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INTRODUCTION
Migration policy has for long been seen as the prerogative of the receiving state. That state, and that state
alone, is responsible for selecting who comes within its borders, how many to admit, for how long and for
what purpose. In the case of the United States, where immigration has been an integral part of state
building, immigration policy fashioned a "nation by design".1 However, today, a more nuanced approach to
migration policy has emerged: the idea that population migration can be "managed", not just for the benefit
of the destination state but also for the states of origin of the migration, as well as for the migrants
themselves. Such an approach brings immigration and development policy into an uneasy dialogue.
Officials from State Departments, Home Offices or Ministries of the Interior find themselves in discussions
with representatives from development and aid ministries or departments. Migration becomes no longer
simply a unilateral matter but has emerged as a matter of foreign policy through bilateral and multilateral
negotiation among states.
This changed policy environment needs to be placed in the context of new patterns of migration,
demography and economy. Changes in the technologies of transportation and communication have meant
that increased numbers of people can move further and faster than ever before, and we are certainly in an
age of mobility, if not migration. However, it is still a very small minority of the world's population that has
crossed an international border to stay for an extended period, some 214 million people in 2009, just 3.1 per
cent of the world's population, with that percentage hardly changing over recent decades.2 Nevertheless,
this figure omits much short-term movement for work as well as recreation. More importantly, pressures to
allow increased numbers of immigrants into countries are building. These pressures come from two main
areas. First, there is a demand for highly skilled workers to service a globalizing economy, particularly in
information technology, as well as finance. A global competition for talent has emerged among the
developed economies of the world that the recent financial crisis has not extinguished.3 Second, the ageing
of the populations of the developed world has generated a demand for medical and care personnel that is
not met locally. The result of these two pressures is an exodus of talent that is seen to be essential for the
development of the countries of origin of the migration. That the real situation is more complex and that a
simple causation between the exodus and the skilled as a critical cause of a lack of development is difficult
to sustain cannot be pursued here.4 The majority view that there is a drain of talent from the developing
world with negative consequences helps to explain why policies need to be implemented to manage this
flow.
To this competition for talent must be added one further point: the growing realization that many of the
skilled, as well as less-skilled migrants to destination countries are not coming permanently.5 The global
economy provides opportunities for migrants to move on to other areas in a competitive market and to
move on as part of global company networks. People are more "footloose" given the new economy and the
nature of the demands for health although, as will be suggested below, migration may always have been
thus even if today's technological developments in transportation allow more rapid turnover. Migration
policy is only now adjusting to some of the realities integral to all systems of population movement: a
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recognition of the importance of return and onward migration. While the management of migration covers
more than the temporariness of much of current population movement, circular migration has emerged as
one of the areas of policy concern.6
Circular migration, according to one authority, seems to have become the rage in international policy
circles and it was identified by a leading policy institute as being one of the top ten migration issues of
2008.7 It appears to offer a solution to apparently intractable problems in the migration policy area. It offers
a way out to the governments of destination countries as migrants will circulate back to their home areas.
Labour can be brought in to undertake essential functions but it will not remain and become a permanent
part of the population. Hence, migration can be "sold" to the populations of democracies on the basis that
the migrants will go home. The return of migrants will be appreciated by their countries of origin as, not
only will the migrants send back remittances during their stay abroad but they will not be irretrievably
"lost" to their home economies as a brain drain that will prejudice the potential for development. The
migrants will come home to contribute to development. At the same time, the destination countries cannot
be seen to be "poaching" the best and brightest of the developing world. Lastly, the migrants themselves
will benefit from their experience abroad, not only by increasing their earnings but also by learning new
skills and absorbing new ideas that can then be applied in their home countries. This is an apparently "winwin-win" solution where destinations, origins and the migrants themselves all benefit.
The above might suggest that circular migration provides a "silver bullet" for migration management.8
However, when a policy prescription seems too good to be true, it probably is, and some more
dispassionate examination is required as to its real development potential. Nevertheless, if the emergence of
circular migration towards the top of the policy agenda has achieved one major advance, it is to change the
way in which policy makers view migration. So much of policy and thinking about migration is predicated
upon the idea that a migration is a permanent movement from origin to destination. Circular migration
brings a much more realistic approach to the issue even though there is nothing new in the idea of circular
migration. In fact, it was implicit in the early formulation of generalizations or "laws" of migration
postulated by the father of modern migration studies, E. G. Ravenstein, in the late nineteenth century. His
fourth law stated that each current of migration produced a compensating countercurrent, which would
include return movements.9
OF ANTECEDENTS AND DEFINITIONS
The idea of migration as a permanent movement seems to fit the type of mass migrations across the
Atlantic to the Americas in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries as millions of Europeans sought a
new life. Yet the historical record indicates otherwise. Many, perhaps the majority, expected to return..
Dudley Baines cites rates of return of 20 per cent for Scandinavians between 1860 and 1930, under 40 per
cent for English and Welsh between 1861 and 1913 and 40-50 per cent of Italians in the early twentieth
century.10 Walter Nugent cites rates of return from Argentina between 1857 and 1914 as 43.3 per cent and
from Brazil between 1899 and 1912 at about 66 per cent.11 Nugent also reports rates of return from the
United States between 1908 and 1914 as 52.5 per cent, although Zolberg gives figures for departures as 35
per cent of arrivals between 1908 and 1923.12 Considerable variation by group existed, with Italians as high
as 50 per cent and Jews, mostly from Russia, at 15-20 per cent, declining to just over 4 per cent after the
Russian pogroms of 1905-06. The majority of the returnees were young men, although women and
children, too, returned. Italy received about $60 million annually in remittances between 1901 and 1914
and its shipping companies, protected from competition, thrived.13
Quite apart from the Chinese Exclusion Acts, restrictionist sentiment in the United States resulted in
piecemeal and contested legislation which was prevalent from the early 1890s, although truly effective
controls were not implemented until the 1920s with the introduction of national quotas. Immigration during
this pre-1920s period of mass migration was occurring, if not within an entirely "open" system, in one with
relatively few controls. To term return and short-term migration across the Atlantic at this time as
"circulation" would fit with its more general use in the migration discourse. Circular migration, as it first
came into the migration literature, mainly referred to internal migrations, which again operate with
relatively few restrictions.14 However, that said, it must also be recognized that, in certain countries at
certain times, restrictionist policies towards rural-to-urban migration have been implemented.15 Some of
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these internal policies could be as restrictive as any between countries, with perhaps China in the prereform era providing one of the best examples.16
The idea of circular migration operating in an environment of minimal policy intervention requires careful
assessment. One of the difficulties of using the term "circular migration" is to know exactly what it means
and how it is to be distinguished from other types of temporary migration. The Dutch geographer Annelies
Zoomers makes the important point that "circular migration means that migrants are free to come and go,
whereas the others [temporary, cyclical or contract migration] are more or less forced and managed forms
of temporary residence".17 This suggests that the management of circular migration would be a
contradiction in terms: that attempts to manage circular migration will simply turn it into a form of
temporary labour migration. Clearly, the issue is of central importance to policy makers if they are indeed
to take circular migration seriously as a separate form of migration that can be taken forward in the policy
debate on managing migration. Stephen Castles has already raised the question whether we are currently
seeing a resurrection of guestworker or temporary migrant worker programmes.18 Is circular migration
simply one of the new "guises" among these programmes or is it something distinct in its own right? Before
going on to consider this question in more detail, it is worth pausing to examine the role of circular
migration in development.
CIRCULAR MIGRATION AND DEVELOPMENT
The first issue is whether the impact of circular migration on development can in any way be separated
from the impacts of other forms of migration. Intuitively, circular migration should make a greater impact.
Regular circulation between origins and destinations is a conduit, not just for money and material goods,
but also for ideas and ways of doing things, often called "social remittances".19 These can transform
communities of origin in such different ways as spreading the idea of small family norms or in reinforcing
a sense of belonging to larger polities such as the state. Nevertheless, clear evidence to support the case
tends to be elusive because of the difficulty of separating the role of migration from those of other state
instruments such as family planning programmes and the extension of education into rural areas. At best,
migration in general and circular migration in particular, can be seen to facilitate the dissemination of new
ideas and practices, even if it is not the root cause of the transformation.
Most of those studying circular migration have seen the expanding circuits of mobility of rural households
as allowing the incorporation of alternative niches into the resource base of the household. Thus, this
mobility extends access and also reduces exposure to risk. These ideas are at the heart of the new
economics theories of migration and fit with livelihoods approaches to development as well as theories of
the peasant household.20 Mobility strategies are thus an integral part of both survival and improvement
strategies of rural households. 21 These different strategies can be embedded in opposing interpretations of
change in peasant societies, with some groups looking to seek to preserve what they have lost through their
mobility while others attempt to improve their lot through incorporating elements of the capitalist system to
their advantage through local entrepreneurship.22 The factors that determine the outcome are still a matter
of debate among development specialists but are likely to vary given accessibility, local resource base and
"cultural values", which are difficult to determine.
More generally, internal systems of mobility are associated with poverty reduction, the first and most
important of the Millennium Development Goals.23 The huge migration in China since the reforms of 1978,
the "largest peacetime movement of people in history", has been associated with decreasing inequality
within villages and increasing household income per capita, with poorer households benefitting most.24
These findings are supported by other surveys carried out by the World Bank that show that households
with migrants are more likely to keep their children at school and to have improved children's health in
poor households than those households without migrants, even if the improvement is often quite modest.25
However, the difficulty with using more macro-level surveys is that change in development variables such
as poverty reduction and improved education and health status may have been stimulated by longer-term
migrants, not just by circular migration. In China, however, it might be assumed that the majority of
internal migrants could be classified as circular or "floating" migrants (liudong renkou). As the livelihoods
strategy approaches have shown, it is those rural households that have access to non-farm sources of
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income that have the best chance to move out of poverty and these off-farm sources are accessed through
migration.
An important question exists about the sustainability of these systems of circular migration. One of the
weaknesses of current policy formulation in the area of migration is that it seeks to identify or even create a
type of population mobility assuming that it will not change. Systems of circular migration evolve: they are
created, change and may disappear. Their linkages with development also change. The ways in which
systems of circular migration come into being are various and complex. Suffice it to say that state or
capitalist institutions for recruitment are among the more important means of establishing the systems:
recruitment agents for the military or for some enterprise such as plantations or an urban-based firm trawl
villages for suitable volunteers, for example. Once these systems become established, they tend to be selfreinforcing, with more and more people joining over time when the networks have been established.
However, this does not mean that, once up and running, the system carries on indefinitely. I have argued
elsewhere that, over time, circular migrants progressively spend longer periods at destinations as they
become more established, perhaps finding a marriage partner but more likely just satisfying an employer
with his or her service.26 The centre of gravity of circulation is progressively shifted from village to city.
The early circular migration acts as a support for the community of origin as community members
"cultivate" destinations for the benefit of the home households. However, with progressive leakage and
circular migrants spending longer at destinations, the longer-term migration acts to undermine the
community of origin as the younger, reproductive and most dynamic members are syphoned off to cities.
The result is gradual rural depopulation.
Although this process might be seen as causing the decline of the village, at a macro level the concentration
of population in urban centres may provide the foundation for more advanced development.27 The process
of urbanization, through which populations are increasingly concentrated in towns and cities, is both an
apparently inexorable transition and one associated with rising living standards. No highly developed
society is primarily rural. Migration does not "cause" the transition to an urban society, although it
facilitates the transfer of population: the proximate rather than the root cause. Underlying economic and
political forces are more important. However, it is in this way that migration is an integral part of
development, however defined, and circular migration plays an important and temporary role in this
transition. How temporary will vary from area to area, with some arguing that it is an "enduring mode of
behaviour" in the rural sectors of developing economies.28 United Nations estimates of future urbanization,
however, which see the proportion of the world's population in urban areas doubling between 1950 and
2030 from 29 to 59.9 per cent, might suggest otherwise.29 Of course, the transition to an urban economy
does not see the end of circulation. It continues in a variety of forms but centred around urban residences
and primarily around the journey to work and other urban-based activities.
THE COMPLEXITIES OF INTERNATIONAL CIRCULAR MIGRATION
The above discussion has important implications for current attempts to manage migration. Clearly, circular
migration can have important developmental roles and in varying ways. At the micro level, it can support
and improve the welfare of populations in communities of origin. However, once circulation becomes
longer-term or more permanent, the resultant redistribution of population allows economies to be more
productive. If policy is to focus only on the circular migration part of a mobility transition, other types of
mobility may be ignored. Once we are dealing with migration across an international boundary and two (or
more) political jurisdictions are involved, other complications are introduced. Legal entrants to a
destination must enter through some form of channel and be classified accordingly as "students",
"temporary labour migrants", "skilled workers", "entrepreneurs", "family migrants", "refugees" and so on.30
Many of these will return for some reason or another, mainly because the terms of their visa have expired
or because they choose to return for other reasons. However, the idea of a regular and voluntary movement
back and forth between origin and destination, as described above for circular systems of internal
migration, is missing from these categories of entry.
We return to the idea cited above by Zoomers that circular migrants are free to circulate back and forth as
being central to distinguishing circular migration from other forms of temporary movements. However, the
employers of migrants brought into a country to undertake a specific task are not going to favour any policy
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change that will allow the migrants to return when they feel like it. Similarly, programmes to attract some
of the best and brightest are going to be seen to have failed if the migrants immediately turn round and
either move on or return home. Ideally, circular migration is likely to be most effective where there is free
migration across borders. However, we know that, where borders are open, mass migrations are unlikely to
occur. The example of Europe is instructive, where members of the European Community are free to move
throughout most of the Community area. Most choose not to do so. The total migrant population of the
European Union is 43 million, only 14 million of whom come from other parts of the EU, a relatively small
proportion of the total population of the EU of 491 million, or 2.8 per cent.31 Where freedom of movement
exists, the number taking advantage of such a right is quite small. On the other hand, border control around
the EU, as well as on the southern borders of the United States, around Australia and around most
developed economies in East Asia, is increasingly enforced. Despite entreaties to "think the unthinkable"
and move towards open borders and "let their people come", democracies respond to electorates so often
fearful for their jobs and changing community compositions.32 Considerable evidence exists that migrants
make positive economic contributions to destination countries, as well as to their families and for
themselves.33 Policy makers in the developed world ultimately respond to public opinion. The current
political climate is unlikely to see significant shifts towards freer movement of people in situations where
allegations of losing control over the border can so easily be made and the ideal must be discarded.
Paradoxically, it is in this climate that "circular migration" has come to be seen as a magic bullet: migrants
can be brought in as long as they go home again, situations quite different from the internal migrations and
movement across the Atlantic of a hundred years ago discussed above. The critical question is whether we
can keep the concept of "circular migration" distinct from other forms of temporary migration in a world of
bureaucratic entry requirements. Two approaches are suggested here. The first applies in situations where
long-term settlement and entry for eventual citizenship are permitted. Here, policies of entry need to be
modified to allow immigrants to return, should they wish to do so, by ensuring that they do not prejudice
their re-entry. This would mean that they could return to assist with development-related work in their
countries of origin without losing their right to residence or eventual citizenship. Without a stimulus
package, migrants are unlikely to return to their home country unless something exists for them to return to.
As the economies of eastern Asia developed, increasing numbers returned to participate in the new
prosperity, for example. However, in this case, the return was generally not part of a circulation but rather a
longer-term return migration. To encourage people to return to economies that might benefit from that
return, some kind of stimulus package will be required that not only guarantees a salary more on expatriate
than local terms but also involves some kind of consular protection. Salary scales, taxation and legal
residence status will all have to be part of any such package in order that the migrant feels secure in
circulating between his or her new home in the destination and the country of origin. The MIDA
programme (Migration and Development in Africa) promoted by the International Organization for
Migration for shorter and longer-term returns to Africa provides one example of such a package.34
The second approach would be to institutionalize a circular migration programme as a variant of a
temporary work programme but of shorter duration, generally less than one year. Unlike the first approach
in which the locus of circulation is assumed to be the destination country, the second approach assumes that
the migrant circulates from the country of origin. No provision to bring the migrant's family could be made
as that would imply right to residence and deny the circular nature of the programme. However, the
difference between such a programme and a rigidly enforced temporary work programme seems more
semantic than real and more an example of smoke and mirrors than a magic bullet. The downside is that a
destination country would be taking into its borders a group of people who would have no right to settle,
even if all appropriate legislation on migrant protection were enforced. These people would essentially
make up an underclass within a democratic society.
INTERNATIONAL CIRCULATION AND DEVELOPMENT
It will be exceedingly difficult to separate any development contribution by circular migrants from those of
all migrants. The regular returns of those who would possess some skill envisaged in the first of the two
scenarios should be a factor in promoting development in poor countries of origin. In the second approach,
the families of the migrants should benefit economically, although the social costs of regular absences may
be detrimental and it is difficult to envisage more macro-level growth prospects being stimulated through
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such programmes. The long-term impact of internal migration on communities of origin was to undermine
the demographic composition of home villages. Migration rarely remains unchanged over all but the
immediate short term, and leakage from circular systems can be anticipated, which shift them towards
longer-term movements.
Nevertheless, a constant circulation of migrants between origins and destinations gives substance to the
idea of a diaspora or transnational community that stretches across two or more states. The flows of
physical capital back to home areas in the form of remittances and of human capital in the form of skills
shows how the diaspora can be leveraged for the development of home areas.35 Migrants to developed
countries, such as Ghanaians in the Netherlands, for example, prefer to circulate back to their home
communities in Ghana in order to have a "double engagement" in their homeland as well as in their country
of residence that does not prejudice their integration into Dutch society.36 Nevertheless, whether such bilocality can be maintained over time, and particularly into the second generation, remains unknown. The
evidence from studies of internal migration is hardly supportive as origins are progressively abandoned.
The lives of migrants, as well as children, become increasingly focused on urban destinations and village
origins lose their demographic capability with the loss of young adults and become but recreational niches
in an urban economy.
Capital flows, particularly from international migration, may also not have as widespread a development
impact as is often assumed. As I have shown elsewhere, the origins of international migration are highly
concentrated in origin countries and thus the remittances are also concentrated rather than distributed
broadly throughout a country.37 Some 57 per cent of households receiving remittance in Peru from
international sources, for example, are found in the capital, Metropolitan Lima and only 5 per cent of the
households are in rural areas.38 Also, skills learned in the economies of the developed world may not be
easily transferable to the realities of the developing world. Perhaps most importantly, diasporas are usually
highly heterogeneous with not all migrant groups working for the benefit of home governments.
Nevertheless, the circulation of the skilled back home for longer or shorter periods of time, either
spontaneously through their own volition or assisted through a programme such as MIDA, could provide
significant assistance. Training programmes in hospitals and universities could be strengthened through the
regular participation of skilled circular migrants from residents based in the developed world, for example.
Another vehicle that has been seen to be a source for the provision of both material and non-material
development assistance within the diaspora has been the home-town association, which is created by
migrant groups in destination areas. However, advocates of such mechanisms at the international level have
rarely examined the roles of the associations set up by internal migrants in the main cities of countries in
the developing world.39 Once seen as a means of developing home communities, their role, like that of
circular migration as a whole, is various and changes through time. They can act primarily as a means to
help newly-arrived migrants in the city by providing a means of social protection. While they may have the
intention to help develop home villages, factions within the associations often prevent effective
interventions that were, in the case of Peru, primarily directed towards more decorative projects such as the
construction of a fountain or the paving of the central square. Most importantly, however, the associations
acted as a source of prestige for urban-based residents as well as providing a place for recreation. As the
volume of migration from any community increases, the role of the association appears to shift from social
protection through more developmental to more urban-oriented concerns as the migrants become more
established in the city.40
CONCLUSION
While the role of migrants, both internal and international, in the improvement of conditions within their
households in areas of origin, including the reduction of poverty and increases in consumption, seems wellfounded, the evidence for the promotion of development more widely in terms of growth seems more
elusive. In the discussions of the transatlantic migrations of one hundred years ago, migration is not seen to
have been a significant factor in the development of European countries of origin of the time. Migration has
been considered as an escape valve for growing populations but the role of remittances, of return migration
or of the human circulation back and forth across the Atlantic never seem to have been deemed critical
factors in Europe's development. It is curious that, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, migration is
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seen to have such an important role to play in the development of countries of origin. Certainly, the
resultant redistribution of populations may help to improve the developmental potential in destinations and
origins, as well as among the migrants themselves. However, whether it can be managed in order to achieve
certain developmental ends seems much less clear.
This article urges caution in seeing circular migration as a silver bullet in any migration-development
nexus. While it can contribute to an improvement in conditions in home communities, particularly in the
context of internal movements and again particularly in the early phases in the evolution of a migration
system, it changes in nature over time. Migration is never caught in a situation of permanent stasis and
longer-term shifts to destination societies are likely to emerge from circular migration. The existence of
barriers, as one finds in international migration, militates against the ready circulation of populations and
the design of channels of entry essentially forces migrants into one or other categories of migration, either
temporary and permanent or, at the least, short-term and long-term. The potential confusion in terminology
means that "circular migration" has emerged as almost an exercise in smoke and mirrors to adumbrate
shades of meaning among "circular", "temporary" and "return" migrations. I argue that circulation is a
"natural" part of all migration, irrespective of category or whether free or more managed. It is incumbent
upon policy makers to recognize the existence of circular migration, to realize that large numbers of
migrants stay only short periods before either moving back or moving on. Migration policy needs to be
designed taking this "fact" into consideration. A failure to do so, as Newland has pointed out, may push
into permanent migration those who moved intending merely to circulate.41
If certain groups can be identified that circulate back home, then some developmental role may be
promoted and this article has suggested ways in which this objective may be achieved based upon
circulation from destinations and from areas of origin. From the point of view of destination countries,
rather than identifying "circular migration" as a separate migration category or channel, it would seem more
appropriate to design immigration policies as clear, transparent and simple as possible in which circular
migration is accepted as a given that varies over time. Circular migration is neither a silver bullet nor an
exercise in smoke and mirrors but an integral part of all migration systems, and policies must be designed
in order to accommodate it.
Ultimately, however, the significance of the incorporation of circular migration into the current policy
discourse on international migration may lie in two quite different areas. First, it has been shown that
circular migration operates most effectively in areas where population movements are relatively free, and
primarily in internal migration. Hence, a focus on circular migration in the international arena can but draw
attention to the close linkages between internal and international migrations, linkages that are both
conceptual and practical. For example, shifts in international migration can both cause, and be caused by,
shifts in internal migration in a number of complex ways. Policies designed for international migration may
have ramifications for internal migration within an integrated migration system, for example.42 Given that
the vast majority of those who move do so within the boundaries of their own countries, this aspect has
important policy implications. The second area of significance lies in circular migration reinforcing the biand multi-polar nature of migration. No longer can international migration be considered as a matter simply
for destination countries, and migration policy needs to adjust to this reality. Migration management needs
to move from unilateral policy making to incorporate dialogue with origin and, where relevant, transit
countries. The effective management of migration will only be achieved through bilateral and multilateral
agreements and collaboration. Migration management will then become an integral part not just of
domestic policy or even development policy but of diplomacy and international relations.
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