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Abstract  

This study analyses the composition of outmigration flows regarding migrants’ characteristics 

such as family situation, educational attainment and labour market situation. To expand our 

research, out-migrants are separated into return and onward migrants. Results indicate that the 

labour market situation of immigrants (unemployment and uptake of social benefits) in the 

destination country is an important determinant in the decision to out-migrate. However, the 

effect varies among countries due to the political situation in the source country, the migration 

costs and the extensive welfare benefits in Sweden. Labour immigrants are more likely to return 

to their country of origin whereas refugee immigrants are more likely to move to another 

country. Other findings demonstrate that emigrants are negatively selected regarding 

educational attainment. High-educated individuals have a higher probability of returning home 

than moving to a third country. The likelihood of emigration also depends on other 

characteristics such as the family situation of immigrants and the duration of residence in the 

destination country. All in all, labour market outcomes are the most important factors in the 

decision of out-migration. 

  

Keywords: Outmigration – Return migration – Onward migration – Selective migration  
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 Introduction  

 

Outmigration is an important phenomenon in many receiving countries (Lam, 1994). After 

immigrating in a host country and staying there for a few years, some immigrants choose to 

return to their home country while other immigrants decide to migrate to a third-country 

destination; this situation is called onward migration.  

 

There are a number of reasons to why it is important to study emigration among immigrants. 

One of them being that the outmigration of foreign-born individuals has an impact on the 

measure of the labor market integration of immigrants. Indeed, integration can be measured by 

the assimilation i.e. the wage convergence between immigrants and natives and one important 

factor of the assimilation of immigrants is related to the selective outmigration of foreign-born 

individuals. According to Borjas and Bratsberg (1996), the groups of immigrants who emigrate 

are not randomly selected. Indeed, an individual decides to migrate based on the expected 

income of the destination country and his or her position in the wage distribution of the country 

of origin. If the samples of immigrants who out-migrate are not random, the estimation of the 

extent of assimilation between immigrants and natives could be biased leading to an under or 

over estimation of immigrants’ skills and economic assimilation (Cohen and Haberfeld, 2001). 

As an example, if foreign-born individuals who re-emigrate are low skilled, immigrant stayers 

will most likely assimilate to natives in terms of wage level and thus, the wage difference 

between immigrants and natives will narrow over time. However this finding is not due to the 

increasing wage of immigrants but rather due to the fact that only the high-skilled immigrants 

remain in the labour market, meaning that individuals who earned a low wage already left. 

 

Furthermore, low-skilled immigrants may leave the destination country because they are not 

well integrated in the labour market and thus earn a relatively low wage. They usually succeed 

less than natives with higher unemployment rates and low qualifying jobs (OECD, 2014). 

According to Borjas (2012), immigrants who are able to adapt well and succeed in their jobs 

can contribute to the receiving country’s economic growth to the benefit of all individuals in 

the society. Considering the high share of immigrants in most Organisation for Economic 

Cooperation and Development (OECD) countries, it is necessary for governments to 

implement good integration policies for foreign-born individuals to help them succeed in the 

host country labour market (OECD, 2014).  
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Sweden has been an immigration country since the end of World War II with 14 per cent of the 

total Swedish population being foreign-born individuals (Ekberg, 2011). In comparison with 

other Nordic countries (Denmark, Norway, Finland), Sweden always had higher migration 

inflows with the majority of immigrants coming from other Nordic countries, particularly from 

Finland. However immigration flows in Sweden have quickly changed over the years. Until 

the mid-1970s, the reason for individuals to migrate was mostly because of higher labour 

market opportunities in Sweden and individuals were generally European immigrants. After 

1975, there were less labor-force immigrants but a higher proportion of refugees and family 

migrants. Over the years the percentage of non-European immigrants increased relative to 

European immigrants. (Ekberg, 2011) 

 

Although smaller than immigration, Sweden also experienced several emigration flows with 

three peaks in the beginning of 1970s, in 1996-1997 and 2007-2008 (Ekberg, 2011). 

Emigration is mostly due to the outmigration of foreign-born persons as immigrants decide to 

return to their home country after staying for a few years in Sweden (Nekby, 2006). Before 

1990s, the majority of outmigration was in the form of return migration for foreign-born 

individuals but the amount of onward migration, moving to a third-country destination, of 

working-age immigrants has increased and constituted 32 per cent of the total Swedish 

outmigration in 2000 (12 per cent in 1991) (Nekby, 2006). 

 

Our aim is to investigate whether there is any selection in the outmigration of foreign-born 

individuals in Sweden. In other words we try to examine if the return migrating flow is a 

random sample from the initial migrating flow or if a selected part of immigrants is more likely 

to out-migrate: return to their home country or migrate to a third country. Selection can be 

observed at an individual level in terms of skills or education but also in terms of labour market 

situation and family situation. It can also be observed at a community level: perhaps some 

immigrants groups are more likely to return to their home country and others to stay in the host 

country. Indeed they can have different migration costs and political situations in their home 

country.  

 

To analyse for selection in outmigration in Sweden, the probability of emigration of a random 

sample of working age immigrants who emigrated from Sweden between 1995 and 1999 will 

be assessed. The sample of immigrants combines immigrants coming from different countries 

of origin. There are groups of persons coming from Europe and others from outside Europe.  
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Our analysis is based on two simple questions. First, we ask ourselves: Do the probabilities of 

outmigration, return migration and onward migration vary by individual characteristics such 

as labour market situation, educational attainment, family situation and country of origin? The 

decision to return to the source country or to move to a third country could differ between 

labour market immigrants and refugee immigrants. In a second step, we also wonder: How does 

the effect of individual characteristics on the probabilities of outmigration, return migration 

and onward migration vary among immigrant groups?  

 

Based on previous research on migration flows, we assume that people who migrate for labour 

market opportunities are European immigrants and the rest of them are refugee migrants.  

The decision between return and onward migration may also be related to the geographical 

distance between the country of origin and Sweden. 

  

The remainder of this paper is outlined as follows. A brief research on previous studies on 

outmigration in Sweden and other countries is presented in Section II.  Section IV depicts the 

methodology used in order to answer our purpose. Further, Section V provides a description of 

the collected data and the restricted samples used. Finally in Section VI, the results found are 

analysed and discussed, and the main conclusions are presented in Section VII. 

 

 

 Theoretical Framework 

 

Migration flows are not only composed of the most able individuals in terms of education or 

skills. Sometimes, it can be the contrary: people who migrate are the least skilled and thus, 

there is a negative selection. Roy (1951) built a fundamental model in labour economics 

concerning self-selection. In order to explain the composition of migration flows, Borjas (1987) 

applied the Roy model for selective migration. The Borjas model is focused on immigrants but 

the model was extended to return migrants by Borjas and Bratsberg (1996).  

 

The return migrant’s decision can be planned before immigration. For some individuals, 

migrating can be a way to accumulate a certain amount of capital or wealth during a period and 

then return to their home country. The return migrant’s decision can also be the result of a 

“mistake” in the initial migration decision. Some individuals were misinformed about the 
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economic situation in the destination country and they would return to their home country if 

earnings in the destination country were worse-than-expected. Irrespective of the reason of the 

return migration, immigrants decide to return in their home country to maximize their wealth.  

 

The Borjas and Bratsberg’s model (1996) explains the return migrant’s decision and how return 

migrants are self-selected among initial immigrants. The model takes into account the rates of 

return to skills in the source and in the destination country and also log earnings distributions 

in the source country and in the destination country. Workers decide to migrate if the expected 

wage from migrating to the destination country (permanently or not) exceeds the wage in the 

source country, net of the migration costs. Then, return migrants are those who have better 

labour opportunities in the source country than in the destination country, net of remigration 

costs. These costs represent the economic cost of the migration. In the case of return migration, 

it is mostly composed of the transport cost. In other cases, it can include the visa or others 

entrance formalities.  

 

Assuming that ability and skills are transferable across countries, the driving force of the 

selective model would be the rate of return to skills in the source country relative to that in the 

destination country. The rate of return to skills measures how an additional unit of skills (as a 

year of education) increases the earnings. In their model, Borjas and Bratsberg used log 

earnings distribution as a proxy of the rate of return to skills. In a country with a large wage 

dispersion, there is more earnings inequality and the rate of return to skills is higher. When the 

earning distribution is lower, there is less inequality and so the rate of return to skills is lower. 

Given these assumptions, the model predicts two alternatives.  

 

When the rate of return to skills is higher in the destination country than in the source country, 

the immigration flow is positively selected. The graph in Figure 1 shows the distribution of 

skills in the source country. We see that individuals who migrate to the destination country are 

situated in the right tail of the distribution. In other words, workers who migrate are higher-

than-average skilled because they can reach a higher wage with their level of skills in the 

destination country. Indeed, when the rate of return to skills is high, the country is considered 

more unequal because high-skilled individuals earn much more than low-skilled individuals. 
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Following the same intuition, return migrants flow is composed of the least skilled immigrants 

of the initial migration. In the selective model, return migrants are the “marginal” immigrants 

because they are more sensitive to changing economic conditions in the source country and 

they will return in their home country in order to collect their returns on their investment. 

Compared to highly skilled immigrants, they gained less by residing in the host country.   

 

When the rate of return to skills is lower in the destination country than in the source country, 

the immigration flow is negatively selected. Figure 2 shows that immigrants are less skilled 

compared to workers who do not migrate. Indeed, as the rate of return to skills is higher in their 

country, the most skilled workers have little incentive to migrate. In this case, return migrants 

are the most skilled in the initial immigration flow. The less skilled immigrants find it optimal 

to stay in the host country compared to the “marginal” immigrants as they are less sensitive to 

changing economic conditions in their country of origin. 

Skills 

Frequency 

Stay in the 
Source 

Country 

Migrate 
Temporarily   

(Return 
Migrants) 

Migrate 
Permanently 

Figure 1. Distribution of skills in the source country when the rate of return to skills is higher in the destination country 
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In both cases, the model predicts an intensification of the selection observed in the initial 

immigration flow. Return migration accentuates the type of selection that characterizes the 

initial immigration flow. If the initial selection is positive, the immigrants who stay in the 

destination country are the “best of the best” with the leaving of the least skilled among them. 

If there is a negative selection, permanent immigrants are the “worst of the worst” with the 

leaving of the highest skilled among them. To summarize, skills flow to where they receive 

their highest return. 

 

The model does not include the decision to migrate to a third country. However, following the 

same theoretical context, onward migration is a part of the same optimization process that 

characterized the return migration. Individuals continue to migrate to new areas that maximize 

their life-cycle wealth or utility (Nekby, 2006). 

 

With this model, Borjas and Bratsberg (1996) bring a theoretical framework to labour 

migration flows. However, migration flows are more and more composed of refugees. In this 

case, economic factors are not sufficient to explain return migration because it can also be 

influenced by other factors such as changes in the political situation of source countries (Nekby, 

2006). Even if the Borjas and Bratsberg’s model do not exactly specify the refugees’ case, we 

can extend the model to the non-labour immigrants. Indeed, refugees leave their country 

because of instability (war, political situation, etc.). Thus, we can assimilate this bad situation 

Skills 

Frequency 

Migrate 
Temporarily 

(Return 
Migrants) 

Stay in the 
Source 

Country 
Migrate 

Permanently 

Figure 2. Distribution of skills in the source country when the rate of return to skills is lower in the destination country 
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as a remigration cost, this is not an economic cost but more a psychological cost. They will be 

less likely to migrate back if the geopolitical situation is bad. 

  

Since the nature of the selection is a purely empirical question, it is difficult to have predictions 

about results of our study. A positive or a negative selection will depend on the different source 

countries and their return to skills relative to Sweden. However, Sweden is often described as 

an egalitarian country in terms of income distribution and the Swedish welfare system is rather 

generous. According to the theory, immigrants to Sweden are more likely to be the least skilled 

of their home country and thus, return migrants should be the highest skilled of them.  

 

Obviously, it is just an intuition because individuals come from different countries with 

different characteristics and others factors are also important such as remigration costs. 

Geographical distance between Sweden and the home country of the immigrant can be a good 

approximation of these costs. An immigrant from a European country seems more likely to 

return compared to an immigrant from America or Asia, all else being equal. So the intuition 

is that geographical distance from Sweden negatively impacts the probability of return 

migration because of the migration cost. The family situation of the immigrant is also an 

important factor in the probability of out-migration. A married immigrant with children will be 

more likely to stay in the country because the migration costs are higher compared to an 

individual without relatives in the host country. 

 

 Literature review 

 

We have selected three studies conducted in the United-States: Borjas and Bratsberg (1996), 

Ramos (1992) and Cohen and Haberfeld (2010). These three studies approximately found the 

same results but they were conducted on different types of immigrants. 

 

One of the main empirical contributions of the selection in outmigration is the study of Borjas 

and Bratsberg (1996) who tested their model on U.S. immigrants coming from different 

countries. They estimated the outmigration rate for all immigrant groups and they found results 

that strongly support the selection model. Indeed, if the immigrant flow was positively selected, 

with above-average skilled immigrants then return migrants will be the least skilled of the flow. 

When the initial immigrant group was composed of the least skilled, then the return migrants 
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were the most skilled of the group. The study also explained return migration when immigrants 

are refugees. In this case, they found that the political situation in the source country has a 

strong influence. For example, return migration rate to communist countries is about 18 

percentage points lower than to other countries.  

 

Another important empirical study about selection in outmigration was conducted by Ramos 

in 1992. Ramos (1992) focused on migration flows between Puerto Rico and the United-States. 

He compared the educational levels of permanent migrants, return migrants and non-migrants. 

He found results that support the Borjas selection model (1986). Moreover, the Borjas and 

Bratsberg model (1996) was also based on his results as an empirical evidence for selection in 

return migration flows. He found that return migrants are the “marginal” immigrants: they are 

the most skilled in the immigrant group, which is composed of the least skilled Puerto Rican 

in average. These results are in keeping with the predictions drawn from the Borjas and 

Bratsberg selection model. 

 

Cohen and Haberfeld (2010) conducted a study about the United-States but this time only on 

Israeli individuals. The authors discovered that those who migrate back to their country are 

higher educated than those who choose to stay, this suggests a positive selection in the 

outmigration of Israeli immigrants. They also examine the income of Israeli immigrants and 

found that those who decide to return home would have been less successful in the U.S labour 

market than in Israel. In addition, the results from the income regressions show that the more 

skilled among highly educated Israeli immigrants choose to stay in the United-States and the 

lower skilled among highly educated tend to return to Israel because of unsuccessfulness in the 

U.S labour market. Concerning high-educated Israeli immigrants, there is a negative selective 

effect on return migration. Although, the results are still consistent with the theory of Borjas 

and Bratsberg (1996) and the selection in return migration accentuates the selection in the 

initial migration.  

 

A large number of authors also studied the selection in the outmigration of immigrants in many 

countries of Europe such as Germany and Sweden. 

 

Kuhlenkasper and Steinhardt (2012) provide a clear evidence of the selection in the 

outmigration of foreign-born immigrants in Germany. Authors have found that the results differ 

between Turkish and non-Turkish emigrants. Turkish immigrants who re-emigrated are 
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positively selected meaning that high-skilled immigrants out-migrate and low-skilled 

immigrants stay in Germany. However, only the medium-skilled individuals coming from a 

different country than Turkey would rather stay in Germany and the low-skilled as well as 

high-skilled immigrants out-migrate. Once again the findings accentuate the initial migration 

flow in Germany which was characterised by a negative selection. The authors also found other 

factors for the outmigration’s decision of foreign-born individuals such as the migration costs 

of family members and the employment situation in Germany.  

 

When it comes to Sweden, we have chosen three different studies that analysed the emigration 

of immigrants.  

 

Edin, LaLonde and Aslund (2000) studied the outmigration of immigrants in Sweden from 

1970 and 1990. They discovered that economic immigrants are more likely to out-migrate from 

Sweden than refugee immigrants. Moreover, immigrants who are the least successful in the 

Swedish labour market are those who leave the destination country and the most successful 

stay. Immigrants are thus negatively selected in terms of economic success. The authors 

conclude that the most important factor of emigration is whether the immigrant is a political or 

an economic immigrant. 

 

Rooth and Saarela (2006) conducted a study about selection in migration and return migration 

for Finnish immigrants in Sweden. The rate of return to education in Finland is about 9% 

whereas in Sweden, it is about 4%. Their results strongly support the Borjas and Bratsberg 

model: they found a negative selection of the immigration flow and a positive selection of 

return migration flow. In average, immigrants who migrated back to Finland have almost two 

more years of education than those who stay in Sweden. They also studied the selection in 

return migration on earnings but results are not statistically significant which is due to the 

institutional similarities between Finland and Sweden. 

 

Nekby (2006) also conducted a study about emigration from Sweden. This study analyses 

different groups of emigrants from Sweden, including natives. Outmigration is decomposed 

into return migration and onward migration. Results show that well-educated immigrants have 

a higher probability of leaving for third-country destinations than returning to their country of 

origin. However, immigrants are positively selected in terms of education only for university 

education whereas natives are positively selected for all levels of education. Moreover, the 
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results vary by regions of origin. With help of the predicted income profiles, the author also 

discovered that onward migrants are more positively selected than return migrants in terms of 

income.  

 

Although many studies have found that there is a selection in the outmigration of foreign-born 

individuals in terms of educational attainment, a few other research demonstrate the opposite. 

This is the case of Constant and Massey (2003) and Toren (1976). 

 

Constant and Massey (2003) conducted a study on immigrants in Germany. They discovered 

that return migrants are not selected with regard to human capital characteristics, earnings or 

gender. However, findings demonstrate that emigrants are negatively selected in terms of 

occupational prestige and stable full employment in Germany. The authors also found that the 

incentive to return to the home country strongly depends on the existence and nature of social, 

political and psychological relations in Germany and origin countries. Constant and Massey 

(2003) hence concluded that there are many determinants for the outmigration of immigrants 

in Germany, however educational attainment is not one of them.  

 

Concerning Toren (1976), the author investigated the return migration flow of immigrants from 

the United-States to Israel. The findings indicate that there is no selection in the return 

migration regarding education and occupational position. However, the results also show that 

return migration depends on the attraction of the country of destination.  

 

Thanks to all these studies conducted in various receiving countries, we notice that there may 

or may not be a selection in the outmigration of foreign-born individuals regarding education. 

Although there are already numerous studies about this topic in Sweden, it is always interesting 

to investigate and verify the results of previous studies and to take into account other variables 

and possible outmigration factors. Unlike previous research in Sweden, we have access to 

country-level data so that immigrants who left Sweden can be analysed separately according 

to their source country. We also have access to additional data on uptake of social benefits on 

the probability of emigration.  
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 Data 

 

The data on immigrants in Sweden are drawn from the Longitudinal Database on Education, 

Income and Employment (LOUISE) provided by Statistics Sweden. We use this database to 

collect information on a random sample of foreign-born individuals who were living in Sweden 

on December 31 in 1994. The sample is restricted to immigrants who were born in 14 source 

countries: Finland, Norway, Denmark, Germany, Greece, Poland, Hungary, Turkey, Chile, 

Lebanon, Ethiopia, Iran, Iraq and the United-States. The selected countries were the most 

represented in the immigrant population in Sweden in 1994. In addition, we limit the 

observations to working age individuals, aged of 26 to 60 years old. The final sample includes, 

in total, 57 871 immigrants in Sweden with 2 671 of individuals who left Sweden (out-

migrants) between 1995 and 1999. Among them, 1 713 have returned to their country of origin 

(return migrants) and 1 030 migrated to another country (onward migrants). 

 

With the final sample, we are able to identify immigrants who returned to their country or 

moved to a third country destination in any of the years between 1995 and 1999. Furthermore, 

the data contains a large set of variables on age, gender, civil status, number of children, 

duration of residence in Sweden, educational level, receipt of social benefits and employment 

status. 

 

One of our variables is education, which is measured as the highest completed degree. It is 

composed of three categories which indicate degree completion: primary schooling, secondary 

schooling and university diplomas. We have access to information about the family situation 

of foreign-born individuals. We can then observe whether an individual is married or not and 

the number of children. It also indicates the incidence of the labour situation of immigrants in 

Sweden i.e. uptake of social benefits and unemployment. We are able to see whether the 

individual has received any social benefits for at least one year during 1990 and 1994 and 

whether the individual was unemployed for at least one year during 1990 and 1994. 

 

We also have information on length of stay in Sweden. We only take into consideration foreign-

born individuals that have immigrated to Sweden before or during the year 1995.  
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Descriptive statistics presented in Table 1 show an overview of the migration flows’ 

composition. The table shows the sample means for immigrants who stay in Sweden (non-

emigrants) and for those who leave Sweden (emigrants). This last group is then divided into 

two groups: immigrants who return in their home country (return migrants) and immigrants 

who migrate to another country (onward migrants).  

 

Concerning individual and familial characteristics, we observe that emigrants are around three 

years younger than non-emigrants. Women are less likely to migrate than men. We also observe 

that emigrants have fewer children than non-emigrants even if the difference is quite small. 

Moreover, married individuals have less incentive to emigrate than single immigrants 

Immigrant stayers are in Sweden for a longer period, almost 10 more years, compared to 

immigrants who leave the country. Then regarding educational attainment, non-emigrants and 

emigrants have almost the same educational level. However, we see that 35% of immigrants 

stayers have a primary school level whereas primary school level represent 41% of immigrants 

who leave Sweden. The labour market situation of non-emigrants seems to be better than the 

emigrants’ one. 43% of out-migrants receive social benefits compared to 35% of non-

emigrants. Moreover, 75% of immigrants who leave Sweden are unemployed whereas it 

represents only 52% of those who stay. Regarding the country of origin, Finnish immigrants 

are overrepresented in both emigrants (43%) and non-emigrants (28%) categories. We can also 

notice that Iranian immigrants represent a noticeable share of the immigrant population: around 

10%.  

 

Descriptive statistics also give information on the composition of return and onward migration 

flows. Concerning individual and familial characteristics, return migrants are in average 2 years 

older than onward migrants. Women are more represented in the return migration flow than in 

the onward one. In average, immigrants who leave for a third country have less children than 

immigrants who return in their home country.  
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Table 1. Summary statistics 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 (1) (2) (3) (4) 

 Non-

Emigrants 

Emigrants Return 

Migrants 

Onward 

migrants 

     

Age 42.95 39.35 40.12 38.15 

Women 0.52 0.41 0.44 0.36 

Married 0.57 0.47 0.47 0.48 

Children 1.09 0.95 0.99 0.90 

YSM 19.36 10.07 9.75 10.64 

Education:     

Primary 0.35 0.41 0.44 0.33 

Secondary 0.41 0.33 0.33 0.31 

University 0.24 0.27 0.22 0.35 

Benefits 0.35 0.41 0.40 0.43 

Unemployment 0.52 0.75 0.71 0.82 

Country of origin:     

Finland 0.43 0.28 0.34 0.17 

Norway 0.05 0.14 0.19 0.04 

Denmark 0.06 0.07 0.09 0.02 

Germany 0.05 0.04 0.03 0.05 

Poland 0.07 0.02 0.02 0.09 

Greece 0.02 0.09 0.11 0.05 

Hungary 0.03 0.01 0.01 0.02 

Turkey 0.05 0.04 0.03 0.05 

USA 0.02 0.05 0.04 0.05 

Lebanon 0.03 0.03 0.02 0.05 

Iran 0.09 0.11 0.04 0.23 

Iraq 0.04 0.02 0.00 0.05 

Ethiopia 0.02 0.02 0.00 0.05 

Chile 0.04 0.08 0.08 0.07 

     

Observations 55164 2743 1713 1030 
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Onward immigrants stayed in Sweden for one more year compared to return migrants. 

Concerning educational attainment, immigrants who leave for a third country are more 

educated than the return migrants. 35% of onward migrants have a university degree compared 

to 22% of return migrants. On the contrary, the largest share of return migrants, 44% of them, 

just have a primary school education whereas it represents 33% of onward migrants. Thus a 

pattern can be drawn from the sample statistics: onward migration flows are more composed 

of highly educated immigrants whereas return migration flows are rather composed of lower 

educated immigrants. Concerning the labour market situation, immigrants who leave Sweden 

for another country are more affected by unemployed (82%) than immigrants who return to 

their home country (71%). They also perceive more social benefits than return migrants. Thus, 

the labour market situation of onward migrants seems to be worse than for return migrants. In 

terms of country of origin, immigrants from Nordic countries are more likely to return in their 

home country rather than migrate to another country. On the contrary, immigrants from more 

distant countries are rather onward migrants. For example, immigrants from Iran represent 10% 

of the emigration flow but the country is the most represented (23%) among onward migrants. 

 

 

 Method 

 

We will estimate the probability of outmigration in order to investigate whether there is a 

selection in the outmigration of immigrants in Sweden. We will also study the probability of 

return migration and onward migration. To conduct our study, we will use a linear probability 

model.  

 

The purpose of our study is to derive the probability of return migration and migration to a 

third country and investigate if this probability vary among immigrant groups or with 

individual characteristics. The linear probability model (LPM) predicts the probability of an 

event occurring and assumes that the effects of independent variables on the probabilities are 

linear. In a linear regression model, such as an OLS regression, independent variables can take 

any type of value: they can be continuous, dichotomous, interval level, etc. On the contrary, 

the dependent variable is supposed to be continuous but in the Linear Probability Model, the 

dependent variable is restricted because it represents a probability, so a value between 0 and 1. 
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Thus, we will use a Linear Probability Model in order to estimate the probability of return 

migration and onward migration but there are several potential problems with linear regression 

using a binary dependant variable. One issue with the Linear Probability Model is that it 

violates the homoscedasticity assumption i.e. the variance in the error term is constant. 

However in a Linear Probability Model, the error terms do not have a constant variance and in 

that case there is heteroscedasticity. Indeed, the variance of a binary dependant variable is PQ, 

where P is the probability of the event occurring and Q is the probability of it not occurring. 

Since P is not the same for all individuals, the variances will not be the same across cases. As 

a result, standard errors will be wrong and hypothesis tests will be incorrect. To address the 

problem of heteroscedasticity, we will use robust standard errors for all estimates.  

 

We begin by analysing if there are any differences among different groups of immigrants and 

how the probabilities of emigration, return migration and onward migration are related to 

individual characteristics. With this model, we wish to discover if the decisions to out-migrate 

depend on the immigrants’ level of education, family status, labour market outcomes and 

country of origin. The following equation is assessed to measure for the probabilities of 

outmigration, return migration and onward migration. 

 

𝑃𝑅(𝑌𝑖) =  𝛽0 + 𝛽1𝐴𝑔𝑒 + 𝛽2𝐴𝑔𝑒2 + 𝛽3𝑊𝑜𝑚𝑒𝑛 + 𝛽4𝑀𝑎𝑟𝑟𝑖𝑒𝑑 + 𝛽5𝐶ℎ𝑖𝑙𝑑𝑟𝑒𝑛 + 𝛽6𝑌𝑆𝑀

+ 𝛽7𝑌𝑆𝑀2 + 𝛽8𝑆𝑒𝑐𝑜𝑛𝑑𝑎𝑟𝑦 + 𝛽9𝑈𝑛𝑖𝑣𝑒𝑟𝑠𝑖𝑡𝑦 + 𝛽10𝐵𝑒𝑛𝑒𝑓𝑖𝑡𝑠

+ 𝛽11𝑈𝑛𝑒𝑚𝑝𝑙𝑜𝑦𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑡 +  𝛽12𝐹𝑖𝑛𝑙𝑎𝑛𝑑 + 𝛽13𝑁𝑜𝑟𝑤𝑎𝑦 + 𝛽14𝐷𝑒𝑛𝑚𝑎𝑟𝑘

+ 𝛽15𝐺𝑒𝑟𝑚𝑎𝑛𝑦 + 𝛽16𝑃𝑜𝑙𝑎𝑛𝑑 + 𝛽17𝐺𝑟𝑒𝑒𝑐𝑒 + 𝛽18𝐻𝑢𝑛𝑔𝑎𝑟𝑦 + 𝛽19𝑇𝑢𝑟𝑘𝑒𝑦

+ 𝛽20𝑈𝑆𝐴 + 𝛽21𝐿𝑒𝑏𝑎𝑛𝑜𝑛 + 𝛽22𝐼𝑟𝑎𝑛 + 𝛽23𝐼𝑟𝑎𝑞 + 𝛽24𝐸𝑡ℎ𝑖𝑜𝑝𝑖𝑎 + 𝛽25𝐶ℎ𝑖𝑙𝑒 

Where 𝑌𝑖 = 1, 2, 3 

 

In this model, as we will estimate three different probabilities, we then have three binary 

dependant variables: outmigration, return migration and onward migration. We will thus 

estimate the probability of out-migration, in this case the dependant variable is denoted 𝑌1 and 

is equal to 1 if the individual out-migrates, 0 otherwise. When estimating the probability of 

return migration, the dependant variable is denoted 𝑌2 and is equal to 1 if the individual returns 

to his country, 0 otherwise. Finally, when we will estimate the probability of onward migration, 

the variable is denoted 𝑌3 which is equal to 1 if the individual migrated to a third country and 

0 otherwise. Moreover, we use variables that might have an influence on the outmigration of 
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foreign-born individuals such as age, gender, years since migration, civil status, number of 

children, education, social benefits, unemployment and country of origin.  

 

To measure the impact of family situation of immigrants, we consider the gender, the marital 

status and the number of children. Woman is a dummy variable that is equal to 1 if the 

individual is a woman and 0 if the individual is a man. The marital status is equal to 1 if the 

individual is married. And, the children variable is measured according to the number of 

children in the household. From the theory, we can predict that the family status is negatively 

correlated to the incentive to out-migrate due to the migration costs.  

 

 Depending on how the labour market situation of foreign-born individuals is in Sweden, the 

decision to emigrate from Sweden might be different if the individual is unemployed and if 

he/she receives social benefits. The social benefits dummy variable is equal to 1 if the 

individual has received social benefits at least one year during 1990-1994 and otherwise. The 

unemployment variable is equal to 1 if the individual has been registered as not employed 

during at least one year during 1990-1994 and 0 otherwise. When looking at the summary 

statistics, unemployment and social benefits are positively correlated to the likelihood of 

outmigration. By running our estimations, we will know the real impact of these two 

characteristics.  

 

We also consider the age since it is interesting to know if immigrants who are most likely 

willing to out-migrate are young or older people or if there is no distinction regarding age. The 

variable years since migration is considered as the duration of residence in Sweden might be a 

factor in the emigration of foreign-born individuals. The summary statistics gives us an 

overview of what we can find: the length of stay in Sweden may have a negative effect on the 

out-migration of immigrants.  

 

Furthermore, the variable education is measured as the highest completed degree, as mentioned 

before. It will indicate whether there is a selection in the outmigration of immigrants in terms 

of education. It is important to note that primary education is taken as a reference for secondary 

and university education. Primary education is equal to 1 if the immigrant has a primary school 

level and 0 otherwise. Secondary education is equal to 1 if the individual has a secondary school 

education and 0 otherwise. Similarly, university education is equal to 1 if the individual has a 

university degree and 0 otherwise. 
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One of our purposes is to investigate whether individuals from different country of origin have 

different incentive to leave Sweden. Therefore, adding each country of origin as an independent 

variable allow us to compare the probabilities of emigration among different group of 

immigrants. The decision to return to their home country or to move to a third destination may 

be related to the distance between the source country and Sweden or to the political situation 

of the immigrants’ home country. In this equation, Finland is taken as the reference country as 

it is the closest country of Sweden. Besides, Finnish immigrants are the most represented in 

our sample.   

 

In order to estimate for the probability of return migration, the sample selected comprises 

immigrants that did not emigrate and those who returned to their country of origin. Similarly, 

the sample used to regress the probability of onward migration is composed of immigrants who 

did not leave Sweden and those who moved to a third country. 

 

Next, we assess the probabilities to out-migrate, to return to their home country or to move to 

a third country separately by country or origin. These estimations are necessary to know 

whether there is a disparity regarding individual characteristics among different immigrant 

groups.  

 

For each country, the equation below is estimated: 

 

𝑃𝑅(𝑌𝑖) =  𝛽0 + 𝛽1𝐴𝑔𝑒 + 𝛽2𝐴𝑔𝑒2 + 𝛽3𝑊𝑜𝑚𝑒𝑛 + 𝛽4𝑀𝑎𝑟𝑟𝑖𝑒𝑑 + 𝛽5𝐶ℎ𝑖𝑙𝑑𝑟𝑒𝑛 + 𝛽6𝑌𝑆𝑀

+ 𝛽7𝑌𝑆𝑀2 + 𝛽8𝑆𝑒𝑐𝑜𝑛𝑑𝑎𝑟𝑦 + 𝛽9𝑈𝑛𝑖𝑣𝑒𝑟𝑠𝑖𝑡𝑦 + 𝛽10𝐵𝑒𝑛𝑒𝑓𝑖𝑡𝑠

+ 𝛽11𝑈𝑛𝑒𝑚𝑝𝑙𝑜𝑦𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑡 

 

Where 𝑌𝑖 = 1, 2, 3 

 

In this equation, we will observe if there is a disparity among different group of immigrants 

with regard to family situation, labour market situation and educational attainment. Given that 

we investigate whether there is a difference regarding individual characteristics among 

different immigrant groups, we consider the same variables as the first equation except for 

source country. Once again we have three binary dependant variables for each home country 

which take the same denotation as in the first equation. Our independent variables also remain 
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the same. After estimating the probabilities for each country, we will be able to compare the 

incentive to emigrate, return to the home country and move to a third country between all 

immigrant groups.  

 

 Results and analysis 

 

1. Do the probabilities of outmigration, return migration and onward migration vary by 

immigrant groups and by individual characteristics? 

 

We first assessed the regressions for all individuals in order to observe whether the probabilities 

of emigration are related to individual characteristics. In this case, we also take into 

consideration all countries of origin to see if there are any differences in the emigration among 

immigrant groups. The results are shown in the Table 2 below. 

 

The results show that the probability of out-migration increases with age but at a decreasing 

rate. Older persons are more likely to emigrate than younger immigrants. When it comes to the 

family situation of immigrants, being a woman, being married and having lots of children 

decreases the probability of outmigration. For instance, women have 1.53 percentage points 

less incentive to leave the host country than men do and are more likely to move to a third 

country than to return home. Being married reduces the probability of outmigration by 0.86 

percentage points compared to being single. Besides, married immigrants would rather move 

to a third country than return to their home country. Furthermore, one more year of residence 

in Sweden decreases the probability of outmigration but at a increasing rate meaning that the 

longer immigrants stay in Sweden, the less likely they are to leave. Immigrants who stayed for 

a long period in Sweden will also be more incited to move to a third destination than to return 

to their home country.  

 

The results demonstrate that the probability of outmigration is lower for secondary and 

university-educated immigrants than primary-educated immigrants. Indeed, when an 

individual is secondary-educated, the probability of out-migrating is reduced by 0.94 

percentage points and by 0.74 percentage points for university-educated individuals. Moreover, 

secondary-educated immigrants have 0.75 percentage points less incentive to return home than 

primary-educated immigrants. 
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Table 2. Probability of outmigration, return migration and onward migration  
 (1) (2) (3) 

VARIABLES Outmigration Return Onward 

    

Age 0.0029*** 0.0005 0.0028*** 

 (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 

Age2/100 -0.0043*** -0.0009 -0.0038*** 

 (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 

Women -0.0153*** -0.0086*** -0.0075*** 

 (0.002) (0.001) (0.001) 

Married -0.0086*** -0.0056*** -0.0037*** 

 (0.002) (0.002) (0.001) 

Children -0.0043*** -0.0009 -0.0037*** 

 (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) 

YSM -0.0072*** -0.0062*** -0.0015*** 

 (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

YSM2/100 0.0095*** 0.0082*** 0.0021*** 

 (0.001) (0.001) (0.000) 

Primary Ref. Ref. Ref. 

Secondary -0.0094*** -0.0075*** -0.0024* 

 (0.002) (0.002) (0.001) 

University -0.0044* -0.0074*** 0.0028 

 (0.003) (0.002) (0.002) 

Benefits -0.0122*** -0.0011 -0.0123*** 

 (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) 

Unemployment 0.0301*** 0.0162*** 0.0157*** 

 (0.002) (0.002) (0.001) 

Finland Ref. Ref. Ref. 

Norway 0.0496*** 0.0494*** 0.0017 

 (0.005) (0.005) (0.002) 

Denmark 0.0081** 0.0102*** -0.0024 

 (0.004) (0.004) (0.002) 

Germany -0.0001 -0.0081*** 0.0083*** 

 (0.003) (0.003) (0.002) 

Poland -0.0334*** -0.0421*** 0.0062** 

 (0.004) (0.002) (0.003) 

Greece 0.0984*** 0.0815*** 0.0255*** 

 (0.009) (0.008) (0.005) 

Hungary -0.0198*** -0.0238*** 0.0033 

 (0.004) (0.003) (0.003) 

Turkey -0.0381*** -0.0433*** 0.0034 

 (0.004) (0.003) (0.003) 

USA 0.0536*** 0.0230*** 0.0377*** 

 (0.011) (0.009) (0.008) 

Lebanon -0.0527*** -0.0673*** 0.0115** 

 (0.006) (0.004) (0.005) 

Iran -0.0451*** -0.0722*** 0.0235*** 

 (0.005) (0.003) (0.004) 

Iraq -0.0922*** -0.0954*** -0.0026 

 (0.005) (0.003) (0.004) 

Ethiopia -0.0563*** -0.0812*** 0.0208*** 

 (0.007) (0.003) (0.006) 

Chile 0.0001 -0.0134*** 0.0137*** 

 (0.006) (0.005) (0.004) 

Observations 57,871 56,877 56,194 

R-squared 0.059 0.064 0.022 

Robust standard errors in parentheses:  

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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This pattern is similar for immigrants with a university diploma who have 0.75 percentage 

points lower probability to return migrate compared to primary-educated individuals. 

Furthermore, the onward migration’s coefficient is negative for immigrants with secondary 

schooling. Individuals with secondary schooling have 0.24 percentage points less incentive to 

move to a third country destination than individuals with primary schooling. When comparing 

the return migration and onward migration coefficients’, we can see that secondary-educated 

immigrants are more likely to move to a third country than return to their country of origin. 

These results show that the more educated immigrants are, the less likely they will return to 

their home country and migrate to a third country.  

 

The results are even more significant for the labour market situation of immigrants. Social 

benefits have a negative effect on emigration. Indeed, immigrants receiving social benefits 

have 0.11 percentage points lower probability of returning to his home country compared to 

those who do not receive any social benefits. They also have 1.23 percentage points lower 

probability of moving to a third country. Unemployed immigrants who receive social benefits 

are more likely to return to their home country than to migrate to a third destination. Moreover, 

being unemployed in the host country highly increases the incentive to leave Sweden (3 

percentage points higher probability to out-migrate than employed individuals). Unemployed 

immigrants are more likely to return to their source country, with 1.62 percentage points higher 

probability of return migrating. Unemployed immigrants also have 1.57 percentage points 

higher incentive to move to a third country. It is thus noticeable that the emigration of foreign-

born individuals depends on the labour market situation of immigrants. If immigrants have a 

bad situation, they will be more incited to return to their home country or to move to a third 

country. The difference between return and onward migration is very small hence there is no 

preference between return and onward migration for unemployed people. 

 

Our purpose is also to determine if there are any variations between immigrant groups. By 

adding each country of origin as an independent variable, we are able to compare each source 

country. We can clearly observe a distinction between Nordic countries (Finland, Norway and 

Denmark), Western countries (European countries and the United-States) and non-European 

countries, with a few exceptions.  
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Immigrants from Nordic countries are more incited to emigrate compared to Finnish 

immigrants. Indeed, the coefficients are all positive with approximately 5 percentage points 

higher probability of returning home for Norwegians but only 1 percentage point higher 

probability of returning home for Danish immigrants than Finnish. Immigrants coming from 

Western countries have more incentive to out-migrate than Finnish immigrants. For Greece, 

foreign-born individuals are around 8 percentage points more likely to return to Greece than 

Finnish immigrants. And they have 2.55 percentage points higher incentive to onward migrate 

than immigrants from Finland. Higher probabilities of return and onward migration were also 

found for the United-States but US immigrants have a higher incentive to onward migrate than 

to return migrate. In overall, immigrants from countries close to Sweden have a higher 

probability to out-migrate than Finnish immigrants.  

 

Non-European immigrants and Polish immigrants are most likely refugees. For immigrants 

who were born in these countries, the coefficients for outmigration and return migration are, in 

general, negative but positive for onward migration. This is the case for Turkey and Hungary 

immigrants. Immigrants from Iraq have 9.54 percentage point lower probability of returning 

home than Finnish immigrants. Immigrants from Lebanon and Iran have respectively 6.73 and 

7.22 percentage points less incentive to return migrate than Finnish immigrants. Ethiopian 

immigrants are also 8 percentage points less incited to return to their country but they have 

1.15 percentage points higher probability to onward migrate than Finnish immigrants. 

Immigrants from Poland are less likely to return to their country than immigrants from Finland 

but they have a higher probability of moving to another country.   

 

2. How the effect of individual characteristics on the probabilities of outmigration, return 

migration and onward migration vary among immigrant groups? 

 

The results presented in Tables 3 (see appendix), 4 and 5 indicate how the effect of individual 

characteristics varies among immigrant groups. As described in the method part, we estimate 

the probabilities of outmigration, return migration and onward migration for each source 

country.  
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Table 4. The probability of return migration among immigrant groups 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) 

VARIABLES Finland Norway Denmark Germany Poland Greece Hungary 

        

Age -0.0009 -0.0143*** 0.0056 -0.0030 0.0037** -0.0169* -0.0020 

 (0.001) (0.005) (0.004) (0.004) (0.002) (0.010) (0.004) 

Age2/100 0.0002 0.0128** -0.0077** 0.0027 -0.0042** 0.0225** 0.0018 

 (0.001) (0.006) (0.004) (0.004) (0.002) (0.011) (0.004) 

Women -0.0047** -0.0178* -0.0171** -0.0051 -0.0108*** -0.0012 -0.0083 

 (0.002) (0.010) (0.007) (0.005) (0.004) (0.017) (0.006) 

Married -0.0025 -0.0120 -0.0039 -0.0049 -0.0064* -0.0061 0.0052 

 (0.002) (0.011) (0.008) (0.006) (0.004) (0.020) (0.006) 

Children -0.0037*** 0.0035 0.0012 -0.0001 0.0021 0.0144* -0.0026 

 (0.001) (0.005) (0.004) (0.003) (0.002) (0.008) (0.003) 

YSM -0.0077*** -0.0104*** -0.0096*** -0.0026*** -0.0026*** -0.0177*** -0.0001 

 (0.000) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.005) (0.001) 

YSM2/100 0.0111*** 0.0141*** 0.0141*** 0.0032** 0.0052** 0.0290** -0.0006 

 (0.001) (0.002) (0.002) (0.001) (0.002) (0.013) (0.002) 

Primary Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. 

Secondary -0.0135*** -0.0224* 0.0055 0.0048 -0.0078 -0.0065 0.0032 

 (0.002) (0.011) (0.008) (0.006) (0.005) (0.018) (0.007) 

University -0.0063** -0.0282** 0.0170 0.0032 -0.0095* 0.0097 0.0007 

 (0.003) (0.014) (0.011) (0.007) (0.006) (0.025) (0.008) 

Benefits 0.0115*** 0.0350** 0.0276*** -0.0083 -0.0056 -0.0131 -0.0005 

 (0.003) (0.014) (0.010) (0.008) (0.004) (0.021) (0.009) 

Unemployment 0.0165*** 0.0197* 0.0018 0.0181*** 0.0050 0.1023*** 0.0068 

 (0.002) (0.011) (0.008) (0.006) (0.003) (0.016) (0.006) 

Observations 24,100 3,346 3,273 2,988 4,049 1,538 1,414 

R-squared 0.063 0.096 0.076 0.034 0.011 0.079 0.009 

 

 (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) (13) (14) 

VARIABLES Turkey USA Lebanon Iran Iraq Ethiopia Chile 

        

Age 0.0048* 0.0073 -0.0045 0.0024 0.0017* -0.0016 0.0038 

 (0.003) (0.009) (0.004) (0.002) (0.001) (0.003) (0.005) 

Age2/100 -0.0043 -0.0107 0.0054 -0.0027 -0.0021* 0.0027 -0.0040 

 (0.004) (0.010) (0.005) (0.002) (0.001) (0.004) (0.006) 

Women -0.0023 0.0031 -0.0086 -0.0046 -0.0010 -0.0015 -0.0047 

 (0.005) (0.018) (0.007) (0.004) (0.002) (0.002) (0.009) 

Married 0.0059 0.0164 0.0040 0.0000 -0.0038 -0.0044 -0.0049 

 (0.007) (0.020) (0.008) (0.004) (0.003) (0.004) (0.010) 

Children -0.0046*** 0.0024 -0.0013 -0.0015 0.0003 -0.0001 -0.0063 

 (0.001) (0.010) (0.002) (0.002) (0.001) (0.001) (0.004) 

YSM -0.0038** -0.0065*** -0.0062** -0.0020 -0.0001 0.0000 -0.0433*** 

 (0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (0.002) (0.001) (0.001) (0.007) 

YSM2/100 0.0078 0.0103** 0.0165** 0.0044 -0.0017 0.0001 0.1524*** 

 (0.006) (0.005) (0.008) (0.005) (0.002) (0.004) (0.030) 

Primary Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. 

Secondary 0.0069 -0.0232 0.0107 -0.0114** 0.0010 -0.0040* -0.0086 

 (0.006) (0.030) (0.010) (0.006) (0.005) (0.002) (0.011) 

University 0.0183* -0.0326 -0.0148* -0.0177*** -0.0025 0.0061 -0.0291** 

 (0.011) (0.027) (0.009) (0.005) (0.003) (0.005) (0.013) 

Benefits -0.0117** -0.0104 -0.0053 -0.0134** -0.0129 -0.0027 -0.0183* 

 (0.005) (0.024) (0.009) (0.005) (0.008) (0.003) (0.010) 

Unemployment 0.0101** 0.0737*** 0.0035 0.0122*** 0.0080* -0.0038 0.0064 

 (0.005) (0.018) (0.007) (0.005) (0.005) (0.003) (0.009) 

        

Observations 2,992 933 1,643 4,813 2,221 1,095 2,472 

R-squared 0.022 0.052 0.013 0.007 0.010 0.011 0.076 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Table 5. The probability of onward migration among immigrant groups 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) 

VARIABLES Finland Norway Denmark Germany Poland Greece Hungary 

Age 0.0002 0.0030 -0.0019 -0.0017 0.0089*** 0.0094 0.0019 

 (0.001) (0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (0.002) (0.006) (0.004) 

Age2/100 -0.0007 -0.0041* 0.0022 0.0012 -0.0108*** -0.0131* -0.0026 

 (0.001) (0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (0.003) (0.007) (0.004) 

Women -0.0020* -0.0057 -0.0072** -0.0122*** -0.0117** -0.0188* -0.0148** 

 (0.001) (0.004) (0.003) (0.005) (0.006) (0.010) (0.007) 

Married 0.0025** 0.0000 -0.0028 -0.0071* -0.0092* -0.0257** -0.0020 

 (0.001) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.005) (0.013) (0.008) 

Children -0.0021*** -0.0029 0.0006 -0.0010 -0.0029 -0.0144*** 0.0040 

 (0.001) (0.002) (0.003) (0.003) (0.002) (0.005) (0.004) 

YSM -0.0018*** -0.0015** -0.0009* -0.0012* -0.0020 -0.0062 -0.0025* 

 (0.000) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.004) (0.001) 

YSM2/100 0.0027*** 0.0023* 0.0015 0.0007 0.0035 0.0096 0.0037 

 (0.000) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.003) (0.010) (0.003) 

Primary Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. 

Secondary 0.0009 -0.0034 0.0034 -0.0160** -0.0216*** -0.0115 -0.0217* 

 (0.001) (0.004) (0.004) (0.007) (0.007) (0.010) (0.012) 

University 0.0101*** 0.0103 0.0046 -0.0179** -0.0088 0.0137 -0.0140 

 (0.002) (0.007) (0.005) (0.008) (0.008) (0.018) (0.013) 

Benefits 0.0003 -0.0065 0.0045 -0.0042 -0.0106* -0.0273** -0.0043 

 (0.002) (0.006) (0.005) (0.009) (0.006) (0.012) (0.011) 

Unemployment 0.0076*** 0.0094** 0.0096*** 0.0185*** 0.0124** 0.0425*** 0.0122* 

 (0.001) (0.005) (0.004) (0.006) (0.005) (0.010) (0.007) 

Observations 23,691 3,068 3,146 2,984 4,100 1,408 1,420 

R-squared 0.014 0.015 0.011 0.032 0.013 0.068 0.027 
 

 (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) (13) (14) 

VARIABLES Turkey USA Lebanon Iran Iraq Ethiopia Chile 

Age 0.0048 0.0174** 0.0119** 0.0020 0.0077** -0.0069 0.0086** 

 (0.003) (0.007) (0.005) (0.003) (0.003) (0.007) (0.004) 

Age2/100 -0.0055 -0.0213*** -0.0142** -0.0037 -0.0092** 0.0069 -0.0109** 

 (0.004) (0.008) (0.006) (0.004) (0.004) (0.008) (0.004) 

Women -0.0061 0.0020 -0.0056 -0.0204*** -0.0060 -0.0334*** -0.0147** 

 (0.005) (0.016) (0.009) (0.006) (0.006) (0.012) (0.007) 

Married -0.0080 -0.0098 -0.0256** -0.0097 -0.0066 0.0145 0.0005 

 (0.007) (0.017) (0.012) (0.007) (0.008) (0.013) (0.008) 

Children -0.0028 -0.0011 -0.0033 -0.0080*** -0.0041** -0.0052 -0.0030 

 (0.002) (0.009) (0.002) (0.003) (0.002) (0.004) (0.003) 

YSM -0.0031 -0.0007 -0.0050 0.0024 0.0016 0.0008 -0.0072 

 (0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.005) 

YSM2/100 0.0063 -0.0007 0.0104 -0.0061 0.0013 -0.0062 0.0286* 

 (0.006) (0.005) (0.010) (0.009) (0.013) (0.007) (0.017) 

Primary Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. 

Secondary 0.0079 -0.0558** 0.0196 -0.0179** -0.0208* 0.0062 0.0007 

 (0.006) (0.024) (0.013) (0.009) (0.012) (0.017) (0.008) 

University 0.0048 -0.0392 0.0116 -0.0125 -0.0268*** -0.0292** 0.0188* 

 (0.010) (0.024) (0.015) (0.008) (0.008) (0.014) (0.011) 

Benefits -0.0120** -0.0612*** -0.0221 -0.0416*** -0.0521*** -0.0385* -0.0118 

 (0.005) (0.017) (0.014) (0.010) (0.017) (0.020) (0.008) 

Unemployment 0.0143*** 0.0654*** 0.0289*** 0.0449*** 0.0521*** 0.0477*** 0.0341*** 

 (0.005) (0.016) (0.011) (0.009) (0.014) (0.015) (0.007) 

Observations 2,998 912 1,663 4,990 2,269 1,141 2,404 

R-squared 0.013 0.048 0.020 0.019 0.028 0.028 0.020 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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From the results, we observe that immigrant women are less likely to emigrate from Sweden 

relative to men. This selection is larger in return migration flow than in onward migration flow. 

The family situation also impacts the probability of emigrating from Sweden. Results show 

that married immigrants and immigrants having lots of children are less likely to return or 

onward migrate. Indeed, these immigrants have in general higher costs of remigration 

compared to individuals who travel alone. This effect is seen for all immigrants groups but 

there is an exception. Indeed, we can notice that gender, civil situation and children factors do 

not have any impact on the probability of return migration for immigrants from non-European 

countries. 

 

Results show that the probability of leaving Sweden decreases with the duration of residence 

in the country. This effect is seen for all immigrant groups but it is stronger on the probability 

of return migration than on the probability of onward migration. One more year spent in 

Sweden decreases the probability of return migrating by 4 percentage points for Chilean 

immigrants but it does not decrease the probability of migrating to a third country. With the 

variable YSM², we can also notice that the probability of leaving decreases with the duration 

of stay but at an increasing rate, so the effect is larger and larger with the years. 

 

Concerning educational attainment, we can see that for most countries, immigrants with a 

secondary school education have a lower probability of emigrating from Sweden, relative to 

immigrants with a primary school education. US immigrants with a secondary school education 

have 6 percentage points lower incentive of emigrating from Sweden, relative to US 

immigrants with a primary school education. However, for half of the countries there is no 

significant effect and for others, secondary school level has a positive effect on the probability 

of emigrating: immigrants from Lebanon with a secondary school education have 3 percentage 

point higher probability of emigrating relative to those with a primary school education. We 

observe the same positive effect for immigrants from Turkey. In most countries, a university 

degree decreases the probability of emigrating compared to a primary school level but the effect 

is not always significant: 2 percentage points difference for immigrants from Denmark, Iran 

and Iraq and 6 percentage points difference for US immigrants.  

 

We also estimated the effect of educational attainment on the probability of return and onward 

migration to investigate whether there is a difference in the migration flows’ composition (see 

tables 5 and 6). Results show that educational level does not have a large effect on the 
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probability of return or onward migration. US immigrants with a secondary school education 

have 5.6 percentage points lower probability of migrating to another country but there is no 

effect on the probability of returning to the United-States. Then, US immigrants who migrate 

to a third country are less educated compared to those who stay in Sweden. Finnish immigrants 

with a university degree have 1 percentage point higher probability of migrating to a third 

country but 0.6 percentage points lower probability of returning to their home country. Thus, 

the return migration flow from Sweden to Finland is more composed of less educated 

individuals compared to those who stay in Sweden and the onward migration flow is more 

composed of high-educated individuals. To conclude, compositions of return and onward 

migration flows in terms of educational attainment are not so different. There are some 

variations between countries but they are small and we cannot draw any general pattern from 

it. 

 

Our estimations also include information about the labour market situation of immigrants. As 

a general pattern, unemployed immigrants are more likely to leave the country. Greek 

unemployed immigrants have 13 percentage point higher probability of emigrating relative to 

employed Greek immigrants: they have 10 percentage points higher probability of returning in 

Greece and 4.2 percentage points higher probability of migrating to another country. The labour 

market outcomes also have a large impact on US immigrants: the unemployment situation 

increases the probability of out-migrating by 12 percentage points. Unemployment affects the 

probability of emigrating for immigrants from all countries but not in the same way. Indeed, 

the effect of unemployment on the probability of migrating to a third country is larger than on 

the probability to return migrating for immigrants from more distant countries. Unemployed 

Iraqi immigrants have 5 percentage points higher probability of moving to another country but 

only 0.7 percentage point higher probability of returning to Iraq  

 

Results also provide some information about uptake of social benefits. The effect on the 

decision of emigration is not the same for all immigrants groups. Immigrants from Finland, 

Norway and Denmark who received social benefits are more likely to leave Sweden. A Danish 

immigrant who receives social benefits has 3 percentage point higher probability of leaving 

Sweden relative to someone who do not receive it. However, for immigrants from other 

countries, the perception of social benefits decreases the probability of leaving Sweden. Iraqi 

immigrants who receive social benefits have 6 percentage points higher probability of leaving 

Sweden.  
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3. Discussion 

 

After describing the results, we can notice that the probabilities of outmigration, return 

migration and onward migration vary by individual characteristics.  

 

The decision to out-migrate depends on many characteristics such as the age, the length of stay 

in the destination country and also the family situation of immigrations. However these 

characteristics only have a small impact on the incentive to out-migrate. One explanation for 

the age could be that older immigrants prefer to return to their home country when they are 

retired. Moreover, an individual who stayed for a long period in Sweden have probably 

accumulated in human capital in Sweden and thus will have less incentive to move. For 

instance, an immigrant who stayed for a long period in Sweden had the opportunity to improve 

his/her Swedish language and also to acquire a lot more experience in the labour market. 

Besides, human capital is generally specific to a country therefore it is not transferable to all 

countries. As mentioned earlier, immigrants with a family are less likely to leave since the costs 

of migration would be higher in this case. Indeed, the costs of migrating back to their country 

are higher for a whole family than for only one person.  

 

Nevertheless, the decision to emigrate depends mostly on the labour market situation of 

immigrants in Sweden and also relies on the education. Immigrants are negatively selected in 

terms of education. This finding is not in line with Borjas and Bratsberg’s model and is different 

from the results of previous literature that generally found a positive selection. According to 

the theory, the selection in the outmigration of immigrants depends on the wage distribution of 

Sweden. Due to the fact that Sweden has a compressed wage distribution, foreign-born 

individuals should most likely be positively selected with the high-skilled immigrants leaving 

Sweden. Similarly to the summary statistics, high-educated individuals would rather move to 

a third country than return home.  

 

When it comes to the labour market situation of immigrants, our results indicate the opposite 

of the results from the summary statistics. The summary statistics show that immigrants who 

get social benefits are more likely to out-migrate than those who do not get any social benefits. 

People who receive social benefits may not have enough resources to move to another country 

or to return to their home country. For these people, it might be the only chance to have an 

income in order to support themselves. It is very unlikely that they spend all their income to 
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leave Sweden.  Moreover, our results about unemployment are in accordance with the results 

from the summary statistics, which were that unemployed people are more likely to emigrate 

than those who are employed. Immigrants who moved to Sweden for labour market 

opportunities and whom are unemployed migrate to another country in order to find a job.  

 

Our findings demonstrate that the probabilities of emigration thus vary among different group 

of immigrants. The political situation in non-European countries and some European countries 

(Poland, Iraq, Iran, Turkey, Ethiopia) is very instable and most immigrants are refugees. They 

moved to Sweden to escape the war and to find shelter. For instance, Poland has been divided 

into Germany and the Soviet Union during the World War II, many Polish decided to leave the 

country. Hence Polish immigrants in Sweden are probably refugees due to the Communism. 

Hence the political situation in the immigrants’ source country plays an important role in the 

outmigration of foreign-born individuals however this is not the only explanation for the 

outmigration of immigrants. Indeed, individuals who were born in countries far away from 

Sweden would rather stay in Sweden than return to their country of origin. Nordic immigrants 

are more incited to return home because their migration was probably planned. They move to 

Sweden to work for a short period of time and then they return to their home country. This 

could also be an explanation for US immigrants however they would rather move to a third 

country due to the costs of migration that are higher if they return to the United-States. 

 

When we separate individuals regarding their country of origin, we see differences in the 

decision to out-migrate, return migrate and onward migrate. Irrespective of the source country, 

we observe a positive correlation between a situation of unemployment and the probability of 

out-migrating. Indeed, the unemployment situation can reflect a mistake in the initial migration 

decision. The immigrants’ labour market situation is worse-than-expected so they leave the 

country to have a better situation. However, immigrants react differently to unemployment.  

 

It is clearly observed that unemployed immigrants from non-European countries are more 

likely to move to another country than to return to their home country. Most of these 

immigrants are refugees: they left their home country because of instability. If they experience 

a bad labour situation in Sweden, they would move to another country to maximize their wealth 

but they would not come back in their home country because of war or because of a totalitarian 

regime for example. The political situation can be assimilated to a cost in the migration 
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decision. According to our theoretical model, the higher is the remigration cost, the lower is 

the probability to return in the home country.  

 

On the contrary, immigrants from European countries are more likely to return in their home 

country. In their case, remigration costs are lower. First, their home country is closer so the 

financial cost of moving back is lower relative to non-European immigrants. Moreover, 

immigrants from European countries are mostly labour migrants. For them, the migration 

decision is due to better labour situation but not because of instability. Thus, if they experience 

a bad labour situation in Sweden, they would return in their home country in a larger extend 

compared to refugees. For both geopolitical and financial reasons, the refuges’ decision to 

return in their home country is less sensible to labour market changes relative to other countries. 

On the contrary, their decision to migrate to a third country is more sensible to these changes 

because they can migrate to a closer country, or a country with a better political situation.  

 

Our findings also demonstrate that the effect of the uptake of social benefits is different by 

country of origin. Immigrant from Nordic countries who receive social benefits are more likely 

to leave Sweden. On the contrary, immigrants who perceive social benefits but are from other 

countries are more likely to stay in Sweden. One explanation could be that the migration costs 

are higher and then, as for the unemployment factor, the decision to leave is less sensible to the 

labour market situation. Results indicate that immigrants from Nordic countries who receive 

social benefits are more likely to return in their home country than to migrate to another 

country. On the contrary, immigrants from more distant countries who receive social benefits 

are more likely to migrate to another country than returning in their home country. As for the 

unemployment situation, the uptake of social benefits indicates a bad labour situation. Thus, a 

worse labour market situation will not affect in the same way refugees and labour immigrants.  

 

 

 Conclusion 

 

Our study analysed the selection in the outmigration of foreign-born individuals in Sweden. To 

extend our research, we delimitated outmigration into return and onward migration of 

immigrants.  
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The results demonstrate that immigrants choose to out-migrate based on individual 

characteristics. Foreign-born individuals decide to emigrate from Sweden according to their 

current labour market situation. Those who are unemployed would rather move to another 

country because of the labour market opportunities. The findings also show that people in need 

of social benefits prefer to stay to continue to receive these benefits. Moreover, the results 

reveal that immigrants are selected in respect of gender, children and marital status. When an 

individual has a family, he/she is less likely to leave the country. The determinants of age and 

years since migration are also two factors that could have an impact on the decision to out-

migrate. We also wanted to see if there were any selections in the outmigration of immigrants 

in terms of education. Even though the impact is smaller than the labour market outcomes, 

return and onward migrants are still negatively selected with regard to education. However, 

according to the theory of Borjas and Bratsberg (1996), the selection in the outmigration 

regarding education depends on the income distribution of Sweden and the source country. The 

pattern that characterises the outmigration flow should accentuate the initial migration flow, 

which varies according to the immigrants’ country of origin. We do not have any information 

about the wage distribution of the immigrants’ country of origin thus we cannot draw a general 

conclusion regarding educational attainment. Our results are different from those of Nekby 

(2006) who found a positive selection in the outmigration, return migration and onward 

migration flows of immigrants in Sweden. The results are different mostly because our sample 

included more labour migrants than the one of Nekby (2006). 

 

Among different group of immigrants, the results indicate that the decision to emigrate is 

related to the country of origin. Refugee migrants moved to Sweden because of the instable 

political situation in their country of origin. Hence if immigrants among this group choose to 

emigrate, they would rather move to a third country than return to their home country. One 

important determinant of the emigration of immigrants is thus whether the individual is an 

economic or political immigrant. Our results are similar with the findings of Edin et al. (2000). 

Furthermore, immigrants from countries close to Sweden have more incentive to return migrate 

than immigrants born in countries far from Sweden. In comparison, immigrants from more 

distant countries have a higher likelihood of onward migration than return migration. The 

geographical distance makes it difficult for non-European individuals to return to their home 

country, as the costs of emigration would be higher. This is in accordance with the theory that 

implies that geographical distance negatively impact the probability of return migration.  
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We see that the labour market situation does not affect them in the same way. Our main finding 

is that immigrants from more distant countries are less sensible to labour market changes in 

their decision to leave Sweden, relative to Nordic European immigrants group. When 

immigrants from Nordic countries are more likely to return because of a bad labour situation, 

immigrants from more distant countries are more likely to migrate to another country. 

Immigrants from Nordic and European countries are mostly labour migrants whereas 

immigrants from others countries are refugees: they did not move to Sweden for the same 

reasons and thus, they do not have the same reasons to come back. 

 

As immigrant emigrants are negatively selected in terms of education, only those who earned 

a high wage – high-educated immigrants – remain in the Swedish labour market. The wage 

difference between natives and immigrant stayers will be smaller than when low-skilled 

immigrants lived in Sweden. Low-educated immigrants leave the destination country because 

they are not well integrated in the labour market, they are either unemployed or earn a low 

wage compared to high-educated individuals and natives. So they emigrate with the 

expectations of higher labour market opportunities and higher earnings. The Swedish 

government could implement and improve its immigration policies in order for low-skilled 

immigrants to be better integrated in Sweden. 

 

Furthermore, immigrants receiving social benefits are most likely willing to stay in Sweden. 

These immigrants are the less successful in the labour market and earn a relatively low wage 

compared to natives. There will be a greater difference between immigrants’ income and 

natives’ income thus migrants’ income converge very little with those of natives. Even though 

immigrants, who receive social benefits, want to leave Sweden in order to find a job elsewhere, 

they do not have the resources to do so. Unemployed immigrants should have the opportunity 

to work in Sweden or any other country. It is important that the Swedish government improves 

its immigration policies in order to help unemployed immigrants to find a job. The government 

can implement a new law which could allow immigrants to receive other welfare benefits than 

social benefits. These welfare benefits could help immigrant to find a job more easily and to 

move to a city where the labour market opportunities are higher.  
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 Appendix 

 

 

Table 3. The probability of emigrating among immigrant groups 

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) 

VARIABLES Finland Norway Denmark Germany Poland Greece Hungary 

        

Age -0.0007 -0.0115** 0.0036 -0.0043 0.0123*** -0.0112 -0.0001 

 (0.001) (0.006) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.010) (0.005) 

Age2/100 -0.0004 0.0091 -0.0053 0.0035 -0.0147*** 0.0140 -0.0006 

 (0.001) (0.006) (0.004) (0.005) (0.004) (0.012) (0.006) 

Women -0.0064*** -0.0216** -0.0229*** -0.0162** -0.0222*** -0.0151 -0.0224** 

 (0.002) (0.010) (0.007) (0.006) (0.009) (0.018) (0.009) 

Married -0.0001 -0.0117 -0.0061 -0.0113* -0.0153** -0.0256 0.0032 

 (0.002) (0.011) (0.009) (0.007) (0.008) (0.022) (0.009) 

Children -0.0055*** 0.0013 0.0015 -0.0011 -0.0007 0.0025 0.0014 

 (0.001) (0.006) (0.005) (0.004) (0.004) (0.009) (0.005) 

YSM -0.0090*** -0.0112*** -0.0101*** -0.0036*** -0.0045** -0.0186*** -0.0026 

 (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.002) (0.005) (0.002) 

YSM2/100 0.0130*** 0.0153*** 0.0148*** 0.0036** 0.0084** 0.0276** 0.0029 

 (0.001) (0.002) (0.002) (0.002) (0.004) (0.013) (0.003) 

Primary Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. 

Secondary -0.0122*** -0.0242** 0.0082 -0.0106 -0.0290** -0.0153 -0.0184 

 (0.002) (0.012) (0.008) (0.009) (0.011) (0.019) (0.013) 

University 0.0032 -0.0194 0.0206* -0.0137 -0.0178 0.0219 -0.0132 

 (0.004) (0.015) (0.012) (0.010) (0.012) (0.027) (0.015) 

Benefits 0.0115*** 0.0292** 0.0308*** -0.0115 -0.0159* -0.0306 -0.0045 

 (0.003) (0.014) (0.011) (0.011) (0.009) (0.022) (0.013) 

Unemployment 0.0231*** 0.0267** 0.0103 0.0348*** 0.0171** 0.1325*** 0.0184** 

 (0.002) (0.011) (0.008) (0.008) (0.008) (0.017) (0.009) 

        

Observations 24,276 3,389 3,297 3,035 4,106 1,594 1,434 

R-squared 0.071 0.099 0.078 0.058 0.014 0.093 0.028 
 

Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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Table 3. The probability of emigrating among immigrant groups (end) 

 (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) (13) (14) 

VARIABLES Turkey USA Lebanon Iran Iraq Ethiopia Chile 

        

Age 0.0089** 0.0212** 0.0071 0.0040 0.0092*** -0.0085 0.0107* 

 (0.004) (0.010) (0.006) (0.004) (0.003) (0.007) (0.006) 

Age2/100 -0.0090* -0.0275** -0.0084 -0.0058 -0.0110*** 0.0095 -0.0128* 

 (0.005) (0.012) (0.007) (0.005) (0.004) (0.009) (0.007) 

Women -0.0082 0.0046 -0.0137 -0.0240*** -0.0068 -0.0349*** -0.0173 

 (0.006) (0.022) (0.011) (0.007) (0.006) (0.012) (0.011) 

Married -0.0018 0.0083 -0.0201 -0.0093 -0.0100 0.0104 -0.0016 

 (0.009) (0.024) (0.014) (0.008) (0.008) (0.013) (0.012) 

Children -0.0072*** 0.0010 -0.0045 -0.0092*** -0.0037** -0.0053 -0.0085* 

 (0.002) (0.012) (0.003) (0.003) (0.002) (0.004) (0.005) 

YSM -0.0065** -0.0063** -0.0103*** 0.0005 0.0015 0.0008 -0.0446*** 

 (0.003) (0.003) (0.004) (0.003) (0.003) (0.003) (0.008) 

YSM2/100 0.0130* 0.0085 0.0245** -0.0017 -0.0002 -0.0061 0.1600*** 

 (0.008) (0.006) (0.012) (0.009) (0.013) (0.008) (0.032) 

Primary Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. 

Secondary 0.0139* -0.0657* 0.0281* -0.0273*** -0.0193 0.0024 -0.0088 

 (0.008) (0.034) (0.015) (0.010) (0.013) (0.017) (0.012) 

University 0.0220 -0.0591* -0.0019 -0.0278*** -0.0286*** -0.0232 -0.0090 

 (0.014) (0.031) (0.017) (0.009) (0.008) (0.014) (0.016) 

Benefits -0.0224*** -0.0583** -0.0262 -0.0519*** -0.0628*** -0.0409** -0.0263** 

 (0.007) (0.027) (0.016) (0.011) (0.018) (0.021) (0.012) 

Unemployment 0.0234*** 0.1221*** 0.0320** 0.0547*** 0.0588*** 0.0439*** 0.0378*** 

 (0.007) (0.021) (0.013) (0.010) (0.015) (0.015) (0.011) 

Observations 3,042 987 1,695 5,053 2,274 1,145 2,544 

R-squared 0.029 0.076 0.022 0.020 0.033 0.023 0.066 
Robust standard errors in parentheses 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 


