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Plan of the talk:

1. Motivations and introduction;

2. A simple Life-Cycle framework

3. The Survey of Illegal Migration in Italy (SIMI) and Survey of Mexican 
Migrants (SMM): brief overview of the data;

4. Intentions to return: main findings;

5. Final remarks
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Migration and Development: what is the role of 

(il)legal status?

Two main channels:

REMITTANCES

RETURN 

MIGRATION
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Why is it relevant to study return behaviour of 

illegal migrants?

 We know very little for obvious reasons (lack of data in 

primis): invisible population

 Return migration (out-migration) of legal migrants is 

selective. Most authors find that return migration 

characterizes mainly (legal) low-skill migrants:

 Self-selection of the migration process (e.g. Borjas et al. 

1992)

 Failed migration or too costly migration (Borjas et al. 1996, 

Dustmann, 1993, 2003a, 2003b; Faini 2003)

 increasingly restrictive immigration policies enacted in 

developed countries  the balance has shifted more and 

more from legal to illegal migrants (US Dep.t of Homeland 

Security: 11.6 millions undocumented migrants in the US in 

Jan 2009) 
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 knowledge on the migration behaviour of illegal migrants is 

fundamental in informing effective migration policies

 different constraints characterise illegal migrants: what 

applies to the legal migrants might not be appropriate for

illegals
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Main contributions of the paper

We shed some lights on the determinants of illegal 

migrants’ return plans both “at the gate” (as they enter the 

destinations’ country) and while working and living in the 

country of destination;

We find evidence on a positive relationship between the skills 

and human capital of the migrants and the intention to return: 

highly skilled irregular migrants have a higher propensity 

to return home.

 skill-waste effect (i.e. illegality is like a tax on individual 

skills in the labor and “financial” markets of the destination 

country)
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The ingredients

 Two original datasets on irregular migrants: Survey 

of Illegal Migration in Italy (SIMI) and Survey of 

Mexican Migrants, (SMM);

 A simple life-cycle framework for the decision 

whether to stay or return home

 Probit model on the intention to return of irregular 

migrants (both using SIMI and SMM) 

intentions to return are more likely for irregular 

immigrants that are more skilled;

the presence of a network and experience in the host 

country may lessen the effect of the skill waste
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The model:
Skills and migration: why illegal are different?

 Two-period inter-temporal problem of illegal immigrants 

with heterogeneous level of skills that have already 

arrived in the destination country

Period 1 — works in the destination country and saves

Period 2 — two choices:

(i) stays in the destination country as an illegal, but with a

non-zero probability of becoming legal;

(ii) returns home, where the “normal” wage is lower, but 

there are no effects of illegality

Log utility function
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Period 1
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Period 2
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Intertemporal budget constraints

 In case of return in period 2:

 In case of no return in period 2:
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A diagrammatic exposition of the main idea (1)

C1

C2

slope

Marginal 

return 

migrant 

(a*)

 for any a’ > a*

 return migration 

is preferred
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Summary of theoretical predictions

In this essential life-cycle model with skill waste:

 the decision to return is more likely for illegal migrants 

with higher skills;

 immigrants with a positive outlook of obtaining legal 

status (for instance beacause of dense networks) are less 

likely to go back home

....let’s bring these hyphotesis to the data
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Survey on Illegal Migration in Italy (SIMI)

WHO? sampling unit: 

illegal immigrants, 18-years-old+, in Italy 

≤  6 months

sample size: approx. 1000 illegal 

migrants crossing Italian borders in Jan-

Sept 2003

WHERE? data collected in “hosting centers” 

(Centre of Temporary Residence), 

helping centers, public canteen and 

voluntary services. In 4 border regions 

(Friuli Venezia Giulia, Apulia, Calabria 

and Sicily)

HOW ? dynamic sampling technique

With the help of a multicultural and multi-

religion non-profit organization and the

cooperation of a group of linguistic and cultural

mediators

Sampling ratio 10.82% and sampling error rate

3.05%
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The representative illegal immigrant in SIMI:

is young (about 27), literate (85.8%) and has high-skill

qualification in about 18% of the cases

comes mainly from Iraq (9.6%), Liberia (9%), Sudan (5.4%), 

Morocco (5.1%), Senegal (4.8%), Turkey (4.8%)

has a monthly income of about 145 USD and expects a 

monthly wage of 500–1,000 USD (an average of 937 USD)

has paid around 2 years of family earnings to undertake the 

migration project

intends to go back to the origin country (with different time

horizons) in 60% of the cases

is inserted in a migration network in about 1/5 of the sample

(19%)
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Illegal immigrants’ skills in SIMI
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Survey of Mexican Migrant (SMM)

by PEW Hispanic Center

Structured (anonimous) questionnaire

With the help of a linguistic mediators

Self-administered or assisted interview

Purposive sample: it is subject to certain bias

toward those migrants who need a matricula

consular

HOW ?

data collected in 7 major Mexican 

Consulates in the US (Los Angeles, New 

York, Chicago, Fresno, Atlanta, Dallas 

and Raleigh)

WHERE?

sampling unit: 

Mexican (documented and 

undocumented) immigrants, 18-years-

old+, applying for a matricula consular

sample size: 4836 obs (our sample:  

approx. 2400 illegal migrants).

In 2005

WHO?
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The representative mexican immigrant in SMM:

is young (about 31), literate (98%) and has high-skill

qualification in  11.2% of the cases

since 9-10 years in the US

Weekly individual earnings of about  340 USD (current 2005 

US$)

intends to go back to the origin country (with different time

horizons) in 37.4% of the cases

 on average has 12.7 relatives living in the USis inserted in a 

migration network in about 1/5 of the sample (19%)

 main occupation in the US: construction (16,3%), manufacturing 

(16,4%), low-skilled services such as hotel, bars, restaurants 

(15,1%), cleaning, maintenance of buildings (8,9%) agriculture 

(8,4%).
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Illegal immigrants’ skills in SMM (sample used: undocumented, 

aged 18-60)
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Why two datasets? Main differences

All these elements might have important effects on 

illegal migrants’ return plans.

1) Migrants’ destination countries: Italy vs US;

2) Migrants’ origin countries: several countries of origin 

(SIMI) vs Mexico (SMM);

3) Migration spell: migration at the gate (SIMI) vs longer 

migration experiences (SMM)

4) Density of networks: mostly front-runners in SIMI while 

migration in SMM is embedded in consolidated networks
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Empirical model

A probit model on the individual intentions to return 

regressed on:

 individual skills (parameter a) measured by:

years of schooling

individual qualifications

language proficiency

 Other covariates, in particular the presence of a network 

of established migrants (ambiguous effects) 
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Control variables (1)

The presence of a network of established migrants

(ambiguous effects):

negative effect, since the cost of migration is lower when 

migrating within a network;

positive effect, since the lower costs of migration may 

encourage more temporary migration (even more risk-

adverse individuals decide to migrate)

an interaction between network and skills: does the 

presence of a network has heterogeneous effects 

according to individual’s human capital?
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Control variables (2)
Individual’s covariate:

family and cultural ties to approximate differences in

consumption preferences (see Dustmann, 2003a)

Experience of past migration (in SIMI): duration of

migration spell in the US (in SMM): (expected sign: -)

(in SMM): Measures of (revealed) social and economic 

integration: US bank account / preference toward US 

english TV stations (expected sign: -)

(in SIMI): Unemployed in the country of origin (expected 

sign: -)



24

Control variables (3)
Country-of-origin variables (SIMI):

 proxies for the state of development of the country of

origin, (GNI per capita) (expected sign: +)

 social conflicts and economic crises in the country of

origin

 log of physical distance (expected sign: +)

Other controls: degree of cultural distance and diversity

(a dummy for Muslims) (expected sign: +) /

Macro area dummies. 

(In SMM for both meso-region of origin in Mexico and areas 

of destination in the US)
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Skills and return intention at the gate 

(SIMI)

.......................other controls included (see paper)............
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Skills and return migration: mexican 

undocumented migrants (SMM)

.........................other controls included (see paper)............
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Findings (1): Human capital and return intentions

 positive self-selection in return plans: relatively highly 

skilled migrants have a significant higher probability of 

returning home (see Zhao, 2002 on internal migration in 

China; Borjas and Bratsberg 1996 hypothesis of reinforced 

selectivity via out-migration);

 more ambiguous pattern for the undocumented mexican in 

the US...but similar results for recent immigrants (less than 6 

months like in SIMI)

 revision of plans or actual outmigration of the most 

skilled?

Is the skill-waste effect less important for undocumented 

mexican migrants in the US? (illegal immigrants are probably 

less able to employ their human capital in Italy / it might also be 

that the skill-waste is not particularly different for a mexican 

migrant whether he/she is undocumented or not (Mattoo et al 

2008) 
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Findings (2): Network and return intentions

Migration within a network has a positive effect on the 

intention to return in SIMI (enables migration or more risk-

averse target savers?) but not for the mexican in SMM

Hypothesis (to be verified ...): Non-linear network 

externalities

Over time as a network of established migrants becomes 

bigger and more consolidated it offers multiple (and new) 

sources of externalities:

Initial stage  ”logistic” support

Intermediate stage  ”logistic” support + job search support

Mature stage  ”logistic” support + job search support

+ consumption externalities (production of non-tradable 

ethnic goods; Coniglio 2004)
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Other results: summary

 Importance of family and cultural ties in the home 

country (in particular children back home, family in Mexico) 

(+ sign)

 Good economic conditions in the country of origin 

significantly increases the probability of return

 Higher physical and cultural distance between country 

of origin and destination increases the probability of return for 

(SIMI data)

 The presence of social conflicts in the country of origin

permanently discourages return, whereas economic crises

have only a temporary effect
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Conclusive remarks

 irregular immigrants with high skills are more likely to return 

home: un(beneficial) brain gain? It is very likely that return 

migration of irregular migrant has a lower pro-

development effect in origins’ countries

 Need more research on the behaviour of irregular migrants 

(an increasingly important phenomena);
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