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Abstract. As globalization accelerated in the 1980s, new types of migration emerged. One of these 
is internal circular migration flows, which are related to the length of stay of immigrants. Internal 
circularity can be from rural to urban within the borders of a country, or from rural to rural or from 
urban to urban. 
Internal circular migration, the periodic movement of individuals within a country for economic 
opportunities, holds significant social and economic implications. This phenomenon fosters cultural 
exchange, adaptation, and diversity, but can also strain social bonds due to family separations. In 
this study, some possible impacts of those flows are discussed. 
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1. Introduction 

Economics is a science that studies the most efficient redistribution of scarce resources. 
Labor is also a scarce resource that can be distributed across different labor markets. At 
this point, the economic theory of migration analyzes the distribution of labor across 
international borders (Borjas, 1989) or its movement within national borders. 

Today, it is difficult to argue that migration flows have a fixed structure. Relocation of the 
settlement may be short or long term, or it can also take the form of "external or 
international migration" between different societies due to special circumstances. Apart 
from this, "internal migration" often takes place within the same social ecosystem (Yürük 
& Batmaz, 2023). Internal migration is a demographic variable as common as birth and 
death. In fact, with increasing urbanization, it is more common than external migration 
(Şantaş, 2019; Ginsburg et al., 2016). 

Some academics have underlined the typical difference between push and pull factors(1) 
when concentrating on the key causes of internal migration in developing nations. Lucas 
(2015), for example, cites ten reasons of migration in developing nations. These are: 
(1) development strategy and job creation,  
(2) spatial gaps in earnings,  
(3) rural–rural relocation for work,  
(4) risk strategies, 
(5) availability and quality of amenities,  
(6) education,  
(7) climate change and natural disasters, 
(8) forced migration and violence,  
(9) return and circular migration and  
(10) family accompaniment and formation. 

In this chapter return and circular migration issue will be focused on. First, information on 
the concept of circular migration will be provided, and then a literature review on internal 
migration will be given. In the last section, the social and economic effects of internal 
migration will be discussed. 

 

2. The concept of circular migration 

Migration is an essential component of human civilization's development, and it is strongly 
linked to evident disparities in the developmental processes of various locations. This can 
happen on an individual or communal level. The desire for higher productivity and wealth 
is regarded as the most important factor in migration literature (Nanda, 2020). Migration 
can be classified as permanent, temporary, or circular, according to the length of stay of 
the migrant. 
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Circular migration is closely related to the temporary movement of migrants, so the term 
temporary migration is sometimes used. However, unlike temporary migration, circularity 
is defined as "recurrent legal migration between two or more countries by the same person" 
(Ari, 2018). Figure 1 depicts the decision tree that underpins circular migration. First, a 
person must determine whether to migrate or remain home. Once in the host country, the 
migrant might choose to stay permanently or return home. There is an uncertainty in the 
initial migration, but return migrants have more information about the host country. 
Because migrants know about the host country’s culture, language and customs, they can 
emigrate there for the second time. Thus, the second emigration is defined as the first 
circular movement. If the migrant establishes work relations and friendships in the host 
country, they can continue to circulate consistently. This is called second circular move of 
the migrant (Weber & Saarela, 2019). 

Figure 1. Decision tree of circular migration 

 
Source: Vadean & Piracha, 2009 

Circular migrations can be between two countries (international circular migration) or can 
include mobility from one region to another within the country. (internal circular 
migration). 

International circular migration flows are easily affected by the migration policies because 
these policies have the ability to affect the volume and composition of migration flows 
(Czaica and Reinprecht, 2022). Migration limitations appear to minimize emigration and 
circular migration while encouraging permanent settlement of migrants, which may have 
the unexpected consequence of increasing net migration (Czaika & de Haas, 2017). A good 
example of this is the circular migration movements between Mexico and the USA. In the 
period from the mid-1950s to the mid-1980s, migrations were developed as circular 
movements, shaped as a reaction to changes in the supply and demand balance of labor 
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circular movements and the return of earnings to the country in the form of savings or 
remittances. But after the mid-1980s, this immigration system changed radically. Mobility 
ceased to be the circular migration of male workers to a limited number of states and cities, 
and the net rate of migration rose sharply. Migration took on a character that tended to the 
whole country and families came and settled (Massey, 2015). The main reason for this was 
the result of the dynamic processes in the public opinion and immigration policies that 
brought along the militarization of the Mexico-US border, as we mentioned above. 

In internal circular migration movements, after migrants who migrate to the city are 
employed in various urban areas, they return to the countryside, where they do not stay 
permanently and migrate to the city again, and these migration movements take place in a 
circular way at irregular intervals and for different reasons (Apan, 2022). 

As previously said, the choice to move is motivated by the desire to improve one's living, 
which may be internal or external. Migration is expensive, and it is only achievable when 
a household has the financial means to do so. That creates migration costs, and at the same 
time, these kind of migration movements bring some gains. Jettah et al. (2021) established 
a link between the costs and benefits of circular labor mobility (Fig.2). 

Figure 2. Relationship between costs and gains of circular labor migration 

Source: Jettah et al, 2021. 
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In one of the first studies in the literature on this subject, Deshingkar (2008) investigated 
the push and pull factors of internal circular migration for India and questioned why people 
migrate. According to the study, the push factors are declining opportunities in agriculture 
sector, drought, poor mountain and forest economies, while the pull factors are new 
opportunities in the urban informal sector and hostile urban policies. 

Iyer (2017) also discussed the circular migration movements in rural India. The author 
found that circular migration flows between rural to urban contribute to the localized 
urbanization, because circular labor movements from the rural to the urban and back bring 
economic resources, cultural resources and new gained skills to the village.  

Mai and Wang (2022) explained the China’s internal migrants’ perceptions of their social 
integration in the host cities. According to the study, the negative impact of cultural 
differences such as language, customs and traditions prevents Chinese internal migrants 
from staying longer in the receiving city. In other words, cultural differences within the 
country may increase circular migration flows. However, interaction effects are not 
significant between migration duration and differences in population size and economic 
development. 

Bernard and Perales (2022) investigated whether there is a complementary or substitution 
effect between internal and external migration in 13 European countries using multinomial 
random-effect logistic regression models. They concluded that the internal and 
international migration are linked to the same life-course events, although economic-
related transitions are more strongly associated with international than internal migration. 
The authors further explain that the factors linking different forms of movement, such as 
circular migration through substitution and complementarity processes, have not been 
sufficiently studied, especially for high-income countries. 

Finally, Celi and Sica (2023) investigated the structure of internal circular migration flows 
in Vietnam. According to them, Vietnamese migrants are often young (85% are between 
the ages of 15 and 39), born in rural regions (79.1%), and better prepared and educated than 
those who do not move (almost 25% have graduated from university). They also mentioned 
that major motivation of the Vietnamese migrants to migrate is employment (34.7%), 
followed by family or study purposes (25.5% and 23.4%, respectively).  

 

4. Some possible social and economic effects of internal circular migration flows 

Internal circular migration refers to the movement of people within a country from one 
region to another and then returning to their original region, often in a cyclical manner. 
This phenomenon can have various economic effects, both positive and negative. Here are 
some possible economic effects of internal circular migration: 
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A. Poverty reduction  
More broadly, internal mobility systems are linked to poverty alleviation. For example, 
China's massive migration following the 1978 reforms, dubbed the "largest peacetime 
movement of people in history", has been linked to lower inequality within villages and 
higher household income per capita, with poorer households benefiting the most. It may be 
inferred that the vast majority of internal migrants are circular or "floating" migrants. As 
the livelihood strategy methods demonstrate, rural households with access to non-farm 
sources of income have the highest chance of escaping poverty (Skeldon, 2010). 

B. Labor Market Flexibility 
Circular migration can provide a flexible labor force for different regions and industries, 
allowing for better matching of labor demand and supply. This can lead to increased 
productivity and economic growth in various sectors. Celi and Sica (2023) states that more 
inward FDI projects may attract more internal migrants in a country. In this context, we 
can say that internal migrant flows may increase thanks to FDI. 

C. Reduced Seasonal Labor Shortages 
In industries with seasonal labor demands, circular migration can help alleviate labor 
shortages during peak seasons. This can prevent disruptions in production and ensure a 
steady supply of goods and services. For example, when domestic workers are not enough 
in the harvest of products such as cotton, olives and hazelnuts in Turkey, especially there 
is a need for mobile circular workers from more distant provinces such as Diyarbakır, 
Şanlıurfa, Mardin and Adıyaman (Gülçubuk vd., 2003). 

D. The Informal Economy 
Contrary to popular belief, informal sector jobs do offer opportunities for accumulation and 
exit from poverty because, while wages are not higher than in rural areas, there is more 
work available and unrivaled opportunities for switching quickly between different non-
farm jobs with low entry barriers (e.g., security guards, street vendors, bicycle rickshaw 
pullers, house maids, porters, attendants, petty traders, etc.). However, because relatively 
few licenses are provided, many informal sector employment become unlawful, fueling a 
vast system of bribery and corruption (Deshingkar, 2008). Often, circular migrant workers 
are included in the informal economy because they work without insurance, even if they 
are employed in a legal job. 

E. Social Disruption 
Frequent migration can disrupt social structures and community cohesion in both the home 
and host regions. This can have negative social and cultural implications, affecting the 
overall quality of life. Migrants may be exposed to different cultural norms and values in 
urban areas. This exposure can sometimes lead to conflicts with their traditional values 
upon returning to their rural communities. 
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Furthermore, children of seasonal labor migrants may face interruptions in their education 
as they move back and forth between rural and urban areas, affecting their academic 
progress. Finally, Frequent relocation and the challenges of adjusting to different 
environments can lead to stress, anxiety, and mental health issues among migrants and their 
families. 

F. Labor Exploitation 
Circular migrants may be susceptible to exploitation and poor working conditions, 
especially if labor laws and protections are not adequately enforced. This can lead to a cycle 
of low-wage work and limited economic mobility. For example, in a study in India 
(Bharat), Mosse (2002) mentioned that migrants work long hours in harsh conditions, 
injuries are common, and there is inadequate medical assistance or compensation. The 
author also added that they face harassment, abuse, theft, forcible eviction, or the 
demolition of their dwellings by urban authorities or police. 

G. Infrastructure Strain  
Frequent movement of people between regions can strain infrastructure in both the home 
and host areas. Public services like healthcare, education, and housing might struggle to 
keep up with changing population dynamics. In particular, circular agricultural workers 
generally go to their working areas by their own vehicles (especially minibuses and by 
pick-up trucks) However, the amount of passengers and cargo in minibuses excessive 
fatigue and inattention caused by insomnia, from time to time some accidents may result 
in heavy losses (Orhan and Akpınar, 2018).  

H. Wage Suppression 
In some cases, circular migration could lead to wage suppression, particularly if migrants 
are willing to work for lower wages than local workers due to their temporary status. 

The economic effects of internal circular migration can vary based on factors such as the 
scale of migration, the characteristics of the migrants, the nature of industries involved, and 
government policies in place to manage migration. Balanced and well-regulated migration 
policies can help mitigate potential negative effects while harnessing the positive 
contributions of circular migration to economic development. 

 

Conclusion 

In this study, the characteristics and possible effects of circular migrations and circular 
internal migrations are discussed. As a result, we can say that internal circular migrations 
have advantages as well as disadvantages for a country. 

Among some possible effects mentioned above, poverty reduction, labor market flexibility 
and seasonal labor shortage reduction can be considered as positive effects of internal 
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circular migration while it’s informal characteristics, social disruption and changes in wage 
structure in migrant receiving regions can affect negatively.  

In order to prevent the negative effects of internal circular migration flows, there is a need 
for widespread awareness creation among the general public, policymakers, and migrants 
themselves. For this reason, the study offers some policy recommendations as follows: 
 Governments should seek to provide an enabling work environment for circular labor 

migrants in order to maximize the benefits of circular labor migration. 
 Monitoring wage payment will not only optimize the profits for circular labor migrants, 

but will also improve salary predictability, allowing the government to use this as a 
revenue source by imposing income tax. 

 Child labor should not be employed and children should be encouraged to continue their 
education. 

 Improving infrastructure in internal migration areas can improve quality of life and 
encourage people to stay in these areas. This includes basic infrastructure such as roads, 
water, electricity. 

 Strengthening healthcare and social support networks is important to meet the needs of 
migrants. This supports both physical and mental health. 

 Education and awareness programs should be organized to ensure that immigrants live 
in harmony with their host communities. This can help them understand and accept 
cultural differences. 

 By analyzing internal circular migration trends, it is possible to make workforce 
planning more effective. This can help balance the demand for labor and its supply. 

 Data should be collected and analyzed regularly to monitor circular internal migration 
and make effective policy. 

Although demand for skilled labor is likely to increase in some areas, need for unskilled 
labor in road and building construction, cable networks, agriculture, and care jobs will 
continue to rise. Thus, we can conclude that these kind of circular flows will increase in 
developing countries in the future. 

 
 

Notes 

(1) According to Lee (1966), while migrating, variables related with the place of origin (push 
factors) and those associated with the place of destination (pull factors) as well as intervening 
impediments must be considered.  
Push factors are those that force individuals or groups of people away from their existing place. 
Economic challenges, political instability, military conflicts, natural catastrophes, a lack of work 
prospects, poverty, discrimination, and restricted access to education or healthcare are examples 
of such issues. These challenges create unfavorable conditions and motivate people to seek better 
prospects elsewhere. On the other hand, pull factors occur in the destination location; these are 
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the appealing characteristics that attract expatriates, such as readily available jobs and improved 
healthcare (Khalid and Urbański, 2021). 
It's crucial to remember that push and pull variables can differ substantially based on individual 
situations, cultural backgrounds, and personal goals. According to Lee, they are called 
“intervening obstacles”. Migration is a complicated process driven by a variety of circumstances, 
and knowing both push and pull factors helps us understand why people migrate. 

(2) Neoclassical migration theory holds that immigrants can be more productive or at their highest 
maximize the benefit of individuals by moving to places where they can achieve the expectation 
tends to subtract. This theory states that international migration decisions are made not only by 
individuals but also by the masses. Households are an important element in decision making 
(Stark, 1991). 
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