
What do we think of when we think of migration? The tradi-
tional understanding of migration in the sense of permanent 
relocation to a new, often unknown country is still widespread 
today. From the destination country’s perspective, migrants 
often seem like strangers who have different customs and hab-
its and thereby differ from the native population.

Th e corresponding assumption is that migrants migrate because 
they want to leave a country in which they are experiencing un-
satisfactory living conditions or even danger. Typical push factors, 
i.e. factors leading them to leaving a country, are unemployment, 
persecution and poverty. Migrants hope to fi nd security, a favourable 
labour market and better living conditions in their destination 
country. Th ese are all examples of what are commonly known as 
pull factors, i.e. the factors that lead migrants to choose a cer-
tain destination. Th e assumption underlying this notion is that 
migrants detach themselves from a country of origin in favour of a 
destination country. As a result, migration policy is often tailored 
to migration activity characterized by permanent relocation or at 
least long-term residence in the destination country. Th e goal of 
such migration policy, which usually takes place at national level, 
is to assimilate or integrate migrants.

Characteristics of current migration 
activity in Europe

More recent fi ndings diff er from these widespread assumptions, 
painting a diff erent picture of current migration activity. Th e new 
term is ‘transmigration’. ‘It is characterized by the fact that the 
change between diff erent homes in diff erent countries is not a 
one-off  process. Instead it becomes normal by causing the everyday 
social sphere of the transmigrants to be divided up over several 
locations in diff erent countries. Th e relationship between region 
of origin and arrival region is characterized by the formation of 
lasting transnational social spheres.’ (Gogolin/Pries 2003:9).

Transmigration is therefore not a one-off  event in the sense of a 
relocation. It tends to be a very diff erentiated and lasting process, 
a life of back and forth between two worlds, both geographical-
ly and culturally. With regard to the current migration activity 
within Europe, more recent empirical fi ndings from mobility and 
migration research refer to six specifi c issues:

1. low-level migration dynamics and limited willingness to move

2. changed migration motives: occupational and economic 
reasons decrease in signifi cance

3. changed migration behaviour: fl uid and disparate forms of 
transmigration are replacing traditional migration

4. substitution of circular mobility for migration

5. migration creates transnational identities; it does not primarily 
promote a change in national identity

6. geographical mobility and social advancement are no longer 
linked in large parts of Europe; mobility is increasingly happen-
ing to avoid social decline. 

Th e following sections will describe and explain these special fea-
tures of the current migration situation in more detail.

1: Low-level migration dynamics and limited 
willingness to move among Europeans
Th e majority of people in Europe seem very unwilling to move 
and migrate. Most people consider migration to other countries 
or within their own country as more of a threat than an opportu-
nity. Th e following fi gures confi rm how low-level the migration 
dynamics in Europe are: around 80% of Europeans live in the 
region they grew up in, and have never lived anywhere else (Eu-
rofound 20061) ; in 2008 only around 2% of Europeans (EU-27) 
were living in a country other than their home country (mi-
grants) and 4% of Europe’s inhabitants are migrants from third 
countries (Vasileva 2009). Further data reveal that around 1% of 
Europeans (EU-25) per year move over long distances when they 
are at an employable age; the same is true for 2.3% of Americans 
(Coomans 2002).
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1 Th is fi gure represents the average level of relocation mobility within the European countries 
that were looked at (EU-25 without Romania and Bulgaria). Th e level of mobility varies greatly 
from country to country. In the Nordic countries around 40% have already lived in another 
region or country, while in southern and eastern European countries only around 15% and 10% on 
average have ever left their home region to live elsewhere (Eurofound 2006: 3).
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Cultural and structural factors are responsible for the relative-
ly limited willingness of Europeans to move. Cultural: while 
moving has the connotations of ‘setting off  to new shores’ and 
‘getting out of here’ in the United States, the dominant attitude of 
Europeans is that moving means losing a life they have become 
fond of. Structural: here it can be said that there are still major 
barriers to mobility in Europe and in Germany. Factors include 
language barriers and particularly the diff erent education and 
social-security systems.

More recent fi gures for Germany also demonstrate that Germa-
ny cannot currently be considered an immigration country, at 
least not if the migration balance of recent years and the falling 
migration numbers of almost the past twenty years are taken into 
account (cf. fi g. 1 and fi g. 2).

After an immigration high in the early 1990s, with around 1.5 
million immigrants, that fi gure had dropped by more than half 

Figure 1: Immigration and emigration into 

and out of Germany 1991 – 2009
Source: Statistisches Bundesamt 2011

to around 721,000 per year in 2009. Th e number of emigrations 
has remained comparatively constant, albeit with some fl uctu-
ations. In 2009 around 734,000 people emigrated, i.e. around 
13,000 more than immigrated.

When looking more closely at migration activities by nationality 
it becomes clear that in 2008 more major emigration losses were 
suff ered, especially among German citizens (around 60,000), 
while the immigration and emigration activities among two of 
the largest population groups in Germany with foreign citizen-
ship were almost perfectly balanced (fi g. 2).

2: Changed migration motives: occupational and 
economic reasons decrease in signifi cance
In the traditional migration theories, better material living condi-
tions in the destination country are cited as the dominant motive 
for a migration. After the mobility pioneers have spent some time 
in the new country, further people, i.e. family members and 
neighbours, leave their homes to move to the new country as well, 
creating a pull that is also known as chain migration. Chain mi-
gration is a ‘universal and probably also the quantitatively most 
signifi cant form of migration’ (Heckmann 1992: 99).

More recent fi ndings from migration research about the motives 
for migration in Europe reveal that economic motives do not cur-
rently dominate. Th e fi ndings by the European study PIONEUR 
suggest three central migration motives: in each case around a 

quarter of people who migrate between Europe-
an countries do this for occupational reasons, for 
their family and/or love, for a better climate or 
a better quality of life. Th ere are signifi cant dif-
ferences between the sexes. While occupational 
reasons dominate among the men, it is family 
and love that cause women to move (Pioneur 
Research Group 2006). According to fi ndings by 
the BSTME survey, it becomes clear that social 
motives come before cultural and economic mi-
gration motives (Verwiebe 2006: 162): ‘Almost a 
third of the people surveyed (31%) said the sole 
main reason for their inner-European migration 
was social. Economic and occupational reasons 
came third with 14%. 16% cited purely cultural 
reasons. A bundle of diff erent reasons from all 
three areas was listed by 39% of the EU citizens. 
6% of those surveyed have migration reasons 
from all of these three areas.’

Th e data about the residence purposes of citizens 
from non-EU states in Germany are to be 
assessed in a similar way, as they are reported by 
the Federal Offi  ce of Statistics.
Th ey too reveal the wide range of migration mo-
tives and the comparatively small signifi cance of 
purely economic migration motives (cf. fi g. 3).

Th e most common reason for living in another 
country is family (23%), followed by shorter-
term stays to do with education and training 
(21%) and, only in third place, work (13%).
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Figure 2: Immigration and emigration into and 

out of Germany by nationality
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Ad 3: Changed migration behaviour – fl uid forms of 
migration
A further signifi cant change in migration behaviour is that the 
dominant form of migration, a permanent change in residence 
in connexion with a stable and clear change in the focus of the 
migrants’ lives, has decreased in signifi cance.

Instead, various forms of transmigration have become wide-
spread. Th e following are among the most prominent of these 
fl uid forms of mobility:

Onward migration and temporary migration
It is often the case that people who have migrated to another 
country only spend a limited amount of time there in order to 
migrate to yet a diff erent country afterwards, such as when the 
labour market conditions in that country worsen or when better 
options develop elsewhere.

Temporary migrations exist when migrants live in their destina-
tion country for a certain amount of time, maybe even their for 
their entire working lives, before returning home to their country 
of origin. ‘Guest workers’ fall into this category. Th e migrants 
leave their homes for a temporary period before returning.

According to fi ndings using data from the AZR (Central Register 
of Foreigners), it would appear that the number of migrants 
returning to their home countries has gone up. ‘A signifi cant per-
centage of the number of foreigners from third countries living 
in Germany consists of “circular” migrants. It was determined 
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from data from the AZR that 10.7% of the approximately 4.3 
million non-EU citizens resident in Germany had moved away 
from Germany at least once before moving back again. Among 
2.6% of these non-EU citizens these moves away from Germany 
and back again occurred within the past fi ve years. 2.3% of the 
resident foreigners from non-EU countries have left Germany 
at least twice between and after which they moved back again’ 
(Schneider/Parusel 2011: 8). Th is form of migration is particu-
larly likely among people who migrate for occupational and eco-
nomic reasons and is rarer among people who migrate for social 

or cultural reasons. Th e data quoted 
makes it seem likely that the time a 
growing number of people spend in 
Germany is getting shorter because 
of legal regulations2.
 
Seasonal workers 
A diff erent group of transmigrants 
are seasonal workers. According to 
the law (the legal basis is the ‘Bes-
chäftigungsverordnung’, specifi cally 

section 18) they are not allowed to work in Germany for more than 
six months per calendar year. Th ey largely work in agriculture and 
forestry as well as in hospitality (hotels and restaurants). Th e main 
feeder countries for seasonal workers are Poland (percentage 2008: 
around 68%, falling) and Romania (approx. percentage 2008: 27%, 
rising). Jobs in nursing and healthcare are not included in seasonal 
work, even when they are only of a temporary nature (BAMF 2011). 
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„“More recent findings from 
migration research about 
the motives for migration in 
Europe reveal that economic 
motives do not currently 
dominate.”

Figure 3: Immigration by citizens

from non-EU countries in 2009, 

by selected residence reasons and status
Source: BAMF 2011: 23; (N=197,973)

* Includes people with residence status or people 
who have requested a residence status 

2 Th ese permissible time periods (maximum length of stay in Germany) for the cases processed 
by the ZAV are as follows: household help: maximally 3 years; seasonal workers: maximally 6 
months per calendar year; performers: maximally 9 months per calendar year; guest workers: 
maximally 18 months; contract workers: for the duration of the contract, generally 2 years, 
exceptions possible; foreign vocational training students: maximally 3 months; speciality chefs: 
maximally 4 years; international exchanges (employment of foreign staff  of an international 
company in a German branch): maximally 3 years; holiday work for foreign students: maxi-
mally 3 months during the main academic holidays in the home country.’ (Schneider/Parusel 
2011: 62)
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Th e quantitative development of seasonal work in Germany is 
characterized by a mild up and down with a high in 2004. In 2009 
the offi  cial number of seasonal workers was just under 300,000 (cf. 
fi g. 4).

Since the statistics are not person-specifi c, there are no data on how 
many seasonal workers return to Germany year on year.

Migrant women employed in private households 
A relatively ‘young’ and increasingly widespread example of 
transnational migrants are women migrants who (temporarily) 
leave their home countries to do housework and carework, i.e. 
the three Cs: cooking, cleaning and caring. Th ere is a clear global 
network here: in the highly developed industrial nations the 
demand for such inexpensive services in private households is 
rising, a trend favoured by altered family, income and fi nancial 
circumstances (cf. Lutz 2007). Th ese activities in turn are attrac-
tive to women from less developed countries when the disparity 
in affl  uence is particularly great.

Because of the language barriers that exist between the country 
of origin and the destination country and that have to be over-
come, it is largely well-educated women who migrate and who of-
ten work below their qualifi cations in the destination country. As 
a result there is a lack of qualifi ed employees in the labour market 
of the country of origin. In addition a ‘care gap’ could develop, as 
these women are no longer available to look after their own family 
members or children (cf. Rerrich 2006). It is often diffi  cult to close 
this gap because the dominant gender roles mean that men are less 
likely to do housework and carework there than in the industrial 
countries; therefore there is often nobody to replace them. Be-
cause of the often unfavourable economic circumstances, which 
remain despite high remittances (goods and money sent by the 
women working in other countries), it is not possible to fi nd ade-
quate substitutions through external service providers (cf. fi g. 5).
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Figure 4: placement of seasonal workers and performer 

assistants in Germany 1994 – 2009 

Source: BAMF 2011
Note re the seasonal workers placed through the Bundesagentur für Arbeit (Federal Employment 

Agency): only those who registered a domicile in Germany were included.

EU 6
Circular forms  long-distance commuters 41
of mobility 
 vari-mobile persons
 (frequent business travellers) 20
 weekly commuters 3
 long-distance relationships 4
 
Residential forms change of residence within country 18
of mobility migrants 2
 
Multi-mobility Two or three kinds of mobility concurrently 13

Total  100 
  

350.000

400.000

300.000

250.000

200.000

150.000

100.000

50.000

0
1994 95 96 97 98 99 01 02 03 04 05 06 07 08 092000

Th is ‘female fl ipside of globalization’ (Lutz 2007) increases and 
reinforces social inequalities, both on a global and on an individual 
level: many of the working conditions discussed take place in the 
informal or even illegal sphere. While legalization is comparative-

ly easy and widespread in Italy, Spain, Portugal, 
Greece and Great Britain, for example, the situation 
is rather restrictive in Germany, the Netherlands 
and Scandinavia. Despite the occasional new reg-
ulations (e.g. ‘household assistance for housework 
and services in households with people in need of 
care’ by the Bundesagentur für Arbeit) this sector 
remains precarious and we must assume a large 
number of unreported cases. Th e quantitative data 
situation in this area is insuffi  cient. 

4: Substitution of residential 
by circular mobility
Data from European studies shows that around 50% of those in 
gainful employment have had experience with mobility associated 
with their jobs (Schneider/Meil 2008; Schneider/Collet 2010). It 
also becomes clear that a signifi cant amount of this mobility activity 
falls into the categories of long-distance commuting and other forms 
of circular mobility. Employment-related relocation, either to anoth-
er country or within a country, is, by contrast, not very widespread. 
Th e ratio between circular and residential mobility is 3:1, meaning 
that only around a quarter of all the mobility activity triggered by 
employment consists of moving house.

Th e fi ndings also confi rm the assumption that in times of more 
frequent job changes, temporary work contracts, an improved trans-
port and communications infrastructure, commuting is being used 
more and more as a substitute for relocation. Europeans are settled 
and feel a connexion to their homes, but they are highly mobile as 
commuters.
 
5: Migration leads to the formation of transnational 
identities, not to a switch in national identity
In an age in which large parts of Europe have open borders, in 
which laws in Europe are increasingly centralized, in which 
there is intensive trade and exchange, in which global commu-
nication is possible and in which the transport infrastructure is 
improved, the relationships of the (trans)migrants in the country 
of origin and the destination country (and often also in other 

Figure 5: Work-related forms of mobility in Europe

Source: JobMob and FamLives 2008
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countries) are intensifi ed, while the ties to the country of origin 
are not severed, but tend to continue. Th e duration and density 
of the network in the transnational social spheres shape trans-
national identity. Migrants in the globalized world come across 
as multi-local border-crossers who ‘commute’ in their everyday 
lives between their country of origin and their destination 
country, between two or more cultures. Th ey move in transna-
tional social spheres, which exist ‘as multiple and contradictory 
constructions fraught with tension on the basis of identifi cation 
and socio-structural elements from the region of origin and the 
arrival region (Gogolin/Pries 2003: 9f.). Transnational identity 
can develop independently beyond the identity as a citizen or cul-
tural identity, if the various cultural and social experiences can 
be integrated and developed further in the sense of a synthesis. 
Th is does not always work. Th e result are ‘patchwork identities’, 
which are characterized by ambivalences, unsolved contradictions 
and set pieces that are diffi  cult to conciliate with each other’ (Halm/
Th ränhardt 2009).

6: Geographical and social mobility
Because geographical mobility is increasing in people’s working 
lives and the income disparities in Europe are getting smaller, 
geographical and social mobility gradually seem to be losing 
their link. It is no longer assumed that geographical mobility 
leads to social advancement (exceptions continue to exist in some 
countries in eastern and south-eastern Europe); instead it is used 
to avoid social decline (Ruppenthal/Rüger 2010). Th ere seem to 
be biographical diff erences. Geographical mobility among those 
over the age of 45 in order to avoid social decline increases in 
importance (Giza-Poleszczuk et al. 2010: 213).

Domestic migration 
When we discuss transnational migration, we must not neglect 
the fact that migration activities are greatly shaped by domestic 
migration. With regard to the social and individual consequences, 
domestic migration is often similar to transnational migration. 
Th us there are signifi cant mobility barriers in some European 
countries such as Belgium, between the Flemish and the Walloon 
parts of the country. Th ere are hardly any moves between the 
two regions. One fi ctional example of less severe but nevertheless 
signifi cant mobility barriers within countries is demonstrated by 
the comedy Welcome to the Sticks (Bienvenue chez les Ch’tis), in 
which the southern-French prejudice against the people from the 
north of the country was satirized.

Specifi c cultural mobility barriers are also widespread within 
countries and they can even be greater within a country than be-
tween diff erent countries. In addition to cultural mobility barriers, 
structural ones are also not uncommon. In Germany’s case, such 
obstacles to moving are caused by the federal structure with its dif-
ferent education systems, which is a particular barrier for families.

Th e structural consequences of domestic migration in the regions 
are similarly signifi cant to those in transnational migration. One 
example is the federal states of east Germany, which have had to 
accept sizable losses through emigration, particularly by highly 
trained young people, which has had a very negative impact on 
the population structure in some regions. Th e east German federal 
states had a negative balance of almost 1.8 million between 1989 
and 2009 (calculations by the Federal Institute for Population 
Research with data by the Federal Offi  ce of Statistics). Domestic 
migration can accelerate regional processes such as population 
aging and shrinking, but it can also lead to a rapid growth in 15

population, a phenomenon that can be observed in megacities.

Interim conclusion 1
Even though the hybrid aspect of transmigrants is by no means a 
new phenomenon, as is emphasized by critics of the transnational-
ization discourse (Kivisto 2001), and not all countries are aff ected 
to the same extent, a transnational understanding in which mi-
gration is not seen as an acute event and a transition between two 
countries, but as a fl uid, open and continuing process, off ers new 
opportunities for policy makers and research.

On the connexion between mobility and family
Among the social factors that have a particularly lasting eff ect 
on families in this day and age are the conditions on the labour 
market and especially the mobility activities in this area. In the 
event of increased mobility, families often live in multi-loca-
tional structures, which have to be fi lled and developed with life 
and purpose on a daily basis by the family members. Fulfi lling 
this requirement is made particularly diffi  cult by the challenges 
linked to reconciling work, family and mobility.

Family members require special competencies and strategies 
to deal with space and time, in order to maintain family life 
in long-distance situations. Maintaining a family under the 
condition of mobility becomes a challenge of a whole new quality. 
Often there are no time-tested strategies for living a family life 
in these conditions. Th is is equally true for the shaping of the 
partner relationship as it is for the parent-child relationship(s). 
And it is also true for the relationship with one’s own parents, 
relatives and remaining social circle. Th e fi ndings at hand (Meil 
2010) confi rm that there are close and complex interdependencies 
between family and mobility. Some of them are briefl y laid out in 
the following paragraphs.

Quite generally it is true that family makes mobility more 
diffi  cult and mobility makes family more diffi  cult, both with 
regard to family development and to shaping the family relation-
ships. Th e connexion is more clearly developed among women 
than men and is truer for commuter mobility than for reloca-
tion and migration. Two empirical examples will illustrate this. 
Firstly, one example from the European mobility study on the 
connexion between mobility and family development (Rüger 
2010; Ruppenthal/Lück 2009). In the case of women, mobility 
is associated with a small number of children. Th is is primarily 
because of increased numbers of childless women. Looking just 
at mothers, the number of children that mobile and non-mobile 
women have is not all that diff erent. However, it would seem that 
mobility causes women to delay parenthood. In addition to the 
close connexion between mobility and family, the study’s data 
also highlight the fact that increased mobility entails signifi cant 
health risks (Schneider/Rüger/Münster 2009). Th e fi ndings show 
that health impairments and increased stress levels are particular-
ly prevalent in circular mobility and are particularly prominent 
before a move and up to around two years after a move.

A second example comes from German data from the Genera-
tions and Gender Programme, notably in the additional survey 
of Turkish women living in Germany. Between 2002 and 2004, 
foreign women living in Germany had 1.6 children on average, 
while German women had 1.3 children on average during that 
same period. Th e child-bearing situation diff ers depending on 
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the women migrants’ country of origin. Turkish women migrants 
have a higher fertility than women of many other nationalities 
living in Germany. Th ey have more children than people without 
a migrant background, but with a TFR (Total Fertility Rate) of 
1.7, they have a lower fertility compared with women living in 
Turkey (TFR in Turkey 2009: 2.2).

It is to be expected that there will not be a complete adaptation to 
the childbearing behaviour in the destination country in the short-
term. Instead, diff erences will continue to exist in the longer term 
(for at least two generations).

Interim conclusion 2
Migration or mobility and family development are interdepend-
ent: the compatibility of family and work is very much more dif-
fi cult in times of increased mobility requirements. In addition the 
compatibility of family and mobility requires special competen-
cies with regard to ‘creating’ and nurturing family relationships. 
Th e existence of these competencies cannot be taken for granted, 
but appropriate measures can strengthen and develop them. 
Since the connexions between family development and mobility 
are very much more developed among women than among men, 
it seems likely that increased mobility impairs gender equality at 
the expense of women. One fi nal point is that mobility decisions 
are infl uenced by the family situations involved, but at the same 
time the reverse is true, mobility decisions infl uence family 
development.

Conclusion

Th e fi ndings presented here suggest that changes in migration 
motives and the actual migration activities have taken place and 
continue to take place. In light of the current state of research, 
it would be appropriate if transmigration and transnational 
migrants as well as the increased commuter mobility received 
more attention in scientifi c research and especially in the political 
debate.

Th ere are some sizable mobility barriers, both between countries 
and within countries. Th ese barriers tend to be higher for fam-
ilies than for people without children. If modern states want to 
support liberal mobility, it is up to them to examine these barri-
ers to mobility and to remove them where they cause undesirable 
limitations to the (domestic) migration activities.

With regard to Germany, we cannot currently assume that the 
challenges of demographic change as a result of increased immi-
gration can be fundamentally reduced. In order to achieve such a 
thing, immigration levels would have to be altered to unrealistic 
levels. According to estimates by the United Nations, Germany 
and Italy would need the greatest number of immigrants in the 
world, in relation to their population, in order to stop the popula-
tion from shrinking. Over the coming 50 years many more than 
a million people would have to migrate to Germany every year.
Th e changes in migration activities are a great challenge to socie-
ty. Th ere is no reason, however, to think of the current events as 
a crisis. Instead we have to recognize the opportunities presented 
to us as a result, and to use them constructively.
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