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PREFACE 

 

This report is submitted by The Hague Process on Refugees and Migration Foundation – 

www.thehagueprocess.org . The Foundation supports The Declaration of The Hague on 

the Future of Refugee and Migration Policy by bringing together a global network of 

established and new stakeholders from a multidisciplinary background; generating 

innovative concepts and approaches in the field of refugee and migration policy; and 

functioning as an independent catalyst for political dialogue. 

 

This report was commissioned by the Department for the Movement of Persons, 

Migration and Alien Affairs at the Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs, where it is 

intended to provide input into a policy paper being prepared for the Minister on 

Development Cooperation on ‘Development and Migration.’ The report is based on a 

review of existing literature on circular migration; analysis of the effectiveness of 

existing policies on circular migration elsewhere to draw lessons for the Netherlands; as 

well as a series of consultations with stakeholders in the Netherlands and international 

experts in the field. It was written by Khalid Koser, with assistance from Frans Bouwen, 

Antoine Meyer, Veronique Melsert and Alexander Taylor. Particular words of thanks are 

expressed to Alexander Taylor who translated this original English text into Dutch.  

 

This report is intended to inform the current debate in the Netherlands on the potential 

merits of a program of circular migration, to identify the most effective policies; and to 

explain the challenges of implementation. It does not contain specific or detailed policy 

proposals; instead it proposes broad guidelines and best practice in circular migration. 

 

 

Frans Bouwen 

Executive Director 

The Hague Process on Refugees and Migration Foundation 
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KEY MESSAGES 

 

• The Netherlands is in a privileged position to be able to adopt an integrated and 

innovative approach and become an exemplar on circular migration 

• Circular migration can contribute to filling labour market gaps; make a positive 

contribution to development in origin countries; facilitate a quick response to 

changing economic conditions; and enhance the return of migrants 

• Circular migration in the current Dutch context can be targeted on both low- and 

high-skilled migrant workers originating outside the European Union 

• Effective circular migration programs combine policies to manage the demand for 

migrant labour with policies for facilitating the return of migrant workers 

• Many of the necessary policies for facilitating circular migration are already in 

place in the Netherlands 

• A pilot study should be implemented 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

1. The aim of this report is to assess how to maximize the benefits of circular migration 

for the Netherlands by reviewing the policy purpose and potential benefits of circular 

migration; considering the current relevance and future potential for circular migration 

programs in the Netherlands; and identifying good practice in designing and 

implementing policies to facilitate circular migration. 

 

2. Circular migration in this report is defined as: ‘The fluid movement of people between 

countries, including temporary or permanent movement which, when it occurs voluntarily 

and is linked to labour needs of countries of origin and destination, can be beneficial to 

all involved’. 

 

3. Perspectives on the policy objective for circular migration vary between filling labour 

market gaps; maximizing the developmental impact of migration; and helping combat 

irregular migration. The Netherlands is in a privileged position to be able to adopt a more 

integrated and innovative approach and become an exemplar on circular migration. 

Circular migration should be viewed as a framework combining a range of policies 

targeted on development, the labour market and return migration, which can be applied as 

required by national priorities. 

 

4. Circular migration has the potential to contribute to development in origin countries by 

facilitating the return of migrants who can become a direct source of investment and 

transfer human capital. However the developmental impact of circular migration largely 

depends on the profile of the migrants concerned – highly-skilled migrants with long-

term or permanent residence rights in host countries have the greatest impact upon return; 

and on economic and political conditions in the origin country. Furthermore alternative 

policies – to promote remittances and diaspora investments – can be as effective in 

promoting development as those for circular migration. 
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5. Circular migration can benefit host countries - mainly by filling labour market gaps - 

although a similar goal can also be achieved through carefully regulated permanent and 

temporary labour migration programs. 

 

6. Circular migration can benefit migrants and their families by removing some people 

from irregular migration and work, providing a reliable source of income though access 

to the labour market, and facilitating regular contact between migrants and their families. 

At the same time there are concerns that circular migration programs can impinge upon 

the rights of migrant workers, promote a culture of dependency among family members, 

and reduce the incentive for migrants to contribute fully to host societies. 

 

7. The relevance of circular migration in the current Dutch context is that it can make a 

limited but targeted contribution to filling labour gaps at both the higher and lower end of 

the labour market while simultaneously making a small but positive contribution to 

development in origin countries; it can facilitate a quick response to changing economic 

conditions and labour market demands; and it can enhance the return of certain migrants. 

 

8. Circular migration in the current Dutch context can be targeted on both low- and high-

skilled migrant workers originating outside the European Union. 

 

9. Effective circular migration programs need to combine policies aimed at managing the 

demand for migrant labour with policies for facilitating the return of migrant workers. 

 

10. The three main policy options for managing the demand for migrant labour are the 

strict enforcement of employment laws, regulating the cost of migrant labour, and 

implementing labour market tests. 

 

11. Effective return policies combine ‘carrots’ and ‘sticks’. The main policy options for 

encouraging return are longer contracts, options for re-entry, portable social security 

benefits, and quota systems. The main policy options for enforcing return are financial 
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security bonds, mandatory savings schemes, and the strict enforcement of immigration 

laws. 

 

12. Many of the necessary policies for facilitating circular migration are already in place 

in the Netherlands. 

 

13. The effective implementation of policies for circular migration in the Netherlands 

depends on: integrating new policies into the existing managed migration policy 

framework to ensure coherence; coordination across government, and between 

government and civil society and the private sector; cooperation with origin states; 

targeted capacity-building in both origin states and the Netherlands; and a clear 

understanding of the limitations of policy. 

 

14. This report makes the following recommendations: 

(1) The Dutch government should consider implementing a circular migration 

program: Circular migration has a limited but positive contribution to make to current 

Dutch migration and development priorities, and would permit a quick response to 

changing economic conditions and labour market demands.  

(2) The Netherlands is in a position to become an exemplar on circular migration by 

adopting an innovative policy approach to circular migration that combines labour 

market, development and migration priorities. 

(3) Many of the range of policies that comprise a comprehensive circular migration 

program are already in place in the Netherlands; and where new policies are required 

they should be integrated into the current managed migration framework and adhere 

to its underlying principles. 

(4) Circular migration programs in the Netherlands can be targeted on both low- and 

highly-skilled migrant workers originating outside the EU. 

(5) The effective implementation of a circular migration program will entail 

coordination across government and with other national stakeholders; cooperation 

with origin states; and some targeted capacity-building. 
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(6) Circular migration should be monitored and evaluated: in this regard it will be 

essential to define the policy purpose of circular migration and establish clear criteria 

for assessing its effectiveness; establish or strengthen reliable data collection systems; 

and have realistic expectations for the benefits of circular migration and the limited 

role that policy can have. 

(7) A pilot study should be implemented to encourage consultations in defining policy 

objectives for circular migration; identify suitable target origin countries and migrant 

categories; identify gaps in existing migration and development policies; inform 

strategies to overcome implementation challenges; and inform the development of 

evaluation criteria for circular migration. 
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MAXIMIZING THE BENEFITS OF CIRCULAR MIGRATION 

FOR THE NETHERLANDS IN RESPONSE TO THE  

MIGRATION AND DEVELOPMENT DEBATE 

 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Aims and objectives 

This report has been commissioned by the Department for the Movement of Persons, 

Migration and Alien Affairs at the Netherlands Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Its purpose is 

to provide input into a policy paper being prepared for the Minister on Development 

Cooperation on ‘Development and Migration’, with particular attention on circular 

migration. 

 

The main aim of this report is to assess how to maximize the benefits of circular 

migration for the Netherlands. It has three specific objectives: 

(1) To define the current relevance and future potential for circular migration 

programs in the Dutch context; 

(2) To identify good practice in designing and implementing policies to facilitate 

circular migration in the Netherlands; and 

(3) To answer a number of questions specifically identified in the Terms of Reference 

for this report, namely:  

i. What is the development-related relevance of circular migration?  

ii. What are the prospects for circular migrants in their country of origin? 

iii. What are the social, psychological and emotional impacts of circular migration? 

iv. What policies can ensure that temporary migration is temporary?  

v. Is there a particular ‘psychology of the migrant’ that affects return motivations? 

 

1.2 Circular migration 

There are numerous definitions of circular migration. It is not the purpose of this report to 

discuss the merits of different definitions or to devise a new definition. Instead the report 
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will adopt the following definition of circular migration, used as a point of reference 

during the July 2007 meeting of the Global Forum on Migration and Development:1 

 ‘Circular migration is the fluid movement of people between countries, including 

temporary or permanent movement which, when it occurs voluntarily and is 

linked to labor needs of countries of origin and destination, can be beneficial to all 

involved’ 

 

While even this definition lacks specificity, it adequately captures the essence of most 

recent definitions of circular migration in that: 

(1) It refers both to ‘fluid’ and to ‘temporary’ and ‘permanent’ movement and thus 

incorporates both a single episode of migration and return, and multiple episodes; 

(2) It incorporates circular migration both of migrants already settled in host 

countries, and of prospective migrants currently residing at home; 

(3) It is not prescriptive as regards the migrant category covered – circular migration 

can apply to temporary and permanent migrants, to low-skilled and high-skilled 

migrants, and to first- and second-generation migrants; 

(4) It links circular migration directly to labour market needs in destination countries 

and economic development in origin countries;  

(5) It refers to the potential for circular migration to be mutually beneficial for both 

states of origin and destination, as well as for migrants and their families; and  

(6) It does not discount the option for some circular migrants to be admissible for 

permanent settlement. 

 

1.3 Relevance 

The specific policy advantages of circular migration for the Netherlands are described in 

detail in Section Three. In sum: it can make limited but real contributions to filling labour 

market gaps in the Dutch economy; simultaneously make a small but positive 

contribution to development in origin countries; provide the flexibility to respond to 

changing economic and labour market conditions; and complement current return 

policies. 

                                                 
1 GFMD (2007) 
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The relevance of this report more broadly is threefold. First, it is intended to contribute to 

current policy debates in the Netherlands on both managed migration2 and on the link 

between migration and development. As long as they are developed within existing 

policy frameworks and legal systems, circular migration programs have the potential to 

contribute towards achieving policy goals in both these areas.  

 

Second, this report is intended to focus on circular migration as it applies specifically to 

the Dutch context. A policy review on circular migration is currently underway at the 

European Union (EU) level,3 and it will be important for the Netherlands – as well as all 

other member states – to have a clear understanding of whether and how circular 

migration can meet particular national requirements before entering the EU-level debate.4 

 

Third, as the rate of immigration of third-country nationals to the Netherlands has 

decreased significantly in recent years, having largely been replaced by immigration from 

the new EU states,5 this is an opportune time for the Netherlands to reassess bilateral 

agreements with traditional migrant-sending countries, as well as to establish partnerships 

with new countries. Circular migration may form the basis for new policy understandings 

with third countries outside the EU. 

 

1.4 Methods 

Preparation of this report has combined four main methods. First, a thorough literature 

review has been undertaken with the aim of defining the policy goals of circular 

migration, evaluating its potential benefits, and understanding the limitations of circular 

migration for achieving particular migration and development policy goals. The 

secondary sources used for this review are included in the list of references at the end of 

the report. Second, current and proposed policies for facilitating circular migration, from 

around the world, have been reviewed in order to identify ‘good practice’ for policies to 

                                                 
2 Netherlands Ministry of Justice (2006) 
3 CEC (2007) 
4 MPI (2007a) 
5 SOPEMI (2007) 
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facilitate circular migration and their effective implementation. Third, a small number of 

targeted interviews and discussions have taken place with officials and representatives 

from relevant government departments and non-governmental organizations in the 

Netherlands. Fourth, there has been a series of consultations on draft versions of the 

report and its conclusions and recommendations with international experts affiliated with 

The Hague Process on Refugees and Migration Foundation. 

 

1.5 Structure 

This report is in two main parts. The first part establishes the current relevance and future 

potential for circular migration in the Dutch context by reviewing various perspectives on 

the policy objectives for circular migration (Section 2), analyzing the potential benefits of 

circular migration (Section 3), and then applying this broad framework to the Dutch 

context (Section 4). The second part identifies the range of policies available for 

facilitating circular migration, with a particular focus on maximizing its development 

opportunities (Section 5), and makes recommendations on the effective implementation 

of these policies in the Netherlands (Section 6) and for a pilot study (Section 7). 

Throughout the report, additionally, boxes are included to answer the specific questions 

posed in the Terms of Reference. These answers draw on the analysis in relevant sections 

of the report. 

 

2. DEFINING POLICY OBJECTIVES FOR CIRCULAR MIGRATION 

There is a striking lack of consensus in the existing literature and current policy 

initiatives about what is the main policy objective for circular migration. Defining and 

agreeing the policy objective is a critical first step in promoting circular migration for the 

following reasons: 

(1) The overall objective will determine the configuration of policies applied, and the 

character of policy agreements with origin countries; 

(2) An agreed objective is necessary for effective coordination between different 

government ministries in the Netherlands, and between government and other 

national stakeholders; as well as for representing Dutch interests at EU-level policy 

debates on circular migration; 
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(3) In order to gain public support circular migration needs a clearly stated objective 

that unequivocally benefits the Dutch economy and society; and 

(4) It will not be possible to define criteria or benchmarks against which to evaluate 

the effectiveness of policies, unless those policies have a clearly stated purpose. 

 

2.1 Different perspectives on the objectives of circular migration 

Three main perspectives on the objectives of circular migration can be discerned from a 

review of existing and proposed policies around the world. First, the concept circular 

migration is sometimes used interchangeably with that of temporary migration.6 The 

emphasis is on importing workers to fill temporary labour market gaps, and ensuring that 

they return home after a given period of time. The argument is that in a period of 

heightened public and media sensitivity about the causes and consequences of 

immigration, it is important for governments to be able to give assurances that imported 

workers will not settle permanently.7 The main policy challenge in this perspective is to 

ensure that migrants do indeed go back, and to overcome the perceived failure of earlier 

temporary migration programs in Europe, which did not achieve large-scale return 

movements. 

 

In other discussions circular migration is primarily promoted as a means for linking 

migration and development, by ensuring that people, their human capital and their 

investments return to origin countries.8 Circular migration is considered complementary 

to policies that encourage remittances and diaspora investments. The main policy 

challenge in this perspective is to maximize the potential benefits of return migration for 

origin economies and societies; and to promote synergies between remittances, diaspora 

investments and return. 

 

The above approaches are combined when circular migration has been suggested to be 

one way to reduce irregular migration.9 On one hand allowing some migrants to arrive 

                                                 
6 Castles (2006) 
7 Vertovec (2007) 
8 Basok (2003) 
9 Angenendt (2007) 
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legally to work in the labour market might reduce the numbers trying to enter and work in 

an irregular fashion. On the other hand encouraging migrants to return can contribute 

towards the long term goal of developing economies in origin countries and thus reducing 

incentives to migrate in the first place. The main policy priorities here are strict 

enforcement of labour and immigration laws. 

 

2.2 Towards a more integrated approach 

These different perspectives largely reflect different priorities. Where circular migration 

is being promoted by a development ministry, for example, its development potential is 

likely to be highlighted. Different countries also have different priorities for circular 

migration – migrant-sending countries may view it as a means for guaranteeing regular 

access to overseas labour markets, whereas migrant-receiving countries may be more 

concerned about making sure it is temporary. 

 

The Netherlands is in the privileged position to be able to adopt a more integrated 

approach that combines perspectives and priorities, and thus become an exemplar on 

circular migration, for the following reasons: Circular migration is not immediately 

required to fill significant labour market gaps in the Netherlands; other policies are in 

place for integrating migration and development; and return is important but no longer a 

pressing priority in the Netherlands. Thus none of the potential policy purposes for 

circular migration take immediate priority in the Netherlands, permitting them to be 

accommodated equally within an integrated framework. At the same time the new 

managed migration policy is intended to facilitate cross-government cooperation on 

migration and its links with other key areas, such as development and the labour 

market,10 thus the foundations for cross-government cooperation on circular migration, 

rather than it falling within the competency of a single ministry with a predominant 

priority, are already in place. 

 

In this context, the most appropriate perspective in the Netherlands is to view circular 

migration as a flexible policy instrument with the potential to combine the benefits of all 

                                                 
10 Netherlands Ministry of Justice (2006) 
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of the above approaches. Circular migration is not a process that can benefit either origin 

country or host country economies. Neither should it be a process intended primarily to 

achieve either labour market or development policy or migration policy objectives. The 

significance of circular migration – and what makes it distinct from both ‘temporary 

migration’ and ‘return migration’ – is that it has the potential to benefit both origin and 

host country economies, as well as migrants and their families; and to bridge labour 

market, migration and development policy agendas. 

 

This more integrated approach has the following implications when defining the policy 

objectives for circular migration: 

(1) Circular migration has multiple policy objectives – primarily: addressing specific 

labour market gaps, maximizing the development implications of migration, and 

facilitating return migration; 

(2) Circular migration can be used to facilitate these objectives either individually or 

in any combination depending on national priorities; and 

(3) Circular migration cannot therefore be achieved through a single policy; what is 

required is a policy framework that combines policies targeted on development, the 

labour market, and return migration. 

 

3. BENEFITS AND LIMITATIONS OF CIRCULAR MIGRATION  

Circular migration has often been described as a ‘win-win-win’ scenario in that it can 

potentially benefit origin countries; host countries; and migrants themselves.11 This 

section of the report reviews the existing evidence on the potential benefits of circular 

migration. At the same time, it points out that these benefits only accrue under certain 

conditions; that there are viable alternatives for achieving the same benefits; and that at 

times circular migration is not successful. It is important to make a realistic assessment of 

the potential benefits of circular migration for the following reasons: 

(1) Policies can then be targeted on maximizing the benefits and minimizing the 

costs; 

                                                 
11 Vertovec (2007) 
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(2) Where the costs outweigh the benefits, it may be necessary to consider alternative 

policy approaches; 

(3) Monitoring and evaluation of the effectiveness of policies needs to be based on a 

realistic expectation of their impact. 

 

3.1 Contributions to development in origin countries 

The main focus of the existing literature considering the potential benefits of circular 

migration for development in origin countries focuses on return, and broadly 

distinguishes between the developmental impacts of permanent and temporary return. 

Both types of return can have a positive impact, but often in different ways. 

 

Permanent returns 

There are three main ways that the permanent return of migrants can contribute to 

development. First, returnees often become a direct source of investment in their country 

of origin. This is because there is a tendency among returnees to set up businesses and be 

self-employed – as has been demonstrated by research spanning 30 years and return in 

countries as diverse as Colombia,12 China,13 Egypt,14 Italy15 and Turkey.16 

 

One of the critical factors that facilitate entrepreneurial activities among returnees is their 

capacity to save while abroad.17 Another is their ability to create synergies with local 

government that often cannot be formed by foreign investors without national ties. Both 

of these findings have direct implications for policies for circular migration – that 

contracts should be long enough to allow migrant workers to save; and that movement 

between origin and host country during the period of the work permit should not be 

obstructed. These are discussed later in the report (Section 5) in more detail. 

 

                                                 
12 Black et al. (2001) 
13 Black and Tiemoko (2003) 
14 McCormick and Wahba (2001) 
15 King (1986) 
16 Dustmann and Kirchkamp (2002) 
17 Ilahi (1999); Mesnard (1999) 
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Besides direct investments, returnees also can bring home essential human capital. In this 

regard the literature focuses in particular on the return of educated and highly-skilled 

migrants – in some cases people who were already skilled when they left; and in other 

cases people who have been educated and trained abroad. Much of the existing literature 

focuses on the return of skilled migrants to East and South Asia. Various studies have 

found that the rate of return of skilled migrants to China,18 India,19 and Taiwan,20 for 

example, has increased over the past two decades. Such returnees can bring back 

knowledge and familiarity with the latest technologies (technology transfer) – and in 

particular have been associated with booms in information-technology in India21, as well 

as the software sector in Ireland.22 The skills, experiences and contacts that returnees can 

bring with them are vital assets in a global economy that is increasingly knowledge-

based. 

 

Most of the literature cited thus far refers to the return of educated and skilled migrants 

who usually have resided for long periods of time – and often have permanent residence 

rights in – host countries. There is far less research on the impacts of the permanent 

return of temporary migrants – who are often also less-skilled. Some evidence for local 

investments and the transfer of technology by temporary migrants has been found in 

Korea,23 Mexico,24 and Moldova.25 On the other hand studies in Bangladesh,26 India,27 

Thailand,28 and Turkey29 have found that returning temporary migrants often did not 

learn new skills abroad especially when they were working in low-skill sectors such as 

construction and agriculture; and they rarely saved significant sums. Many of them were 

found to be unemployed upon return. 

 

                                                 
18 Zweig et al. (2005) 
19 Solimano (2002) 
20 Saxenian  (2002) 
21 Commander et al. (2004) 
22 Barrett and O’Connell (2000) 
23 Kapur and McHale (2005) 
24 Basok (2003) 
25 Ellerman (2002) 
26 Kapur and McHale (2005) 
27 Nair (1999) 
28 House of Commons (2004) 
29 House of Commons (2004) 
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Temporary returns 

There has been a surge in research on migrant transnationalism in recent years, a concept 

that broadly refers to the way that migrants utilize cross-border social networks.30 Some 

of this literature considers the impacts on economic development in origin countries of 

regular movements to and fro between host and origin countries. Again it normally 

applies to permanent and highly-skilled migrants. Studies in Silicon Valley in the USA, 

for example, have shown that Chinese and Indian immigrants regularly return to their 

home countries, in some cases for personal reasons like family visits; but in many cases 

also for business. Silicon Valley-based foreign-born entrepreneurs have set up 

subsidiaries, joint ventures, subcontracting and other business operations in their origin 

countries.31 Similar trends have been found among Taiwanese entrepreneurs based in 

Australia, New Zealand, Germany, and Canada.32 

 

In contrast, there is little evidence for a positive developmental impact of the temporary 

return of temporary migrants. Indeed many migrate again because they are unemployed 

at home, for example from the Philippines.33 The problems facing temporary migrants 

who have returned home are often exacerbated for returning female migrants, who often 

lack skills, have to deal with failed relationships and care for children at home, and may 

have a stigma attached to them as a result of having worked the entertainment industry 

abroad.34 

 

Box 1 What is the development-related relevance of circular migration? 

There is significant evidence from a range of countries worldwide that migrants returning 

on either a temporary or permanent basis can promote local development – as a source of 

direct investment or through human capital and technology transfer. This is particularly 

the case for highly-skilled and permanent migrants, and their impact has been most 

clearly demonstrated in knowledge-based and information-technology industries. On the 

other hand, circular migration may not be the most effective means for maximizing the 

                                                 
30 Vertovec (2007) 
31 Saxenian (2002) 
32 Waters (2003) 
33 UNECE (2002) 
34 Asis (2003) 
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impact of migrants and migration on development at home - remittances sent home by 

migrants who remain in the host country may be equally important, and further research 

is required on the interactions between circular migration and remittances behaviour. 

Furthermore, the developmental impact of return is significantly affected by the domestic 

policy environment in the origin country. 

 

Return and development in context 

While the preceding review is broadly positive on the impact of return on development in 

origin countries – especially in the case of permanent and skilled migrants – a number of 

reservations need to be posted. 

 

The first is to reiterate the importance of the characteristics of the migrants involved. 

Highly-skilled migrants with long-term or permanent residence rights in the host country 

have been found often to have a positive impact on development in their origin country, 

either through permanent or temporary return. This has not, however, usually been the 

case for low-skilled and temporary migrants, particularly women.  

 

Second, there is no clear evidence that return is more beneficial to origin country 

economies than remittances. In all probability a combination of both processes, plus 

diaspora investments, is the best way to maximize the developmental impact of migrants 

and migration. Nor is there evidence that circular migration is necessarily the most 

effective policy for reducing the risk of – or reversing – the brain drain.35 In other words, 

circular migration may not always be the most effective way of promoting development – 

and certainly not as a policy in isolation from others.36 Further research in particular is 

required on the extent to which circularity interacts with sending home remittances: Are 

circular migrants more likely to send home remittances as they have close ties to the 

origin country? Does the cost of moving to and fro reduce the amount available to be sent 

home? Do regular returns provide oversight over remittances and thus ensure that they 

are spent responsibly? 

                                                 
35 Kupfer et al. (2004) 
36 Tanner (2005) 
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Critically, third, the potential of return to impact positively on development depends to a 

very significant extent on conditions and circumstances in the country of origin – from 

the availability of jobs, to an appropriately skilled workforce for new enterprises, to tax 

regimes that attract the investment of savings, to a strong rule of law and the absence of 

corruption. One study in Bangladesh, for example, found that a high number of returning 

scientists subsequently re-migrated as they could not find jobs in their particular 

sectors.37 In other words at least some of the conditions for circular migration to be 

effective lie outside the direct intervention of migration-related policies in host countries. 

There are two immediate implications that are expanded later: First, effective circular 

migration policies require coordination between a variety of ministries in host countries, 

especially those responsible for migration and development. Second, effective circular 

migration policies require coordination between host and origin countries. 

 

Box 2 What are the prospects for circular migrants in their country of origin? 

The preceding review provides an initial response to this question, although it is 

important to emphasize that there has been insufficient research to provide a 

comprehensive or categorical answer – in particular more research is required on the 

temporary and permanent return of temporary migrants. First, migrants with long-term or 

permanent residence in their host country have been found to be more successful upon 

return – either temporary or permanent – than temporary migrants. Second, and a related 

point, migrants with education and skills have been found to be more successful upon 

return than low-skilled and poorly-educated returning migrants. Third, there can be a 

gender dimension: very limited research indicates that women can face greater obstacles 

upon return than men, even when return is temporary. Fourth, there can be a stigma 

attached to particular work abroad, especially for women who have worked in the 

entertainment industry. 

 

 

 

                                                 
37 Agunias (2006) 
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3.2 Benefits to host countries 

The existing literature distinguishes a number of potential benefits of circular migration 

for host countries: 

 

Most high-income countries of immigration have now acknowledged the need for 

migrant labour at both the high and low skill end of the labour market.38 There is also a 

growing consensus within the private sector that carefully-regulated labour migration – 

both temporary and where appropriate permanent – can contribute towards economic 

growth in host economies, by filling labour market gaps and also contributing new skills 

and experiences.39 Employers can also potentially benefit from circular migration by 

recruiting from a known and reliable pool of workers, and retaining trained and 

experienced people.40 Although it is by no means a ‘silver bullet’, most experts also agree 

that migration can additionally be one component of a wider strategy to respond to the 

challenges of ageing and shrinking populations41 that are particularly acute in certain 

Eastern and Southern European countries, as well as Japan. Migration also contributes 

towards diversity, and there is evidence that diverse societies and communities can be 

socially dynamic, culturally innovative and economically successful.42 

 

It is important to note, however, that none of the benefits listed above specifically pertain 

to circular migration – they can equally be achieved through carefully-regulated 

permanent or temporary migration programs. Similarly other benefits often cited such as 

the temporariness implied by circular migration43 and its potential to contribute to a better 

managed system44 are also potential benefits of effective temporary migration programs.  

 

In fact, there is surprisingly little serious analysis of the potential benefits for host 

country economies of circular migration as a distinct concept from temporary migration. 

One benefit for employers of the repeated entry of the same workers is that they can 
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recruit from a known and reliable pool of workers and retain trained and experienced 

people.45 More broadly it has been suggested that circularity can facilitate the 

development of transnational trade and investment linkages and the global exchange of 

skills and experiences.46 

 

3.3 Benefits for migrants and their families 

There has similarly been very little empirical research on the benefits of circular 

migration for migrants and their families, although some studies assert certain 

advantages.47 First, by providing a legal means of entry and access to the labour market 

in host countries, circular migration can remove at least some people from irregular 

migration and work and the dangers that each entails. Second, where circular migration 

facilitates repeated access to the labour market for workers, it can provide a regular 

source of income for migrants and their households. Third, by ensuring the movement of 

workers to and fro between origin and host country, circular migration can reduce the 

negative social and emotional impacts of the long-term removal of migrant workers from 

family members and social networks. 

 

There can equally be downsides. Temporary migrant workers normally do not enjoy 

freedom of movement between jobs or sectors in the host country’s labour market.48 

Some of the policies intended to ensure the temporariness of their stay – for example 

mandatory savings schemes (which are discussed later) – have been criticized as a means 

for circumventing minimum-wage legislation.49 The engagement of one family member 

in circular migration can create a reliance on his or her income and remittances among 

other family members and become a disincentive to work.50 Finally there are indications 

that the lack of a long-term perspective of settlement in host countries can marginalize 

migrants in host societies.51 
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Box 3 What are the social, psychological and emotional impacts of circular migration? 

There is virtually no specific empirical research on circular migration on which to base an 

answer to this question. Limited research on temporary and return migration, however, 

indicates the following: First, the socio-emotional effects on both migrants and their 

families often depend on how long they are apart. Second, circular migration can lead to 

a ‘culture of dependency’ on the part of family members, who rely on the income 

remitted by migrants and may lose the incentive to find work themselves. Third, the lack 

of a long-term perspective for settlement can marginalize migrant workers in host 

societies. 

 

3.4 Policy implications 

The policy implications of the preceding analysis of the potential benefits of circular 

migration can be summarized as follows: 

(1) Carefully regulated circular migration programs have the potential to contribute to 

development in origin countries; strengthen host economies and societies; and benefit 

migrants and their families; 

(2) At the same time there are important conditions, for example: highly-skilled and 

permanent migrants contribute more clearly to development in their origin countries 

than low-skilled temporary migrants; and the political and economic context in origin 

countries is a critical variable; 

(3) Specific policies are required to maximize the potential benefits and minimize the 

costs of circular migration – for example regarding the length of contract for migrant 

workers, and their freedom to visit their homes during the contract period; 

(4) Effective circular migration programs will depend on coordination across 

government; and cooperation between host and origin country governments; 

(5) There can be viable policy alternatives for achieving the same goals – promoting 

remittances and diaspora investments to enhance development; or promoting 

temporary migration programs to fill labour market gaps on a periodic basis; and 

(6) The human impact of policies needs to be properly understood and taken into 

account by policy-makers. 
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4. CIRCULAR MIGRATION IN THE DUTCH CONTEXT 

How to these potential benefits of circular migration apply in the Dutch context? The 

Netherlands today has a buoyant economy and close to full employment of nationals. The 

labour market has been opened to workers from the new EU states and they have begun 

to fill many of the gaps at the lower end of the labour market.52 Migrant workers from EU 

countries have tended to return to their home countries on a regular basis, and thus they 

are unlikely to be the main target for circular migration policies that aim at guaranteeing 

a throughput of workers. In any case many of the ‘carrots’ currently used in circular 

migration programs elsewhere already accrue to these workers as EU nationals. Circular 

migration policies in the Dutch context are therefore likely to target migrants from 

outside the EU, although EU workers maintain preferential access to the labour market. 

 

There is scope – albeit limited – for circular migration in the Netherlands to target both 

low-skilled and highly-skilled migrants. There are still jobs at the lower end of the labour 

market that need doing and that EU nationals may be unwilling to do,53 although it does 

need to be acknowledged that previous migration programs in the Netherlands and 

elsewhere have found significant difficulties in returning low-skilled migrants. At the 

same time there is still a shortage of skilled workers to fill specific niches at the upper 

end of the labour market, and the Netherlands like all other industrialized countries is 

competing for a limited global supply of skills.54 For a number of years there has been an 

active policy to attract ‘knowledge’ migrants55 to the Netherlands, and this will be 

strengthened in the new managed migration policy through the introduction of a points 

system.56 Circular migration policies might be an additional mechanism for addressing 

the shortfall in skills in the Netherlands, in particular by targeting highly-educated non-

EU citizens, although the net increment is likely to be small. 

 

On the whole, therefore, circular migration is likely to cover a relatively small number of 

migrant workers at either end of the skills spectrum and originating outside the EU, and 
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make only a limited overall contribution to the labour market in the Netherlands at the 

moment. On the other hand, having such policies in place would add to the flexibility of 

migration policy in the Netherlands by permitting a quick response to changes in 

economic conditions and labour market demands in the Netherlands. 

 

Maximizing the positive linkages between migration and development is one of the goals 

of Dutch overseas aid policy, although at the same time the Dutch Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs explicitly recognizes that the relationship between migration and development is 

diverse and complex. Circular migration can be one way of enhancing the developmental 

implications of migration and also reversing the so-called ‘brain drain’, and thus could 

complement existing policies and programs such the ‘Project Poolse verpleegkundigen in 

Nederland’, designed to facilitate training and return of Polish nurses and their 

reintegration into the Polish healthcare system.57 In that circular migration policies in the 

Netherlands would target only relatively small numbers of temporary migrants, however, 

their impact on development in origin countries in the near future is also likely to be 

small – although positive. 

 

Where circular migration policies might have a more significant impact in the current 

Dutch context is by facilitating return. The new managed migration policy defines five 

‘residence tiers’, the first of which covers exchanges and temporary workers. These 

workers are intended to be admitted to the Netherlands on a strictly temporary period up 

to a maximum of one year. As is explained in more detail below (Section 5), circular 

migration can be an effective mechanism for ensuring that such workers do actually 

return after the expiry of their temporary residence permit, rather than overstay. Policies 

introduced to facilitate circular migration may also be applied to returning rejected 

asylum seekers and irregular migrants from the Netherlands too – numbers of both of 

which have been reported to have increased in recent years.58 

 

The relevance of circular migration for the Netherlands can be summarized as follows: 

                                                 
57 IOM (2007) 
58 SOPEMI (2007) 



 27

(1) It is likely to target migrant workers originating outside the EU; 

(2) It can make a limited but targeted contribution to filling gaps at both the lower 

and upper ends of the Dutch labour market; 

(3) It can simultaneously make a small but positive contribution to development in 

origin countries; 

(4) It can facilitate a quick response to changing economic conditions and labour 

market demands; and 

(5) It can enhance the return of certain categories of migrants, including rejected 

asylum seekers and irregular migrants. 

 

5. POLICIES TO MAXIMIZE THE BENEFITS OF CIRCULAR MIGRATION 

A review of circular migration programs already in effect around the world demonstrates 

that they combine policies aimed at the careful management of migrant labour inflows 

with policies for facilitating the return of the majority of these migrants after a certain 

period of time. There is some debate about whether circular migration programs should 

also include the possibility for the permanent settlement of some migrants, who may also 

continue to circulate between origin and host country as permanent migrants. 

 

5.1 Managing the demand for migrant labour 

One of the main lessons learned from previous Gastarbeiter and Bracero temporary 

migration programs is that there is always pressure for temporary migration to lead to 

permanent settlement.59 One of the main pressures is unmanaged demand for migrant 

labour that becomes entrenched in the economy and may persist even during economic 

downturns. While circular migration programs are different from temporary migration 

programs, a commonality is an emphasis on temporariness, and so it is important for 

circular migration programs to include policies aimed at managing the demand for 

migrant labour. 

 

Three main policies are available to achieve this end: One is a strong commitment to 

enforcing employment laws. Research demonstrates that in the absence of effective law 
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enforcement, employers and migrant workers will have very few incentives to join 

circular migration programs and instead will prefer illegal employment arrangements.60 

At least two conditions need to me met for more effective enforcement of employer 

sanctions:61 First, employers must be in a position where they can quickly and correctly 

ascertain whether a migrant has the right to work in the host country or not. At a 

minimum this requires policy-makers to provide employers with a clear list of documents 

that workers may provide to prove their right to work. Second, there needs to be political 

will on the part of the host country’s government to enforce the law against employers – 

and this has often been lacking.62 The managed migration policy in the Netherlands 

renews the commitment to enforcing employment as well as immigration laws.63 

 

A second policy for managing labour market demand is to regulate the cost of migrant 

labour. In Singapore, for example, employers are charged a monthly levy for each 

migrant worker employed. The point is to incentivize employers either to search for local 

workers who can be employed without paying the levy, or to consider alternative 

measures such as mechanization or offshoring.64 One danger associated with this policy, 

however, is that employers will illegally deduct work permit fees from migrant workers’ 

wages, and penalties need to be in place to prevent this. 

 

A third policy approach has been to implement labour market tests that ensure that 

employers recruit migrant labour only after having made all reasonable efforts to recruit 

local workers. Such labour market tests already exist in most Western European states, 

including in the Netherlands.65 They are usually applied flexibly because even in 

countries with substantial numbers of inactive or unemployed nationals, shortages in the 

workforce still exist in specific sectors, such nursing, agriculture and domestic care. Such 
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policy mechanisms have nevertheless been found to be very hard to implement in 

practice.66 

 

5.2 Encouraging return 

A number of ‘carrots’ – or policies to encourage return – have been tested in various 

countries around the world or proposed in recent policy reports: 

 

Longer contracts 

The point was made earlier in Section 3 that one of the critical factors in determining 

whether they can contribute towards development in their origin countries, is the extent to 

which circular migrants have saved while working overseas. One often-cited criticism of 

the UK Sector-Based Scheme (SBS) for temporary labour migration, for example, is that 

it only permits entry for one year initially, which it is argued is not sufficient time for 

most labour migrants to generate the net financial gains necessary to make migrating 

financially worthwhile.67 This is especially the case for migrants traveling long distances, 

who will normally incur greater initiation costs than those moving shorter distances. It is 

worth noting that the same time limit is proposed for migrants in Tier I of the new 

managed migration policy in the Netherlands.  

 

A number of commentators have proposed that longer contracts should be offered both to 

make temporary labour in another country a worthwhile proposition for migrants, and 

also to try to reduce the likelihood of them overstaying their visas.68 While most 

commentators appear to agree that one year is too short a period, there is no consensus 

about what is an appropriate period.69 Some of the factors that are likely to influence the 

extent and rate at which migrants can save include: 

• Salary 

• Employment flexibility 

• Initial settlement costs 
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• Living costs 

• Pressures to remit 

 

The balance to strike, however, is between permitting migrants to stay long enough to 

generate savings, but not so long that the likelihood of return diminishes. From a rights-

based perspective, liberal democracies should not maintain migrants indefinitely without 

extending to them broad integration rights, including access to permanent residence70 and 

the right to family reunion.71 In the ‘residence tier’ system introduced in the new 

managed migration policy in the Netherlands, there is the flexibility for applying for 

permanent residence permits and family reunion in Tiers II and III.72 

 

Options for re-entry 

One way to mitigate diminishing incentives to return is to allow migrants to travel 

between origin and host country during the period of their permit without excessive 

restrictions or bureaucracy,73 for example by issuing multiple-entry visas valid for a 

specific period. It is argued that this helps them maintain networks at home that increase 

the likelihood of return. One study has demonstrated how the practice in Switzerland of 

allowing temporary access to the labour market on a renewable basis also appears to 

encourage return at the end of each contract.74 As explained previously (Section 3), 

maintaining local networks also increases the likelihood that return will be successful and 

local enterprises can be established by returning migrants. Periodic returns may also be 

used to transfer remittances on a regular basis, and permit the sender oversight of the 

manner in which they are invested or spent. 

 

Portability of social security benefits 

Significant attention has been paid recently to mechanisms for transferring migrant 

workers’ social security payments in host countries to their origin country upon return. 

This option currently exists in relatively few migrant-receiving countries, and even where 
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it does exist it usually only covers pension payments and does not extend to healthcare 

and other social security payments.75 There is some evidence that the lack of portability 

of long-term social security benefits may hinder return migration.76 

 

The three main models for portability are unilateral arrangements according to the 

national social law of host countries; arrangements made on the basis of international 

legal provisions; and bilateral agreements between particular countries. National laws in 

most European Union (EU) countries (including the Netherlands), the USA, Canada and 

Australia, for example, allow pensions to be paid to any country in the world, although 

reductions may apply. International legal provisions are best developed in the EU and for 

EU citizens. EU Regulation 1408/71 is an extensive legal provision that ensures far-

reaching portability of social security entitlements within the EU. In 2003 Regulation 

859/2003 extended these provisions to third-country nationals moving within the EU. 

Various EU countries have also tried to foster social security cooperation with 

neighbouring regions and specific origin countries – for example through bilateral and 

multilateral Association Agreements with all the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership 

partners. 

 

An extensive study,77 prepared for the Global Commission on International Migration, 

makes the following specific recommendations regarding systems for portability: 

• There should be no benefit disadvantage with regard to pension and healthcare for 

migrants and their dependents – specifically movement between host and origin 

country should not lead to lower pension benefits or gaps in health coverage 

compared to staying in one country;  

• Fiscal fairness should be ensured for host and origin countries – in other words 

there no financial burden should arise for the social security institution of one 

country while the social security institutions of the other country benefit from any 

provisions on portability; and 
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• Bureaucratic effectiveness is essential – administrative provisions should not 

cause a bureaucratic burden for the institutions involved and should be easy for 

migrants to navigate. 

 

Quota systems 

Another ‘carrot’ that has been proposed targets origin countries rather than migrants. The 

proposal is that quotas could be issued for the principal migrant-sending countries that 

would be adjusted periodically depending on how many migrants return. This may 

encourage origin countries with an interest in maintaining access for their nationals to 

overseas labour markets to also create an economic and political climate conducive to 

return. One concern that has been expressed about this proposal is that it effectively 

penalizes future migrants because of the failure of previous migrants to return.78 

 

5.3 Enforcing return 

Most commentators accept that incentives to return such as those proposed above are 

unlikely to be effective without an enforcement component. The following ‘sticks’ are in 

use or have been proposed: 

 

Financial security bonds 

Greece, Israel, and Singapore are among countries that require employers to purchase a 

financial security bond which is confiscated if migrant labour employees overstay work 

permits.79 In Singapore, employers of non-Malaysian workers make security bonds of 

S$5,000 per worker employed. Variations on this basic model are to require migrants 

themselves to purchase the security bond; or for private agencies to provide an insurance 

service to the employer by buying the bond and charging an insurance premium.80 It is 

worth noting that this mechanism depends on a capacity to ascertain whether or not 

migrants have actually left the country – the question of ‘measuring’ circular migration is 

returned to in Section 6 below. 
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Mandatory savings schemes 

Mandatory savings schemes – that require migrant workers to pay a proportion of their 

earnings into a fund redeemable only upon return – are already operational in Taiwan and 

selectively in the USA and UK.81 The most effective mechanism has been found to be the 

creation of special savings accounts offering migrants opportunity to save part of their 

wages at special high interest rates on the condition that savings will only be released to 

migrant workers upon their return home.82 As explained previously, however, concerns 

have been expressed that these schemes effectively represent a loop-hole in minimum 

wage legislation. 

 

Strict enforcement of immigration laws 

Along with the strict enforcement of employment laws, the success of circular migration 

programs has been suggested to also depend on the willingness and capacity of host states 

to enforce immigration laws. Enforceable measures for removing migrant workers who 

illegally overstay their temporary work visas are required. How to achieve this goal is 

beyond the immediate scope of this report, however one aspect that is important and is 

expanded on below (Section 6), is that the cooperation of origin countries is essential in 

this regard.83 

 

Box 4 What policies can ensure that temporary migration is temporary? 

Before answering this question it is important to note that circular migration is not the 

same as temporary migration – although a policy commonality is an emphasis on 

effective return measures. A range of ‘carrots’ and ‘sticks’ have been proposed for 

ensuring return (Table 1), and some of these are already in force in various countries 

around the world. Common ‘carrots’ include: longer contracts, financial return 

incentives, options for re-entry, and quota systems targeted on origin countries. ‘Sticks’ 

include: financial security bonds, mandatory savings schemes, and the strict enforcement 

of employment and immigration laws. It is worth restating here, however, that return 
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measures are unlikely to be effective unless they are developed and implemented in 

cooperation with origin countries. 

 

Table 1 Policies for encouraging and enforcing return 

‘Carrots’ ‘Sticks’ 

• Longer contracts 

• Options for re-entry 

• Portable social security benefits 

• Quota systems 

• Financial security bonds 

• Mandatory savings schemes 

• Strict enforcement of immigration 

laws 

 

5.4 Prospects of permanent settlement 

One of the most contentious debates in recent literature on circular migration concerns 

whether or not policy frameworks should include the provision for the limited transfer of 

selected migrants into a permanent immigration program. As noted above, in the new 

‘residence tier’ system in the Netherlands, temporary migrants in Tiers II and III do have 

the possibility for applying for permanent residence permits, although this does not apply 

to those in Tier I.84 

 

Proponents, including trade unions in certain countries85 and a number of civil society 

organizations; have argued from a rights-based approach that the restrictions associated 

with strictly temporary workers schemes may not be compatible with a liberal democratic 

framework. Other commentators have acknowledged these reservations, but argued that 

ensuring temporariness is in practice the best available compromise.86 They also argue 

that creating the expectation of permanence may undermine the notion of circularity - 

although one way to avoid that is to ensure that rules and criteria are transparent and 

accessible for all migrants from the outset. 
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Where the possibility for limited permanent immigration has been considered, the 

Canadian model for temporary migrants is widely cited as good practice: In order to be 

eligible applicants must satisfy certain requirements including a certain minimum work 

experience; sufficient funds to settle; and no criminal record in Canada. Points are then 

allocated to identify successful applicants on the basis of education, language skills, 

experience, age, arranged employment, and adaptability. The program is open to both 

non-residents and resident migrants on temporary work permits. 

 

5.5 Summary 

• Effective circular migration programs need to combine policies aimed at the 

careful management of migrant labour inflows with policies for facilitating the 

return of the majority of these migrants after a certain period of time 

• The three main policy options for managing demand for migrant workers are: the 

strict enforcement of employment laws, regulating the cost of migrant labour, and 

implementing labour market tests 

• Effective return policies combine ‘carrots’ and ‘sticks’ 

• The main policy options for encouraging return are: longer contracts, options for 

re-entry, portable social security benefits, and quota systems 

• The main policy options for enforcing return are: financial security bonds, 

mandatory savings schemes, and the strict enforcement of immigration laws 

• Some circular migration programs include the option for permanent immigration 

for a small number of circular migrants 

 

6. EFFECTIVE POLICY IMPLEMENTATION 

The final report of the Global Commission on International Migration identified four 

main challenges to the effective implementation of migration policies: a lack of 

coherence, poor coordination, insufficient cooperation with other states, and a lack of 

capacity.87 In different ways each of these challenges also applies to the effective 

implementation of circular migration policies in the Netherlands. A fifth, which is also 

considered below, is the role of human agency. 
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6.1 Circular migration as part of a coherent migration policy in the Netherlands 

There was a clear consensus particularly among government representatives consulted in 

preparing this report that any new policies on circular migration must be accommodated 

within the new managed migration policy framework in the Netherlands and complement 

its overall aims and objectives; as well as adhering to its underlying principles, namely: 

responding to the needs of the Dutch economy and society, flexibility; the ability to 

respond quickly to changing circumstances; and streamlining.88 

 

A circular migration program could relatively straightforwardly be introduced in the 

Netherlands and integrated into the existing migration policy framework for the 

following reasons: 

(1) To a large extent policies to facilitate circular migration already exist, including 

policies to import migrant workers on a temporary basis to fill labour market gaps, 

labour market tests to regulate the demand for migrant labour, a series of return 

policies, and clear immigration and employment laws; 

(2) Where specific additional policies would need to be introduced to fully facilitate 

circular migration – for example extending the portability of social security benefits 

to certain non-EU origin countries, mandatory savings schemes and so on – they 

could exist side-by-side with existing policies without undermining of contradicting 

them; and 

(3) Overall the circular migration program proposed in this report would adhere to the 

underlying principles for the new policy by serving the interests of the Dutch labour 

market, permitting flexibility, and enabling a quick response to changing conditions. 

 

6.2 Coordinated policy-making and implementation 

The multi-faceted nature of circular migration means that coordination is essential in 

policy-making and implementation.89 First, circular migration bridges labour market, 

migration and development agendas, necessitating coordination between ministries and 
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other government departments with competencies in each of these areas. Second, 

coordination is required between government and other stakeholders at the national level. 

The potential impact of circular migration on the labour market means that the private 

sector and trade unions in particular should be consulted. Equally important is to consult 

civil society and safeguard migrants’ rights in circular migration programs.90 Third, 

properly to assess the effectiveness of circular migration requires effective data 

collection, policy evaluation, research, monitoring and evaluation.91 

 

6.3 Cooperation with origin states 

Cooperation with origin states is necessary for the effective implementation of circular 

migration programs for at least three reasons. First, one element of managing migrant 

labour demand is to regulate the activities of recruitment agents and other intermediaries, 

many of which operate out of origin countries.92 Second, as was explained in Section 2 

above, to a large extent the developmental impact of return migration – even of highly-

skilled and motivated migrants – depends on local conditions in their origin country. An 

integral part of maximizing the developmental impacts of return migration is to work 

with origin countries to ensure the rule of law, an effective banking system, minimal 

levels of corruption and so on. Third, the cooperation of origin states has been found to 

be a key prerequisite to ensure effective return and reintegration policies, especially for 

irregular migrants and rejected asylum seekers.93 For example, commitments are required 

to: readmit nationals and cooperate in identifying them, discourage irregular migration, 

improve border control and management, and promote productive employment and 

decent work. 

 

6.4 Capacity 

In the long-term, the cooperation of origin states in formulating effective policies for 

circular migration depends on capacity in those countries. Supporting capacity-building 

in origin states not only makes migration policies more effective, but also represents a 
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legitimate goal for Dutch overseas aid and development policy through the provision of 

technical and financial resources, the sharing of appropriate expertise, and the 

establishment of training initiatives. The long-term goals for capacity-building in the field 

of migration include assisting states to: 

• Define the objectives of their national migration policy 

• Establish a functioning, effective and equitable legal system in relation to 

migration 

• Create a well-trained, informed and honest cadre of migration officials 

• Develop an infrastructure that provides social, educational and legal assistance to 

migrants 

• Build up a capacity for data collection and analysis, research, monitoring and 

evaluation94   

 

The preceding analysis has also highlighted areas where capacity within the Netherlands 

may also need to be enhanced to promote the effective implementation of circular 

migration, for example: 

(1) Ensuring the more effective enforcement of immigration and employment laws; 

(2) Providing clear guidelines for employers on how to identify migrants who can 

legitimately be employed; 

(3) Making sure that rules and criteria on employment and residence are transparent 

and accessible for all migrants; 

(4) Establish or strengthen data collection systems that permit circular migration to be 

measured and in particular returns to be recorded reliably; 

(5) Establishing methods and mechanisms for monitoring and evaluating circular 

migration programs; and 

(6) Supporting further research on circular migration, in particular to understand the 

synergies between circular migration, remittance behaviour and diaspora investments, 

and to assess the factors that determine how long it takes migrants to save sufficient 

to return willingly. 
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6.5 Human agency 

Another challenge for policy implementation, which is especially acute for policies on 

return migration, is to understand the limitations of policy to achieve desired results as a 

result of human agency, and effectively to try to overcome these limitations. 

 

A substantial report on understanding the decision to return, prepared in 2001 for the UK 

Home Office,95 found that policy interventions – in the form of either carrots or sticks – 

were only one of a number of factors considered by migrants. Other significant factors 

included conditions in origin countries (security, employment opportunities and housing); 

conditions in the host country (employment and legal status); social relations including 

the location of family and friends; as well as individual attributes such as age (younger 

respondents were found to be more willing to consider returning than older respondents), 

and gender. Clearly these specific conclusions may not necessarily apply to migrants in 

the contemporary Dutch context, but overall they make the point that policy may not 

always have its intended consequences. 

 

To some extent human agency is beyond the direct intervention of policy – for example 

personal characteristics. Nevertheless the report cited above does also identify areas 

where policy can make a difference. For example, one of the reasons that policy 

incentives were not found to have a significant impact on decision-making was that many 

respondents did not know about them, and a clear implication is to ensure that 

information on policies is accessible for the target populations. Policy can also affect 

certain of the conditions that are considered in making a decision, especially those in host 

countries. In this particular study, for example, it was found that people with secure legal 

status were more likely to consider returning than those with irregular status. 

 

Box 5 Is there a particular ‘psychology of the migrant’ that affects return motivations? 

The answer to this question is: almost certainly not. While the act of migration has an 

impact on everyone, its impact varies considerably according to factors such as age, 

gender, reasons for moving, experiences en route and so on. Furthermore experiences 
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after arrival are also likely to influence return motivations, and these can be affected by 

variables such as the presence of family and friends, legal status in the host country, 

employment and so on. The UK Home Office study cited above found some trends in its 

particular sample, for example that younger migrants were more wiling to consider 

returning home than the elderly, as were those with secure legal status, but these findings 

cannot necessarily be extended to other contexts. 

 

7. PILOT STUDY 

Perhaps the most effective way to respond to the sorts of challenges outlined above is to 

implement a pilot study. This could serve a number of purposes, including: 

(1) It would provide the opportunity for a consultative process within 

government and between government and other national stakeholders to define 

the policy objectives of circular migration in the Dutch context; 

(2) It might cover both low-skilled and high-skilled migrants to permit an 

assessment of which is the most appropriate target population for a circular 

migration program; 

(3) It might pilot circular migration programs with two (or more) non-EU 

countries to allow comparison across the cases and an assessment of prevailing 

conditions and policies that encourage or mitigate circular migration; 

(4) It would necessitate a thorough review of existing migration and 

development policies in the Netherlands that pertain to circular migration to 

identify to what extent existing policies need to be strengthened or new policies 

introduced; 

(5) It should reveal the extent of the implementation challenges and inform 

strategies to overcome them; and 

(6) It would necessitate the development of evaluation criteria for circular 

migration. 

 

8. RECOMMENDATIONS 

On the basis of the preceding analysis, this report makes the following recommendations: 
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(1) The Dutch government should consider implementing a circular migration 

program: Circular migration has a limited but positive contribution to make to current 

Dutch migration and development priorities, and would permit a quick response to 

changing economic conditions and labour market demands.  

(2) The Netherlands is in a position to become an exemplar on circular migration by 

adopting an innovative policy approach to circular migration that combines labour 

market, development and migration priorities. 

(3) Many of the range of policies that comprise a comprehensive circular migration 

program are already in place in the Netherlands; and where new policies are required 

they should be integrated into the current managed migration framework and adhere 

to its underlying principles. 

(4) Circular migration programs in the Netherlands can be targeted on both low- and 

highly-skilled migrant workers originating outside the EU. 

(5) The effective implementation of a circular migration program will entail 

coordination across government and with other national stakeholders; cooperation 

with origin states; and some targeted capacity-building. 

(6) Circular migration should be monitored and evaluated: in this regard it will be 

essential to define the policy purpose of circular migration and establish clear criteria 

for assessing its effectiveness; establish or strengthen reliable data collection systems; 

and have realistic expectations for the benefits of circular migration and the limited 

role that policy can have. 

(7) A pilot study should be implemented to encourage consultations in defining policy 

objectives for circular migration; identify suitable target origin countries and migrant 

categories; identify gaps in existing migration and development policies; inform 

strategies to overcome implementation challenges; and inform the development of 

evaluation criteria for circular migration. 
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