
Chapter 3
Transnationalism

Abstract This chapter reviews the origins of the concept of transnationalism
and contemporary research on the relation between immigrant integration and
transnational activities.

The first part of the chapter discusses different approaches to the concept of
transnationalism and how the concept became popular in the social sciences in the
last two decades, by drawing on the work of Nina Glick Schiller, Linda Basch,
and Christina Szanton Blanc, Thomas Faist, as well as Ludger Pries, and the work
of Alejandro Portes and colleagues-to name but a few. It describes the sometimes
heated debate on the nature and empirical relevance of the phenomenon in question
and how, as the field matured, its meaning changed from the alleged discovery of a
new phenomenon to a new perspective on social phenomena, among which migration
is but one.

The second part of the chapter reviews the available quantitative studies on the
scope of transnational involvement among contemporary immigrants and on the
relation between immigrant integration and transnational involvement. Previous re-
search indicates that cross-border activities and ties, in particular those that are not
cost intensive, are rather common among immigrants, while deep transnational in-
volvement and transnational modes of living are rare. It also appears that immigrant
integration and transnational activities are not incompatible processes, at least for the
first generation. However, these results may well be context-specific, as dependable
data on transnational involvement of the general immigrant population have been
available only for the United States.
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The following chapter on transnational migration is divided into two parts. The first
part deals with the origins of transnationalism as a scientific concept. The second
part reviews empirical and theoretical work on transnational involvement among
immigrants and how their transnational involvement relates to their integration into
the receiving society. By now we have witnessed 20 years of research on transnational
migration and the field has certainly matured. Many of the enthusiastic and sometimes
perhaps unwillingly exaggerated accounts of transnationalism have been refined in
a more reasoned way (see e.g. Levitt and Jaworsky 2007). At the same time, the
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transnational perspective on migration has been firmly established within the social
sciences. Still, important questions remain unanswered and this particularly holds
for the relation of transnational involvement and immigrant integration.

Before discussing the concept of transnationalism and its origins in depth, it is
necessary to develop an understanding of what transnationalism refers to. There has
been considerable confusion regarding a precise definition, not least because there
is a sizeable overlap between transnationalism and alternative existing conceptions
and a certain ambiguity resulting from competing definitions (Portes 2003, p. 875;
Kivisto 2001, p. 550). Some of the aspects that transnational migration studies focus
on have already been studied from the perspective of globalization, international rela-
tions, and cultural diffusion (Sassen 1991; Meyer et al. 1997). Various different terms
have been proposed in the literature. We find suggestions to study transnational mi-
gration, transnational migration circuits, transnational communities, transnational
fields, transnational social spaces, transnational networks, transnational activities,
transnational practices, and transmigrants, to name only the most prominent. For
the moment, let us apply a straightforward definition of transnationalism that fo-
cuses on individual actions: transnational activities are border-crossing activities,
not necessarily conducted by immigrants.

3.1 Approaches to Transnationalism

Despite its relatively young age, there are many different approaches to transnation-
alism. The maturation of the field of study has brought forth some excellent review
articles as well as full volume books on this subject (see e.g. Kivisto 2001; Levitt and
Jaworsky 2007; Portes 2003; Vertovec 2009; Khagram and Levitt 2008; Kivisto and
Faist 2010). Obviously, these reviews are all guided by different rationales in their
classifications of the approaches to the study of transnationalism. Many publications
(see e.g. O’Flaherty et al. 2007; Kivisto 2001) draw a line between the research
conducted by Alejandro Portes and colleagues (Portes 1996a, b, 1999, 2001, 2003;
Portes et al. 1997, 1999, 2007, 2008; Guarnizo et al. 2003; Itzigsohn and Giorguli-
Saucedo 2002, 2005; Landolt 2001) and the research of Nina Glick Schiller, Linda
Basch, and Christina Szanton Blanc (Basch et al. 1994; Glick Schiller 1999; Glick
Schiller et al. 1995; Szanton Blanc et al. 1995).1 Besides the work of Portes and
colleagues and the work of Glick Schiller and colleagues, Faist (Faist 1998, 2000a,
b; Faist and Gerdes 1999; Kivisto and Faist 2010) and Pries (e.g. Goebel and Pries

1 The use of the term Portes and collaborators or colleagues is not intended to downplay the work
of Carlos Dore-Cabral, Luis Eduardo Guarnizo, José Itzigsohn, Silvia Giorguli-Saucedo, William
Haller, Patricia Landolt, Cristina Escobar, Renelinda Arana, Alexandria Walton Radford, and all
other contributors. Instead, it is only used to increase the readability of this chapter. The work of
Nina Glick Schiller, Linda Basch, and Christina Szanton Blanc will also be referred to as the work of
Glick Schiller and colleagues. Similarly, this does not mean that Nina Glick Schiller’s contributions
outweigh in any sense those of Linda Basch or Christina Szanton Blanc. For a better readability of
the text I will refer to their work as the work of Glick Schiller and colleagues.
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2002; Pries 1996, 1997a, b, 1998, 2001a, 2005b) have both extensively contributed
to the development of transnationalism as a scientific concept and its dissemination
in the social sciences. They are therefore also included in the review.

The differentiation between these four approaches on transnationalism serves a
heuristic purpose in tracing the origins of transnationalism as a scientific concept and
the (ongoing) debate the field is involved in. While it is easy to find differences in
approach and research programs, it is also easy to find similarities. Before proceed-
ing, two comments on the following review are due. First, any review is bound to be
selective in one way or the other. It concentrates more on some works than on others.
There are certainly many other important contributions to the study of transnation-
alism beyond the four that are discussed here (e.g. Levitt 2001; Levitt et al. 2003;
Levitt and Jaworsky 2007; Vertovec 1999, 2004, 2009). This work often draws on
them, although they are not included in the review as independent approaches. More
than anything else, this is due to limited space. Second, we have to consider that
transnational migration studies have grown and changed rapidly in the last 20 years.
This applies to the field as a whole but also to the work of specific scholars. In the
face of new knowledge and new empirical evidence, scholars have changed their
description of transnational migration and its aspects. Accordingly, the following
review should be understood as a review on how transnationalism was established
as a field of inquiry, concentrating mostly on early approaches.

In the following, the work of Glick Schiller and colleagues will be discussed first,
followed, secondly, by a review of Portes and colleagues’ perspective on transna-
tionalism, and thirdly, by a discussion of Faist’s and finally of Pries’ work on this
subject. These four approaches differ in a number of aspects, for example, with re-
gard to their understanding of the causes and consequences of transnationalism, the
nature of transnationalism, its compatibility with existing approaches to the study
of migration and integration, and the relation of current international migration to
international migration in history—all of which will be covered in the review.

3.1.1 Transmigrants and Transnational Social Fields: The Work
of Glick Schiller, Basch, and Szanton Blanc

Transnationalism was made popular in the social sciences by a group of American-
based anthropologists, Nina Glick Schiller and her colleagues Linda Basch and
Christina Szanton Blanc (Basch et al. 1994; Glick Schiller 1999; Glick Schiller
et al. 1995; Szanton Blanc et al. 1995). In their work, transnationalism refers to
the increased interlinkage between people all around the world and the loosening of
boundaries between nation-states. It denotes political, economic, social, or cultural
processes that extend beyond the borders of a particular nation-state (Glick Schiller
1999, p. 96). In the specific context of migration, transnationalism describes “the
process by which immigrants forge and sustain simultaneous multi-stranded social
relations that link together their societies of origin and settlement” (Glick Schiller
et al. 1995, p. 48). In this much cited definition transnationalism refers to a process
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of individual actions that link the country of origin and the country of reception. Es-
sential to the idea of transnationalism is its border-crossing or border-transcending
nature: Immigrants are assumed to be simultaneously involved in two or more coun-
tries across borders. This multiple inclusion covers all aspects of life, be they familial,
economic, social, organizational, religious, or political (Szanton Blanc et al. 1995, p.
684). Their theoretical work is grounded in ethnological observations of a new type
of circular migration, focusing on immigrants who regularly oscillate between send-
ing and receiving societies. Because the authors see this as a new phenomenon—at
least in their early work—they propose to use the term ‘transmigrant’ to distinguish
immigrants who are transnationally involved from those who are not (Glick Schiller
et al. 1995, p. 48).

Transmigrants and Transnational Social Fields Transmigrants are thus defined
as persons who migrate and yet establish and maintain stable relations that link the
country of origin and the country of reception. What is more, transmigrant’s “daily
lives depend on multiple and constant interconnections across international borders
[. . . ]” (Glick Schiller et al. 1995, p. 48). Some similarities to previous concepts, in
particular sojourners and diaspora migrants, may come into mind. However, accord-
ing to Glick Schiller (1999, p. 96), the concept of transmigrants differs from previous
ones. Diasporas are understood best as “dispersed populations who attribute their
common identity, cultural beliefs and practices, language, or religion to myths of a
common ancestry but whose common heritage is not linked to a contemporary state.”
Accordingly, migrants belonging to diasporas differ from transmigrants in two im-
portant aspects. First, the collective identity that members of a diaspora share is not
necessarily based on an existing nation-state. Second, members of a diaspora do not
necessarily live lives which span across national borders. While transmigrants are
pluri-local, members of a diaspora can be quite uni-local. Transmigrants also differ
from sojourners, because besides being engaged in the country of origin, they are
also integrated into the economy, political institutions, localities, and daily life in the
receiving country (Glick Schiller et al. 1995, p. 48). According to this understanding,
sojourners are not as much integrated into the receiving society, as their stay is of a
more temporary nature.2

By virtue of the transmigrants’simultaneous involvement in two or more countries
across borders, they create a multiplicity of networks that connect the sending with the
receiving society. Glick Schiller and colleagues propose the concept of transnational
social fields to describe these stable interconnections. While transnational social
fields are occasionally mentioned in the earlier work (see e.g. Basch et al. 1994,
p. 29), the concept becomes prominent especially in later works (Levitt and Glick
Schiller 2004, p. 1009). The clearest outline of this concept can probably be found
in Levitt and Glick Schiller (2004). Accordingly, transnational social fields are to be
understood as a set of multiple interlocking networks across national borders through

2 This differentiation between transmigrants and the other types of (im)migrants seems to disappear
in later works (see e.g Glick Schiller and Levitt 2006, p. 8).
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which ideas, practices, and resources are exchanged, organized, and transformed
(Levitt and Glick Schiller 2004, p. 1009).3

Causes of Transnationalism Transmigrants and transnational social spaces are,
according to Glick Schiller and her colleagues, products of the current structuring
of the global economy. They offer a structural, and in part Neo-Marxist, explanation
which attributes the emergence of transnational migration to the restructuring of
global capital (see e.g. Szanton Blanc et al. 1995, p. 684; Basch et al. 1994, pp. 30–34,
228–233). In particular, the authors identify three core mechanisms which together
have given rise to transnational migration. First, the global restructuring of capital
has caused conditions in sending and receiving countries to deteriorate, thus stripping
migrants of a “secure terrain of settlement” (Glick Schiller et al. 1995, p. 50).
Second, adverse reception conditions nowadays await immigrants in the receiving
societies (Glick Schiller et al. 1995, p. 50, 228). And third, current nation-state
building politics of sending and receiving countries simultaneously create loyalties
toward both countries (Glick Schiller et al. 1995, p. 50). What does this mean? With
respect to the first point, Glick Schiller et al. (1995, p. 50) argue that today all parts
of the world have been integrated into a single system of production, investment,
communication, coordination, staffing, and distribution. All regions in the world are
interconnected by this mode of production. At the same time, capital is channeled into
key regions, especially cities, leaving peripheral regions of the world stripped of the
infrastructure, education and health services (Glick Schiller et al. 1995, p. 50). The
large-scale indebtedness and economic retrenchment of the sending countries and
the associated deterioration of living standards cause persons to leave the periphery
and seek paid labor in the core regions and cities. In short, the division of the world
into core and periphery (see also: Wallerstein 2005) induces persons living in the
periphery to sell the labor on a global market.

However, the receiving context is in many instances not favorable, which brings us
to the second point. Much of the labor migration of previous decades was spurred by
economic growth and accompanied by the possibility of a relatively quick economic
assimilation in the receiving country. Currently, as the authors argue (Glick Schiller
et al. 1995, p. 50), immigrants are more and more faced with limited economic
possibilities in the countries of reception, and even if they become economically
integrated they still find themselves racialized and discriminated (compare also the
account of immigrant integration in pluralist frameworks as discussed in Chap. 2).
At the same time, and this refers to the third point, many sending countries start to
reclaim their expatriate populations, by constructing themselves as “deterritorilized
nation-states” (Glick Schiller et al. 1995, p. 50, 52), which encompasses, for in-
stance, granting dual citizenship and voting rights. To sum up, the global capitalistic
economy creates labor migration, with immigrants following the streams of capi-
tal. Once in the receiving society, however, immigrants face adverse economic and

3 Although the social field concept was originally coined by Kurt Lewin (see e.g. Lewin 1951),
Levitt and Glick Schiller (2004, p. 1009) relate their concept to that of social fields proposed by
Pierre Bourdieu (see e.g. 1987, 1989).
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social conditions, making full integration into these new societies either not possi-
ble or not desirable. At the same time, they are provided with new opportunities to
remain members of their sending country. Taken together, these conditions create
(structural) opportunities and motives for transnational migration.

Then and Now Since transnationalism is seen as a natural byproduct of the present
structuring of the global economy, it is clearly conceived of as a qualitatively new
phenomenon—at least in the early work of Glick Schiller and colleagues (Basch
et al. 1994; Glick Schiller 1999; Glick Schiller et al. 1995; Szanton Blanc et al.
1995). A new phenomenon, of course, requires new theoretical tools to be adequately
described and understood. Conventional theories on migration and immigrant inte-
gration conceive of migration as a unidirectional process, in which immigrants uproot
themselves, leave their home country behind, and face the difficult and painful pro-
cess of becoming integrated (or assimilated) into the new society (Glick Schiller
et al. 1995, p. 48). In the face of transnational migration, such a bipolar conception
of the migration process can no longer satisfactorily capture contemporary migra-
tion. Because conventional theories concentrate on the integration of immigrants in
the receiving society, they miss an important part of the picture, namely frequent
cross border movements and connections. Consequently, conventional theoretical
frameworks are not adequately endowed to explain transnational migration. The con-
centration on national societies and in particular on the receiving society stems from
what Glick Schiller and Levitt (Glick Schiller and Levitt 2006) call “methodological
nationalism.” Methodological nationalism assumes that the nation-state (and national
society) is the natural social and political form in the contemporary world (Wim-
mer and Glick Schiller 2002a, p. 302). This perspective naturalizes the nation-state
and presupposes a container model of society, which “does not capture, adequately
or automatically, the complex interconnectedness of contemporary reality” (Levitt
and Glick Schiller 2004, p. 1006). As a consequence, frameworks which are located
within methodological nationalism are based on an implicit meta-theoretical assump-
tion that prevents these frameworks from grasping processes outside the national
containers.

3.1.2 Transnational Activities: The Work of Portes and Colleagues

Many assumptions and implications of the work of Basch, Glick Schiller, and Szanton
Blanc were empirically untested. This applies foremost to the scope of transnational
involvement among contemporary immigrants. In the above depicted work, we are
inclined to believe that being transnationally active is a widespread and even dominant
aspect of contemporary migration. A very important first step to assess the scope of
transnational involvement among contemporary immigrants was the Comparative
Immigrant Entrepreneurship Project (CIEP), conducted by Portes and colleagues
(Portes 1996a, b, 1999, 2001, 2003; Portes et al. 1997, 1999, 2002, 2007, 2008;
Guarnizo et al. 2003; Itzigsohn and Giorguli-Saucedo 2002, 2005; Landolt 2001).
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Table 3.1 Examples of transnational activities

Field of action Activities

Economic Border-crossing entrepreneurial activities
Conducting trade with country of origin
Transfer of money or goods to country of origin (remittances)
Investment in real-estate in country of origin

Political Member of (political) organization in country of origin
Member in (political) organization related to country of origin
Participating in politics related to country of origin
Contributing (financially) to organizations in country of origin

Socio-cultural Frequent visits of friends or family in country of origin
Frequent contacts with friends or family in country of origin
Member of social organization in country of origin

Up to today it remains the only large-scale empirical study which was explicitly
conducted to study transnationalism. Its results are still highly cited when it comes
to providing estimates of the scope of transnational activities of immigrants and the
relation of transnational activities and immigrant integration (Vertovec 2009; see e.g.
Kivisto and Faist 2010).

Transnational Activities Portes and colleagues focus on individual immigrants’
border-crossing activities. Among the first contributions of the CIEP is its classifica-
tion of transnational activities. In particular, transnational activities are classified into
three categories: socio-cultural activities, political activities, and economic activities.
Table 3.1 gives an overview and specific examples of these forms of transnational
activities. Socio-cultural transnational activities are defined as activities “[. . . ] that
involve the recreation of a sense of community that encompasses migrants and peo-
ple in the place of origin. Socio-cultural transnationalism concerns the emergence of
practices of sociability, mutual help, and public rituals rooted in the cultural under-
standings that pertain to the sense of belonging and social obligations of immigrants”
(Itzigsohn and Giorguli-Saucedo 2002, p. 768). Political transnational activities en-
compass electoral and non-electoral activities that are aimed at influencing conditions
in the sending country (Guarnizo et al. 2003, p. 1223). In particular, “[t]ransnational
electoral participation includes membership in a political party in the country of
origin, monetary contributions to these parties, and active involvement in political
campaigns in the polity of origin. Transnational non-electoral politics includes mem-
bership in a hometown civic association, monetary contributions to civic projects in
the community of origin, and regular membership in charity organizations sponsoring
projects in the home country” (Guarnizo et al. 2003, p. 1223). Finally, transnational
economic activities encompass all economic activities that cross borders, such as
sending remittances or transnational entrepreneurship. The latter, which refers to
self-employed immigrants whose business (success) depends on regular travels and
contacts with the sending country (Portes et al. 2002, p. 284), takes a prominent
position within the research of Portes et al. (Portes et al. 2002).

Such a classification is helpful when it comes to specifying and potentially de-
limiting the object of inquiry. Nevertheless, it is ideal-typical and thus should rather
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serve heuristic purposes. Empirically, the different types of border-crossing activi-
ties are likely to overlap. For instance, it seems rather difficult to maintain a strict
differentiation between socio-cultural and political activities in the country of origin,
as participating in politics of the country of origin may go hand in hand or even be
identical with socio-cultural activities there. Guarnizo et al. (2003, p. 1223) concep-
tualize political transnational involvement as encompassing non-electoral activities,
such as membership in hometown civic associations and monetary contributions to
these associations. In contrast, Itzigsohn and Giorguli Saucedo (2002, p. 767) in-
clude these activities in the realm of socio-cultural transnational involvement. It is
apparent that both realms are overlapping and that being a member of charity orga-
nizations in the country of origin can be motivated both by political interests as well
as by the intention to recreate a sense of community which spans across borders.
In this sense, the distinction between these two forms of transnational activities is
rather analytical, while their empirical correspondences are likely to be overlapping.

Causes of Transnationalism Compared to the work of Glick Schiller and her col-
leagues, Portes and his colleagues call for more caution in theorizing and assessing
the causes, the scope, and the consequences of immigrants’ transnational involve-
ment. While Glick Schiller and colleagues, based on their ethnographic observations,
do not hesitate to infer that transnational involvement is omnipresent among contem-
porary immigrants, Portes et al. (1999, p. 223) scrutinize this by drawing on Merton’s
(1987) necessary conditions for establishing new phenomena for scientific inquiry:
(a) the process in question involves a significant portion of the relevant persons, (b)
the process in question possesses a certain stability over time and is not exceptional
and fleeting, and (c) the content of this process is not captured by some pre-existing
concept. Thus, Portes et al. (1999) leave open the possibility that transnationalism is
an academic construct which does not find an empirical counterpart.

Portes and collaborators (Portes 1999, p. 467; Portes et al. 1999, pp. 223–224)
see changes and innovations in technologies of mass transportation and communi-
cation as the crucial condition for transnationalism to emerge. These “space- and
time-compressing” technologies enable immigrants to readily cross borders, easily
follow the events in the country of origin, and maintain close relations across bor-
ders. Moreover, the establishment and maintenance of networks across borders is
a necessary condition for transnationalism (Portes et al. 1999, p. 224).4 Yet, these
are but a set of conditions that only specify antecedent conditions for transnational
involvement. Consequently, “[a] first step in answering these questions [why immi-
grants are transnationally active] is to note that transnational activities must be in
the interest of those that engage in them since, otherwise, they would not invest the
considerable time and effort required” (Portes 1999, p. 469). As Portes (1999, p. 464;
2003, pp. 879–880) observes, while most immigrants have access to these means
of communication and transportation, there is considerable variance in the extent to
which they are transnationally active. In order to understand why some immigrants

4 The second point seems problematic, as one can argue that border-crossing networks are not a
prerequisite but a consequence of transnational activities.
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are transnationally active and others are not, we have to examine the conditions in
the context of reception as well as the context of origin. First, in line with the work on
segmented assimilation theory, Portes (1999, p. 464; 2003, p. 880) stresses that the
ethnic group in which an immigrant is embedded plays a crucial role in providing
opportunities for transnational involvement. The form and scope of transnational
involvement depends strongly on the ethnic groups’ resources, such as experience
with border-crossing trade (Portes 1999, p. 464). Moreover, immigrants, who are
geographically dispersed in the country of reception, are less likely to engage in
transnational activities, whereas regionally clustered immigrants, who live in dense
ethnic communities, are more likely to engage in these activities. Ethnic communities
accordingly can nourish transnational engagement (Portes 2003, p. 880). Second,
the general attitude that immigrants are confronted with is likely to impact their mo-
tivation for transnational engagement. Portes (1999, p. 466; 2003, p. 880) points out
that hostile conditions in the country of reception can bring about “reactive ethnicity”
and with it an array of transnational activities. “At the grass-roots level, economic
transnationalism offers an alternative to some immigrants and their home country
counterparts against low-wage dead-end jobs; political transnationalism gives them
voice that they otherwise would not have; and cultural transnationalism allows them
to reaffirm their own self-worth and transmit valued traditions to their young” (Portes
1999, p. 469). In this case, transnational involvement can be understood as a reaction
to potentially unfavorable conditions in the receiving country. If the conditions of
reception are more favorable, then any transnational activities will be a mere “lin-
ear extension” of the immigrants’ interest to remain in contact with their country
of origin (Portes 1999, p. 466). The work of Portes and colleagues has a stronger
micro-sociological focus, in which the reconstruction of individual motives and op-
portunities is an integral part of any explanation of transnational activities among
immigrants.

Then and Now Not only do Portes and his colleagues depart in their theoretical
focus from the work of Glick Schiller and colleagues, they also disagree on the
question of the phenomenon’s novelty. Portes (2001, p. 183) and Portes et al. (1999,
p. 224) point out that precursors of contemporary transnationalism have existed for
a long time. Return migration as well as visits to the country of origin have always
taken place among labor migrants. Most historic precursors of transnationalism took
the form of diasporas, such as trade diasporas or political diasporas (Portes et al.
1999, p. 225). The authors mention Russian Jews fleeing the Tsar, Armenians fleeing
Turkish oppression, and the Spanish citizens fleeing from the fascist regime, building
a huge Spanish diaspora (Portes et al. 1999, pp. 224–225). At this point it furthermore
becomes obvious that Portes and colleagues see continuities between past and present
migration, since they do not draw a distinction between diasporic and transnational
activities, as opposed to Glick Schiller and colleagues (see e.g. Glick Schiller 1999,
p. 96). Referring to Curtin (1984) and Pirenne and Hasley (1980 [1925]), Portes et al.
(1999, p. 225) call attention to early and even medieval examples of trade diasporas.
These were communities of merchants who settled abroad and became integrated into
the local society while preserving a collective identity as members of a trade diaspora,
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maintaining relationships to the places of origin, and regularly traveling back and
forth. However, in contrast to present day transnationalism, historical precursors
of political diasporas and trade diasporas were an exceptional phenomenon. Only a
small portion of the very affluent immigrants could engage in these time and resource
intensive activities (Portes et al. 1999, p. 225).

Contemporary transnationalism differs from its historical precursors, since the
opportunities to be transnationally active are very different today. Means of mass
transportation and communication are readily available, even to less well-off im-
migrants, and the global economy is more interconnected than ever before (Portes
et al. 1999, pp. 224–226). Thus, while Portes (Portes 1999, 2001, 2003) and Portes
et al. (1999) clearly point to continuities in transnational migration, they agree with
other scholars that due to technological innovations there are also vast differences—
if only in scope and scale. With respect to the relation of transnational involvement
and immigrant integration into the receiving society, Portes and colleagues discuss
several possibilities. They point out that—and in this they agree with other schol-
ars of transnationalism—older theories of immigrant integration do not account for
substantial back-and-forth movements between the country of origin and the country
of reception (Portes et al. 1999, p. 228). Conventional theories of immigrant inte-
gration equated successful adaptation with successful integration (or assimilation)
into the receiving society (Portes et al. 1999, p. 229). Transnational involvement
might offer an alternative path, potentially opening up new adaptation possibilities
for immigrants and their offsprings (Portes et al. 1999, p. 229; Portes 2001, p. 188).
In particular, four possible scenarios are discussed. First, transnationally active im-
migrants might eventually return to their country of origin. Second, transnational
activities might accompany and support integration into the receiving society. Third,
transnationally active immigrants might remain stable in the transnational field, while
their offsprings become assimilated into the receiving society. And fourth, transna-
tionally active immigrants might pass these practices on to their offsprings. While
Portes et al. stress that these are possibilities and that it is too early to judge which
will become empirically relevant, they state that “it seems clear that they can trans-
form the normative assimilation story, with major consequences for both sending
and receiving countries” (Portes et al. 1999, p. 229).

3.1.3 Transnational Social Spaces I: The Work of Faist
and Colleagues

A yet different conception of transnationalism was put forth by Thomas Faist (1998,
2000a, b; Faist and Gerdes 1999), namely that of transnational social spaces. It
shares some similarities with the concept of transnational fields as found with Basch
et al. (1994, p. 24), but Faist develops the concept much further. Akin to the above
depicted work of Glick Schiller and colleagues, Faist (2000b, p. 19) promotes to
distinguish between different types of migration and thus migrants. In particular,
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we find a differentiation between return-migration, circular migration and transna-
tional migration. How do these forms of migration differ from one another and from
transnational migration? Return-migration, although it ends with the return to the
country of origin, does not necessarily imply any transnational activities during the
stay in the country of reception. Circular migration “[. . .] is characterized by a fre-
quent movement between two or more places, such as in seasonal labour migration.
Circular migrants are different from transmigrants: the latter are persons who live in
either the country of emigration or destination, and commute back and forth between
the two locations. However, this is not the case of circular migrants. Rather it pertains
to life-periods or a whole life among categories such as hypermobile businessman”
(Faist 2000b, p. 19).

Transnational Social Spaces In face of the interconnectedness of sending and re-
ceiving country, Faist (2000a, p. 191; b, p. 8) argues against a conception of migration
as a discrete event and a permanent move from one nation-state to another. Rather,
migration should be understood as a multidimensional (economic, political, cul-
tural, and demographic) process consisting of movements and links between two or
more settings in various nation-states. Within the migration process, Faist attributes
a central role to social networks and social capital (Faist 1998, 2000a, b). Immigrant
networks help to reduce economic and psychological risks and costs associated with
international long-distance migration. They facilitate traveling abroad, finding hous-
ing and work, keeping in touch with the country of origin, finding child care, and
consummating communal and spiritual needs (Faist 2000b, p. 97). The networks and
ties connecting sending and receiving societies make up transnational social spaces.
As Faist (2000b, p. 199) puts it, transnational social spaces “consist of combina-
tions of sustained social and symbolic ties, their contents, positions in networks and
organizations, and networks of organizations that can be found in multiple states.”

There are three types of transnational social spaces (Faist 2000b, p. 202). The first
form of transnational social spaces are transnational kinship groups. Kinship groups,
which are typical among first generation immigrants, are characterized by a strong
reciprocity. Prime examples are the transnational family and sending remittances
(Faist 2000b, p. 203). Such multilocal families can again take two forms: either
parents living abroad with their offsprings (still) in the sending country or older
migrants returning to their home country, while their (adult) children remain in the
receiving country. Transnational circuits are the second type of transnational social
spaces (Faist 2000b, p. 206). They are characterized by a constant circulation of
goods, people, and information across the borders of sending and receiving states
along the principle of exchange. Typically, these are trading networks and business
networks spanning across borders. The third type of transnational social spaces
are the so-called transnational communities (Faist 2000b, p. 207), which we also
find with Portes’ earlier work on transnationalism (Portes 1996a, b). Transnational
communities emerge if migrants have strong and dense social and symbolic ties
across borders. These communities do not necessarily require individual persons
“living between cultures in a total ‘global village’ of de-territorialized space” (Faist
2000b, p. 207). They require, however, linkages through exchange, reciprocity, and
solidarity in order to achieve a high degree of social cohesion and a shared repertoire
of symbolic and collective representations.
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Causes of Transnationalism For Faist (2000b, pp. 211–212), too, changes and in-
novations in telecommunication and transportation technologies are important factors
contributing to transnational migration. These technological changes are a prerequi-
site as well as cause for transnational involvement. However, even if immigrants are
transnationally involved, this does not necessarily create transnational communities
(Faist 2000b, p. 239). Akin to Portes and colleagues (Itzigsohn and Giorguli-Saucedo
2002; Portes 1999, 2003), Faist (2000b, p. 213) relates the emergence of immigrants’
transnational involvement to conditions in the receiving and the sending country.
Transnational communities will, however, only emerge if certain conditions are met.
First, contentious minority policies in sending countries contribute to the export
of politics and conflicts into receiving countries. Second, obstacles to integration
contribute to an orientation toward ethnicity and transnational ties. Third, in liberal
democracies, which do not try to assimilate migrants by force, immigrants have a
greater chance to keep their cultural distinctiveness and ties to their homeland. Taken
together, these conditions promote the development of transnational social spaces.
It is obvious that Faist’s conception of the prerequisites for the emergence of sta-
ble forms of transnational social spaces links up well with Portes and colleagues’
conception of how the interplay of contextual factors creates conditions that pro-
mote transnational activities (Itzigsohn and Giorguli-Saucedo 2002; Portes 1999,
2003). In particular, this conception is compatible with the basic idea of the modes
of incorporation model that was discussed in the previous chapter.

Then and Now In agreement with Portes and colleagues, Faist does not see transna-
tionalism as an entirely new phenomenon. Instead, multilocal and transnational
families, for example, with their members scattered across several countries, have
been a part of international migration for a long time (Faist 2000b, p. 11). But the
magnitude of transnational involvement of immigrants in international migration has
increased. Maintaining ties to those left behind, be they family, friends, or significant
others, involves costs: economic costs for return trips and remittances, and psycho-
logical costs that emerge when practicing one’s religion or other customs and while
facing the need of adapting to a new environment (Faist 2000b, p. 126). However,
innovations in long-distance travel and communication technologies have greatly
reduced these costs. Thus, while incentives to remain in touch with the country of
origin remain the same, costs have been reduced, which then is likely to lead to an
increase in immigrants’ border-crossing involvement.

Although transnational activities may have been part of international migration
for a long time, Faist (2000b, p. 9) argues that the existence of transnational social
spaces and transnational migration refute the predictions of classical assimilationist
frameworks: leaving the native country’s security, passing through a period of risk,
(dis)stress, and turmoil, and then establishing a definite equilibrium in the receiving
society. According to Faist (2000b, p. 243), conventional theories of immigrant inte-
gration are unable to deal with the phenomenon of transnationalism adequately. The
main reason for their epistemological inadequacy lies in the theories’“container con-
ception of space” and “container conception of culture”—matching the criticism of
the so-called methodological nationalism in other works on transnationalism (Beck
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2007a, b; Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 2009; Wimmer and Glick Schiller 2002a, 2003;
Glick Schiller and Levitt 2006). Conventional theoretical frameworks, which deal
with immigrant integration into national societies, assume that the processes of in-
tegration are unaffected by (continuing) border-crossing activities. Furthermore, the
container concept of culture renders culture as a fixed and essential phenomenon
(Faist 2000b, p. 282). Culture is conceptualized as a baggage from the sending coun-
try and is only important in the sense that cultural distance between the sending and
the receiving society inhibits successful integration. Still, transnational involvement
of immigrants and their social integration into a receiving society are not incompat-
ible (Faist 2000b, p. 10, 242). There are simultaneous trends toward incorporation
into the receiving country’s society and the creation and maintenance of social, reli-
gious, political and economic transnational ties. Transnational ties with continuing
immigrant integration (in the sense of a partial assimilation) can coexist. Overall,
Faist (2000b, p. 226) seems to regard transnationalism more as a novel perspective
rather than a novel phenomenon. The transnational perspective on immigration shifts
the emphasis from the ‘classical’ question whether immigrants lose or retain their
cultural distinctiveness to how transnational social spaces are organized, how immi-
grants structure and experience their ties, and how they adapt to living in between
two cultures.

3.1.4 Transnational Social Spaces II: The Work of Pries
and Colleagues

The concept of transnational social spaces also takes a central role in the work of
Ludger Pries (1996, 1997a, 1998, 2001b, c, 2002, 2005b), who contributed early to
the development of transnational migration studies. Pries builds his work on transna-
tionalism on what he describes as the connection and disconnection of social and
geographic space (see e.g. Pries 2001b, p. 56 ff.). Geographic space is understood
as a “[. . .] specific relational metrical-physical extension and relation of elements”
(Pries 2001b, p. 70, 71) which can be conceived of in dimensions of distance,
direction, size, shape, and volume (see also Gieryn 2000). Social space, in contrast,
is described as a “[. . .] specific and concentrated complexity of social practices (rou-
tinized behavior, types of action, innovative and creative acting and so forth), systems
of symbols (language, culture, status and social positioning, knowledge, rites and
so forth) and artefacts (buildings, techniques, cultivated landscape and so on) with
a certain extension in time and (geographic space)” (Pries 2001b, p. 71).5 Transna-
tional social spaces are then defined as dense, stable, pluri-local and institutionalized
frameworks, which are composed of these social practices, systems of symbols, and

5 Obviously, this conception departs from other understandings of social space as, for instance,
Bourdieu’s (1989, p. 17), in which social space is to be understood as the frame of reference for an
individual’s position in society.
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artifacts (Pries 1998, p. 37; 2001a, p. 8, 18). Goebel and Pries also distinguish be-
tween different forms of migrants (Goebel and Pries 2002, p. 39 ff.): the “classical”
immigrant, the return-migrant, the transnational migrant, and the diaspora migrant.
The classical immigrant is characterized by the motive of permanent residence in
the receiving country. The return-migrant stays for a limited period of time and then
returns to her or his country of origin. The migrant belonging to a diaspora retains a
strong orientation toward a potentially imagined homeland community, whereas the
transnational migrant, although being possibly integrated into the local economy,
participates in transnational activities and builds and maintains transnational ties.

Causes of Transnationalism In general, Pries (1997a, p. 16; 2001a, p. 23) seems
to be more interested in understanding the consequences of transnationalism than its
causes. We thus do not find an elaborate explanation for the emergence of transna-
tionalism. However, we do find reference to globalization as an ongoing process that
alters the relation between the local and the global, between geographic and social
spaces, and the way the nation-state is able to claim its population (Pries 2001a,
p. 23, 2001b, p. 56, 58, 68). Moreover, Pries (2001b, p. 57) asserts that “new and
newly recognized forms of international migration processes, though not the only
source of such a development, can thus bring about transnational social spaces.” It is
international migration itself which brings about the uncoupling of geographic and
social space (Pries 2001b, p. 58). Unfortunately, the process by which international
migration is causing this uncoupling is not specified. If we reconsider Pries’ defini-
tion of social spaces (Pries 2001b, p. 71), especially the aspect of social practices,
one is inclined to see migrants’ individual actions as responsible for the creation of
the transnational social spaces. Globalization and technological innovations can thus
be conceived of as conditions that increase motives and forces to migrate and ease
the maintenance of relations to the country of origin.

Then and Now According to Goebel and Pries (2002, p. 36), the conditions and
patterns of international migration have changed greatly in the last decades. Not only
is migration a growing phenomenon, its pattern is changing, too. While in the past
migration was most often linked to permanent residence at the place of destination,
in recent years these patterns of settlement have changed. Migration is no longer
a unidirectional change in locality but becomes a recursive process (Goebel and
Pries 2002, p. 36). Increasing pendulum-movements between sending and receiving
countries are an indicator for transnational migration. Transnationalism has profound
consequences on the relation between social and geographic space. Pries (2001b, p.
75) asserts that over the last two or three hundred years, social and geographic space
were concordant. This concordance was especially strong in the bloom of nation-
states, where territorially defined areas corresponded to national societies. But this
correspondence between geographical and social space has been altered in the last
decades of the twentieth century by globalization. It has been weakened, allowing for
the emergence of transnational social spaces that extend across geographical space
(Pries 2001b, p. 57). As a result, social spaces which were previously geographically
and socially disjunct are now stacked within one geographic area (Pries 2001b, p. 57).
Moreover, social spaces are no longer limited by geographical spaces. This means
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that social spaces can now expand over several different geographical areas (Pries
2001b, p. 57). These multi-local social spaces are then what Pries (2001b) calls
transnational social spaces. We see that Pries’ conception of transnational social
spaces and the central role the nation-states take in it share resemblance to the idea
of “deterritorilized nation-states” in the work of Glick Schiller and colleagues (1995,
p. 50, 52).

The border-crossing extension of social spaces as well as the stacking of socially
disjunct spaces within one geographic space are historically new and lack comparable
precursors (Pries 2001b, p. 58). Pries (2001b, p. 57) acknowledges that different and
distinguishable social spheres have always been stacked together in one geographic
area, such as the different estates in feudal structures or social classes.Yet, these social
spheres were always directly linked to each other by means of a shared worldview or
cultural practices. Although technological innovations in previous centuries, as, for
instance, in the nineteenth century the steam-engine and telegraphic communication,
already unleashed globalization processes, they did not result in a similar decoupling
of social and geographic space, because the nation-state’s grip on a population was
still too strong (Pries 2001b, p. 58). This transformation brings about the need for a
theoretical reconceptualization of migration and integration processes.

3.2 Open Questions and Unsettled Issues

The appearance of transnationalism as a scientific concept in migration research
spurred a debate on its theoretical and empirical relevance—which at times has been
heated (see e.g. Glick Schiller and Levitt 2006; Waldinger and Fitzgerald 2004). Most
scholars of transnationalism consider this debate to be passé, because the issues over
which it erupted have been settled. Today, proponents of the transnational perspective
maintain that their research is repeatedly confronted with “usual suspects criticisms”
(Vertovec 2009, p. 16)—usual suspects, because these criticisms have apparently
been dealt with (see e.g. Glick Schiller and Levitt 2006). Indeed, it is true, some of
the issues that were discussed emphatically at the beginning (e.g. is transnationalism
a novel phenomenon or a novel perspective) appear to be settled—most agree today
that it is a new or rather different perspective. Other controversial issues, however,
have not been dealt with adequately and some questions remain unanswered. There
is, in particular, a striking imbalance between conceptual, theoretical work, on the
one hand, and empirical evidence, on the other. In particular, little heed was paid
to admonitions calling for more thorough empirical examinations, before advancing
evermore conceptual and theoretical work. Some authors argue (Portes et al. 1999,
p. 218, 233; see e.g. Durlauf 1999) that this is even a recurring pattern in the wider
social sciences, when the discipline has discovered something new (or is convinced
of a discovery). As Portes et al. (1999) put it, “it is not so uncommon in the social
sciences that elaborate explanations are advanced for processes whose reality remains
problematic.”
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Obviously, this is a problem that relates to the scope of transnational involve-
ment among immigrants. The pioneer studies on transnational migration were solely
ethnographic studies, which could not assess the prevalence of border-crossing in-
volvement among immigrants. Today, we have, albeit still little, quantitative evidence
with which we will deal more thoroughly later in this chapter. Having evidence
on transnational involvement which goes beyond ethnographic descriptions, the
question remains whether this is a new aspect of international migration. Some
scholars claimed that transnationalism is an entirely new phenomenon, stressing a
historic break between recent and ‘older’ migration. Transnationalism, in its present
characteristic, therefore must be differentiated from other processes and aspects of
international migration (Basch et al. 1994; Glick Schiller 1999; Glick Schiller et al.
1995; Glick Schiller and Fouron 2001; Szanton Blanc et al. 1995; Glick Schiller
et al. 1992; Goebel and Pries 2002; Pries 2001b, 2005b; Guarnizo et al. 2003, p.
1213). Others questioned its novelty, stressing historical continuities in transnational
migration, and warn that the research on transnationalism is reinventing the wheel, by
applying new (and potentially incorrect) labels to well-known phenomena (Lucassen
2006; Portes et al. 1999; Morawska 2004; Portes 2001; Waldinger 2008b; Waldinger
and Fitzgerald 2004). Pendular migration, return migration, and the maintenance of
ties with the country of origin are, for instance, anything but new.

As we have seen in the previous chapter, stressing differences or similarities be-
tween past and contemporary immigration experience is tied to the stance one takes
in evaluating existing theoretical models. One of the major claims of early work
on transnationalism was that a new phenomenon requires a new theory, because
the old theories cannot adequately understand and explain the contemporary immi-
gration. The old theories were constructed with reference to the ‘old world’; new
theories have to be built mirroring the ‘new world.’ For some, developing transna-
tional migration studies was indeed associated with the rejection of a conventional
conception of migration and integration (Glick Schiller 1999, p. 94). Transnational
migration studies directly attacked the canonical research on migration by question-
ing its adequacy—thus legitimizing the claim for a new theoretical perspective. If we
assume that migration and integration processes nowadays are completely different
from previous decades—for whatever reasons—then it is unlikely that theoretical
models, which have been built facing a different empirical reality, are still valid.
However, if the world we face is not all that new, i.e. if there are historical continu-
ities in transnational migration, then older theories on immigrant integration are not
per se inadequate. These theories may not have focused explicitly on transnational
aspects of international migration and immigrant integration, but they have dealt
with an empirical reality that shares similarities with the world today. Nevertheless,
if the phenomenon in question is real, existing theoretical approaches certainly suffer
from incompleteness. In order to evaluate the validity of the claim of a historic break,
we would need to compare transnational involvement of immigrants in the last cen-
turies to transnational involvement among contemporary immigrants. Large-scale
individual data, which would allow for such a comparison, is unfortunately unavail-
able for these historic periods. Even for contemporary migration large-scale data on
transnational involvement is scarce—as we will see later in this chapter. Thus, when
it comes to the relation between then and now, scholars of transnational migration
have drawn on historic comparisons (see e.g. Lucassen 2006).
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3.3 Transnational Involvement Among Immigrants in the Past

After two decades of research on transnationalism, it is clear today that transnational
involvement among immigrants is not as new as it has been presented in early as-
sessments. In fact, as Joppke and Morawska (2003, p. 20) state, “many important
aspects of it resemble economic, social, and political translocal involvements of past
cross-border travelers.” Trade diasporas of itinerant merchants, for instance, have
existed for centuries. Venetian, Genoese, and Hanse merchants in medieval Europe
are early examples of economic transnationalism (Portes et al. 1999, p. 225 ff.).
Furthermore, circular migration movements are also anything but new if we con-
sider streams of circular labor migration at the turn of nineteenth to the twentieth
century, as, for instance, the recruitment of foreign workers for the heavy indus-
try in the Ruhr region and the mining industry in Germany (Hebert 2003, p. 55 ff.,
65 ff.). Lucassen’s (2006, p. 29 ff) account of transnational involvement of the Polish
immigrants in the Ruhr region is instructive. The Ruhr region’s rapid industrializa-
tion after 1870 attracted many immigrants, among which were thousands of Poles.
These immigrants maintained their own language, founded their own associations,
and were heavily involved in border-crossing activities. They kept close contact with
relatives from the sending communities, frequently traveled back, and invested in
property and housing there. Their transnational involvement also manifested in Pol-
ish associations: in 1896 there were 75 Polish organizations in the Ruhr region, in
1910 already 660, and at its peak in 1920 almost 1,450 (Murphy 1982, p. 141 ff.).

Immigrants’ transnational involvement was not limited by continental Europe’s
borders. As in the current case, technological innovations in travel and commu-
nication technology greatly facilitated transnational activities and return migration
among immigrants who came to the US in the nineteenth century (Cinel 1991; Wyman
1993). Ocean-going steam ships dramatically reduced the time needed to travel from
the old to the new continent. The invention of telegraphy allowed for instantaneous
communication across great distances. And a prominent testimony of keeping ties
with the country of origin is Thomas and Znaniecki’s study on “The Polish Peasant
in Europe and America” (1919). Of those immigrants, 35 % returned to their coun-
try of origin and those who stayed kept in touch with relatives in their country of
origin (Wyman 1993, p. 10, 33). Moreover, the consolidation of the nation-state in
the nineteenth century already created “long-distance nationalism” (Glick Schiller
1999, p. 101 ff.), with immigrants contributing money to political movements in
their respective countries of origin. In the German case, for instance, “Germanness
abroad” (“Deutschtum im Ausland”) was actively promoted by the newly founded
German state in the late nineteenth century and aimed at keeping the German national
identity alive and preventing German immigrants from assimilating to the receiving
countries (Dann 1993, p. 191). Glazer (1954) has documented similar patterns for
the American immigration experience.

As Joppke and Morawska (2003, p. 21) put it, “[. . .] the perception is unfound
that, as one-way transplants, earlier migrations were permanent ruptures with home-
country affairs, irrevocably dividing past and present lives of immigrants, whereas
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present day shuttlers’ lifeworlds span their home and host society in new transna-
tional spaces.” Even those who initially depicted transnationalism as new (Glick
Schiller 1999, p. 95, 99 ff.) now point to the late nineteenth century when referring
to precursors of current transnationalism. While most authors now seem to agree
that precursors to present day transnationalism existed, there is disagreement on the
reason why it has not received a lot of attention. Portes et al. (Portes et al. 1999, p.
225 ff.) claim that these early forms of transnational involvement among immigrants
have mainly been an elite phenomenon, limited to wealthy immigrants who could af-
ford cost-intensive maintenance of long-distance networks and long-distance travel.
Transnationalism in history was of minor significance and thus was not incorporated
into theoretical models of migration and integration. In face of the above mentioned
historical work on immigration, this position appears disputable. Still, the costs for
being transnationally active have reduced drastically. Assuming that most immigrants
have some attachment to their country of origin, the scope of transnational activities
has probably increased.

Glick Schiller et al. (1995, p. 51) attribute the negligence of transnational in-
volvement among immigrants to the predominant (political and scientific) narrative
of assimilation. From this perspective, it was not the limited empirical scope that
averted the incorporation of transnationalism into theory. Instead, the prevailing
concentration on immigrants’ adaption in the receiving country prevented scholars
from taking note of border-crossing activities. If we consider Gans’ (1992, p. 49;
1997, p. 884) note on the potential selectivity of immigrants that were subject to
sociological inquiry in the early models on immigrant integration—as discussed in
the last chapter—it does not come as a surprise that traditional accounts of immi-
grant integration did not focus on border-crossing activities and ties to the country
of origin. Immigration historians, however, have extensively documented border-
crossing, bi-national social-cultural, economic, and political involvement among
almost all immigrant groups in the US—although they did not call it transnation-
alism (Joppke and Morawska 2003, p. 21). Still, there was need for a concept that
identifies this phenomenon. The common character of present and earlier forms of
transnationalism has to be overlooked if we do not have a theoretical concept which
identifies the phenomenon in question. As Portes (2001, p. 184) puts it, “[t]he paral-
lels between Russian and Polish émigré political activism and the trading activities
of the Chinese diaspora, for example, could not have been established because there
was no theoretical idea that linked them and pointed to their similarities. In its ab-
sence, the respective literature remained disparate and isolated from each other, as
well as from present events.”

Most scholars today seem to have reached the conclusion that transnational migra-
tion studies do not deal with an entirely new phenomenon, but that they offer a novel
perspective on processes of migration and integration. Treating transnationalism as
a perspective allows us to focus our research and theory on the ties that immigrants
build and sustain across the borders of two or more nation-states (Portes 1999, 2001,
2003). In this sense, the transnational perspective simply calls our attention to a
specific aspect of migration and integration, which has always been a ubiquitous part
of international migration (Waldinger 2008a, p. 24). This perspective can provide us
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with a tool to understand and explain specific and possibly new or previously disre-
garded processes of integration. It is an analytical tool, enabling us to cover aspects
of migration to which conventional theories of migration and integration have been
blind.

3.4 A Note on Terminology

In the above depicted work, we are presented with an abounding number of new
terms for processes that describe immigrants’ cross-border involvement. Do we need
all these terms? It might depend on the specific term and the process it describes.
In any case, we should avoid conceptual conflation and overuse, as they render any
analytical concept useless. If a concept is extended to every aspect of reality, it is
stripped of its heuristic value. For a concept to retain a heuristic value, its scope has
to be limited (Portes 2001, p. 219).

In this context, a distinction between transmigrants and circular migrants and so-
journers appears hard to maintain, as the demarcation lines between their definitions
seem a bit artificial. It is noteworthy that the term transmigrant was actually coined
by William Peterson (1969, p. 261), who defined transmigrants as “those who move
into an area for a period and then out of it.” This early definition already shows that
the boundaries between the concept of transmigrants and sojourners and circular mi-
grants are not clear. I would argue that the concept of immigrant (or migrant) is well
applicable even in the face of immigrants’ border-crossing involvement. Another ex-
ample of introducing a new concept, where an already existing would do, is that of
“social remittances” (Levitt 1998, p. 927; 2001, p. 54). In her seminal ethnographic
study on a village in the Dominican Republic, Levitt describes how the village’s life
is influenced by its residents’ back and forth migration to Boston. To illustrate how
ideas, behaviors, identities, and social capital flows from the receiving country to the
country of origin through transnational ties and how they influence and restructure
the village’s daily life, Levitt suggests the concept of social remittances. To begin
with, this is not a particularity of contemporary migration. Returnees from the US
at the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth, for instance,
imported various ideas and practices to Europe and profoundly influenced their coun-
tries and communities of origin (Wyman 1993, p. 151 ff.), which Levitt (2001, p. 59)
acknowledges. However, the usefulness of introducing a new term referring to the
phenomenon in question is limited if we already have a term at hand. The transmis-
sion of ideas, practices, and the like has been studied before under the term “cultural
diffusion” (Strang and Meyer 1993; Strang and Meyer 1994), even explicitly so with
focusing on how ideas influence and restructure local communities and the relations
therein (see already Brown 1944). Although Levitt points to cultural diffusion, she
does not give reasons why a new term seems necessary. Moreover, the term transna-
tionalism itself can be perceived as problematic. As Smith (2002, p. 148) points out,
transnationalism often seems to indicate a “third space,” which, albeit divorced from
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both the origin and the receiving country, implies an entirely new way of living si-
multaneously in both places. As we will see in the next part of this chapter, evidence
for such transnational modes of living is rather scarce. Thus, for the rest of this work,
I will use the terms transnational or border-crossing activities and involvement rather
than the term transnationalism. Transnational activities are more tangible and more
narrowly defined—as individual immigrants’ border-crossing activities—and do not
necessarily imply a simultaneous mode of living in-between two societies.

3.5 A Note on Methodological Nationalism

Before we proceed to reviewing the empirical evidence of immigrants’ transnational
involvement, an excurse on the so-called ‘methodological nationalism’ seems due.
It has been mentioned in the above discussion that proponents of transnationalism
criticize conventional theories for the way they depict (the receiving) societies—the
alleged methodological nationalism (Levitt and Jaworsky 2007; Pries 2005a; Wim-
mer and Glick Schiller 2002a, b, 2003; Mau 2010). Methodological nationalism
is assumed to take the nation-state (and national society) as the natural social and
political form in the contemporary world (Wimmer and Glick Schiller 2002a, p. 302)
and with this metatheoretical assumption it prevents conventional frameworks from
grasping processes outside national containers. This critique is not limited to the
bounds of migration studies. Instead, it has been developed into a critique of general
sociological theory, which unquestionably takes the nation-state as its point of depar-
ture (see e.g. Beck 2007a, b; Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 2009; Mau 2010). However,
it appears rather premature, because most of its claims justifying a paradigmatic shift
are—once again—based on assumptions that lack empirical foundations.6 Within the
study of immigrant integration, methodological nationalism can be interpreted as a
catchword that points to the shortcomings of conventional theoretical frameworks.
From this perspective, there is something to it: by taking the national society as
the unquestioned point of departure, we are likely to miss parts of the picture—as,
for instance, immigrants’ multiple inclusion into receiving and sending society. But
do we have to reformulate all existing theories? Theoretical completeness calls for
including border-crossing activities in any account of immigrant integration and the
possibility of multiple inclusion in both sending and receiving society—a prominent
demand in the literature on methodological nationalism (Wimmer and Glick Schiller
2002b, p. 233). As we have seen in Chap. 2, the model of intergenerational inte-
gration, which this work proposes, explicitly takes multiple inclusion into account.
While this originally referred to multiple inclusion into the receiving society and the

6 There is a related debate in the literature on immigration and citizenship. Although different terms
are used in this literature, i.e. national, multicultural, and postnational models of citizenship are
discussed, there are similar claims about the declining importance of national contexts for immigrant
integration (for an overview see Bloemraad et al. 2008). Yet, results from empirical research in this
area show that the nation-state still decisively influences immigrant integration as compared to
postnational contexts (see e.g. Koopmans 2004; Koopmans and Statham 1999).
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ethnic group, this can easily be extended to encompass multiple inclusion regarding
the country of origin as well. Moreover, if we are interested in assessing immigrant
integration, group comparisons are a very flexible way of measuring integration (see
Chaps. 2 and 4). Of course, this is not confined to comparing an immigrant group
with the autochthonous group, although this probably still is the most important
dimension of comparison. However, we can easily choose a different comparison
group, i.e. a group in the country of origin, a group belonging to a supranational
structure, as the European Union, and the like. If we concentrate only on what is
happening within the borders of one society, we might miss important aspects of im-
migrants’ lives. But if the enlargement of our perspective is compatible with existing
theoretical frameworks, then the call for abandoning all these frameworks appears
premature.

3.6 Transnationalism and Immigrant Integration

After having established how research on transnational migration became prominent
in the social sciences, we now turn to the available empirical evidence on immigrants’
border-crossing activities and how they relate to integration into the receiving so-
ciety. First, the studies’ most pertinent findings on the prevalence of transnational
activities are summarized. Second, it is examined how these studies try to bridge the
transnational perspective and frameworks of immigrant integration.

The focus is on quantitative studies. The reason for this is plain: investigating the
prevalence and scope of transnational involvement among immigrants can only be
achieved via representative studies. Since qualitative studies do not aim for represen-
tativeness, the focus on quantitative studies follows naturally. Of course, this does
not imply that any quantitative study is automatically representative. Ethnographic
studies on immigrants’ transnational involvement provide, as Mahler (1998, p. 82)
notes, “detailed information on a limited set of activities and practices, [but] not a
clear picture of the breadth of the social field, nor of the demography or intensity of
players’ participation in the activities people engage in.” Quite naturally, the early
ethnographic studies of transnational migration saw transnationalism everywhere. It
was portrayed as a dominant feature of contemporary migration, which has led to an
overuse of the concept. Not only was every immigrant portrayed as being transna-
tional, suddenly everything immigrants were doing was in some way or the other
transnational. Of course, it is a sociological truism that our theories shape what we
perceive (Schütz 1962). Therefore, it does not come as a surprise that transnational
migration studies see everything as relating to border-crossing involvement, while
studies on immigrant integration see everything as relating to integration.

The implications drawn from the early qualitative studies on immigrants’ transna-
tional involvement were, at times, problematic in another respect. While case studies
provide a deep insight into the processes associated with transnational migration, they
oftentimes sample on the dependent variable (for a detailed discussion see: King et al.
1994, p. 130; Portes et al. 2002, p. 279). Cases are—unknowingly or not—chosen
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according to the value of the attribute of interest, which is associated with two differ-
ent problems. On the one hand, the range of the phenomenon is likely to be strongly
overestimated. On the other hand, the absence of variation in the phenomenon—
looking only at migrants who engage in transnational activities—creates difficulties
in detecting the factors that account for the phenomenon. This is a widespread prob-
lem not only in qualitative work (for a critical assement see Collier et al. 2004) and
it is not limited to studies on transnational migration. We can illustrate this problem
with the study of Marger (2006), although its findings point in the exact opposite di-
rection than the early studies on transnational migration. Marger’s study investigates
how integration and transnational activities are linked by looking at a sample of 70
business immigrants in Canada. These immigrants entered Canada in the 1980s and
1990s and were interviewed during this period and re-interviewed in the early 2000s.
However, only 28 who had stayed in Canada could be re-interviewed. Most of them
were rather assimilated. From this data the author concludes that adaptation through
assimilation is the dominant mode of integration. Marger (2006, p. 883) states that a
“[. . .] cohort of the contemporary global immigration who enter the host society with
sufficient human and financial capital resources may bypass ethnic communities and
the social capital provided by them in moving swiftly along an assimilation trajec-
tory. Moreover in adopting an assimilationist course, these immigrants demonstrate
the limitations of the transnational model, possessing, as they do, seemingly perfect
characteristics to operate in a transnational setting.” Marger disregards, however, that
the attrition of his sample—he cannot re-interview those who have returned to their
country of origin—is likely to systematically vary with his “dependent variable,” i.e.
the integration outcome and/or being transnationally active. Of course, the problem
of (sample) selection is not limited to qualitative work.

The data sets of the studies reviewed here are quite heterogeneous—ranging from
non-representative, small snowball samples (Snel et al. 2006) to larger cross-sectional
samples (Portes 1999; Waldinger 2008a) to longitudinal data (Haller and Landolt
2005; O’Flaherty et al. 2007). The countries in which these data sets have been
collected, the US, Australia, and the Netherlands, differ in many respects. Many of
the countries’ differences shape migration and integration processes (Teltemann and
Windzio 2011) and are accordingly also likely to influence immigrants’ transnational
involvement. Consequently, the results from these studies are not easily compara-
ble. In particular, we cannot systematically investigate effects of the sending and
receiving context. This would require large-scale data sets from many receiving
countries (see e.g. Tubergen 2006; Tubergen and Kalmijn 2005; Tubergen et al.
2004). Unfortunately, this kind of data is not available. Nonetheless, we can, with
ample care, compare the studies’ (descriptive) results to get an impression of how
prevalent transnational activities are among immigrants in these countries and how
transnational activities are related to measures of integration. This is obviously only
possible if the data is representative, ruling out unrepresentative (e.g. non-random)
samples. We know from the previous chapter that transnational migration studies
have developed partly in direct opposition to classical models of immigrant integra-
tion. Despite the abundant conceptual work on transnational involvement, there are
only few elaborate theoretical considerations on how immigrant integration might
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relate to transnational involvement that allow for deriving testable hypotheses. One
reason for this may lie in the fact that many studies on transnational migration have
not been concerned so much with the immigrants’ position in the receiving society
but instead with the question how immigrants build and sustain ties across borders.
Thus, it is mainly a question of perspective.

3.6.1 Empirical Evidence on Transnational Activities

Today, there are a handful of quantitative studies from which we can gain an im-
pression on how widespread transnational activities are among immigrants. First,
the results from the Comparative Immigrant Entrepreneurship Project (CIEP) are
discussed (Itzigsohn and Giorguli-Saucedo 2005; Portes et al. 2002). The CIEP is
up to now the most influential study on immigrants’ transnational involvement. It
is extensively cited even in very recent work (e.g. Glick Schiller and Levitt 2006,
p. 13; Vertovec 2009, p. 77 ff.; Kivisto and Faist 2010). Still, the CIEP is not the only
source of quantitative evidence on border-crossing involvement. Haller and Landolt
(2005), Kasinitz et al. (2002), Rumbaut (2002), and Waldinger (2008a) are among
the few quantitative studies which examine immigrant integration and its relation to
transnational activities. All these studies target the US, however. Outside the US, the
only studies on this subject were conducted in the Netherlands (Snel et al. 2006) and
in Australia (O’Flaherty et al. 2007).

The CIEP was explicitly designed to investigate transnational involvement among
contemporary immigrant groups (Colombians, Dominicans, and Salvadorians) in
the US. The data was collected from 1996 to 1998. The large sample and specific
sampling strategy produced the first at least partially generalizable results (Itzigsohn
and Giorguli-Saucedo 2005, p. 780; Portes et al. 2002, p. 282). Table 3.2 summarizes
descriptive results from various studies that use the CIEP data (Guarnizo et al. 2003;
Itzigsohn and Giorguli-Saucedo 2002, 2005; Portes 2003).7

Among economic border-crossing activities the CIEP provides information of two
types: on transnational entrepreneurs, on the one hand, and on border-crossing finan-
cial involvement, like remitting, on the other. The former are defined as firm-owners
whose business activities require frequent travel abroad and whose entrepreneurial
success depends on regular contacts with other countries, primarily the country
of origin (Portes et al. 2002, p. 287). The CIEP data show that transnational en-
trepreneurship is very uncommon; on average, only about 5 % of the immigrants
interviewed for the CIEP engage in transnational business endeavors (see Table 3.2).
Other forms of border-crossing economic activities are much more common. More
than two thirds of immigrants in the sample send remittances to family members or
friends in the country of origin. Regarding border-crossing political activities, which
encompass electoral and non-electoral activities aiming to influence conditions in

7 All figures in Tables 3.2, 3.3 and 3.4 are presented without decimals, because not all of the studies
reported percentages with decimals.
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Table 3.2 Transnational activities among immigrants in different studies. (Source: Modified
from Portes 2003; Guarnizo et al. 2003; Itzigsohn and Giorguli-Saucedo 2002; Waldinger 2008;
Snel et al. 2006)

CIEPa Waldinger 2008 Snel et al. 2006

(N = 1,202) (N = 4,213) (N = 250)

Receiving country USA USA Netherlands

Regular Occasional

% % % %
Economic
Transnational entrepreneur 5 – 3–9
Transfers money to family/friends

in the country of origin
74 – 47 28

Political
Keeps in touch with politics

in country of origin
53

Reads newspaper from the country
of origin

74

Member of political party in country
of origin

10 18 10

Gives money to political party
in country of origin

7 12

Takes part in political campaigns
and rallies in country of origin

8 14

Votes in elections in the country
of origin

15

Socio-cultural
Member of hometown civic association 14 28
Member of (charity) organization active

in country of origin
14 31 8

Gives money to community/charity
projects in country of origin

10 25

Travels to attend public festivities in
country of origin

6 17

Participates in local sports club with
links to country of origin

8 18

Real home is country of origin 61
Is country of origin national first 68
Made at least one trip to country of

origin since migration
66

Travels annually to the country of origin 19
Visits family and friends in the country

of origin
76

Frequent contact with family in country
of origin

88

Plans to move back to country of origin 35
aFrom different publications



3.6 Transnationalism and Immigrant Integration 67

the country of origin (Guarnizo et al. 2003, p. 1223), the CIEP has revealed that only
a minority of immigrants—not more than 10 %—regularly partake in such activities
(Table 3.2).8 Occasional political involvement, e.g. monetary donations to parties
in the country of origin, across borders is a little more common, with almost a fifth
of the immigrants in the sample (Table 3.2). Most widespread are socio-cultural
forms of transnational involvement. These types of transnational activities most
often come in the form of membership in charity organizations or hometown civic
associations. Up to 31 % of the immigrants are occasionally involved in such activities
(Table 3.2). Moreover, the CIEP shows that there are considerable differences in
the extent to which the different immigrant groups engage in cross-border activities,
which is likely to be due to differences in the sending contexts and receiving contexts
(Guarnizo et al. 2003, pp. 1219–1221).

A second study on first generation immigrants’ border-crossing involvement was
conducted by Waldinger (2008a). His study draws on data from the 2002 PEW
Hispanic Survey, a large-scale representative survey of Latinos living in the US (for
a detailed description see ICR 2002). The largest ethnic groups in the 2002 PEW are
from Mexico, Cuba, the Dominican Republic, Colombia, and El Salvador. Although
this survey was not conducted with an explicit focus on transnational activities, it,
nevertheless, contains an array of indicators on this topic. Among those are activities
such as sending remittances, traveling to the country of origin, political participation
in the country of origin and in the US, plans to move back to the country of origin,
as well as questions referring to ethnic identity and feelings of belonging. Table 3.2
shows that economic border-crossing activities in form of sending remittances are
also common among immigrants interviewed for the 2002 PEW: Almost half of
the immigrants (47 %) report that they regularly send remittances to the country of
origin. Visits to the country of origin are common, too, as two thirds reports that
they have visited their country of origin at least once. Political participation is less
prevalent. Only about a sixth of the sample (15 %) reports to vote in elections in their
country of origin. We have to consider, however, that this relatively low percentage
may result from legal restrictions and citizenship rights.

When it comes to Europe, so far only one quantitative study addresses transna-
tional involvement among immigrants. The study of Snel et al. (2006) was conducted
in the Netherlands, covering immigrants from six different countries of origin: Mo-
rocco, Dutch Antilles, Iraq, former Yugoslavia, Japan, and USA. The data was
generated by a snowball method, and thus the ability to generalize from the results is
severely limited (Snel et al. 2006, p. 289). Therefore, one is well advised to exercise
caution regarding this study’s empirical findings. The authors follow the differen-
tiation of transnational activities into economic, political, and socio-cultural. Snel
et al. (2006) find that transnational activities are a common practice among their
sample of immigrants. Mostly, immigrants’ transnational involvement comprises

8 Although, by relative standards, if ten to 18 % of the immigrants in the survey report that they
are a member of a political party in the country of origin, this is a very high figure. In Germany,
for instance, party membership in 2010 was at about 2.2 % among those who are entitled to vote
(Weichs 2011).
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Table 3.3 Transnational activities among newly arrived immigrants in Australia. (Source:
O’Flaherty et al. (2007, p. 828))

Wave 1
(6 months)

Wave 2
(18 months)

Wave 3
(48 months)

Visited at
least once

Visited at
least twice

Visited the country
of origin (%)

3 15 37 43 11

(N = 3,618)

socio-cultural and political activities (Table 3.2), whereas transnational economic
activities, foremost professional economic activities, are rather scarce. This does not
apply to remitting money to family members, as about 28 % of the sample report reg-
ularly sending money to the country of origin. Transnational political activities are
more common among the sample. The rather cost-efficient types of transnational ac-
tivities, i.e. reading newspapers from the country of origin and following the politics
there, are quite widespread (on average 53 and 73 %, respectively), whereas more
cost-intensive activities, such as being a member of a political party in the country
of origin, is much less common (around 10 %). Keeping in touch with family mem-
bers, which Snel et al. (2006) classify as belonging to the socio-cultural realm of
border-crossing involvement, is by far the most common form. Around 88 % report
that they have frequent contacts with their family in the country of origin and 76 %
report visiting their family.9

O’Flaherty et al.’s study (2007) investigates transnational involvement among
newly arrived immigrants inAustralia. They draw on data from the Longitudinal Sur-
vey of Immigrants to Australia (hereafter LSIA), which is a representative sample of
permanent newly arrived offshore immigrants coming to Australia in the beginning-
and mid-1990s (O’Flaherty et al. 2007, p. 826). Since the focus of this survey is
on immigrant integration and not on transnational activities, information on transna-
tional activities is limited to one item, i.e. visits to the country of origin. The main
descriptive findings of the study are presented in a separate table (Table 3.3).

Taking a look a Table 3.3, we can see that visiting the country of origin is rather
common among newly arrived immigrants in Australia. This becomes especially
obvious if one looks at the fourth column of the table, which refers to the third wave
of the LSIA data. 48 months after settlement, on average 37 % have visited their
country of origin. Over time, visiting home becomes more likely: in the first wave—
which covers the newly arrived—on average only 3 % have visited their country of
origin, in the second wave it is already 15 %, and in the third wave—as mentioned
above—it is already 37 %. The tendency to pay a visit to the country of origin seems
to increase with the time spent in the receiving country. This result is not surprising,
because immigrants might lack financial resources and time in the initial stages of
settlement that would allow for such a trip. Moreover, the longer the immigrants are
in the receiving country, the longer is their ‘time at risk.’ Even if immigrants visit
their country of origin only once, the observed probability of visiting this country will

9 Unfortunately, Snel et al. (2006) do not provide information on the frequency of visits.
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Table 3.4 Transnational activities among 2nd generation immigrants in the US. (Source: Modified
from Haller and Landolt (2005, p. 1193))

Percentage Mean

Visits to parents’ country of origin 3
Has lived in the parents’ country of origin for 6

months or longer
6

Remits money to parents’ country of origin
Never 76
Less than once a year 6
Once or twice a year 8
Several times a year 8
Once or twice a months 2

Haller and Landolt (2005) do not explicitly mention the number of cases for the descriptive analysis.
N = 1,841 is the number of respondents that were interviewed in the third wave of the CILS (Haller
and Landolt 2005, p. 1191)

increase, the longer we observe them in a survey (which is in this example equivalent
with the time spent in Australia), because they simply had more time to visit.10 With
respect to the frequency of visits to the country of origin, we see that over the whole
period, i.e. from arrival to 48 months later, only 11 % of the immigrants visit their
country of origin twice or more, while 43 % have visited it at least once.

The studies discussed so far concentrate on first generation immigrants. In the
last chapter, however, we have heard that it would be especially interesting to inves-
tigate transnational involvement among immigrant offsprings (Portes et al. 1999, p.
229). Haller and Landolt (2005) examine transnational involvement among second
generation immigrants in the US. They draw on data from the Children of Immi-
grants Longitudinal Study (hereafter CILS), a wide-ranging survey of the second
generation in the metropolitan areas of Miami/Fort Lauderdale and San Diego (for
a comprehensive description of the study see Portes and Rumbaut 2005). The initial
wave was carried out in 1992, a first follow up was conducted in 1995/1996 and
a second follow up in 2001/2003 (Portes and Rumbaut 2005, p. 987). The study
included the children of immigrants from Cuban, Nicaraguan, Colombian, Haitian,
or West Indian backgrounds. Since the CILS was not conducted with explicit regard
to transnational activities, the array of items on transnational activities is relatively
small. The CILS contains, nonetheless, information on visits to the parents’ country
of origin, how often the respondents remit money to the parents’ country of origin,
and in which country, i.e. the US or the parents’ country of origin, the respondent
feels more at home.

As Table 3.4 shows, part of the second generation is transnationally active, too,
albeit much less compared to the first generation. On average, the second generation
has made three visits to the country of origin in the 11 years between the first and the

10 See Chap. 7 for a more detailed discussion of this. At the moment it suffices to say that even if
the probability to visit the country of origin declines with time spent in the receiving country, the
cumulative probability still increases, which is likely to produce the above association—a point
which O’Flaherty et al. (2007) neglect to discuss.
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last wave of the survey (1992–2003). However, among those who have visited the
parents’ country of origin, the percentage that has lived there for a longer period is
rather low with only 6 %. Haller and Landolt’s (2005) analysis reveals that sending
remittances is uncommon among the offsprings of immigrants: more than three
quarters do not remit money to the parents’ country of origin (Table 3.4). And among
those who do, occasional remittances are more common than regular—only 10 %
send money at least several times a year.

So what do these studies tell us? Despite the differences in data sets and study
designs, the studies suggest that a substantial share of the immigrants in the surveys
is transnationally active today. The degree of involvement depends on the type of
activity. The majority of first generation immigrants regularly sends money to the
country of origin—findings that are in line with the literature on remittances (e.g.
Brown and Poirine 2005; Massey and Parrado 1994; Taylor 1999; Dustmann and
Mestres 2009; Sana and Massey 2005). Visiting the country of origin is also common
among first generation immigrants. A driving force behind transnational involvement
seems to be family-ties and potentially family-obligations. It appears that border-
crossing activities are a normal part of the migration process, as these findings match
up with the assessment of transnational involvement among immigrants in the past
(e.g. Lucassen 2006; Wyman 1993). As Waldinger (2008a, p. 8) puts it, “large flows
of remittances, migrant associations raising funds to help hometowns left behind,
and trains or airplanes filled with immigrants returning home for visits to kin and
friends are features encountered wherever large numbers of international migrants
are found throughout the contemporary world.”

If we compare first generation immigrants with their offsprings, we see that border-
crossing activities are less common among the second generation. Only a minority
still remits money and visits to the parents’ country of origin are mostly uncommon,
too. The latter finding is very much in line with the predictions of conventional the-
ories of immigrant integration which assume that the orientation toward the country
of origin declines intergenerationally. But as we will see in the following review,
the relation between transnational involvement and immigrant integration is not that
straightforward. All the studies also report considerable variation in the different
immigrant groups’ transnational involvement, which the authors link to differences
in sending and receiving contexts (e.g. Guarnizo et al. 2003, p. 1219 ff.; Portes 2003,
p. 879; Snel et al. 2006, p. 291; Portes et al. 2005, p. 1034). Thus, the situation im-
migrants face when leaving their country of origin and the situation in the receiving
country are deemed to shape their border-crossing involvement. This brings us to
the relation between transnational involvement and immigrant integration, because
the latter is nothing else than an investigation into the immigrants’ position in the
receiving society with reference to the autochthonous population.

3.6.2 Immigrant Integration and Transnational Activities

Despite plentiful conceptual work on transnational migration, there are only very
few theoretical considerations on how immigrant integration might relate to transna-
tional involvement that allow for deriving testable hypotheses. In the following we
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will review the findings of the above discussed studies on the relation of immigrant
integration and transnational involvement. In the field of immigrant integration we
look back at a century of theoretical and empirical work. As we have seen in the
previous chapter, there are many elaborate theoretical models aimed at explaining
immigrant integration. Up to now, the transnational perspective on migration has not
been incorporated thoroughly in the study of immigrant integration. Consequently,
we cannot draw upon detailed theoretical models, with the work at hand being lim-
ited. What adds to this is the fact that most studies linking immigrant integration
with transnational activities are so far rather inductive, trying to explore possible
connections between the two.

Obviously, one of the central questions concerning the relation of immigrant inte-
gration and border-crossing activities is whether these processes are opposed to each
other. In this vein, Guarnizo et al. (2003, p. 1215) and Portes et al. (2002, p. 288) set
up transnational involvement as a potential alternative to integration into the receiving
society. According to traditional frameworks of immigrant integration, the authors
argue, one would expect that transnational activities are temporary and bound to dis-
appear over time, as immigrants become more integrated into the receiving country.
But how does transnational involvement come into being in the first place? In line
with his work on immigrant integration, as discussed in the previous chapter, Portes
(1999, p. 464; 2003, p. 879) emphasizes that transnational involvement varies with
differences in sending and receiving contexts. Immigrants coming from unfavorable
sending contexts, e.g. having experienced war and violence in their country of origin,
are more likely to seek rapid integration into the receiving society and less likely to
actively remain in contact with the country of origin.11 Immigrants coming from
more favorable sending contexts, conversely, are more likely to maintain contacts
with the country of origin and engage in border-crossing activities. Likewise, the
conditions immigrants face in the receiving country influence their probability to
engage in border-crossing activities connecting receiving and sending country. Im-
migrants who are subject to hostile conditions in the receiving country and who are
organized in closely-knit ethnic communities have multiple opportunities for transna-
tional involvement. In contrast, if conditions in the receiving country are favorable
and if immigrants are dispersed and inconspicuous, they have fewer incentives and
opportunities to engage in transnational activities (Portes 1999, p. 466; 2003, p. 880).

Itzigsohn and Giorguli-Saucedo (2002, p. 772) similarly posit that transnational
involvement emerges through an interplay of the immigrant’s attachment to the
country of origin, her or his financial resources, which are supposed to exert an
enabling effect on border-crossing involvement, and the immigrant’s experiences in
the receiving country. To test this, the authors (Guarnizo et al. 2003; Itzigsohn and
Giorguli-Saucedo 2002, 2005; Portes et al. 2002) investigated how factors that are
commonly associated with immigrant integration are linked with different forms of
transnational involvement. First, analyses of the CIEP data (Guarnizo et al. 2003, p.

11 However, one could also turn Portes’ argument around: immigrants coming from unfavorable
sending contexts, i.e. refugees, may plan to return once the conditions in the sending context
improve and may therefore abstain from seeking integration into the receiving society.
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1215; Portes et al. 2002, p. 288) do not support the idea that transnational involve-
ment and integration into the receiving society exclude one another. On the contrary,
factors such as education, which are typically assumed to ease integration into the re-
ceiving society, actually increase the chance of being transnationally active (findings
of the different studies are summarized in Table 3.5.) Moreover, years of residence
seem to increase an immigrant’s tendency to become transnationally active, both
politically and economically. The length of the stay in the US can be associated with
economic stability and security and as such might enable transnational involvement
(unfortunately, the analyses conducted with the CIEP did not control for income).
The same may hold for the negative effect of unemployment, which might be an
indicator for the lack of financial resources. Interestingly, the acquisition of US citi-
zenship is unrelated to transnational political activities. This could be due to the fact
that acquiring the US citizenship can actually be a valuable resource in cross-border
traveling for some immigrants, while being an indicator for a greater identification
with the US for others. The opposing trends then may well explain the absence of
a systematic effect on transnational activities. Not very surprising are the findings
that directly relate to one’s attachment to the country of origin: planning to return to
this country increases immigrants’ border-crossing involvement. Second, Itzigsohn
and Giorguli-Saucedo (2002, p. 772) report evidence of what they term ‘reactive
transnationalism,’ i.e. border-crossing involvement as a reaction to dissatisfactory
life circumstances in the receiving country (see also Portes 1999, p. 465): experi-
ences of discrimination and a negative perception of the receiving country increase
the probability of being transnationally active (see Itzigsohn and Giorguli-Saucedo
(2002, p. 778) and Table 2.5). Third, there is considerable variation in the different
groups’ transnational involvement, which indicates that the modes of incorporation,
the conditions at exit and entry (see also Chap. 2) shape transnational involvement,
too (Guarnizo et al. 2003, p. 1232 ff.; Itzigsohn and Giorguli-Saucedo 2002, p. 774
ff., 786 ff.; Portes 2003, p. 886 ff.).

Another piece of the puzzle is provided by Waldinger (2008a), who uses PEW
2002 data to examine the relation between transnational activities and immigrant
integration. Waldinger (2008a) focuses less on investigating the differences between
ethnic groups, but more on political and structural conditions of the receiving so-
ciety that promote or hinder border-crossing activities. Accordingly, he argues that
social and economic resources, settlement plans, and legal status might mitigate the
differences between immigrant groups (Waldinger 2008a, p. 12). Among all sets
of explanatory factors, characteristics associated with settlement display the most
unambiguous effects. Contrary to the findings of the CIEP, the longer immigrants
stay in the US, the lower their probability of being transnationally active. This holds
for all indicators of transnational involvement except for visiting the country of ori-
gin (see Table 3.5). However, refined analyses show that this effect is mostly due
to an accumulation of visits to the country of origin over time and not to an in-
creased incidence. Waldinger (2008a, p. 17) also finds that using English language
as the first language as well as being bilingual lowers the probability of transnational
involvement compared to having Spanish as the first language.
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Human and financial capital and labor market participation, such as education,
employment, and income, display ambiguous effects in Waldinger’s analysis in the
sense that some confirm predictions from conventional models of immigrant in-
tegration and some correspond to hypotheses derived from work on transnational
migration: being employed increases the probability to remit money but decreases
the chance to visit the country of origin; education increases the probability to visit
the country of origin but decreases the chances to identify with the country of origin.
From the analysis, Waldinger (2008a, p. 24) concludes that encompassing transna-
tional modes of living are an exception among the respondents in the survey, because
border-crossing activities do not cluster. For instance, while the probability of trav-
eling to the country of origin increases with time spent in the US, the probability to
remit declines. Still, the results from these analyses are akin to the results from the
CIEP (e.g. Portes 2003) in the sense that immigrants who are better integrated and
possess a secure legal status are more likely to engage in border-crossing activities
involving physical presence in the country of origin (Waldinger 2008a, p. 24).

O’Flaherty et al. (2007) investigate how different degrees of integration on the
several dimensions (see Chap. 2) relate to differences in transnational involvement.
Specifically, the authors look at the economic and the cultural dimension of in-
tegration; the authors subsume motivational, cognitive, and emotional aspects of
integration under the latter term (O’Flaherty et al. 2007, p. 823). Assuming that the
degree of integration can be either high or low on each dimension, this provides us
with a fourfold typology, in which each type is associated with specific incentives
and opportunities to become transnationally active: successful economic integration
and low cultural integration should be most strongly associated with transnational
activities, while the opposite, i.e. low economic integration and high cultural integra-
tion, should be least associated with these activities. In the former case, immigrants
have the resources and motive to become transnationally active, while in the latter
case the immigrants lack the motive and the resources. The other two typologies
are somewhat ambiguous, since they provide either the opportunities or the motive.
Focusing on visits to the country of origin, O’Flaherty et al.’s (2007) analysis of
the longitudinal LSIA data only partly supports the hypotheses. It appears that (the
lack of) cultural integration plays a more important role than economic integration.
The influence of economic factors even seems to decline over time, while cultural
aspects of integration, for instance language proficiency and the wish to acquire
the Australian citizenship, retain their influence or become even slightly stronger
(O’Flaherty et al. 2007, p. 835). It should furthermore be noted that the visa cat-
egories exert a significant and strong influence: humanitarian visa holders have a
considerably reduced probability for visiting their country of origin, while holders
of ‘Business Skills’ visas have strongly increased chances (O’Flaherty et al. 2007,
p. 836). As the visa categories are likely to be proxy measures of conditions at exit
and entry, this finding is very much in line with the assumptions of the modes of
incorporation model presented in the previous chapter.

The studies discussed so far investigate how immigrant integration influences
the probability to engage in border-crossing activities. Snel et al.’s (2006) study
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goes further, as it investigates both relationships, i.e. how transnational involve-
ment influences integration and, vice versa, how integration influences transnational
involvement. Regarding the former relationship, they do not find any relation be-
tween indicators of immigrant integration and transnational activities. In contrast to
the studies conducted in the US, education, labor market participation, citizenship,
length of stay are not significantly associated with engaging in activities connecting
the sending and receiving country. Only age at migration seems to increase transna-
tional involvement, i.e. the older the immigrant is at the time of migration, the higher
is her or his transnational involvement (see Table 3.5 and Snel et al. 2006, p. 295).12

When it comes to the effect that border-crossing activities have on measures of in-
tegration, Snel et al. report a positive association of political, socio-cultural, and
everyday economic border-crossing activities with the identification with compa-
triots in the country of origin (Snel et al. 2006, p. 298). Yet, among their sample
of immigrants, ethnic identification with compatriots living in the Netherlands is
much more common than a transnational ethnic identification, which leads them to
conclude that “[i]t is certainly untrue that space has lost its meaning in late-modern
society and that contemporary migrants function in transnational communities rather
than in their country of residence, as adherents of transnationalism sometimes argue”
(Snel et al. 2006, p. 297). Moreover, the social dimension of integration appears to
be unrelated to transnational activities: being transnationally active, regardless of the
type of activity, is not significantly related to the number of native Dutch friends in
the respondents’ networks (Snel et al. 2006, p. 302).

The above studies deal with explaining transnational involvement among first
generation immigrants. Haller and Landolt (2005) link transnational involvement to
the second generation’s integration by drawing on aspects of segmented assimilation
theory. Among the predicted outcomes of segmented assimilation theory for second
generation immigrants—selective, consonant, and dissonant acculturation (for
details, see Chap. 2)—Haller and Landolt (2005, p. 1189) argue that only selective
acculturation predicts high levels of interest in or involvement with the sending
society, because it involves interest in the country of origin’s cultural heritage. Con-
sonant and dissonant acculturation do not predict a particular level of transnational
involvement. The empirical analyses conducted deliver mixed evidence. Overall, it
appears that factors the authors link to selective acculturation—family cohesion and
knowledge and preference of a foreign language (Haller and Landolt 2005, p. 1195,
1197)—are important predictors for remitting as well as feeling equally at home
in the US and the parents’ country of origin. Interestingly, regarding visits to this
country, only family cohesion functions as a significant predictor. Moreover, the
authors find limited evidence of an association between downward mobility with
higher rates of sending remittances among some ethnic groups (Haller and Landolt
2005, pp. 1202–1205), as the associations between unemployment and criminal
conviction with transnational involvement indicate. These findings can also be

12 Since the authors use an index score for transnational involvement based on various different
items (Snel et al. 2006, p. 292), one can unfortunately not examine whether this holds for all types
of transnational activities or just for some.
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interpreted from the perspective of the other studies discussed above. If we conceive
of border-crossing involvement as a reaction toward unfavorable conditions in
the receiving country (Itzigsohn and Giorguli-Saucedo 2002, p. 772) (see also
Portes 1999, p. 465), then it is rather plausible that the marginalization (i.e. being
unemployed, having been convicted for a crime) as well as cultural segmentation
(see Chaps. 2 and 4) are associated with increased transnational involvement.

3.6.3 Concurrent or Competitive Processes?

What do these studies have in common? Where do they differ and what do these
studies tell us about the relation of immigrant integration and transnational involve-
ment? Before turning to these questions, we should remind ourselves that there are
many plausible explanations for similarities as well as discrepancies of the studies’
findings at hand. We have to bear in mind that these studies have been conducted
in different countries with different migration histories and embedded in different
migration systems. However, the comparability of the studies is limited not only due
to their different settings, but also because of the differences in data sets.

Still, there are noteworthy similarities as well as differences in the findings of
these studies. All studies find that occasional transnational activities, especially
socio-cultural activities, visits, and remittances are common among immigrants.
Transnational modes of conducting one’s life, as is the case with the transnational
entrepreneurs, however, are the exception. The interpretation of these results with
respect to the different theoretical paradigms promoting or criticizing the concept
of transnationalism is ambiguous. We can see them as supporting the claims of the
transnational perspective on migration, when looking broadly at the proportion of
immigrants who are to some extent involved in transnational activities. But we can
also see them as supporting the position of traditional theories on immigrant integra-
tion, when we reflect on the fact that those activities are the most widespread which
are occasional and least cost-intensive (in the sense of compatibility of integration
and transnational involvement). These studies’ multivariate analyses, unfortunately,
do not reveal one shared pattern. Regardless of the problems of comparability, there
are two discrepant sets of findings which are worth discussing.

First, this concerns the relation between the time spent in the country of origin
and border-crossing activities. Studies conducted with the CIEP generally report that
transnational involvement increases over time. The longer the immigrant lives in the
receiving country, the more she/he is transnationally active. At least from this per-
spective, transnational involvement and integration into the receiving society do not
appear to be mutually exclusive processes. Waldinger’s (2008a) analyses, in contrast,
suggest that transnational involvement decreases over time. Of course, time itself in
the receiving country does not increase an immigrant’s integration into the new so-
ciety (Esser 1981). Rather, processes of integration unfold over time—acquiring
language skills, becoming economically integrated, and taking up social relations
with the autochthonous population all happen over time. In this sense, time spent in
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the receiving country is more of a proxy for integration than a concrete measure of
it. Therefore, a conclusion on the compatibility of transnational involvement and im-
migrant integration solely based on associations of years of residence and measures
of transnational involvement appears premature.

Second, this concerns the relation between prominent predictors of immigrant
integration and transnational involvement. There are two sets of measures that are
especially important in this regard. The first set concerns measures of structural
integration, such as income and education, because they are usually assumed to
ease and facilitate integration into the receiving society—the former is also often
used as an important measure of it (Dustmann 1994; Dustmann and van Soest 2001,
2002). At the same time, they might function as important resources for transnational
involvement, as some of the above studies indicate (e.g. Guarnizo et al. 2003).
However, the evidence on this is mixed. In some instances, these resources appear to
increase border-crossing involvement, potentially through providing opportunities
and reducing costs, whereas in other cases, they work in the opposite direction (see
Table 3.5). Of course, they may very well depend on the type of activity we are looking
at, e.g. visiting the country of origin, sending remittances, being politically involved
in origin country affairs, etc. But even with such a differentiation, the evidence
remains inconclusive (e.g. Haller and Landolt 2005; Portes 2003; Waldinger 2008a).
The other set of measures concerns aspects of cultural and emotional integration.
Although the theories of integration discussed in Chap. 2 in general remain silent with
regard to transnational involvement, we can generally infer that the higher the sense
of belonging to and the orientation toward the receiving country, the lower will be an
immigrant’s transnational involvement. And there is indirect evidence that this might
be the case. Plans to return to the country of origin, experiences of discrimination,
a negative perception of the receiving country, higher age at migration, all seem to
increase immigrants’ ties with the country of origin (see Table 3.5 and Itzigsohn and
Giorguli-Saucedo (2002) as well as Haller and Landolt (2005)). Yet, measures of
cultural integration, for instance receiving country language proficiency, are again
ambiguous in their effects across the different studies (see Table 3.5 and Landolt
(2001), Haller and Landolt (2005), and Waldinger (2008a), O’Flaherty (2007)).

Despite this, there seems to be one conclusion that most of the above studies
agree on. Transnational involvement and immigrant integration—at least for the
first generation—appear as concurrent rather than competitive processes. The stud-
ies conducted with the CIEP data conclude (Guarnizo et al. 2003, p. 1233, 1238;
Itzigsohn and Giorguli-Saucedo 2005, p. 917; Portes et al. 2002, p. 289–290) that
predictions from traditional theoretical models are consistently rejected. It is the
better qualified, more experienced, and more secure immigrants who most often
engage in border-crossing activities. Itzigsohn and Giorguli-Saucedo (2005, p. 917)
state that transnational involvement does not hinder immigrants’ integration into the
receiving society. Snel et al (2006, p. 304) come to a similar conclusion, saying
there is no evidence that transnational involvement is related to the various fac-
tors that determine integration into the receiving society, and hence integration and
transnational involvement may well be simultaneous processes that do not impede
each other. In part, Waldinger (2008a, p. 25) also commits to this interpretation, as
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he argues that the same factors that promote cross-border involvement might pro-
mote integration into the receiving society. In contrast to the above studies, however,
Waldinger (2008a) stresses that transnational modes of living, i.e. engaging in deep
and manifold activities across borders, are an exception. Different types of transna-
tional activities coincide with different settlement periods and most immigrants are
likely to eventually lose their ties to the country of origin. Haller and Londolt’s study
(2005) can, of course, hardly be compared to the other studies, as it investigates the
second generation’s transnational involvement. Still, we find similarities to the above
studies in the sense that different integration outcomes are linked to differences in
transnational involvement, for instance as poor and marginalized second generation
immigrants sustain ties with their parents’ country of origin via remittances (Haller
and Landolt 2005, p. 1203).

3.6.4 Previous Studies’ Shortcomings

Despite the invaluable importance of estimating how prevalent cross-border ties are
among contemporary immigrants and of exploring how these may relate to their inte-
gration into the receiving society, the above studies have a number of shortcomings.
The discussion of these shortcomings does not intend to demean the studies’ impor-
tance and their contributions to the study of immigrant integration and transnational
involvement. But if we are interested in a reliable assessment of immigrants’ cross-
border involvements as well as an understanding how this relates to the immigrants’
integration in the receiving society, we cannot ignore aspects that might impact the
studies’ generalizability and the reliability of the results.

The first aspect to consider is certainly the process of data collection. General-
izing a study’s findings to the underlying population is only possible if the data at
hand is representative. In this respect, the study of Snel et al. (2006) cannot serve
as a basis for any generalizations, because the data was collected via a snowball
sampling scheme. Their results therefore cannot be generalized to the immigrant
population in the Netherlands. Thus, we have to conclude that despite 20 years of
research on immigrants’ transnational activities, we still do not have a reliable assess-
ment of the prevalence of immigrants’ transnational involvement in any European
country. For the US, the situation is different, with three large-scale data sets, the
CIEP, PEW 2002, and CILS, available. The data of arguably the most influential
of these studies, the CIEP, combines a random and non-random snowball sample
(Itzigsohn and Giorguli-Saucedo 2005, p. 905). Waldinger (2008a, p. 6) emphasizes
that immigrants belonging to the non-random part of the sample differ from the ran-
dom sample part both in their degree of transnational involvement as well as with
regard to socio-economic characteristics, with the level of transnational activities
being generally higher in the non-random part. Waldinger (2008a, p. 7) even states
that the description of “transnationals” (e.g. in Portes 2003) “seems to largely reflect
the characteristics of the members of the referral sample.” The 2002 PEW data used
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by Waldinger (2008a) provides better grounds for estimating the scope of border-
crossing involvement among immigrants in the US, since the data was collected
through a random sampling procedure. The CILS used by Hallor and Landolt (2005)
is a random sample of second generation immigrants, which is, however, confined to
South Florida, including Miami. Hallor and Landolt (2005, p. 1184) use the Miami
sample of the CILS. Since Miami is rather particular, being the center of finance
and trade between the US, Latin America, the Caribbean, and the rest of the world
(Haller and Landolt 2005, p. 1204) and a stronghold for the Cuban exile, their results
may be specific to the unique context of Miami.

The data from the LSIA used by O’Flaherty et al. (2007, p. 826) is only rep-
resentative of permanent immigrants in Australia who entered the country between
1993 and 1995 and were living in capital cities and major centers near these capitals.
Immigrants without an identifiable country of origin, temporary immigrants, and im-
migrants who were granted a visa while already residing in Australia were excluded
from the sample—as were New Zealand citizens who do not need a visa to live
and work in Australia (O’Flaherty et al. 2007, p. 826). Moreover, the immigrants
were only followed throughout the first 4 years after coming to Australia. While
the “embryonic stages of settlement” (O’Flaherty et al. 2007, p. 840) are without
doubt important for the further trajectories of integration, it might be too short of a
time-period to assess how integration and transnational activities relate to each other.
Moreover, one might argue that excluding temporary immigrants from the sample
is problematic, as the intention to return to the country of origin is theoretically and
empirically relevant for engaging in border-crossing activities. It is, nevertheless,
informative to investigate transnational activities among a population in which they
are by default less likely, i.e. among immigrants who intend to settle permanently in
the country, because this tells us probably more about the relation between integra-
tion and transnational involvement than the investigation of this relationship among
short-term or pendular migrants would.

The second aspect to consider is data structure and data analyses. Since the social
sciences can rarely rely on experimental data to test or establish theories, we have
to rely on analyzing non-experimental data. The problem with social science data
is that we never have perfect measurements and rarely take all relevant factors into
account. And we have to carefully consider this in any data analysis, for ignoring
these issues can severely bias our results (see Chap. 5 for a detailed discussion).
First, cross-sectional data is usually a weak basis for causal analysis—and this is
what we are eventually interested in when asking questions such as how does immi-
grant integration relate to transnational activities. Despite the fact that many of the
studies’ hypotheses are not directly formulated as causal mechanisms, they imply
such mechanisms. For instance, the hypothesis on ‘reactive transnationalism’ (Itzig-
sohn and Giorguli-Saucedo 2002, p. 772)—that if an immigrant is dissatisfied with
her or his life in the receiving country then she or he will engage in border-crossing
activities—is a causal claim. Only if very specific and unlikely conditions are met
(see Chap. 5) can cross-sectional data analyses provide us with unbiased estimates
of predictors. One necessary condition is that we can rule out that any (unobserved)
confounder biases the analyses. Regarding the CIEP data and the analyses carried
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out with it, it is unfortunate that factors which are likely to influence transnational
activities were either not collected (e.g. receiving country language skills—see also
Waldinger (2008a, p. 7)) or for whatever reason not included in the analyses (e.g.
residence status or income).13

An additional problem in cross-sectional data is that we cannot distinguish causal
processes from (self-)selection processes. This seems especially pressing if we re-
mind ourselves that immigrant integration is a process over time. Longitudinal data
offers some improvements over cross-sectional data when it comes to handling these
problems. In this regard, both the LSIA and the CILS data surpass the other data
sets, because they are longitudinal. But effectively using longitudinal data requires
the application of adequate techniques of longitudinal data analyses. Unfortunately,
neither O’Flaherty et al. (2007) nor Hallor and Landolt (2005) do take full advantage
of the potential of longitudinal data. One might argue that this is hair-splitting. It is
not, as will hopefully become clear in Chap. 5.

Taken together, we can thus conclude that “[w]hether defined in broad or nar-
row terms, the incidence of immigrant cross-state exchanges and loyalties has been
established beyond doubt; still up for debate, however, are questions related to the
prevalence of migrant cross-state social action and to the conditions and character-
istics that either facilitate or hinder sustained home-host ties” as Waldinger (2008a,
p. 6) puts it. The above studies are important first steps in assessing the scope of
transnational activities among immigrants around the world and in exploring the
relation these activities have to immigrant integration. As most of the above studies
have a sizeable exploratory element in them, we should not be surprised that they do
not deliver fully conclusive theoretical models that link border-crossing involvement
to integration in an unambiguous way. Nevertheless, they can guide further theoreti-
cal development, as all studies implicitly or explicitly assume that opportunities and
motivation for transnational activities are shaped by the interplay of conditions in the
sending country, the receiving country, and characteristics of the individual immi-
grant. The following chapter thus presents an attempt to incorporate border-crossing
activities into a general model of immigrant integration, more specifically the model
of intergenerational integration.
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