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Research topic and background 

Return migration has recently attracted increasing scholarly attention both in international 

migration research (e.g., Nadler et al. 2016) and in rural studies (e.g., Stockdale et al. 2013, Farrell et 

al. 2012). In both fields, return migrants are often associated with having higher education as well as 

more and distinct social capital. Policy makers consider them to be a valuable ‘resource’ for local 

development. 

In light of the debate on rural in- and out-migration (Cook & Cuervo 2020, Stockdale 2016, Halfacree 

& Rivera 2012) as well as on rural staying (Stockdale & Haartsen 2018), return migration can be 

considered a ‘hybrid’ residential type which relates to both moving and staying. Return migrants 

grew up in a certain region, left it at a later moment in time and came back in a certain phase in their 

life course (and might once leave again). However, both in the official migration statistics and in the 

literature, they are usually hidden behind the well-researched group of newcomers (or in-migrants). 

If one rather applies a more qualitative perspective on rural mobilities, it appears that quite some 

classified newcomers in fact are returnees, either to the home area, to the home region or, more 

generally, to the rural (Haartsen & Stockdale 2018; Bijker et al. 2012). Thus, taking such a more 

nuanced perspective on newcomers, by distinguishing them in returnees and newcomers, it may be 

that part of the qualifications rural scholars always ascribed to newcomers in rural literature, may 

actually be characteristics of returnees. 

Our paper wants to shed light on the underresearched phenomenon of rural return migration. We 

approach the rural as a place of multiple mobilities and acknowledge the multiplicity of geographical 

rural scales to return to. Our main interests relate to the agency of the returnees with regard to their 

return decision and its timing in the life course. We expect different degrees of individual agency 

(e.g. ‘just happened’, requested by others vs. always intended return migration) along with different 

degrees of renegotiations of the return moves with partners/spouses and the families of origin. 

Based on a mixed-methods design we aim at a typology of rural returnees. We also reflect on 

terminological issues, e.g. whether return migration should be better described as return mobilities 

to allow for the contingencies of different staying and moving decisions over the life course. 

 

Theoretical embedding  

In our research, we adopt a life-course approach and apply it to rural migration research. We are 

particularly interested in people’s residential histories and relate them to the linked lives’ 

perspective that takes into account that many decisions taken by individuals are strongly related to 

or even dependent on other people’s decisions and lives (Elder 1994, Findlay et al. 2015). Residential 

location decisions, such as leaving, staying or returning, are negotiated and taken within the context 

of private households – and, thus, in each non-single household it is at least two individuals whose 



lives are affected by whatever decision. However, also beyond the household, individuals are part of 

other people’s lives. These might be parents, children and further relatives as well as friends living 

nearby or elsewhere.  

Individual residential location decisions are therefore always embedded in specific spatial, 

biographical and household contexts. Considering a migration decision merely as an individual’s 

deliberate, purposeful and target-oriented, i.e. ‘rational’ decision leading from place 1 to place 2, 

would neglect the social embeddedness of the decision process (Halfacree & Rivera 2012, Meyer & 

Miggelbrink 2015). We expect rural return migration to be a highly (re)negotiated decision over 

people’s life courses and, thus, dependent on their agency.  

 

Data and methods 

Our paper is based on the international research project STAYin(g)Rural (2019–2022) that seeks to 

shed new light on contemporary rural stayer types and staying processes and focuses on three life 

course stages: young adulthood, family formation and post-retirement. STAYin(g) Rural applies a 

mixed-methods design. Quantitative data were collected in late 2019/early 2020 in three European 

rural regions by way of a standardised questionnaire survey. Each of the three regions (Südharz, 

Germany, East Groningen, Netherlands, and Clogher Valley, Northern Ireland) has a long tradition of 

out-migration and above-average ageing. In the field, we used a drop-off-and-collect approach. 

Households were randomly selected, the interviewee was then selected via the last birthday 

method. To ensure a high response rate the fieldwork entailed multiple callbacks. The survey yielded 

a total 3,266 completed questionnaires equalling a response rate of 47 per cent. These quantitative 

data are used to explore the issue of rural staying from multiple perspectives (including, for example, 

residential histories, feelings of belonging and community involvement, place elasticity, staying 

intentions and expectations). Above all, a diversified stayer typology was developed by way of a 

cluster analysis. It already pointed to the diversity of rural return migrants. 

To explore and understand the process of past residential decision-making and the role of 

individuals’ agency in the negotiations, e.g. between household members but also with external 

persons (such as parents living in the former home region), semi-structured interviews were 

conducted online or via telephone in 2021 (n=45 per region and per life-course phase, totalling 

n=135 in the three countries). These will be a complemented by cross-generational group 

discussions in Spring 2022 that will allow for exploring mutual expectations between different 

generations as well as issues of decision agency and power relations within households and/or 

families. 

 

Preliminary findings  

As of October 2021, our analyses are underway. Therefore we can only present some preliminary 

findings. They are based on the quantitative data from the questionnaire survey: 

▪ First of all, the question of the scale of the return migration matters. One needs to 

distinguish return to the place of childhood from a return to the home region and a return to 

the rural. All have in common that the returnees strongly identify with the rural, sometimes 

the physical and social rural setting in general, sometimes a specific region, landscape or 

home community in particular. 



▪ Secondly, rural return migrants are highly diverse, e.g. with regard to their socio-economic 

structure, their motivations to return and the timing of return in the life course.  

▪ Thirdly, from an agency perspective several types of return migrants appear: ‘just happened’ 

returnees are to be distinguished from returnees with a high personal agency (‘it was my 

decision’) as well as from people whose decision was embedded, for example, in a 

household context (‘it was someone’s else decision’) (Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1: Respondents’ agency in their last residential decision  
(source: STAYin(g)Rural questionnaire survey 2019/2020) 

 

 

At the moment we are doing analyses on the survey data to further explore the different rural 
scales, and if and how the return decisions relate to life course stages and agency. The next step will 
be to analyse the qualitative interviews particularly with regard to the different identifications with 
the rural, return migration agency and life course to exploit the full range of the mixed-methods 
design. 
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