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Abstract. During the second half of the 20th century half a million Finns migrated, mainly to 

Sweden. A majority of these also returned to Finland. This paper utilises Finnish longitudinal 

population registers in order to identify the return migrants and analyse their employment 

rates as compared with non-migrants. We find that both male and female return migrants have 

odds of employment that are only about half those of non-migrants, also when factors such as 

age, education, mother tongue and place of residence are accounted for. Even within higher-

educated people, return migrants are in a worse employment position than observably similar 

non-migrants. The employment rates tend to deteriorate with migration duration and improve 

with time subsequent to return migration. This suggests that there could be an effect of lost 

contact with the home country labour market when being abroad, which may override any 

premium that accrues through human capital of foreign work experience or other practices 

gained abroad. Also return migrants with short stays abroad and long periods at home are in a 

poor relative position, however. Our findings therefore illustrate that the return migrants are 

highly selected on some latent personal characteristics that have detrimental effects for the job 

finding probability, and that this non-negligible group in the labour market should be given 

more policy attention. 
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1. Introduction 

In recent decades, return migration has emerged as a critical element of many a government’s 

migration policy (IOM, 2006). Return migrants also constitute a large fraction of all people in 

the labour market. Approximate numbers for the United States state that at least 20 per cent of 

all legal immigrants subsequently return migrate, and for many European countries the 

proportion is even larger (Dustmann, 1996; Constant and Massey, 2003). A comprehensive 

picture of the employment situation of return migrants is still missing, however, because most 

countries have no population registers that allow researchers to distinguish people who had 

lived abroad.  

Data from Finland provides an exception in this context. The country has a register that 

covers the total population, in which each person can be observed in concurrent censuses. 

These population files can be linked to other existing registers, such as those containing 

labour force statistics. The present paper makes use of this opportunity in order to identify 

return migrants and study their employment levels in relation to non-migrants.  

Similar to the way of treating employed immigrants in a host country as successfully 

integrated (Arowolo, 2000; OECD, 2001), we here regard person who are employed in the 

home country subsequent to return migration as successfully reintegrated. Of specific interest 

is the question of how the employment rates interrelate with migration duration and duration 

subsequent to return migration. 

Finland is a country that has experienced large migration flows, but also large rates of 

return migration (Institute of Migration, 2006; Statistics Finland, 2006a). Over 50 per cent of 

the more than half a million Finns who moved abroad during the latter half of the 20th 

century, predominantly in the direction of Sweden, also returned to Finland (Figure 1). At 

least every twentieth person in the country’s current population has consequently lived 
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abroad, and over three quarters of these return migrants had been in Sweden. Sweden 

attracted Finnish migrants primarily due to the need for labour in the industry.  

(Figure 1 here) 

There are strong reasons to expect that return migrants in the Finnish labour market have 

lower employment rates than non-migrants. Migration rates from Finland, and return 

migration rates from Sweden, have been found higher among non-employed than among 

employed persons (Finnäs, 2003; Saarela and Finnäs, 2006). This may partly be due to 

inadequate skills, as Finnish migrants in general have relatively low educational levels 

(Finnäs, 2003; Rooth and Saarela, 2007). A central issue here is therefore whether any 

employment difficulties of return migrants interrelate with structural confounders, such as 

education. Unobservable factors might still also be important, as the migrants’ employment 

propensities tend to correlate heavily across countries and time (Saarela and Finnäs, 2008).  

Besides census data, which cover the total population in certain birth cohorts at the end of 

every fifth year from 1970 until 1995, we also use complementary data that contain annual 

information for the period 1987-1999. Both data sets are based on the population registers, but 

the latter is due to confidentiality reasons in the form of a random sample. Data from the 

censuses will give a comprehensive picture for long periods, whereas the annual data facilitate 

analyses for shorter periods, with more detailed focus on migration duration and duration 

subsequent to return migration. 

 

2. Data and settings for analysis 

The census data come from the Finnish longitudinal census data file compiled by Statistics 

Finland. They consist of linked individual information from the censuses at the end of the 

years 1970, 1975, 1980, 1985, 1990 and 1995 (Statistics Finland, 2006b). To our disposal we 

have a multidimensional matrix that includes all individuals and information about their year 
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of birth, sex, educational level, mother tongue, region of residence and employment status. 

The data quality is very high, which implicates that persons who were missing in one census, 

but observed again in any subsequent census, can be categorised as having resided abroad.  

The Lexis diagram in Figure 2 illustrates the observation plan for the return migrants. 

Under analysis are people born 1951-1970, subject to that they were living in Finland at ages 

15-19 years. These are the youngest persons who can be assumed to make an autonomous 

decision to migrate. To include also somewhat higher ages into the analysis, we additionally 

study people who were aged 20-34 years in 1970 (i.e. born 1936-1950) and lived in Finland at 

that time. Some of them may have been abroad before that census, but they were born in 

Finland. Given these conditions, we define return migrants as people who lived abroad at one 

or more of the subsequent censuses, and had returned to Finland by the 1995 census at the 

latest. Consider for instance people born 1951-1955, i.e. those who were aged 15-19 years in 

1970 and lived in Finland at that time. In this birth cohort, a person defined as a return 

migrant migrated abroad by the 1975, 1980, 1985 or 1990 census, and stayed abroad for any 

number of subsequent censuses until being observed again in Finland (in the 1995 census at 

the latest). 

(Figure 2 here) 

For all birth cohorts under study, the number of return migrants is given in Table 1 

according to which censuses they were abroad and the censuses they thereafter are observed 

in the home country. The illustration is for men and women separately. For simplicity sake, 

we consistently focus on the first return migration. Repeated migrants and people who die are 

treated as right-censored observations at the time they cannot be observed in a census, which 

is the reason to why the number of return migrants, for any given census abroad, diminishes 

over censuses subsequent to return migration. The large number of return migrants who were 

abroad at the time of the 1980 census (approximately three times as many as at the time of 
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any of the other three censuses) is due to the large migration flows from Finland to Sweden in 

the late 1970s and from Sweden to Finland in the early 1980s (cf. Figure 1).  

The comparable groups of non-migrants are defined as persons in the same cohorts who 

were living in Finland at the time of all of the censuses. The right-most column for each sex 

refers to the number of non-migrants. In total, we observe 40,304 return migrants and 

2,394,181 non-migrants.  

(Table 1 here) 

Return migration rates to Finland tend to be very high during the first few years after 

migration. Almost every second migrant returns within three years (Finnäs, 2003). The 

taxonomy of the data used imply that all persons categorised as return migrants with certainty 

had lived abroad, but some of the migrants who stayed less than five years abroad cannot be 

observed. On basis of previous findings, we here approximate that persons classified as return 

migrants in the census data amount to one quarter of all return migrants. Analyses of the 

census data are therefore by definition concerned with return migrants with relatively long 

stays abroad. 

Within the group of people categorised as non-migrants there are consequently persons 

who had lived abroad. These have both migrated and return migrated between two 

consecutive censuses, and had thus stayed abroad for a maximum of five years. They amount 

to approximately five per cent of all persons categorised as non-migrants. If return migrants 

as a group have lower employment rates than non-migrants, observed differences in the data 

will therefore, to some extent, underestimate the true difference. 

The annual complementary data consist of an extract from Statistics Finland’s longitudinal 

population register file Työssäkäyntitilasto (Statistics Finland, 2006c). It is very similar in 

nature to, and partly based on, the census file described above. In contrast with the census 

data, it gives all information on a yearly basis for the years 1987 to 1999 and therefore 
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facilitates detailed analyses for shorter periods, albeit for fewer individuals. The extract 

consists of a random sample, comprising five per cent of all Finnish speakers and 20 per cent 

of all Swedish speakers. People in each group are in the analyses weighted by their sample 

proportion. These data focus on the Southern and Western parts of Finland, which cover a 

fourth of the total population of the country. For each individual and year, there is information 

about whether the person lived in the country, lived abroad, or had died. In addition to year of 

birth, sex, and mother tongue, variables that measure each person’s level and field of 

education, municipality of residence, and employment status at the end of each year are also 

available. Since the data are annual we observe all return migrants who had stayed abroad 

over the turn of the year, and can thus measure time abroad and time in the home country with 

reasonably good accuracy.  

The observation plan for these annual data corresponds highly with that used for analysing 

the census data. Under study are people born 1973-1982, subject to that they lived in Finland 

at 15 years of age. Also included are persons born 1940-1972 (i.e. aged 16-48 years in 1987), 

if they lived in Finland at end-1987. Return migrants are defined as persons who lived abroad 

at one or more of the years subsequent to being observed in Finland, and had returned to 

Finland by end-1999 at the latest. They amount to 1,238 individuals. Non-migrants are 

defined as persons in the same birth cohorts, who had been living in Finland at the end of all 

of the years 1987 to 1999. They amount to 88,564 individuals. 

 

3. Results 

3.1 Relative employment rates of return migrants 

We begin by reporting employment rates of return migrants in groups that differ by time of 

return and number of censuses abroad. These are, together with corresponding rates of non-

migrants, found in Table 2.  

 6



(Table 2 here) 

In spite that employment rates vary considerably across censuses due to changes in the 

macroeconomic environment, it is very evident that people categorised as return migrants 

have consistently lower employment rates than non-migrants.  

Those who have return migrated during economic recessions are found to have poorer 

relative performance than those who return migrated during economic upswings, probably 

because job competition is then stronger and contacts with the home country labour market 

more important. Between 1976 and 1978, unemployment rates in Finland tripled from two 

and a half to over seven per cent, but by the end of 1980 they had fallen back to just below 

five per cent. Return migrants were obviously more vulnerable than non-migrants to these 

circumstances. Men who return migrated during the second part of the 1970s had an 

employment rate in 1980 that was only 65 per cent, as compared with an employment rate of 

almost 90 per cent for male non-migrants in 1980. A similar pattern can be observed for 

women, and for people who return migrated in the early 1990s when unemployment rates in 

Finland increased dramatically from under seven to over 15 per cent. The best relative 

performance is found for people who return migrated when unemployment rates were low in 

the 1980s. 

The large variation in absolute levels makes it somewhat difficult to compare groups. The 

employment rates have therefore been transformed into relative differences in terms of odds 

ratios (Table 3). In 1980, for instance, male return migrants had an employment rate of 65.2 

per cent, whereas the corresponding number for non-migrants was 88.6 per cent. This 

corresponds to an odds ratio of 0.24 [(0.652/(1-0.652)]/[0.886/(1-0.886)], which says that 

return migrants had 76 per cent lower odds of being employed than non-migrants. In this 

group the odds ratio increased with duration subsequent to return migration (0.30 in 1985, 

0.38 in 1990 and 0.49 in 1995). Thus, relative outcomes improve with time, but the 
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employment rates do not reach parity with those of non-migrants. A similar pattern applies to 

people who lived abroad at other censuses, and to women.  

(Table 3 here) 

There is also some evidence in support of an inverse relationship between time spent 

abroad and the relative employment rates. As compared with male non-migrants in 1995, the 

odds for employment of men who return migrated during the early 1990s was 0.36 for those 

with one census abroad, 0.22 for those with two censuses abroad, 0.23 for those with three 

censuses abroad, and 0.15 for those with four censuses abroad. A similar negative correlation 

cannot be observed in the other censuses, however. For women there is a quite clear level 

difference, specifically when return migrants who spent one census abroad are compared with 

those who spent more than one census abroad.  

 

3.2 The role of structural factors 

To account for characteristics differences between return migrants and non-migrants, we 

estimated logistic regression models that include age, educational level, mother tongue and 

region of residence.  Finnish speakers and Swedish speakers are known to differ with regard 

to migration and employment rates (Finnäs, 1986; 2003; Saarela and Finnäs, 2003; 2006). 

Within each language group, however, we found that the employment differential between 

return migrants and non-migrants was roughly similar. Mother tongue is therefore included to 

account simply for a level difference in employment rates.  

 Results of the estimations are included as odds ratios within the parentheses in Table 3 

(unadjusted odds ratios are outside the parentheses). The impact of covariates on the 

employment differential between return migrants and non-migrants is marginal. The above 

conclusions therefore largely remain (and the absolute numbers in Table 2 can be studied 
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equally well). In many instances the employment differential even becomes more pronounced 

when the structural factors are accounted for. 

The variables still play a large role for the overall model fits. Male non-migrants with basic 

education had an employment rate of 59.7 per cent in 1995, those with vocational education 

73.5 per cent, and those with undergraduate or higher education 87.2 per cent. Corresponding 

numbers for male return migrants who had been only the 1990 census abroad, for instance, 

were 27.4, 48.9 and 81.8 per cent, respectively (not shown). Hence, employment rates of 

higher-educated return migrants were substantially better than those of lower-educated ones, 

but still much worse than those of higher-educated non-migrants. 

To see if there is variation in the rate of improvement over time across people with 

different levels of education, we estimated separate regressions for people with (1) basic 

education, (2) vocational education, and (3) undergraduate or higher education. Heterogeneity 

in the return-migrant group was reduced by focusing on people who had been only one census 

abroad. The results, which are summarised in Table 4, show that not even highly educated 

return migrants over time manage to come close to the employment levels of non-migrants. 

(Table 4 here) 

 

3.3 Migration duration and duration subsequent to return migration 

The census data revealed that the return migrants’ relative employment rates improve with 

duration subsequent to return migration, whereas the interrelation with migration duration 

appears to be more ambiguous. To use more precise duration measures, we proceed with 

analyses of the annual data. We now categorise return migrants into subgroups according to 

the number of years they had spent abroad and the number of years they had spent in the 

home country subsequent to return migration, respectively. Results of logistic regression 

models that estimate adjusted odds ratios for employment of return migrants in relation to 
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non-migrants are summarised in Figure 3 and Figure 4. The former depicts the situation by 

duration subsequent to return migration and the latter by migration duration. The nature of the 

data implies that observations are relatively few for longer durations. In the figures we 

therefore illustrate the situation only up to seven years in the home country and six years 

abroad. Confidence intervals are outlined to give some insight on the statistical power of the 

estimated parameters.  

(Figure 3 here) 

(Figure 4 here) 

Relative employment rates of return migrants tend to increase with time spent in the home 

country. During the first year subsequent to return migration, migrants have particularly low 

odds of employment. Thereafter there is slight progress towards a catching-up effect for men, 

as the gap in relation to non-migrants decrease with time spent at home. Not even after five or 

six years in the home country, however, return migrants have reached parity with non-

migrants, as the odds of employment still are about 30 per cent lower. For female return 

migrants there is no progress in relative rates at all after the second year in the home country, 

which places them at approximately 50 per cent lower odds of employment than non-

migrants. Considering that women are more likely to be tied movers and not equally attached 

to the labour market (Mincer, 1978; Boyle et al., 2001), the variation across sexes should still 

be considered small. 

Albeit the pattern is not fully monotonous, Figure 4 indicates that the relative employment 

rates correlate negatively with migration duration. Male migrants who had been only one year 

abroad have odds ratios of employment that are 35 per cent lower than those of non-migrants, 

whereas those of return migrants who had been six years abroad, for instance, are as much as 

55 per cent lower. The corresponding numbers in women are 45 and 60 per cent. Thus, the 
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employment disadvantage of return migrants decrease with almost five per cent per additional 

year the return migrant had been abroad. 

 

4. Conclusions 

Previous analyses that have used census data for similar purposes as ours are very scarce. The 

contribution that comes closest to ours in spirit was based on data from the 1970 and 1980 

population censuses of Puerto Rico (Muschkin, 1993). Unlike our data, those censuses were 

not linked, so it was not possible to observe the same individuals over time. The sample sizes 

were also small. Muschkin found that Puerto Ricans who had returned to their home country 

from the United States had notably lower adjusted employment rates than non-migrants. The 

results were explained by the changing context in which the return migrants were seeking 

employment, which was argued to override any potential gain that may accrue through the 

migration process, i.e. any premium due to human capital of foreign work experience and 

other practices gained abroad. Lost contact with the home country labour market 

consequently seemed to have made the return migrants particularly vulnerable to 

discontinuities in employment. 

 The present study obtains similar results. We find that Finns who have return migrated 

have odds of employment that are only about half those of non-migrants. This pattern is very 

similar across sexes, and might reflect return migrants’ difficulties in reintegrating into the 

home country labour market. This poor performance cannot be attributed to structural factors 

such as age, education, mother tongue, or place of residence, and even within the group of 

highly educated Finns, return migrants are in a poorer position than non-migrants.   

In case the low relative employment rates of return migrants are because of lost contact, 

they should correlate negatively with migration duration and positively with time in the home 

country subsequent to return migration (cf. Chiswick, 1978; Lichter, 1983; Maxwell, 1988; 
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Borjas et al., 1992). To some extent, we find this to be the case. Also return migrants with 

short stays abroad and long periods at home are in a poor relative position, however.  

It is consequently obvious that the employment difficulties are associated with some latent 

personal characteristics that we cannot observe explicitly. Our results therefore highlight the 

well-known fact that migrants, and particularly return migrants, constitute a highly selected 

group of the population of the source country (Ramos, 1992; Borjas and Bratsberg, 1996; 

Rooth and Saarela, 2007). Explicit analyses of selection processes, which have been beyond 

the scope of this paper, are essential for a more detailed understanding of the labour market 

situation of return migrants.  

Future research in this area might, tentatively, attempt to make use of even more 

informative population register data than those we have had access to here. Present findings 

also illustrate the complexity involved when studying migrant populations, and that there are 

obvious reasons for attempting to implement policies that facilitate the labour market situation 

of people who had lived abroad.  
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Table 1. Number of return migrants by the census(es) they were abroad and the census(es) they were observed
in Finland subsequent to return migration, and the number of non-migrants in the same birth cohorts

Non- Non-
1980 1985 1990 1995 migrants 1980 1985 1990 1995 migrants

1975 2,788 2,594 2,441 2,317 667,247 1,886 1,766 1,709 1,671 664,031
1980 8,560 7,943 7,563 852,704 6,443 6,055 5,913 841,953

1985 2,872 2,626 1,038,618 2,309 2,126 1,020,064
1990 2,817 1,209,725 1,884 1,184,456

1975 1980 1,536 1,391 1,336 667,247 1,392 1,301 1,284 664,031
1980 1985 2,168 1,963 852,704 2,006 1,848 841,953

1985 1990 544 1,038,618 531 1,020,064

1975 1980 1985 495 453 667,247 493 463 664,031
1980 1985 1990 640 852,704 605 841,953

1975 1980 1985 1990 151 667,247 184 664,031

MEN WOMEN

Census abroad
Census after return migration Census after return migration

 

 

 



Table 2. Employment rate of return migrants by the census(es) they were abroad and the census(es) they were observed in Finland subsequent
to return migration, and of non-migrants in the same birth cohorts (%)

1980 1985 1990 1995 1980 1985 1990 1995 1980 1985 1990 1995 1980 1985 1990 1995
1975 65.2 73.8 71.5 52.8 88.6 90.5 86.6 68.8 54.0 70.3 76.1 65.0 76.8 84.8 85.2 70.7

1980 73.4 75.8 59.2 89.0 86.9 70.6 66.6 75.9 66.9 83.0 84.3 71.3
1985 68.5 51.3 86.2 71.4 66.5 56.3 82.9 70.6

1990 46.5 70.6 43.5 68.8

1975 1980 76.2 78.9 60.6 90.5 86.6 68.8 67.5 79.4 66.4 84.8 85.2 70.7
1980 1985 69.2 57.5 86.9 70.6 68.0 60.5 84.3 71.3

1985 1990 35.5 71.4 33.1 70.6

1975 1980 1985 69.3 53.9 86.6 68.8 63.1 56.2 85.2 70.7
1980 1985 1990 35.5 70.6 34.5 71.3

1975 1980 1985 1990 24.5 68.8 38.0 70.7

Census of observation
Non-migrantsReturn migrants

MEN WOMEN
Return migrants Non-migrants

Census abroad
Census after return Census of observation Census after return

 

 

 

  



Table 3. Odds for employment of return migrants in relation to odds for employment of non-migrants

1975 0.24 (0.27) 0.30 (0.32) 0.38 (0.38) 0.49 (0.44) 0.35 (0.40) 0.43 (0.45) 0.55 (0.50) 0.76 (0.54)
1980 0.34 (0.36) 0.47 (0.42) 0.59 (0.47) 0.41 (0.47) 0.59 (0.58) 0.80 (0.60)

1985 0.35 (0.30) 0.42 (0.33) 0.41 (0.40) 0.54 (0.42)
1990 0.36 (0.30) 0.35 (0.31)

1975 1980 0.34 (0.41) 0.58 (0.64) 0.69 (0.63) 0.373(0.45) 0.67 (0.72) 0.80 (0.65)
1980 1985 0.34 (0.31) 0.56 (0.47) 0.40 (0.41) 0.62 (0.50)

1985 1990 0.22 (0.19) 0.21 (0.16)

1975 1980 1985 0.35 (0.40) 0.53 (0.51) 0.30 (0.32) 0.53 (0.43)
1980 1985 1990 0.23 (0.20) 0.21 (0.17)

1975 1980 1985 1990 0.15 (0.15) 0.26 (0.21)

Numbers outside parentheses refer to unadjusted odds ratios.
Numbers within parentheses refer to odds ratios adjusted for Age, Educational level, Mother tongue and Region of residence.
Age is measured in five-year intervals. 
Educational level consists of the categories (1) Basic, (2) Lower vocational, lower level, (3) Lower vocational, upper level, 
(4) Upper vocational, (5) Undergraduate and (6) Graduate.
Mother tongue is Finnish or Swedish.
Region of residence has 13 categories with one separate for the Helsinki metropolitan area. 

Census abroad 1980 1985
Census after return migration

1990 1995

MEN WOMEN

1980 1985 1990 1995
Census after return migration

 

  

 

 



Table 4. Odds for employment of return migrants in relation to odds for employment 
of non-migrants, by educational level

Census Educ.
abroad level 1980 1985 1990 1995 1980 1985 1990 1995
1975 Low 0.23 0.33 0.37 0.42 0.37 0.41 0.44 0.52

Semi 0.32 0.27 0.35 0.41 0.42 0.51 0.53 0.58
High 0.45 0.55 0.62 0.64 0.41 0.35 0.75 0.49

1980 Low 0.31 0.41 0.45 0.43 0.51 0.54
Semi 0.38 0.41 0.47 0.49 0.64 0.66
High 0.53 0.47 0.48 0.52 0.52 0.56

1985 Low 0.26 0.26 0.34 0.33
Semi 0.31 0.35 0.44 0.48
High 0.42 0.51 0.50 0.51

1990 Low 0.23 0.25
Semi 0.30 0.32
High 0.57 0.38

The odds ratios are adjusted for Age, Mother tongue and Region of residence.
Data on return migrants are restricted to those who had been one census abroad.
The results are based on regressions estimated separately across sexes, censuses, and
educational levels.
Low refers to people with basic education only, Semi to those with vocational
education, and High to those with undergraduate or higher education.

MEN WOMEN
Census after return migration Census after return migration
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Figure 1. Migration from and to Finland 1945-2001 
 
Source: Institute of Migration (2006) 
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Figure 2. Lexis diagram of the observation plan for the census data  

 
Notes: The thin bars represent the target population in the sense that persons under study were living in Finland 
at these ages and points of time. The thick bars represent the period and age in which each person may be 
analysed with regard to employment. 
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Figure 3. Odds for employment of return migrants in relation to odds for employment  

of non-migrants by duration subsequent to return migration, men and women 

 
Notes: The logistic regression models used adjust for Age (in five-year intervals), Educational level (six 
categories), Educational field (nine categories), Mother tongue (Finnish or Swedish), Area of residence (seven 
categories) and Observation year (a dummy for each calendar year).  
The mean employment rate of male (female) return migrants with one year in the source country is 55.4 (46.3) 
per cent and of non-migrants 71.1 (70.0) per cent. This corresponds to an odds ratio of 0.50 (0.37). It decreases 
to 0.36 (0.31) when account is taken for the structural variables.
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Figure 4. Odds for employment of return migrants in relation to odds for employment of non-

migrants by migration duration, men and women 

 
Notes: The logistic regression models used adjust for same variables as referred to in Figure 3.  
The mean employment rate of male (female) return migrants with one year abroad is 65.7 (58.6) per cent and of 
non-migrants 71.1 (70.0) per cent. This corresponds to an odds ratio of 0.78 (0.61). It decreases to 0.63 (0.55) 
when account is taken for the structural variables. 

  


