with testing examples from Italy and
Sweden, followed by conclusions.
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2.
2.1.

Existing Concepts and Definitions

Different types of migration

8.
The United Nations Recommendations on Statistics of International Migration (1998) provide the
following definitions of long‐term, short‐term and return migrants:
Long‐term migrant is “a person who moves to a country other than that of his or her usual residence
for a period of at least a year (12 months), so that the country of destination effectively becomes his
or her new country of usual residence. From the perspective of the country of departure the person
will be a long‐term emigrant and from that of the country of arrival the person will be a long‐term
immigrant.”
Short‐term migrant is defined as “a person who moves to a country other than that of his or her
usual residence for a period of at least 3 months, but less than a year (12 months) except in cases
where the movement to that country is for purposes of recreation, holiday, visits to friends or
relatives, business, medical treatment or religious pilgrimage.”
Return 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 one year”.
9.
Another definition posited by OECD (2008) for return migration is one where the migrant’s country
of destination is the same as their original country of origin. This differs in its focus on using country of birth as
opposed to country of citizenship as a criterion of defining return migrants.
10.
The terms temporary migration and circular migration are not defined by the United Nations
recommendations. EMN (2011) defines circular migration as “a repetition of legal migrations by the same
person between two or more countries”. According to GFMD (2008), circular migration can be understood as
“the temporary, recurrent movement of people between two or more countries mainly for purposes of work or
study”. GFMD sees circular migration as different from concepts like permanent or temporary migration since
these concepts are understood in a more linear and static way.
11.
According to EMN, temporary migration is limited to a single back‐and‐forth movement, with a
limited stay in the country of destination (or in their case the EU), while circular migration is repeated back‐
and‐forth movement between the destination and countries of origin. Circular migration is viewed as a type of
temporary migration, in which the temporary stay in a destination country is repeated. Circular migration
overlaps also with the concept of return migration, as return is part of the circular movement.

2.2.

Definitions and conceptualizations of circular migration in selected
literature

2.2.1.

Typologies and dimensions

12.
Agunias and Newland (2007) put forward a typology of circular migration, which can serve as an
example for a rather broad and all‐encompassing approach to the phenomenon. The authors distinguish
between permanent and temporary migration as well as between temporary and permanent return. According
to this matrix, four broad types of circular migration can be identified:
a. Permanent migration and permanent return: Migrants who spend a lengthy period abroad and
then return to stay in their country of origin.
b. Permanent migration and temporary return: Migrants who have emigrated for good but who
return for temporary stays.
c. Temporary migration and permanent return: Migrants who only stay abroad for a short period
and then return for good.

3

2. Existing Concepts and Definitions

d. Temporary migration and temporary return: Migrants who regularly shuttle between two or
more countries.
13.
According to this typology, all migration movements that include at least two cross‐border moves
could be categorized as circular migration – a rather inclusive and broad conceptualization.
A more narrow and precise definition is proposed by Fargues (2008), according to whom migration
14.
that meets the following six criteria can be characterized as circular:
a. temporary residence (time‐limited permit),
b. renewal option (possibility of multiple entries into the destination country),
c. circularity (freedom of movement between country of origin and destination during the period
of residence),
d. legality of stay,
e. protection of migrants’ rights, and
f. satisfaction of a (temporary) demand for labour in the destination country as a central purpose.
15.
Fargues’ definition is thus much more restrictive than the one proposed by Agunias and Newland.
By emphasizing, for example, the protection of migrants’ rights, it also contains normative elements in
addition to more “neutral”, descriptive elements, such as temporariness.
16.
The METOIKOS study3 studied the links between different types of circular migration in addition to
the processes of integration in the country of destination and reintegration in the source country. As part of
this study, Triandafyllidou (2010) proposed four dimensions for circular migration: space, time, repetition and
scope. The space dimension pertains to the crossing of a border, while in terms of time, circular migration
involves stays of limited duration that can vary from several weeks to several years but does not apply to stays
of a decade or more. With regard to repetition, the author specifies at least two‐time back‐and‐forth
movement between a country of origin and a country of destination as a minimum requirement for circular
migration. The scope of circular migration does not refer exclusively to dependent employment but primarily
to economic activities such as employment, trade or investment.

2.2.2.

Spontaneous and managed migration

17.
A general distinction is sometimes made between circular migration as a migratory phenomenon
occurring within organized and controlled regulatory frameworks (such as bilateral agreements on labour
migration between specific countries), and between more “spontaneous”, “naturally occurring” and
uncontrolled cross‐border moves.
18.
EMN (2011) looked at the empirical evidence, current policy practice and future options in 24
European Union member States regarding temporary and circular migration. It found that there is a regulated
type of circular migration taking place, for example, in the form of migrants entering an EU Member State for
temporary, seasonal work, and a more ”spontaneous” type of circular migration. “Spontaneous circular
migration” refers to people who decide themselves whether or not to migrate to a different country, about the
length of their stay, and whether or not, and when, to return to their country of origin, and eventually migrate
again. Such circular migration thus takes place outside organized frameworks, such as seasonal workers
schemes or other temporary migration under bilateral agreements between states.
19.
Newland (2009) uses the term “de facto circular migration”, thus distinguishing between
spontaneous circular migration and circular migration that occurs within the parameters of official programs.

2.2.3.

National definitions

20.
According to EMN (2011), the EU Member States do not differentiate between the concepts of
temporary and circular migration. Countries also approach these phenomena very differently.

3

In 2010‐2011, the METOIKOS Research Project at the Robert Schuman Centre for Advanced Studies of the European
University Institute in Florence looked into circular migration patterns in three European regions: South‐eastern Europe
and the Balkans, South‐western Europe and the Maghreb, and Central Eastern Europe.
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21.
The EMN study found that, while most countries could provide some form of data on temporary
migration, for circular migration, the situation was much bleaker. Only a handful of countries (Austria,
Germany and Sweden) could provide some statistical evidence on circular migration, though each country
measured this concept differently. The study could not find any harmonized approach across the EU member
states in defining circular migration.
22.
EMN listed some of the definitions used by selected EU Member States. The Netherlands, for
example, described circular migration as ”migration in which the migrant resides in one country after another,
including his/her own country for a longer period”. Germany proposed the following, more complex, definition:
“Circular migration [is defined as] multiple migration, in which a person enters the destination
country at least once (or is born there), then moves to the country of origin, the country of
nationality or a third country, and then returns to the destination country. The time‐based
dimension is also considered, although it is not possible to define an exact duration of stay. Short
stays of just a few months are excluded, as such stays do not generally involve a change in […]
principal residence. Neither should circular migration be used to describe movements of people
who have resided in the country of destination for many years or even decades and who then
(once and without returning) migrate back to their country of origin.”
23.
Poland described circular migration as a “migration intended to be temporary, of a repetitive and/or
cyclical nature, but not necessarily seasonal, which is driven by economic factors, whilst retaining links to the
country of origin”.
24.
Sweden, as another example, wrote that circular migration is regarded as “temporary or more long‐
term and usually recurring legal movements between two countries”, and added:
“Movement can occur either through migrants moving from their countries of origin or residence
to a country of destination and then returning, or through migrants moving to their countries of
origin for a shorter or longer period.”
25.
A problem of these national definitions is that circular migration is not always clearly separated from
other types of migration, such as immigration or return migration. Only the German and the Polish definitions
require more than two cross‐border moves. Both the Dutch and the Swedish definitions remain vague about
the minimum number of moves. The Netherlands and Portugal were the only countries with formal/legal
definitions for circular migration, while only Spain and Sweden had working definitions for this concept.
26.
EMN (2011) also found that the few countries that were able to produce statistics on circular
migration followed their own methodologies.
27.
Austria collected information on registrations and de‐registrations from the Central Register of
Residence, and used this to calculate temporary and circular migration.
28.
Germany analysed statistics from the Central Register of Foreign Nationals (AZR) for information on
individual migrants’ exits and re‐entries. In Germany, at least 10.7% of all resident non‐EU foreigners (third‐
country nationals) could be said to have effected ‘circular’ migration, as they had moved away from Germany
at least once and subsequently returned. The share of resident third‐country nationals who exhibit a circular
migration pattern varies considerably between different nationality groups. Circular migration patterns seem
to be most frequent among foreign nationals who migrate for employment purposes.
29.
The Netherlands identified individual migrants, using the unique citizen’s service number (BSN)
provided to them after residing in the Member State more than four months. Using the BSN, a migrant can be
tracked through national and local authorities’ databases; hence exits and re‐entries can be monitored to
provide information on circular migration.
30.
Sweden counted migrants who had been resident for at least 12 months. Their definition of circular
migration also covers own nationals who are not included in the definitions of other member States. The
Swedish statistical definition of ‘circular migration’ prescribes that one needs to have moved at least twice
across the national border.
31.
The EMN country studies emphasized the difficulty differentiating temporary and circular migration,
as all forms of circular migration start out as temporary, but can become more permanent over time. Some
countries highlighted the need to agree first upon a standard definition of circular migration in order to
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improve data collection methods. The EMN definition is limited to legal migrants, as irregular migrants are not
included in regular data sources.
32.
The EMN study also found that the development and promotion of policies on temporary and
circular migration in the EU Member States were at a very early stage. While most Member States had
accommodated elements of temporary or circular migration into their policies, legislation and practices, this
was rarely with the explicit aim of promoting circularity. Nonetheless, reports of initial evaluations of existing
programmes and policies had confirmed positive results for migrants.

Table 1 Definitions used in literature for circular migration
Author

Definition used for circular migration

W. Zelinsky (1971)

Circulation denotes a great variety of movements, usually short‐term,
repetitive or cyclical in nature, but all having in common the lack of any
declared intention of a permanent or long‐lasting change in residence.

A process through which a migrant, legally or not, alternates his/her place of
J. A. Bustamante (2002),
residence between origin or destination country, until eventually settling down
Instituto de Investigaciones in either of them due to age or family reunion." Based on the notion of a
Juridicas, UNAM
migrant's "migration career (history)" defined as a sequence of loops, complete
or not.
K. O'Neil (2003), Migration
Policy Institute

Migrants returning to their sending country, once or many times over a period
of time.

Council of the European
Union (2007)

Temporary, legal movement of people between one or more member states
and particular third countries, whereby third country nationals take up legal
employment opportunities in the EU or persons legally residing in the EU go to
their country of origin.
The two main forms of circular migration most relevant in the EU context are:

European Commission
(2007)

A. Constant and K. F.
Zimmermann (2007), The
Institute for the Study of
Labour (IZA)

D.R. Agunias and
K. Newland (2007),
Migration Policy Institute

a. that of third‑country nationals residing in the EU, such as business
people from third countries working in the EU and wishing to start
an activity in their country of origin or in another third country;
b. that of third‑country nationals established outside the EU, such as
nationals wishing to engage in seasonal or temporary work within
the EU or to study there before returning to their country.

Guest workers who have left Germany (at least once).

a.
b.
c.
d.

Permanent migration and (generations later) permanent return;
permanent migration and temporary return;
temporary migration and temporary return;
temporary migration and permanent return.

The term 'permanent migrants' refers to those who have permanent residency
or citizenship in their adopted countries.
P. Fargues (2008), CARIM

Temporary, renewable, circulatory, legal, respectful of the migrants' rights, and
managed in such a way as to optimize labour markets at both ends, in sending
and receiving countries.

Global Forum on Migration
and Development (2008),
International Organization
for Migration (2011)

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.

F. P. Vadean, and M.
Piracha (2009), IZA

The repeated back and forth movements between the home country and one
or more countries of destination.
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Author

Definition used for circular migration

Swedish Committee on
Circular Migration and
Development (Statens
offentliga utredningar
2010/2011)

Back‐and forth mobility, which can promote development in both countries of
origin and destination, as well as benefit migrants themselves.

European Migration
Network (EMN, 2011) /
European Commission

A repetition of legal migration by the same person between two or more
countries.

P. Wickramasekara (2011)
and The Global Union
Research Network (GURN)
/ ILO

Repeated migration experiences involving more than one emigration and
return. It should be distinguished from ‘one‐shot’ migration involving one
emigration and permanent return, which is better termed as ‘return migration’.

F. Constant, O. Nottmeyer
and K. F. Zimmermann
(2012), The Institute for
the Study of Labour (IZA)

The systematic and regular movement of migrants between their homelands
and foreign countries typically seeking work. Circular migration should be
differentiated from the one‐time emigration or out‐migration and the eventual
permanent return migration.

D. Posel and C. Marx
(2013)

Having dual household membership.

J. Schneider and B. Parusel
(2015)

A flexible form of repetitive movement between different destinations.

2.3.

Circular migration in national and international policy discourse

2.3.1.

Benefits and developmental impact of circular migration

33.
The Global Forum on Migration and Development (2008) describes circular migration as “a fluid
movement of people between countries, including temporary or more permanent movement which, when it
occurs voluntarily and is linked to the labour needs of countries of origin and destination, can be beneficial to
all involved”. This definition highlights the “triple‐win” assumption and links circular migration to both
voluntariness and the purpose of work. The same definition is also used by the International Organization for
Migration (IOM) in its “Key migration terms” glossary.4
34.
The benefits of circular migration have been highlighted by others as well. According to the
European Commission (2007), the advantages of circular migration lie above all in the transfer of skills
between the countries in question and in the reduction of the permanent outflow of knowledge and skills from
developing countries (“brain drain”). They state that “Circular migration is increasingly being recognised as a
key form of migration that, if well managed, can help to match the international supply of and demand for
labour, thereby contributing to a more efficient allocation of available resources and to economic growth.” IOM
and other members of the Global Migration Group state that, from a country of origin’s perspective, circular
migration “can allow for the acquisition of new ideas, technologies or land‐use practices that can then be
replicated in the community of origin through the transfer of ideas, training and capacity building activities”
(GMG 2010).
35.
Newland (2009) explores the human development implications of circular migration – both where it
occurs naturally and where governments work to create it. She discusses various conceptions and definitions
of circular migration, and concludes that circular migration is not intrinsically positive or negative in relation to
human development; its impact depends upon the circumstances in which it occurs, the constraints that
surround it and the degree of choice that individuals can exercise over their own mobility.
36.
IOM (2013) looks at the developmental impact from the point of view of labour mobility and cross‐
border skill‐matching. The paper provides a brief overview of recent international and regional labour mobility
4

http://www.iom.int/cms/en/sites/iom/home/about‐migration/key‐migration‐terms‐1.html and IOM (2011).
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and establishes the linkages between labour mobility and development in both origin and destination
countries as well as at the regional and global levels. The paper also looks at policies to enhance the
developmental impacts of labour mobility at all levels. IOM recognizes that protecting the rights of migrant
workers is integral to realizing the potential of migration for development.

2.3.2.

Promoting circular migration

37.
The Global Commission on International Migration5 (GCIM, 2005) argued that governments and
international organizations should formulate policies and programmes that maximize the developmental
impact of return and circular migration. While it did not propose a clear definition of the concept of circular
migration, GCIM wrote that “the old paradigm of permanent migrant settlement is progressively giving way to
temporary and circular migration” and that the Commission “underlines the need to grasp the developmental
opportunities that this important shift in migration patterns provides for countries of origin”.
38.
For the European Commission (2007), circular migration means multiple migrations between a
country of origin and an admitting country, normally within the context of the temporary recruitment and
employment of workers. They describe circular migration as “a form of migration that is managed in a way
allowing some degree of legal mobility back and forth between two countries.” They add that circular
migration exists when people residing abroad receive an immigration and residence permit for a limited period
for working, studying and/or training, if they relocate their main place of residence and their main sphere of
activity back to their country of origin once their permit has expired.
39.
In the European Union, circular migration has been primarily understood as a migration
phenomenon that should be promoted through the creation or expansion of a specific legal framework as well
as via specific projects or programmes. The European Commission (2007) has proposed various ways to
promote circular migration:
“(...) A distinction could be drawn between, on the one hand, putting in place the legislative
framework that would facilitate circular migration and, on the other, the possibility of developing
circular migration schemes. Such schemes would enable migrants to enter the EU to work, study
or perform other activities for a set period of time”.
40.
The European Commission acknowledged, however, that there are different definitions and forms of
circular migration and that the European Union must clearly stipulate which form of circular migration it
intends to facilitate. The concept the European Commission uses has a clear enforcement dimension.
41.
Based on the statements issued by the Commission, the Justice and Home Affairs Council of the EU
proposed on the following wording of a basic definition of circular migration (Council of the European Union,
2007):
“Circular migration could be understood as the temporary, legal movement of people between
one or more member states and particular third countries, whereby third country nationals take
up legal employment opportunities in the EU or persons legally residing in the EU go to their
country of origin.”
42.
In 2014, the Council of the European Union and the European Parliament adopted a directive on
seasonal employment (European Parliament/Council of the European Union, 2014). It provides for, among
other things, a simplified and uniform procedure for the admission of seasonal workers from third countries, a
maximum stay (which shall be fixed by the Member States to be not less than five months and not more than
nine months in any 12‐month period), the facilitation of re‐entry, and regulations on the working conditions.
While the preamble explicitly refers to circular migration (Recital 34), the (non‐binding) provisions on
facilitated re‐entry of third‐country nationals to the EU as seasonal workers are the only element that actually
addresses circularity. Many seasonal workers may stay in EU Member States for rather short periods of time;

5

The Global Commission on International Migration was set up in 2003 by the Secretary General of the United Nations and
the governments of Sweden, Switzerland, Brazil, Morocco and the Philippines. The mandate of the Commission was to
place international migration on the global policy agenda, analyse gaps in current policy approaches to migration, examine
inter‐linkages with other issue‐areas, and present recommendations to the United Nations Secretary‐General,
governments and other stakeholders.
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they may thus be seen as engaging in cross‐border and/or short‐term mobility, not migration in the sense of a
change of their usual place of residence.
43.
Wickramasekara (2011) looks at circular migration from the point of view of the rights of migrants.
The paper examines the evolving forms of circular migration and their implications for a rights‐based approach
to labour migration and protection of the rights of migrant workers. It reviews the challenges posed by circular
migration programmes and their variants, for the trade union movement and other stakeholders concerned
with protecting the rights of migrant workers. This is expected to contribute to the on‐going debates within
the trade union movement and civil society, the International Labour Organization and beyond.

2.3.3.

Case study: Sweden

44.
In July 2009, the Swedish Government decided to appoint a cross‐party Parliamentary Committee to
examine the connection between circular migration and development. The Committee’s task was to map out
circular migration, to identify factors that influence migrants’ opportunities to move between Sweden and
their countries of origin, and to propose measures to remove obstacles to mobility. It published an interim
report in 2010 (Statens Offentliga Utredningar, 2010) and a final report in 2011 (Statens Offentliga
Utredningar, 2011).
45.
The Committee defined circular migration loosely as a form of “back‐and forth mobility which can
promote development in both countries of origin and destination, as well as benefit migrants themselves."
Apart from that, the Committee stated, “there is no uniform definition of the concept of circular migration, and
the Committee sees no reason to confine itself to a narrow definition.” Instead, it was of the view that the
concept could include many different forms of migration. The Committee also stated that it is spontaneous
circular migration – in contrast to the managed form that takes place within specific programmes and
projects – which was the most relevant for Sweden, and the form that should be promoted: “Spontaneous
circular migration takes place when there is an enabling legislative framework which facilitates mobility.”
46.
Regarding operationalization and data sources, the Committee drew on an analysis carried out by
Statistics Sweden. It claimed that, of Sweden’s total population (9.3 million people), 283,400 persons, roughly
3 per cent, had moved at least twice across the national border and could thus be considered circular migrants
in a statistical sense. Most of the circular migrants had moved two or three times, but a small group had
moved across the border with greater frequency. The main source of data used was the Swedish population
registry, which includes data on all persons who have a legal right to stay and intend to stay for at least 12
months. Among much other statistical information, data from the population registry includes the citizenship,
country of birth, and the previous country of residence (before moving to Sweden) of all persons living in the
country.
47.
As a main result of its work, the Committee identified in particular three groups of migrants that
have the potential of influencing development in their countries of origin: labour migrants, international
students and entrepreneurs. It proposed several measures to facilitate circular migration, such as an
exemption to the rule that a permanent residence permit is to be revoked when residence ceases. It was also
proposed to further increase possibilities of labour migrants, entrepreneurs and international students to
come to Sweden. Other proposals concerned an improved portability of social security benefits between
Sweden and third countries and involvement of diasporas in the development in countries of origin.
48.
In 2013, the Swedish Government proposed a bill to Parliament with the aim of facilitating
international mobility and circular migration to and from Sweden. Migrant workers can now be granted a
temporary work permit for a total of six years (previously four years). A permanent residence permit can be
granted to a person who has been working in Sweden for at least four years in the past seven years (previously
four years in the past five years). This makes it possible for migrants to have longer interruptions of residency.
The bill entered into force in July 2014.
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M
ion

49.
Based on exxisting literatu
ure, as summaarised above, and the international policcy discourse on circular
n, the followin
ng five dimensions need too be considere
ed when defining and meassuring circular
migration
migration
n:
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

3.1.

on of move (ffrequency)
Repetitio
Directionality
Time
Purposee or reason forr move
Develop
pmental impacct

Repetitio
on of move
e (frequen
ncy)

50.
One of the major
m
questio
ons concerningg circular migration in the context
c
of reppetition is how
w to
r
migrat ion and if thiss distinction even needs to be made. Circcular
distinguissh circular miggration from return
migration
n is a form of return migrattion; howeverr, return migraation is not ne
ecessarily circcular. To distin
nguish the
two conccepts, the concept of “circu
ular” could be replaced with
h “pendulum””, which illustrrates the backk and
forth natture of circular migration. An
A additional cconsideration
n is whether or not an indiviidual who hass made
only two moves (Coun
ntry A → Coun
ntry B → Counntry A), but wh
ho intends to move again, ccan be called a circular
e movement of
o a migrant.
migrant. Here the concept of “loop”” is defined too describe the
n loop is define
ed as a seque nce of crossin
ngs of internattional borderss that begins and
a ends
A migration
51.
me country (ffigure 1). If the
e full migratioon history of a migrant is co
omprised by oonly one loop (e.g.,
in the sam
A→B→A) that person is defined as a return migraant rather thaan a circular one. Thereforee, more than one
o loop
m
Movves not considered to be part of migratioon are exclude
ed (e.g.
is necessary to qualify as a circular migrant.
tourism, cross‐border workers, busiiness travel).

Figure 1 Return migration and full migrationn loop

52.
Figure 2 illustrates the sim
mplest case oof circular migration. Here the migrant haas left countryy A twice
→A→B→A. Th
his sequence consists of at least four mo
oves and
and returrned twice, crreating the sequence A→B→
completees at least two
o “loops”: at least two disti nct moves aw
way from and two distinct reeturns to a co
ountry of
origin.
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Figure 2 Simplest de
epiction of circular migraation

53.
Depending on the countrry perspectivee, what is defined as circular migration frrom the pointt of view
ountry may no
ot be circular migration from
o view of anotther country. For example, a
of one co
m the point of
sequencee A→B→A→B
B→A would lead both counttries to consid
der the individ
dual a circularr migrant (see
e figure 2).
Howeverr, the sequencce A→B→A→C→A, compossed again of tw
wo full loops, would leave ccountry A cou
unting the
migrant aas a circular one
o but neithe
er country B n or C would de
efine the person as a circulaar migrant (se
ee
figure 3).. In fact, manyy countries ma
ay only recordd sequences (OUT)‐IN‐OUT‐IN‐OUT.

Figure 3 Alternative
e depiction of
o circular miigration

54.
This problem
m relates to th
he challengess with differen
ntiating circula
ar migration ffrom return migration.
m
mple, in the case of a migran
nt moving fro m Tajikistan (A) to Kazakhsstan (B) to thee Russian Fede
eration
For exam
(C) to Kazzakhstan (B) (A→B→C→B),, from the poi nt of view of Kazakhstan th
his person shoould be counted as a
circular m
migrant (immiigrated to sam
me country moore than once
e) (see figure 4).
4 However, tthis person is simply a
return migrant, havingg only completed one migraation “loop”. He/she has no
ot lived in at leeast two coun
ntries
more thaan once.
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Figure 4 Example off return migrration

3.2.

Direction
nality

55.
Directionality is related to the directioon of moves an
nd it would re
equire the idenntification of a country
efinition of cirrcular migratio
on.
of origin;; however, dirrectionality is not a necessaary considerattion for the de
Repeated
d movement from
f
a specific country of oorigin is not ce
entral in the definition of ciircular migration, as
this woulld create too much comple
exity. Repetitioon of moveme
ent and comp
pleted loops arre more impo
ortant.
56.
o define the c ountry of origgin. It could be
e the country of birth, or th
he
There are seeveral ways to
of citizenship, or the country of (previou s) usual residence of a migrant who mayy never return
n to
country o
his/her b
birth country but
b crosses intternational boorders enough
h times to be classified as a circular migrrant
anyway.
Directionality does determine circular migration in scenarios
s
whe
ere circular m
migration depe
ends on
57.
ed above. It allso plays a role in cases where it is necesssary to distinguish
the country perspectivve, as discusse
ng
between internal and international migration. Thhis issue becomes apparentt in particular when decidin
whether intra‐EU migrration should be consideredd internationaal. From a stattistical perspeective, intra‐EU
n is considereed migration and it should tthus be included in the mea
asurement of circular migra
ation.
migration
Migration
n data could meaningfully
m
be
b disaggregaated between the EU and non‐EU countrries however.
Moreoveer, when considering the de
evelopmental impact of circcular migratio
on, it makes seense to make the
country o
of origin explicit.
58.
opmental
While it may not be possible to includee directionalitty in the statisstical definitioon, the develo
uggests that directionality
d
should
s
be an important asp
pect of the conceptual definnition.
impact su

3.3.

Time

59.
'Time' refers to both the duration of sttay of the circcular migrants and to the tim
me period ove
er which
the circularity is assesssed.
The time dim
mension of circular migratiion adds comp
plexity to the definition. Onn the simplestt level,
60.
broad or in the country of oorigin is not co
onsidered. Thus, any move of any duration would
the durattion of stay ab
meet thee simple criterria. Complexity can be increeased by setting criteria forr duration of sstay or settingg a limit
for the time period du
uring which moves are counnted. While tim
me limits and minimum pe riods of stay may
m
omewhat morre complex, thhey facilitate the
t analysis of statistical soources, as man
ny
make anyy definition so
countriess may not cap
pture short vissits statisticallyy, especially within
w
areas of free movem
ment such as the EU.
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61.
The time threshold for duration of stay is perhaps less relevant for the conceptual definition, but
critical for the statistical definition. Short‐term migrants are deemed policy relevant, thus separate types of
circular migration should be proposed for the statistical definition.
62.
To distinguish from short‐term visits, a criterion for duration should be set. A minimum stay of three
months (or an intention to stay for three months) in a country of destination (or away from a country of origin,
if split among several countries) fits the United Nations definitions of a short‐term migrant. Therefore, it is a
natural minimum stay criterion for circular migration. The duration dimension is also important when
distinguishing between short‐term and long‐term migration.
63.
Moves should be restricted to a ten‐year period of observation as a maximum threshold. To analyse
how this possible restriction would affect the number of circular migrants, it is included in the country tests
covered in section 5.2.
64.
While the 3‐month minimum stay criterion coincides with the United Nations recommendations for
short‐term migrants (3 to 12 months), it does not correspond with the 12‐month criterion used by Eurostat
(“long‐term” migration by the United Nations definition). Thus it is necessary to adopt clear guidelines for the
classification by duration of stay.

3.4.

Purpose of move

65.
Difficult‐to‐measure dimensions such as purpose of move should be excluded from a statistical
definition of circular migration, though the conceptual definition could refer to them.
66.
While the reason for migrating is not a critical dimension for the statistical definition of circular
migration, it becomes a very important piece of information for policymaking purposes, as depending on the
types of circular migration, different support programmes and measures could be designed by governments
and other relevant stakeholders. Therefore, the dimension “purpose” can be used to divide circular migration
into subcategories. For example, because the acquisition of human capital plays a big role in development, to
assess developmental impacts countries may wish to collect information on whether circular migration is for
work, study, training or for other purposes. Thus, if available, the “purpose of move” could be included in
tabulation of circular migration data.

3.5.

Developmental impact

67.
There are several benefits to circular migration. It provides gains to countries of both origin and
destination, as well as to the migrants themselves. Circular migration can alleviate labour shortages in
countries of destination and increase their economic production. In countries of origin, it can provide
unemployment relief and both financial and human capital (in terms of skills and resources brought back to
the country), as well as mitigate population loss due to emigration. Individual migrants also benefit via
increased income, greater work experience, and the development of their human capital.
68.
These “multiple layers” of impact of migration – macro‐level, meso (or community) level and
individual migrant level – make capturing data on the developmental impact through a single estimation
method particularly challenging. Some attempts to describe the developmental impact of migration have been
made in the past, though most of them required conduction of complex multiple surveys6.
69.
Furthermore, these developmental benefits of circular migration are conditional on the legality of
migration and its temporary character: if migrants are moving irregularly and work informally, they expose
themselves to high risk of labour exploitation and trafficking and receive much smaller financial gains from
migration than expected. Further, as time goes by and migrants continue working abroad for protracted
periods, they may start bringing their families to the destination countries, turning circular migration into a
more permanent form. Alternatively, migrants may start losing ties with their families back at home, stop

6

See, for instance, IPPR’s report on their work in 2009 available from http://www.ippr.org/publications/development‐on‐
the‐move‐measuring‐and‐optimising‐migrations‐economic‐and‐social‐impacts
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sending remittances, and even start new families in destination countries, which results in a phenomenon of
“families left behind or abandoned” and related high social cost of migration.
70.
In other words, for circular migration to act as a positive factor of development, a number of
enabling conditions should be created in both origin and destination countries. Considerable awareness raising
work should be carried out with migrants and their families and supportive measures need to be introduced to
address all possible risks and maximize positive outcomes.
71.
In short, this dimension is difficult to measure. By expanding the “purpose” dimension to include all
types of moves, not just employment‐related, parts of this dimension could be indirectly included. It would be
too restrictive to include legal migrants only. Therefore, all circular migrants should be included in the
statistical definition irrespective of status. It is acknowledged, however, that irregular migrations are not
normally captured in official databases, which makes a differentiation between legal and irregular migration
difficult or impossible.
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4.

4.1.

Key Issues for a Statistical Definition
of Circular Migration

Conceptual and statistical definitions of circular migration

72.
The majority of definitions concerning circular migration can be called “conceptual definitions”,
meaning that their main objective is to describe circular migration within a broader policy context and in terms
of its impact on the various parties involved, not necessarily to promote comparability across countries or over
time.
73.
To overcome drawbacks of conceptual definitions when developing frameworks for statistical
observation, other types of definitions, which would allow consistent monitoring of circular migration and
measuring of its progressive evolution – or what are known as “statistical” definitions – need to be developed.
Unlike conceptual definitions, the statistical definitions clearly stipulate the parameters of human mobility,
which have to take place for it to be counted as a case of circular migration.
74.
Table 2 presents key differences between conceptual and statistical definitions of circular migration,
based on the criteria used to differentiate among the various possible types of international migration. As
emerges from this comparison, conceptual definitions primarily focus on the qualitative parts of circular
migration, such as its purpose or development impact. The statistical definition prioritizes criteria, which have
been stipulated in the United Nations Recommendations on International Migration Statistics, in particular
through the notion of change of residence and duration of residence.

Table 2 Conceptual and statistical definitions of circular migration7
Criterion

Conceptual definition

Statistical definition

Change of residence and
its duration

–
The assumption is that migrants keep
their primary residence in one country
while temporarily going to another
country (excluding short visits)

+
“Migration” is taken literary to mean a
change of usual residence of at least 3
months (short‐term) or of at least 12
months (long‐term)

Periodicity and
repetitiveness of
movement

+
To distinguish from return or temporary
migration, at least two loops have to
take place (out‐in and out‐in)

+
To distinguish from return or temporary
migration, more than two borders
crossings have to take place

Directionality

+
Importance of link to the country of
origin (CO): either leaving from and
returning to the CO, or leaving for the
CO and returning back to the country of
destination

–
Can take place between any two
countries and countries may change
over time

Purpose

+
Primarily economic, such as
employment, study, business

Development impact

+
Important to be mentioned

7

International Organization for Migration (2015)
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–
No specification
–
Not included as hard to count
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Criterion

Conceptual definition

Statistical definition

Legal status

–/+
Not the key focus, but legal migration
has higher potential for bringing
positive impact

–/+
Not the key focus but has been
identified in some contexts (EMN)

Spontaneous/
facilitated

–/+
Can be differentiated by this criterion
but not a key one

–/+
Can be differentiated by this criterion
but not a key one

Note: The plus and minus signs indicate whether the dimension should be included in the definition. Plus
means it is necessary to include the dimension, minus means it is not necessary. Plus/minus refers to the
dimension being optional.

4.2.

Proposals for a definition of circular migration

75.
The distinction between conceptual and statistical definitions stems from the need to describe
accurately what we would like to measure on the one hand, and on the practicalities of such measurement, on
the other hand. For example, although the statistical definition of circular migration cannot take into account
developmental impacts, a conceptual definition of circular migration should acknowledge, if only as
possibilities, the developmental impacts; impacts which are known to be hard, if not impossible, to directly
measure.
76.
It is clear that a country may have specific policy purposes that would translate in an ad‐hoc
definition of conceptual migration. However, it has been considered appropriate to identify a single conceptual
definition that is as close as possible to policy needs and, at the same, not far from a realistic statistical
implementation. Such a definition should also be able to capture both “managed” and “spontaneous” circular
migration.

4.2.1.

Conceptual definition

77.
The definition proposed by the European Migration Network (EMN) in its Glossary8 can be
considered a suitable candidate for a common conceptual definition of circular migration:
“[a] repetition of legal migration by the same person between two or more countries.”
78.
As described above, some dimensions of circular migration are difficult to measure, which may
hinder a wide use of the concept and thus its international comparability. The EMN definition is simple and
well known to European policymakers. However, it still requires additional steps to become a statistical
definition. For this, an analysis of the EMN definition by its components is provided below.
79.
The first word, “repetition”, indicates that the phenomenon must repeat over time. However, such
definition does not give guidance about the time period of reference. Are few repetitions of migratory events
spread over the lifetime of a person enough to qualify that individual as a circular migrant? A common‐sense
interpretation would rather refer towards a higher frequency, given by the number of migratory events within
a time period shorter than a lifetime. A period of ten years has been considered long enough to allow the
deployment of circularity and short enough to exclude cases of no interest from a policy perspective, such as
persons whose repeated migrations are quite distant in time. The time period should be rolling, in the sense
that it should refer to the latest ten years from the reference time.
80.
The second word of the EMN definition, “legal”, introduces one of the dimensions considered for
circular migration. While this qualification meets the requirement of “managed” migration, i.e. migration
organized in a legislative and/or policy framework, it would neglect some spontaneous forms of circular
migration, which may even occur outside a legal framework. The restriction to legal migration would also
complicate statistical measurement, because migrants are not always surveyed by their legal status.
8

See EMN Glossary at : http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/home‐affairs/what‐we‐
do/networks/european_migration_network/glossary/index_a_en.htm
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Furthermore, the international definition of migration does not include any qualification of legality. For these
reasons, the statistical implementation should not include such a requirement.
81.
The use of the word “migration” instead of “moves” or “mobility” implies that any change of
country must satisfy the requirement of duration of actual and/or intended stay defined in the international
recommendations. These identify international migration as a change of the country of usual residence with
duration of stay of at least 12 months in the country of destination, and exclude travels related to recreation,
holiday, visits to relatives or friends, business, medical treatment or religious pilgrimage. However,
international recommendations also allow for changes of residence of shorter duration, namely for periods
between 3 and 12 months, labelling them as “short‐term” migrations.
82.
Inclusion of short‐term migration in the definition of circular migration is supported by the policy
interest in short‐term international moves. On the other side, such inclusion would complicate the nesting of
circular migration in the ordinary international migration statistics that cover moves of at least 12 months. If
circular migration would only consist of moves whose duration abroad is at least 12 months then it would be
possible to tabulate it as a subset of overall international migration and to assess its weight.
83.
There is a latent confusion between “circular” and “seasonal” migration. The latter is defined in
international recommendations only with reference to work as the purpose, identifying seasonal migrant
workers as “persons employed by a country other than their own for only part of a year because the work they
perform depends on seasonal conditions”. Therefore, to be qualified as “seasonal”, a migration must be short‐
term (i.e. a stay abroad of 3 to 12 months), done for the purpose of work and during a specific period of the
year (most likely recurrent). Repeated seasonal migration could then be seen as a special case of circular
migration if short‐term migration is accepted as form of circularity.
84.
The words "by the same person" in the EMN definition suggests that a migration must be linked to
an identifier of the corresponding migrant and stored over time. Although collecting individual migration
trajectories would provide the ideal information, this is hardly achievable. From a statistical perspective, a
compromise must be reached between fulfilling data needs and the cost and burden of the related data
collection.
85.
The last part of the EMN definition, "between two or more countries", gives enough flexibility to
deal with the complexity of migration trajectories in the real life. On the one hand, specifying "two or more"
does not limit circular migration to simple pendulum migration (back‐and‐forth migrations) between two
countries and allows the frame to be enlarged to more composite migration patterns. On the other hand, it
opens the challenge to define the borderline of circularity. Again, the statistical implementation must find an
equilibrium between the completeness of the set of migration patterns and the feasibility of data collection.

4.2.2.

Statistical definition

86.
Following the considerations expressed on the conceptual definition, the general statistical
definition proposed for circular migration is the following:
A circular migrant is a person who has crossed the national borders of the reporting country at
least 3 times over the past 10 years, each time with duration of stay (abroad or in the country) of
at least 12 months.
87.
This definition identifies all persons with migration patterns such as immigration‐emigration‐
immigration and emigration‐immigration‐emigration. It has minimum requirements, as it only needs to link
migratory events to the persons. It is tied to the international definition of migration, which looks at durations
of stay of at least one year, and therefore it allows assessing the share of circular migrants in the total number
of international migrants. It does not limit the circularity to closed sets of countries: 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. What is
relevant here is the perspective of the reporting country only: circularity is meant to be a repeated stay in the
same place (the reporting country), regardless of which is/are the other place(s) lived.
88.
In principle, three migratory events do not necessarily identify circular migration behaviour, as it
may be commonly understood. Closer to the intuitive idea of circularity may be the concept of loop, intended
as a sequence of migrations originating from and returning to a specific country. Under this conceptual
framework, circular migration would then be a series of at least two international migration loops made by the
same person.
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89.
Translating this definition based on loops into statistical practice would mean simply adding one
migratory event to the three already considered in the proposed statistical definition. For instance, from the
perspective of the reporting country A, a series A→X→A→X→A9 shows two completed loops and it is based on
the sequence emigration‐immigration‐emigration‐immigration, thus four migratory events; likewise, series
X→A→X→A→X also shows two completed loops and is based on the sequence immigration‐emigration‐
immigration‐emigration, thus again four migratory events. Considering that the measurement of circular
migration is in its infancy and there is still much uncertainty about the size of the phenomenon, it has been
preferred to propose a wider definition and possibly to infer a stricter one (based on loops) from the tabulated
data.
90.
For the purpose of data collection and reporting, the following adaptations of the statistical
definition of circular migration split by direction of migration flow can be used:
a.

A circular immigrant is a person who has immigrated more than once to the same country over
the past 10 years when the duration of each stay (in that country or abroad) is of at least 12
months.
b. A circular emigrant is a person who has emigrated more than once from the same country over
the past 10 years when the duration of each stay (abroad or in that country) is of at least 12
months.

91.
The definitions above may help identify circular migrants even when a migration is missing from the
individual records of a person. For instance, if a person with usual residence in the country has two
immigrations over the past 10 years, but no emigration is recorded, it can be speculated that (s)he has
experienced a migration trajectory such as immigration‐emigration (missing)‐immigration, if there are
reasonable elements to support the assumption that each duration of stay respects the required time length.
92.
It could be noted that the sequence “long‐term immigration – short‐term emigration – long‐term
immigration” (an interruption of the duration of stay in the receiving country shorter than 12 months) and its
inverse form (“long‐term emigration – short‐term immigration – long‐term emigration”) would be captured as
circular immigration/emigration while not meeting the requirement of three long‐term migrations as in the
general definition. It is important to avoid such inconsistency by assessing that the time spent abroad
(observed or estimated) is of long enough duration10.
93.
The broadness of the proposed statistical definitions is a potential source of inconsistencies in
mirror statistics referring to circular migrants. For instance, the sequence A→B→A→C identifies a circular
emigrant for country A, but no circular immigrant for countries B or C. Again, the perspective of the single
reporting country has been prioritized.
94.
To meet the policy needs for information on shorter durations of stay, and in accordance with the
United Nations recommendations on migration statistics, which explicitly identify the additional category of
short‐term migrants, corresponding extensions allowing for short‐term migration are identified for the
statistical definition of circular migration, as follows:
a.

b.

A circular short‐term immigrant is a person who has immigrated more than once to the same
country over the past 10 years, when the duration of each stay (in that country or abroad) is of
at least 90 days but less than 12 months.
A circular short‐term emigrant is a person who has emigrated more than once from the same
country over the past 10 years, when the duration of each stay (abroad or in that country) is of
at least 90 days and less than 12 months.

The definition of circular short‐term migrants still leaves unaccounted those migrants who have
95.
experienced repeated movements, but whose durations of stay are such that they cannot be included in the
circular migrants proper (i.e., long‐term), or in the circular short‐term migrants. For instance, a person who
experienced the migration chain “immigration (3 months of duration) – emigration (12 months duration) –
immigration (12 months duration)” would not be caught by the above definitions. These are “circular mixed‐
9

Meaning leaving from A to X, returning to A, then again going to X and returning to A, X being an unknown country.
Strictly speaking, from an international statistical perspective, the person leaving for a period shorter than a year would
not be considered changing the country of usual residence, and therefore the second entries/exits would not even be
counted as new migration.

10
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term migrants”. A clear rule of allocation is then necessary to allow for a correct international comparison. It
should also be noted that their short‐term migrations usually would not appear in international migration
statistics.
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5.
5.1.

Operationalization of the Definition

Data sources

96.
Circular migration is often understood as a form of temporary migration, albeit repeated temporary
migration, given that circular migration is often de facto included with the definition of temporary migration
used by countries. From a measurement perspective, temporary migration is measured using temporary
residence permits or (long‐term) visas, while no such single data source is applicable to circular migration.
97.
In the ideal situation, the complete migration history of a person would be available. This would
make it easy to determine whether a person qualifies as a circular migrant. However, it is not always possible
to obtain all historical data. In the absence of full records, administrative sources can be used to measure
migration. Among them, population registers, border controls, visas, and work or residence permits are the
most usual. In the following paragraphs these sources are analysed, focusing on the advantages and the
limitations of each source.

5.1.1.

Population registers and similar databases

98.
Population registers can serve as sources of information, if repeated moves in and out of the
country are registered consistently and continuously. Registration dates are useful for measuring the number
of moves and the duration between repeated moves in and out of the country. If the population register in a
country has a wide coverage and events have been recorded over a sufficiently long period, it is possible to
form a picture of the migration history of individuals. Data in population registers is usually disaggregated.
99.
The usefulness of population registers as sources of information on circular migration depends on
their quality. It may not always be possible to know where a person moved to or where he/she came from in
between entries. People do not always notify authorities when they leave or when they come back,
particularly if the move is originally of a temporary nature. Recent immigrants may not be asked to register for
a while and population registers do not cover “irregular” migrants, resulting in a possible undercount in the
case of non‐registered aliens in general.
100.
Another drawback of population registers is that they do not provide any information regarding the
purpose or reason for move, thus making it difficult to assess developmental impact using only population
registers. It may be possible to link data from population registers with visa or work permit systems to gain
some insight regarding the purpose of migration, but this would not help in determining the developmental
impact.
101.
Some countries have databases on foreign nationals that include, among others, entries and exits,
personal data and data on visas or residence permits. They may follow a similar logic as a population register
while confined to people who are not nationals of the country. An example of this is the German Central
Register of Foreign Nationals (Ausländerzentralregister, AZR). Such databases can also provide useful sources
for measuring circular migration (for an example, see Schneider & Parusel 2015).

5.1.2.

Border control (entry‐exit systems)

102.
Border control data provides data on the times and dates of when people arrive and exit a country.
These data could help measure time between entrances or exits, but other information would be difficult to
extract from these data. As with other sources, disaggregation by nationality, sex or age is possible.
103.
Border control data do not usually contain data on country of origin or destination, when that
country is different from the bordering one. The purpose of move (unless accompanied by border survey) or
developmental impact are also not recorded. Incomplete coverage is a distinct possibility given the presence of
border free regimes and unmanned land border crossings in many parts of the world. These data are produced
for control/monitoring purposes, not for statistical purposes, and are therefore usually outside the control of
NSOs.
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5.1.3.

Visas and permits

104.
Visa, work and residence permit systems are a popular source for measuring migration, particularly
labour migration. They provide information on visas or work/residence permits applied for and
granted/denied, as well as renewals or cancelations of such visas/permits and the nationality of applicants.
These may also be the only sources with clearer information on the different purposes or reasons to move, but
they do not include information about developmental impact.
105.
Although different permit systems record a variety of information, it may not always be accurate.
For example, the issuing, renewal or cancelation of a permit may not always coincide with an actual move. In
addition, even if the nationality of applicants is recorded, their country of origin or previous residence may not
be. In addition, in visa‐free regimes this type of information is not recorded, although in some cases migrants
are asked to register their stay. It is also possible that in some cases, new residence permits cannot be linked
to earlier permits a person might have had.

5.1.4.

Household surveys

106.
When a suitable registration system is not yet in operation, an ad‐hoc household survey may fill the
gap for the measurement of circular migration, alone or in combination with other sources. Other general‐ or
specific‐purpose surveys may also provide information on circular migration with limitations similar to those of
a population census.

5.1.5.

Demographic surveys

107.
Demographic surveys, in particular, lend themselves naturally to include questions regarding
migration histories since many already do so for other historical information. Surveys could even be made
migration specific. In this case, they can ask about reasons for individual moves and even provide information
on the developmental impact by gathering information on remittances sent and/or received, use of
remittances, characteristics before first move compared to now (such as education, occupation, income,
marital status etc.), skills brought back to country of origin, skills brought to country of destination, etc.
108.
Specialized migration surveys are normally not collected regularly. Sampling issues to identify
circular migrants (who are likely to be a rare population) may be present; thus they also may need a relatively
large or specialized (over/targeted) sample and even non‐probabilistic methods may need to be used. As with
a census, recall issues or issues relating to question sensitivity (especially if moves were unauthorized) may
have to be dealt with.

5.1.6.

Census

109.
Population censuses have been used in the past to study international migration through questions
regarding country of birth or citizenship, year or period of (first or last) arrival in the country and, in some
cases, country of residence at a specified date in the past. Given their universality, small subpopulations such
as migrants may be accurately measured and even disaggregated by nationality, age or sex.
110.
However, under the above circumstances information about at most two entries in the country by a
resident can be obtained. When a suitable indirect respondent is found, questions such as the above could be
asked about emigrants but they are expected to be under‐enumerated. An undercount of non‐registered
aliens is also to be expected. In addition, the infrequent collection of census information may lead to an
undercount of circular migrants. It is clear that many more questions have to be added to obtain a complete
migration history with dates of arrival/departure, country of origin/destination, purpose and others. Even if
they were included, problems of recall by direct and, possibly worse, by indirect respondents may have to be
faced.

5.1.7.

Big data

111.
National and multinational statistical agencies are looking into newer information sources, which
may prove useful in the production of official statistics in general, and for circular migration in particular. The
term “Big Data” encompasses these data sources.
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112.
Information about cell‐phone use or about geo‐located tweets on both sides of a border or from
two or more countries may prove useful to follow short‐ and long‐term migrants. Location information
provided by cell phones could be used to determine the location of the user at any point in time (assuming the
device is not shared between people or not using a different SIM card). That information could be used to
determine that person’s movements.
113.
Since only usage is followed, purpose of move or developmental impact cannot be determined. In
addition, there are limitations in the form of undercoverage (limited to users) and of privacy concerns. The
mobile data may follow devices rather than individuals and individuals could have more than one electronic
device (e.g. different SIM cards for different countries). In all cases, the data are not under the control of the
NSO, but produced by others, meaning that accessing the data would require an agreement between the data
producer and NSO. Negotiating agreements may prove to be expensive and difficult. In the Twitter case, a free
of charge 1 per cent sample of Twitter’s global stream of tweet data matching some parameters11 pre‐set by
the user may be obtained through a Streaming API12. The data gathered in this fashion may however amount
to several gigabytes over a short period. Even if it does not measure residency, but just physical presence, thus
“change of (country of) usual residence” may be all we can measure. It is also unclear whether the use of big
data allows differentiation between migration and short‐term mobility of e.g. tourists, business people,
migrants in transit, and other travellers.

Table 3 Data sources for measuring circular migration
Date of move
Origin

Destination

Purpose of
move

Income

Area of
qualifica‐
tion

Educa‐
tion
level

limited to
population
1 if ade‐
censuses, once
limited quate re‐
every 5 or 10
spondent
years
found

limited

limited to 1
if adequate
respondent
found

hard but
could be
added

hard but
could be
added

hard but
could be
added

hard but
could be
added

population
registers, con‐
tinuous,
no
“irregular”

based on re‐ and
de‐registration if
compulsory

limited

hard to get

from visas

no

no

no

border
con‐
trol, continu‐
ous

yes if electronic

no or ad‐
ditional
form

no or addi‐
tional form

no or addi‐
tional form

no or ad‐
ditional
form

no or ad‐
ditional
form

no or
addi‐
tional
form

visa, work or
residence
permit

yes

yes

yes

yes

no

no

no

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

no

no

no

no

Data source

in

out

household
yes, approx. if ade‐
survey,
fre‐ quate respondent
quent
found
Big data:
mobile con‐
tinuous if line
is kept

yes, approx.

yes same conditions

11

A Mexican study of cross‐border mobility patterns looked at geo‐referenced tweets posted from within a set of
rectangular regions that covered the Mexico‐US border.
12
API: Application Programming Interface; see https://dev.twitter.com/streaming/overview
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Date of move
Data source

in

out

Twitter con‐
tinuous ac‐
count is same,
all postings
public

yes, approx. if cell
phone used and
GPS location ena‐
bled

Facebook con‐
tinuous ac‐
count is same,
not all post‐
ings public

no

Origin

Destination

yes same conditions

?

5.2.

Testing of definitions: Italy

5.2.1.

Description

?

Purpose of
move

Income

Area of
qualifica‐
tion

Educa‐
tion
level

no

no

no

no

no

no

no

no

114.
Italian data on immigration and emigration flows do not include the duration of move, either
intended or actual. Furthermore, Italy does not produce any statistics that allow the identification and analysis
of the migration history of a person. In order to get this information, Italy conducted a data linkage procedure
using the population register as a data source. Individual data from 2005 to 2014 concerning immigrations and
emigrations were taken into account. The aim was to select the individuals with at least three international
moves by linking all the migration flows that took place during the above‐mentioned period. The underlying
hypothesis is that if a person had moved at least three times, it would mean that the same person has taken
up temporary or permanent residence in Italy more than once, regardless of whether the first recorded move
is emigration or immigration.

5.2.2.

Data

115.
In Italy, official statistics on international migration flows are based on local population registers,
which are under the responsibility of the Ministry of Interior. The Ministry is in charge of supervising local
administrations and national security.
116.
Population registers are used to produce migration statistics and the data collection is based on two
forms. The first one is under the direct control of the National Institute for Statistics (ISTAT) and is sent to all
municipalities. Municipalities are obliged to deliver aggregated data on the demographic balance of the
resident population. The second form concerns individual data on changes of residence that are transmitted to
ISTAT, which is responsible for data correction and validation. Change of residence data provide information
on internal and international migration flows, on both the origin and destination of a single movement as well
as the main socio‐demographic characteristics of migrants. Since 2010, the international migration statistics
produced by these two sources (individual and aggregated) are consistent.
117.
ISTAT collects individual data from more than 8,000 municipalities yearly. The number of changes of
residence (internal and international) is about 1,800,000 per year. The data collected are not directly usable
because of errors in data entry, missing information or other invalid data. Therefore, the first data cleaning
activity is the detection and the deterministic removal of errors and inconsistencies. With regard to missing
information, a donor method is used to impute missing values. The validated data are cross‐checked against
the aggregated data (demographic balance) and the inconsistencies are removed in order to produce unique,
more accurate and consistent migration statistics as required by Regulation EC No 862/2007 of the European
Parliament and of the Council.
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5.2.3.

Results

118.
The result was that 42,768 persons undertook at least three international migrations from/to Italy.
Not all the migration histories of these individuals were found consistent, which in this case means that the
event of immigration is followed by emigration and vice versa. Of the records, 29,171 were fully consistent
(…emigration – immigration – emigration …) and 13,597 records were not consistent (at least two emigrations
or two immigrations in a row). For the analysis below, only the consistent records were taken into account.

Table 4 Migrants with at least three movements by number of movements (from 1 January 2005
to 31 December 2014)
Number of
movements
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
Total

Migrants
Number
%
25,506
87.44
3,026
10.37
518
1.78
103
0.35
13
0.04
4
0.01
1
0.00
29,171
100

119.
A period of 10 years has been used as a threshold. During that period, 29,171 migrants moved at
least three times. However, it is possible to reduce the period and work with a different number of years.

Table 5 Migrants with at least three movements by years of observation
Years of observation
10 years (2005‐2014)
9 years (2006‐2014)
8 years (2007‐2014)
7 years (2008‐2014)
6 years (2009‐2014)
5 years (2010‐2014)
4 years (2011‐2014)
3 years (2012‐2014)
2 years (2013‐2014)

Migrants
29,171
26,250
23,016
17,585
12,314
8,322
4,502
2,100
571

120.
The comparison between the number of migrants during the first five years (2005‐2009) and the
second five years (2010‐2014) shows that the number of individuals with at least three international
migrations (within the corresponding five‐year period) has increased from 3,767 (2005‐2009) to 8,322 (2010‐
2014) (see table 6). The quality of the data source improved in the last five years and this increase might
reflect the better possibility to link the migration flows related to the same individuals in that period.

Table 6 Migrants with at least three movements by years of observation
Years of observation
from 2005 to 2009
from 2010 to 2014

Migrants
3,767
8,322

121.
In terms of variables, the source includes variables related to the flow, such as date of migration and
country of emigration/immigration; and variables related to the person, such as sex, date of birth, citizenship,
country of birth, civil status and educational attainment (only for nationals). Of course, it is also possible to
compute the duration of stay once the linkage is performed. Considering the duration of the first three moves,
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circular migrants can be divided into three categories: (1) two short and one long‐term migration, (2) two long
and one short‐term migration, and (3) tree long‐term migrations.

Table 7 Migrants with at least three movements by duration of the first three moves (from
1 January 2005 to 31 December 2014)
Duration of stay
Two short and one long‐term migration
Two long and one short‐term migration
Tree long‐term migrations
Total

Migrants
Number
%
3,054
10.5
13,398
45.9
12,719
43.6
29,171
100

122.
The majority of migrants with at least three moves are non‐nationals (73.1%). Of the 7,831 nationals
with at least three moves, 1,854 were foreign‐born (23.7%).

Table 8 Migrants with at least three movements by duration of the first three moves (from
1 January 2005 to 31 December 2014)
Citizenship
National
Non‐national
Total

Country of birth
Native‐born
Foreign‐born
5,977
1,854
702
20,638
6,679
22,492

Total
7,831
21,340
29,171

123.
With regard to the origin and destination of the migrants with at least three international moves, we
need to distinguish between two categories: (a) migrants who did not choose the same country for
immigration and emigration during the 10 years of observation (different countries); and (b) migrants who
moved back and forth between Italy and only one foreign country (same country). The data show that 24,314
people have immigrated from and emigrated to the same country (83.3%) while 4,857 people have chosen
different countries of residence (16.7%). The percentage of people that move from and to one country is
obviously higher if we consider foreigners (92.3%) because of their bonds with their country of citizenship.

Table 9 Migrants with at least three movements by citizenship and country of origin and
destination (1 January 2005 to 31 December 2014)
Citizenship
National
Non‐national
Total

Countries of origin and destination
Different
Same
3,210
4,621
1,647
19,693
4,857
24,314

Total
7,831
21,340
29,171

124.
Considering the 24,314 migrants that moved back and forth between Italy and only one foreign
country, the data show that Italian nationals have chosen to move to Germany, UK and Brazil, while non‐
nationals have mainly moved back and forth between Romania, China and Morocco.
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Table 10 Italian migrants with at least three movements by citizenship and country of
origin/destination (when it is the same country) and sex (from 1 January 2005 to
31 December 2014)
Country of origin/
destination
Germany
United Kingdom
Brazil
United States
France
Switzerland
Spain
Argentina
Venezuela
China
Other countries
Total

Sex
Male
400
244
207
194
149
152
86
64
59
74
978
2,607

Total
Female
277
174
156
167
115
108
87
58
57
36
779
2,014

677
418
363
361
264
260
173
122
116
110
1,757
4,621

Table 11 Foreign migrants with at least three movements by citizenship and country of
origin/destination (when it is the same country) and gender (from 1 January 2005 to
31 December 2014)
Country of origin/
destination
Romania
China
Morocco
Ukraine
Republic of Moldova
Bangladesh
Albania
India
Poland
Pakistan
Other countries
Total

5.2.4.

Sex
Male
2,494
720
737
186
292
492
504
404
165
314
2,049
8,357

Total
Female
4,232
710
562
1,045
677
444
370
267
426
216
2,387
11,336

6,726
1,430
1,299
1,231
969
936
874
671
591
530
4436
19693

Conclusions from the test

125.
Linking individual data from population registers allows measuring circular migration. The “at least
three moves” rule seems to identify a quite large number of migrants even though it is likely that some
migrants were not included, mainly because people do not always communicate where they are living or do
not de‐register when emigrating. In some cases, data on emigrations have been estimated using the
information from the de‐registrations ex‐officio, which means that the recorded duration of stay in Italy since
previous immigration may be unreliable.
126.
There are many possibilities to measure sub‐groups of migrants (i.e. nationals/non‐nationals, native
born/foreign born) and to include or exclude the migrants with a different duration of moves. The quality of
the data source allows us to consider ten years at the maximum (from 1 January 2005 to 31 December 2014),
which seems a reasonable threshold, but shorter periods can be taken into account. It is also possible to
compute the duration of stay once the linkage is performed and to distinguish the circular migrants depending
on the duration of the migrations. The following breakdowns are also possible: sex, country of citizenship,
country of birth, date of birth, country of origin and destination, date of migration and actual length of stay.
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5.3.

Testing of definitions: Sweden

5.3.1.

Set‐up

127.
Sweden defined a circular immigrant as a person who has immigrated more than once to the same
country (over the past 10 years) and a circular emigrant is a person who has emigrated more than once from
the same country (over the past 10 years).
128.
The population of a country changes over time as people are born or die, immigrate or emigrate.
The population can also be described as a pool with inflows and outflows of people. This pool can be divided
into subsets of the population that are characterised by different attributes (e.g. country of birth, age, gender,
place of residence, previous country of residence, among other attributes).
129.
The best source for statistical information on the Swedish population and its evolution over time is
the population register. The register is kept by the Swedish Tax Agency (Skatteverket). As a general rule, any
person who moves to Sweden and intends, or can be expected to, stay in the country for one year or longer, is
required to notify the Tax Agency. When a person is registered (or de‐registered), the information to be
entered into the register includes the following:
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.
h.
i.

name, address in Sweden, personal identity number
country of birth
citizenship
civil status
spouse, children, parents, guardian(s) and adoptions (if any)
property and municipality in which a person is registered
immigration to and emigration from Sweden (dates)
address abroad (previous and next country of residence respectively)
death and municipality in which a person was registered at time of death

130.
The dates of any entry into, or change made in the register, such as date of marriage, are also
registered.

5.3.2.

Data

131.
Based on the register, Statistics Sweden (Statistiska centralbyrån) can provide stock and flow data
on persons who have moved to and from Sweden. This includes information on a person’s previous (or, in case
of emigration, next) country of residence and country of birth. Cross‐classifications between different
statistical variables are possible. For the purpose of this study, a flow‐data approach was taken. This means
that all migrations between two cut‐off dates were used. The question was how many individuals had
immigrated to Sweden more than once during the period 1 January 2000 – 31 December 2009. This means
persons that have at least been registered, de‐registered and registered once again between these cut‐off
dates.13 The same period (cut‐off dates) was used for measuring repeated emigration from Sweden. In a
second step, the number of migrations was also measured. For all people who immigrated or emigrated more
than once, the number of migrations they had made was counted.
132.
One of the limitations of the Swedish population register as a data source is that people who are not
considered residents in Sweden, e.g. people with shorter stays than one year (e.g. tourists, seasonal workers,
some short‐term students, business travellers, cross‐border workers) or preliminary statuses (e.g. asylum
seekers) are not part of the register. There can also be under‐coverage when it comes to emigration. Although
everybody is required to de‐register their stay when moving abroad for one year or longer, not all migrants
follow this requirement.
133.
Despite these limitations, the population register is regarded as the best available data source for
analyses of circular migration to and from Sweden. As an alternative, administrative data on residence permits
13

The Swedish study only included migrants whose first migration took place after 1 January 2000. This means that there
is an undercoverage regarding circular migrants who had their first migration before 1 January 2000 but otherwise met the
conditions.
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(from the Swedish Migration Agency) could also be used. This would however exclude all persons who do not
need a residence permit to stay in Sweden (Swedish nationals and EU‐/EES‐nationals).

5.3.3.

Results

134.
The data shows that 12,873 people have immigrated to Sweden two or more times within the
period 1 January 2000 to 31 December 2009 to take residence there. Of them, 2,874 were born in Sweden,
4,114 were born in one of the other Nordic countries, and 1,949 were born in other EU Member States
(excluding Croatia). Of the total, 1,936 were born in Asian countries. The number of circular migrants was
bigger for men (6,925) than for women (5,948). The number of persons who emigrated from Sweden two
times or more was 10,733.
135.
The Swedish data also shows that the number of migrations in the given time period was greater
than the number of migrants. Statistics Sweden asked how many migrations the people who had immigrated
or emigrated twice or more times had made. While the number of circular immigrants was 12,873, these
persons had migrated 45,962 times in total. This means that a number of people had immigrated three or
more times. The exact results from Sweden are displayed in tables 5 to 8.

Table 12 Persons who have immigrated to Sweden more than once during the period 1 Jan 2000‐
31 Dec 2009
Region of birth

Sweden
Nordic countries
EU27 except Nordic
countries
Rest of Europe
Africa
Asia
North America
South America
Oceania
Other
Total

Women
Age by 31 Dec 2009
0‐18
19‐64
65+
279
1,145
18
229
1,595
71
166
55
34
182
71
34
13
1
1,064

606
240
138
742
150
106
28
5
4,755

Both
sexes

Men
Total
1,442
1,895

24
4
1
8
3

796
299
173
932
224
140
41
6
5,948

––

129

28

Age by 31 Dec 2009
0‐18
19‐64 65+
288
1,116
28
221
1,866
132
169
40
39
150
57
32
11
1,007

958
319
253
846
172
96
73
6
5,705

26
10
6
8
2
1

213

Total
1,432
2,219

2,874
4,114

1,153
369
298
1,004
231
129
84
6
6,925

1,949
668
471
1,936
455
269
125
12
12,873
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Table 13 Number of migrations for persons who have immigrated to Sweden more than once
during the period 1 Jan 2000‐31 Dec 2009
Region of birth

Women

Both
sexes

Men

Age by 31 Dec 2009
0‐18
19‐64
65+

Total

Age by 31 Dec 2009
0‐18
19‐64
65+

Total

Sweden
Nordic countries
EU27 except Nordic
countries
Rest of Europe
Africa
Asia
North America
South America
Oceania
Other

1,206
834

4,844
5,655

80
245

6,130
6,734

1,257
784

4,782
6,647

128
444

6,167
7,875

12,297
14,609

539
176
104
590
231
103
45
3

1,964
751
447
2,383
481
330
94
19

75
13
3
27
11

2,578
940
554
3,000
723
433
139
22

542
121
124
494
188
101
36

3,104
1,028
823
2,803
561
306
233
22

87
38
18
27
8
3

3,733
1,187
965
3,324
757
410
269
22

6,311
2,127
1,519
6,324
1,480
843
408
44

Total

3,831

16,968

454

21,253

3,647

20,309

753

24,709

45,962

Table 14 Persons who have emigrated from Sweden more than once during the period 1 Jan 2000‐
31 Dec 2009
Region of birth

Sweden
Nordic countries
EU27 except Nordic
countries
Rest of Europe
Africa
Asia
North America
South America
Oceania
Other
Total

Women
Age by 31 Dec 2009
0‐18
19‐64
65+
912
3,025
40
104
673
26
33
10
2
34
14
1
5
1,115

112
31
25
134
27
12
10
3
4,052

Both
sexes

Men
Total

3
1
2
2

74

29

Age by 31 Dec 2009
0‐18
19‐64
65+
3,977
965 2,860
76
803
88
809
35

Total
3,901
932

7,878
1,735

148
42
27
170
43
13
15
3
5,241

222
67
52
232
47
20
16
3
5,492

370
109
79
402
90
33
31
6
10,733

31
1
7
31
14
4
3
1,144

184
61
45
198
31
16
13
3
4,220

7
5
3
2

128
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Table 15 Number of migrations for persons who have emigrated from Sweden more than once
during the period 1 Jan 2000‐31 Dec 2009
Region of birth

Women
Age by 31 Dec 2009

Sweden
Nordic countries
EU27 except Nordic
countries
Rest of Europe
Africa
Asia
North America
South America
Oceania
Other
Total

5.3.4.

0‐18
3,105
459
140
41
8
146
60
4
21
3,984

19‐64
10,484
2,889
482
124
108
559
112
48
40
13
14,859

Both
sexes

Men
Total
65+
146
110
12
4
9
8

289

13,735
3,458
634
169
116
714
180
52
61
13
19,132

Age by 31 Dec 2009
Total
0‐
18
19‐64
65+
3288 10,014
272 13,574
385
3,476
153
4,014
128
4
28
137
59
17
12
4,058

782
254
199
859
138
66
53
13
15,854

30
23
12
8

498

940
281
227
1,008
205
83
65
13
20,410

27,309
7,472
1,574
450
343
1,722
385
135
126
26
39,542

Conclusions from the test

136.
As the example of Sweden shows, population registers can be useful sources of data for measuring
circular migration. While there is a risk of under‐coverage, particularly because some people do not de‐register
when they emigrate, both the number of circular migrants and the total number of cross‐border migrations
they have made can be measured. There is also a possibility to measure sub‐groups, i.e. circular migration
among certain nationalities, age and gender groups, countries of birth, or countries or previous residence. It is
also possible to include or exclude the nationals of the analysing country, in this case Swedish nationals.
137.
Any possible cut‐off dates can be used. A ten‐year period may be reasonable, but other periods are
also possible. It is also possible to analyse if circular migration increases or decreases over time, when
compared to other migration patterns. For this purpose, different cut‐off dates could be used, i.e. 1 January
1990 – 31 December 1999, 1 January 2000 – 31 December 2009, and so on.
138.
The Swedish population register, however, only includes migrants that stay, or are expected to stay,
for at least one year. Thus it cannot provide information on short‐term circular migration.
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Conclusions

139.
Although intuitively clear, the concept of circular migration is challenging when it comes to finding a
statistical definition that applies to the variety of migration trajectories concerned. To meet the target of
statistical measurability that should allow the production of the first internationally comparable figures on
circular migration, a general statistical definition is proposed, as follows:
A circular migrant is a person who has crossed the national borders of the reporting country at
least 3 times over the past 10 years, each time with duration of stay (abroad or in the country) of
at least 12 months.
140.
This definition is tied to the international definition of migration, which looks at durations of stay of
at least 12 months, and thus allows the share of circular migrants in the total number of international migrants
to be assessed. To meet the policy needs for information on shorter durations of stay, and in accordance with
the United Nations recommendations on migration statistics, which explicitly identify the additional category
of short‐term migrants, corresponding extensions allowing for short‐term migration are identified for the
statistical definition of circular migration.
141.
Two countries, Italy and Sweden, tested the proposed definitions with empirical data. While the
results are encouraging, broader experimental use is needed to understand better the practical challenges and
opportunities in producing the statistics. Inputs from policymakers could also help fine‐tune the definitions. A
publication of internationally comparable experimental statistics on circular migration may be an efficient way
to improve knowledge on this topic and its measurement.
142.
Additional information can be linked to circular migration statistics to enhance their use. The work
here has focussed only on the measurement of the overall size of circular migration, without entering into the
details of the most appropriate cross‐tabulations. This may be a task for a future expert group on circular
migration.
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