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Abstract Confronted with structural demographic challenges, during the last decade
European countries have adopted new labour migration policies. The sustainability of
these policies largely depends on the intentions of migrants to stay in their country of
destination for the long term or even permanently. Despite a growing dependence on
skilled labour migrants, very little information exists about the dynamics of this new
wave of migration and existing research findings with their focus on earlier migrant
generations are hardly applicable today. The article comparatively tests major theoretical
approaches accounting for permanent settlement intentions of Germany’s most recent
labour migrants from non-European countries on the basis of a new administrative
dataset. Although the recent wave of labour migrants is on average a privileged group
with regard to their human capital, fundamentally different mechanisms are shaping
their future migration intentions. In contrast to neo-classical expectations, a first path
highlights economic factors that determine temporary stays of a creative class benefiting
from opportunities of an increasingly international labour market. Instead, socio-cultural
and institutional factors are the decisive determinants of a second path leading towards
permanent settlement intentions. Three main factors—language skills, the family con-
text and the legal framework—make migrants stay in Germany, providing important
implications for adjusting and strengthening labour migration policies in Europe.

Keywords Settlement intentions . Labourmigration . Selectivity . Returnmigration .

Germany . Non-European countries

Introduction

The demographic structure of Europe is in a process of fundamental change. Increasing
life expectancy and declining fertility confronts most European countries with the
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prospect of a shrinking as well as ageing labour force population. Although many of
these processes are currently blurred by the sweeping influences of the economic and
financial crises, the consequences of the demographic distortions will be felt even more
dramatically once national economies begin recovering (cf. OECD 2010). In face of
these changes, the European Union (EU) already started to propagate new migration
policies in its Lisbon Agenda of 2000. Germany followed this wake-up call and is
today one of the most prominent examples in Europe of a nation transforming its
previously restrictive labour migration policies towards an active recruitment of inter-
national talent from non-European countries. From 2000 onwards, it started to adapt its
policies to evolving demographic and economic demands and in 2005 a new Immi-
gration Act altered the legal framework structuring Germany’s immigration and inte-
gration regime. In the following years, additional reforms ensued, resulting in an
overall liberal policy targeting skilled and highly skilled workers. Despite the recent
upswing of immigration to Germany, the sustainability of these new policies largely
depends on the intentions of migrants to stay in their new country of destination
permanently or at least for the long term. Policymakers are particularly keen to gain
a more thorough understanding of why these new labour migrants would want to settle.
Whereas traditional immigration countries have conducted new immigrant surveys in
response to these issues (e.g. Jasso et al. 2000), hardly any comparable development is
found in Europe where very little information exists about the dynamics of this new
wave of labour migration from non-European countries.

The traditional perspective on settlement trajectories of labour migrants originates
from the consequences of the global recession in the 1970s when many of the
immigrant-receiving countries of Europe and North America experienced the return
migration of their guest workers. Matched by a political imperative of reducing the size
of the foreign population, researchers studied the intentions and decisions of migrants
to return (e.g. King 2000). Today, the new demographic and economic challenges
reversed this perspective with policymakers and scholars now focusing on the deter-
minants prompting migrants to stay permanently in the country of destination (Diehl
and Preisendörfer 2007; Khoo 2003; Massey and Redstone Akresh 2006). Existing
findings about settlement trajectories thus originate from the experiences of earlier
generations of immigrants. Different theoretical approaches have been tested focusing
on economic, socio-cultural as well as political factors, all demonstrating that settle-
ment processes show great differences regarding the overall probability of return as
well as selectivity between different groups. Although the migration dynamics of the
guest worker era are well understood, these findings are of little practical relevance for
Europe’s most recent labour migration experiences. There are fundamental differences
between earlier and current immigrant generations with respect to the political and
economic context, their socio-economic characteristics as well as their early integration
experiences.

Addressing this situation, the article provides a first analysis about the settlement
intentions of Germany’s most recent labour migrants. With an existing European free
movement regime, migration policy concentrates on the regulation of third country
nationals from outside the EU. In line with this institutional framework, the article
addresses the major driving forces affecting the intentions of recently arriving new
immigrants from non-EU countries to permanently stay in Germany compared to the
intention to return to their country of origin or leaving for an alternative country. Earlier
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studies already “caution against an over-reliance on single theories in understanding
and explaining” these migration dynamics (cf. Constant and Massey 2002, p. 7) and the
article aims to comparatively test major opposing theoretical approaches. Data about
the actual settlement process of migrants is only available long after potential return
migration has ended. Therefore, the study follows a general trend in this research
tradition and focuses on migrants’ intentions as a strong determinant of actual behav-
iour. Although migrants potentially adhere to a “myth of return” and original intentions
might not always result in actual behaviour (cf. Anwar 1979; Kalter 1997; Pagenstecher
1996), they have profound consequences for early integration processes and subsequent
migration decisions.

In the next section, the article starts with a presentation of Germany’s new legal
regulations governing labour migration from non-European countries before the three
major theoretical approaches on return migration and subjacent settlement intentions
are discussed. Section “Data and Operationalisation of Theoretical Constructs” intro-
duces the surveys on foreign workers conducted by the German Federal Office for
Migration and Refugees, constituting the most extensive source of information about
the recent wave of labour migrants in Europe today. Section “Determinants of Perma-
nent Settlement Intentions” discusses the empirical measurement of the theoretical
constructs on the basis of this dataset before the following two sections present the
findings. The analyses show that on average the recent wave of labour migrants from
non-European countries is a very privileged group with regard to their human capital,
economic as well as social integration. Different paths are separated leading to perma-
nent settlement intentions, showing a profound dualism between a creative class freely
pursuing the economic opportunities of the international labour market for limited
periods of their life compared to more traditional images of migration where the
relocation of the centre of their life serves as a long-term investment in better living
conditions.

Germany’s New Labour Migration Regime

Although Germany was traditionally characterised as a “reluctant country of immigra-
tion” (Cornelius et al. 1994), it has already experienced at least three waves of large-
scale labour migration. The first wave started during the economic recovery after World
War II. From 1955 onwards, Germany institutionalised its guest worker policy and
allowed the active recruitment of foreign labour based on bilateral agreements with the
sending states (cf. Salt and Clout 1976; Schönwälder 2001). This period ended with the
recruitment stop in 1973, which was followed by a policy stressing the priority of the
national work force that reduced labour migration to a minimal level. This situation did
not change until the late 1980s, when the lack of employees in certain economic sectors
resulted in the introduction of new labour migration schemes that launched a second
wave of large-scale labour migration. Again, a system of bilateral government agree-
ments for the temporary admission of workers from Central and Eastern European
countries was set up, which provided employment opportunities for contract work,
seasonal and posted workers as well as cross-border commuters (cf. Faist et al. 1999).

The most recent wave of labour migration from non-European countries was set in
motion shortly after the turn of the millennium, when Germany—alongside the
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adoption of the European Lisbon Agenda—started to reform its labour migration
policy. In a first step, the introduction of the so-called Green Card gave up to 20,000
highly skilled information technology specialists comparatively non-bureaucratic ac-
cess to the German labour market. This opened the discussion of a broader reform of
Germany’s labour migration regime, which resulted in the 2005 Immigration Act
introducing three major labour migration titles providing a new legal framework for
this policy area:

(1) General labour migration (Section 18 of the Residence Act): The new title
stipulates that third country nationals may be granted a temporary residence
permit for the purpose of taking up employment under specific requirements.
Although the title principally covers different forms of labour migration, it focuses
in particular on skilled migrants.

(2) Highly skilled labour migration (Section 19 of the Residence Act): Highly skilled
migrants obtain a permanent settlement permit immediately upon arrival. Their
family members are also entitled to take up paid employment. The regulation
covers in particular scientists as well as executive personnel receiving a salary
corresponding to at least one and a half of the earnings ceiling of the statutory
health insurance scheme (in 2005 this corresponded to 84,600 euros).

(3) Self-employed migrants (Section 21 of the Residence Act): For the first time,
regulations on self-employed migrants were included. Their planned business
project generally required an investment sum of one million euros, the necessity
to create at least ten new jobs and the assessment of the underlying business plan
by the local chamber of industry and trade. Those migrants successfully realising
their planned economic activity are provided permanent residency after 3 years
(for a more detailed overview about these developments, see Ette et al. 2012).1

During the following years, the requirements for all three titles were successively
reduced, additionally increasing the rights for skilled and highly skilled labour mi-
grants. One aspect concerns Section 18 where the Labour Migration Control Act from
2009 as well as several smaller reforms principally broadened the group of potential
beneficiaries permitted to apply for temporary labour migration. With respect to
Section 19, the reform in 2009 also substantially reduced the salary level from
84,600 euros to 63,600 euros. Finally, the self-employed labour migration scheme
witnessed three reforms taking place within the 2007 Transposition Act (minimal
investment sum reduced to 500,000 euros, required number of new created jobs
reduced to five), the 2009 Labour Migration Control Act (minimal investment sum
reduced to 250,000 euros) and the 2012 Transposition Act, which finally dropped those
requirements altogether, only asking for a promising business idea.

The development of labour migration shows that next to the changing economic
context and resulting diversion effects (Bertoli et al. 2013), the political reforms since

1 Besides these three entry gates included in the latter empirical analyses, two additional options for labour
migration exist. Section 16 of the Residence Act provides foreign graduates with the option to extend their
residence permit by up to 1 year for the purpose of seeking a job adequate to their qualifications (introduced
2005). Secondly, Section 20 of the Residence Act (introduced 2007) offers a special residence title for
researchers. This option is rarely used (in 2013 only 930 migrants lived in Germany holding this title) and
is not included in the latter empirical analyses.
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2005 have been primary causes of an obvious increase of skilled and highly skilled
labour migrants in Germany. While the number of 18,000 labour migrants from third
countries in 2005 was relatively low, in 2012 it increased to 39,000 immigrating on the
basis of the three new migration titles. While family reunification previously constituted
the single most important group of migrants from non-European countries next to foreign
students (excluding humanitarian migration), in 2012 the share of employment-related
residence titles issued for the first time almost surpassed family migrants. This trend of
increasing labour migration is likely to continue due to additional policy reforms
introducing further labour migration titles (e.g. the recent introduction of the European
Blue Card) as well as changes to the Employment Regulation increasing access to the
German labour market for all skilled labour migrants during the summer of 2013.

Theorising Settlement Intentions of International Migrants

Settlement intentions do not develop randomly but are generally highly selective with
respect to the individual characteristics of international migrants. The decision to leave
a country of origin is usually based on particular aspirations and motivations that are
intimately linked to an intended duration of staying abroad. This conglomerate of
objectives already exists before actual migration but will quickly be re-evaluated on
the basis of the actual circumstances encountered by migrants in the country of
destination. From a theoretical perspective, the existing literature differentiates at least
three approaches. They focus either on economic, socio-cultural or institutional deter-
minants of individual intentions and trajectories of settlement.

In its most basic form, neo-classical economic theory explains migration as an
attempt by individuals to maximise expected returns either in the form of higher
incomes or alternatively by other standards of economic success (cf. Massey et al.
1998; Sjaastad 1962). Applied to the case of settlement intentions, migrants who are
more productive in the region of destination than in their countries of origin are
expected to opt for long-term or even permanent settlement. A high incidence of
unplanned short-term migration and interest in returning home exists only in cases in
which migrants either made their original migration decision based on a faulty calcu-
lation of potential costs and benefits or failed to integrate economically in the country
of destination (Borjas and Bratsberg 1996). The first hypothesis (H1a) consequently
anticipates a positive relationship between the economic success of new immigrants and
their intended duration of stay in the country of destination. Empirical evidence for this
hypothesis is largely inconsistent. During recent years in particular, studies regularly
documented contradictory findings showing negative effects of labour market involve-
ment on settlement intentions or actual return migration (e.g. Bijwaard and Wahba
2013; Dustmann and Weiss 2007). For migrants of very high economic status, inter-
national migration hardly pursues directly measurable economic returns but follows the
logic of an increasingly global labour market and the staffing practices of multinational
companies (Pohlmann 2009). According to Massey and Redstone Akresh (2006, p.
969), the bearers of skills, education and abilities are increasingly likely to maximise
their earnings in the short term without any long-term links to the country of destina-
tion. In line with this reasoning, the second hypothesis (H1b) states that the intended
durations of stay decrease with increasing economic success.
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The second approach emphasises the existing socio-cultural integration of migrants
in their countries of destination. Generally, the approach argues that building up social
and cultural ties are investments in the host society that are hardly transferable to a
different context. The literature highlights rather diverse types of ties including ethni-
cally diverse networks (Waldinger 1994), second language learning (Esser 2006), the
integration of partner and children in the host society (Dustmann 2003), political
activities in the host society (Tillie 2004), as well as more cognitive and attitudinal
changes of migrants adapting to dominant norms of the country of destination. From
this perspective, a third hypothesis (H2a) anticipates that successful socio-cultural
integration of new immigrants in the country of destination has a positive effect on
the intended durations of stay. In the context of the “new economics of migration”, the
key insight of which was its focus on the family and the household as the main locus of
migration decisions, it may be rational to invest in the host society without having long-
term settlement intentions. With some household members working in the local labour
market, others are earning a living in foreign labour markets to provide a reliable stream
of remittances supporting those who remain at home. In this context, migration is seen
as a livelihood strategy minimising economic risks (cf. Stark and Bloom 1985; Taylor
1999). Optimising their integration in the country of destination positively influences
their ability to support the household in the country of origin. Nevertheless, this has no
effect on settlement intentions because the principal focus of this migration project
remains the family or the household in the country of origin, and as soon as the need to
stay abroad decreases, the migrant will most likely return (Constant and Massey 2002).
Whereas this theoretical mechanism emerged from the situation in the developing
world, a more mundane argument would also anticipate a negative relationship for all
those cases in which the spouse or family decided to permanently stay in the country of
origin. Due to their desire to reunite after a temporary stay abroad, this will sustain the
migrants’ attachment to the country of origin. Consequently, the fourth hypothesis
(H2b) anticipates a negative effect of family ties in the country of origin on the intended
durations of stay.

Whereas these first two approaches concentrate on the individual actor and his or her
household context, a third approach highlights the institutional context framing the
settlement intentions of migrants. During the last two decades, transnational migration
theories in particular (cf. Faist 2000; Levitt and Jawosky 2007) called for the incorpo-
ration of the social, economic, cultural and political environments at both ends of the
migration process—the country of origin as well as destination—in explanatory
models. The empirical application of theories addressing the meso-level of migration
is regularly hampered by the unavailability of data. Ideally, we would include indicators
of the local conditions in countries of origin and destination as well as information
about economic, social, cultural and political ties maintained in this border-crossing
space. Adequately addressing those institutional contexts is also beyond the scope of
this article but two crucial aspects have to be taken into account: the first aspect
addresses the crucial influence of the context of departure (particularly the political,
economic and social environment) on the motivations for migration and the intended
duration of the stay abroad. The fifth hypothesis (H3a) consequently argues that the
stronger the desire to move abroad the greater the positive effect on the intended
duration of stay. The second aspect relates to the context of arrival and the institutional
and legal conditions. The “warmth of welcome” (Reitz 1998) is an important
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determinant for the integration of immigrants and migration studies regularly document
the positive impact of more favourable opportunity structures on the fortune of
migrants. Applied to settlement intentions of migrants, previous research on earlier
waves of labour migration in Europe as well as on more recent contexts showed a
reverse relation between rights and opportunities granted to immigrants and their
intended duration of stay. The easier mobility is for migrants, the larger the migrants’
feeling that they can return to the country of destination, even after long periods of
absence (see, e.g. Akwasi 2011; Carling 2004). In line with this reasoning, a final
hypothesis (H3b) argues that the provision of more rights and opportunities to immi-
grants negatively effects the intended duration of stay. All three approaches were
developed in the context of previous waves of international migration. In the following
sections, the opposing hypotheses will be put to a test to better understand the
settlement intentions of the most recent wave of labour migrants in Germany.

Data and Operationalisation of Theoretical Constructs

Migration scholars regularly struggle to analyse the recent dynamics of international
migration because most surveys sampling the immigrant population are dominated by
former generations of migrants, generally resulting in very small numbers of recent
newcomers. In Germany, the Federal Office for Migration and Refugees (BAMF)
recently carried out three surveys of migrants who were granted one of the three
residence permits providing for the immigration of general (Section 18), highly skilled
(Section 19) and self-employed (Section 21) labour migrants from third countries
outside the European Union. The sampling of these surveys was based on the Central
Register of Foreigners. The three paper and pencil surveys were conducted between
2008 and 2011, and the resulting harmonised dataset today provides the most compre-
hensive source for analysing the most recent wave of labour migration from third
country nationals to Germany.

Overall, 4,702 interviews were carried out across all three surveys with 3,248
interviews originating from the group of migrants holding a residence permit for
general labour migrants (Section 18), 510 interviews with highly-skilled newcomers
(Section 19) and 944 interviews with self-employed persons (Section 21).2 For the
empirical analyses, the original sample was restricted to the most recent labour migrants
who immigrated to Germany during the last 5 years before the interview reducing the
sample by 36 %. 3 Additionally, 641 interviews were excluded from the analyses
because of missing or implausible information resulting in 2,352 interviews.

2 Response rates for the surveys varied between 21.9 % in the case of self-employed persons, 37.2 % for
general labour migrants and 54.1 % for the survey of high-skilled newcomers. All migrants holding one of
those three residence titles are labour migrants, whereas potentially accompanying family members would
hold separate residence titles. For more information about the data and their sampling procedures, see Block
and Klingert (2012) and Heß (2009, 2012).
3 The focus on those with a maximum duration of stay of 5 years results from the interest in the most recent
wave of labour migrants as well as the fact that German immigration law provides for the possibility to apply
for a permanent residence title after 5 years of continuous residence in Germany. The sample then becomes
increasingly less representative for the group of labour migrants due to these potential status changes.
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The dataset provides different co-variables to test the hypotheses, although the
original purpose of the individual surveys together with necessary post-hoc
harmonisation clearly restrict the abundance of potential constructs. The settlement
intentions of recent labour migrants constitute the dependent variable. During the
surveys, all respondents were asked how long they intend to stay in Germany with
four answer categories provided: (1) less than 5 years, (2) between 5 and 10 years, (3)
more than 10 years and (4) permanently. Whereas the first two categories provide
relatively concrete time horizons characterising temporary migration, the latter two
answers are certainly selected only by respondents who already have a long-term or
even permanent settlement intention. Whereas 35 % indicate a short-term stay and
another 25 % plan temporary migration for up to 10 years, the descriptive statistics in
Table 1 shows that with 40 %, a relatively large number of recent labour migrants
intend permanent stays in Germany (23 % indicate stays for more than 10 years and
17 % permanently). From a political perspective, this finding is important because it
signifies a principal attachment of many newcomers to Germany. From a methodolog-
ical perspective, however, it is important to keep in mind that this high proportion is
likely to be an overestimate because migrants with temporary migration intentions
might have already left Germany. Nevertheless, with the focus of the paper on the
selectivity of migrants and their differential chances for permanent settlement rather
than the absolute rate, this overestimate does not affect the findings.

All subsequent analyses control for major demographic factors likely effecting
settlement intentions—gender, age, (age2) and date of immigration. With respect to
those characteristics, Germany’s recent labour migrants closely resemble previous
waves of labour immigration including an obvious gender bias with more than two
third of all respondents being male migrants and a generally young population with a
mean age of 33.8 years (cf. Table 1). Additionally, the literature regularly points to the
positive relationship between duration of stay in the country of destination and the
chances for permanent settlement intentions (e.g. Waldorf 1995, p. 128). The
multivariate models consequently control for this effect by including the years since
immigration, which varies between 0 and 5 years. The most recent migrants slightly
dominate this sample with 49.2 % who moved to Germany during the last 24 months,
an effect which is most likely caused by the recent increase of labour migrants and
potential return migration of earlier labour migrants.

To test the explanatory power of hypotheses H1a and H1b, which stress the
importance of economic integration as the crucial determinant accounting for settle-
ment intentions, a first variable measures educational achievements. Germany’s recent
focus on skilled and highly skilled labour migrants results in 87 % of respondents in the
sample holding a university degree. Compared to the demographic characteristics, this
is a first indicator demonstrating obvious divergences between the previous compared
to the most recent wave of labour migration. A second aspect of economic integration is
represented by income measured as yearly gross income with three broad levels of
yearly income: below 25,000 euros (31 %), between 25,000 and 55,000 euros (43 %),
and migrants with a yearly salary above 55,000 euros (26 %). More recently, scholars
problematise the objective measurement of economic success because new immigrants
in particular evaluate their individual economic satisfaction in reference to their
perceived status in the country of origin. Not the absolute income is thus the crucial
indicator, but the difference between the context of departure and arrival. Combining
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two items (satisfaction with the current job as well as satisfaction with the income) to a
new economic satisfaction index ranging from not satisfied (coded 1) to very satisfied

Table 1 Descriptive statistics of Germany’s recent labour migrants, weighted results

Variables Mean Standard deviation

Dependent variable

Permanent settlement intentions 0.40 0.50

Demography

Female 0.30 0.47

Age 33.74 8.72

Years since migration 2.24 1.38

Economic integration

Tertiary education 0.87 0.35

Income

<25,000 euros 0.31 0.47

25,000–55,000 euros 0.43 0.50

>55,000 euros 0.26 0.44

Economic satisfaction 3.81 0.96

Socio-cultural integration

German language skills

Minor 0.30 0.47

Medium 0.46 0.51

Very good 0.24 0.43

Family status

No partner 0.35 0.49

Partner living in Germany 0.53 0.51

Partner living abroad 0.11 0.32

Good economic opportunities for partner 0.19 0.40

Institutional factors

Permanent residence title 0.21 0.41

Human capital migration motives 3.81 1.58

Social capital migration motives 2.77 1.34

Country of origin

Western industrialised countries 0.29 0.46

European third countries 0.08 0.28

Russian Federation 0.19 0.40

Africa and Middle East 0.06 0.25

India 0.07 0.26

China 0.16 0.38

Southeast Asia 0.06 0.25

South America 0.08 0.27

N 2,429

Source: Labour Migration Surveys of the German Federal Office for Migration and Refugees.
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(coded 5) includes the migrants’ subjective assessment of their economic satisfaction as
a third variable—a mean of 3.81 documents that new labour migrants in Germany are
generally pleased with their economic situation.4

A second group of co-variables operationalises theoretical approaches, emphasising
the socio-cultural integration of migrants as an important predictor of their settlement
intentions. The rather complex theoretical construct is regularly disaggregated into
simpler indicators with language skills of the destination country constituting one of
the most regularly applied constructs (e.g. Diehl and Preisendörfer 2007; Esser 2006).
For the empirical analyses, a categorical variable was constructed comparing those with
minor language abilities (30 %) with those with medium (46 %) and very good skills
(24 %). The existing information about the family status is applied as a second co-
variable in the latter analyses differentiating between singles (35 %), migrants whose
partner lives with him or her in Germany (53 %) and those migrants with partners
living abroad (11 %). Finally, a third co-variable tests for the experiences and the
integration of family members in the country of destination. In the absence of detailed
information about the occupational status of the partner, the subjective assessment of
the opportunities of the partner on the labour market in Germany is applied as an
additional co-variable to measure the living conditions of migrants in Germany. The
variable differentiates between good and very good chances on the labour market
compared to all other constellations.5

Finally, the third group of co-variables tests the influence of the institutional context
at both ends of the migration process in the countries of origin and destination. A first
variable focuses on the country of destination and tests for the influence of the legal
framework regulating migration applying the information available about the residence
title. The variable differentiates between two legally distinct groups of labour migrants:
the first consisting of labour migrants who immigrated on the basis of Sections 19 or 21
of the German Residence Act (21 %, highly skilled and self-employed). Both offer
nearly similar sets of rights either offering them permanent residence right from the
start (Section 19) or a transparent path to permanent residency under defined criteria
already after 3 years of residence (Section 21). The second group has been granted
temporary residence titles only (Section 18). Although these permits also allow for
repeated renewal, potentially also resulting in a permanent title, the path is far less
transparent and dependent on several conditions and administrative discretion.

The pre-migration context in the country of origin is operationalised on the basis of
two additional co-variables. Testing the influence of individual motives and the overall
desire to settle abroad, the subsequent analyses include two index variables. Respon-
dents were confronted with a list of 11 items asking migrants about the importance of
different pull factors for their original migration decision. Respondents indicated the
importance of all motives on a seven-point Likert scale and a separate factor analysis
reduced the different items to their unobserved latent variables resulting at a two-factor

4 Although generally seen as an important aspect of economic integration, the latter analyses do not control for
working status. Because a job is required for being issued a residence title as a labour migrant, only less than
6 % are currently not employed (due to job loss or other circumstances, e.g. parental leave).
5 An alternative measure for socio-cultural integration of migrants regularly found in similar analyses is the
migrants’ previous experiences in Germany. The multivariate analyses showed, however, that the inclusion of
language skills accounts for the same theoretical dimension. Previous experiences were therefore not included
in the final analyses.
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solution with a first factor including the human capital-related migration motives (HC),
whereas a second factor concentrated on social capital-related factors (SC) including
previous contacts, language and the family. 6 Based on these results, two additive
indexes were constructed with the first covering the human capital migration motives
and the second the social capital-related migration motives, both ranging from 1 to 7
with 7 indicating greatest importance of the individual motive (cf. Fig. 1).

The original migration motives hardly operationalise any information about the pre-
migration social and economic conditions in the migrant’s sending country. Dummy
variables controlling for individual countries and regions of origin are included in the
subsequent analyses operating as a proxy for individual motivations for different
lengths of stay caused by the institutional context in the country of origin (cf. Massey
and Redstone Akresh 2006, p. 958). Altogether eight different source countries or
regions are differentiated. The fact that 29 % of the respondents come from western
industrialised countries like the USA, Canada and Australia fits earlier waves of
migration because they are traditionally important source countries. The small percent-
age of 8 % from European third countries including former Yugoslavian countries as
well as Turkey however shows a clear divergence from earlier periods. Additionally,
19 % of newcomers from Russia, 16 % from China and 7 % from India mark an
obvious diversification of the regions of origins.

Determinants of Permanent Settlement Intentions

The analysis of the individual motivations and determinants explaining the settlement
intentions of Germany’s recent labour migrants concentrates on the opposition of
temporary and permanent immigration suggesting the estimation of binary logistic
regression models.7 The results of all four models are highly significant and Table 2
presents logit coefficients, standard errors and the level of significance for each of the
estimated variables. The first model estimates the effects of co-variables controlling for
demographic selectivity of settlement intentions. The results confirm existing studies
documenting a small and statistically insignificant difference between male and female
migrants. There is an obvious influence of the age distribution with each additional year
in the lifespan increasing individual chances for permanent settlement—a trend that
reverses in older age groups. Similarly, the date of immigration has an important effect
in estimating patterns of settlement intentions. The odds ratio for the first model shows
that each additional year migrants live in Germany increases the chances of permanent
migration projects by 35.1 %. This is caused by an important consolidating effect of the
duration of stay but also by the selective return of temporary migrants discussed above.

Based upon this demographic framework, the following models gradually add the
different groups of theoretical co-variables. The first step tests the predictive power of

6 The detailed results of the factor analysis are available from the authors on request. The reliability of both
scales was subsequently tested with Cronbach Alpha of 0.85 in the first and 0.58 in the second case.
7 The sign and significance of all effects presented on the basis of logistic regressions are controlled by linear
probability models to account for potential unobserved heterogeneity (cf. Mood 2010). Binary rather than
ordinal logistic regression models were preferred for theoretical reasons but additional linear regression
models were fitted on the original dependent variable, confirming reported empirical results. Descriptive
statistics as well as results on all additional models are available from the authors on request.
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economic approaches with unambiguous and consistent results across all models. In
line with the expectations of H1b, a negative relationship exists between human capital
and the intended duration of stay with migrants holding a university degree having a
32.9 % lower chance than migrants with secondary education as highest formal
education. Including yearly gross income confirms these results with higher salaries
significantly reducing the intended duration of stay. Only the impact of subjective
assessments of economic integration results in a positive relationship between econom-
ic satisfaction and intended durations of stay discussed in H1a. The overall pattern of
these results, however, documents that the most skilled and successful migrants belong
to an internationally highly mobile group of persons with little prospects to stay
permanently in Germany.

In a second step, socio-cultural approaches are evaluated. In contrast to economic
integration but in line with H2a, socio-cultural integration—here measured by language
skills—actually increases the chances for permanent settlement intentions. From this
perspective, language skills are an investment in a specific country of destination that
are hardly transferable to a different context and thus positively influence the intended
length of stay. With respect to the household constellation, however, empirical results
did not support theoretical hypothesis H2b. According to the new economics of
migration approach, having family in the country of origin would reduce long-term
settlement intentions. A partner living abroad has only a weak and statistically insig-
nificant effect. Instead, those migrants living with their families in Germany have
significantly higher odds of intending long-term stays in Germany. Additional indica-
tors provide evidence that socio-cultural living conditions are of more relevance than
individual economic situations for permanent settlement intentions. In addition to
language skills, good economic opportunities for the partner in Germany are also
positively associated with long-term settlement intentions.

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Career management (HC)

Income (HC)

Economic situation (HC)

Social security (HC)

Contacts (SC)

Educational system (SC)

Language (SC)

Political situation (HC)

Information (HC)

Opportunities for family (SC)

Proximity to country of origin (SC)

very important important somewhat important not important

Fig. 1 Motives for migrating to Germany. Source: Labour Migration Surveys of the German Federal Office
for Migration and Refugees
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Table 2 Binary logistic regression on permanent settlement intentions of Germany’s recent labour migrants,
logit coefficients and standard deviations in parentheses

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Intercept −1.02***
(0.10)

−1.25***
(0.23)

−1.70***
(0.26)

−3.62***
(0.33)

Female
(ref. male)

0.14
(0.10)

0.13
(0.10)

0.04
(0.11)

0.13
(0.12)

Age 0.04***
(0.01)

0.05***
(0.01)

0.07***
(0.01)

0.07***
(0.01)

Age2 −0.01***
(0.01)

−0.02***
(0.01)

−0.02***
(0.01)

−0.02***
(0.01)

Years since migration 0.30***
(0.03)

0.31***
(0.03)

0.24***
(0.03)

0.26***
(0.04)

Tertiary education (ref. below tertiary education) −0.40***
(0.13)

−0.61***
(0.14)

−0.66***
(0.15)

Yearly income (ref. <25,000 euros)

25,000–55,000 euros 0.00
(0.11)

−0.05
(0.11)

0.13
(0.13)

>55,000 euros −0.54***
(0.13)

−0.54***
(0.14)

−0.10
(0.16)

Economic satisfaction 0.19***
(0.05)

0.15***
(0.05)

−0.03
(0.06)

German language skills (ref. minor)

Medium 0.91***
(0.12)

0.79***
(0.13)

Very good 1.62***
(0.13)

1.50***
(0.15)

Partner living in Germany (ref. no partner) 0.22*
(0.11)

0.31**
(0.12)

Partner living abroad (ref. no partner) −0.09
(0.17)

−0.16
(0.19)

Good economic opportunities for partner (ref. other) 0.24**
(0.12)

0.31**
(0.14)

Permanent residence title (ref. temporary residence title) 0.86***
(0.14)

Human Capital Motives 0.39***
(0.04)

Social Capital Motives 0.08*
(0.05)

Country of origin (ref. western industrialised countries)

European third countries 0.52**
(0.21)

Russian Federation 1.18***
(0.16)

Africa and Middle East 0.99***
(0.22)

India 0.38*
(0.22)
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Finally, the fourth model adds indicators measuring the impact of potential institu-
tional determinants. The results show a positive relationship between having more
rights and the intended duration of stay: Labour migrants from non-European countries
in Germany holding a permanent residence title have a more than two times higher
chance of permanent settlement intentions because their investment in the country of
destination is far less precarious. Furthermore, the two groups of motives—human
capital as well as social capital motives—both display a statistically significant positive
effect on the duration of stay. Finally, the country dummies show that compared to
western industrialised countries, labour migrants from all other regions of origin are
more likely to display a higher intention for permanent settlement. These differences
between countries of origin confirm earlier studies (e.g. Khoo et al. 2008, p. 206; Haas
and Fokkema 2011) and are of great practical relevance. From a theoretical perspective,
however, these results are unsatisfying because even when controlling for important co-
variables, theoretical effects unaccounted for by the model remain. The inclusion of
those co-variables testing for institutional approaches, however, also has important
effects for the other theoretical frameworks. Whereas the effects of all socio-cultural
integration co-variables remain largely constant, economic integration indicators lose
their explanatory power. Together these findings point to largely different theoretical
mechanisms driving settlement intentions for different groups of labour migrants.

Multiple Paths Leading to Permanent Settlement

The inclusion of institutional factors modelling the context of departure and arrival
fundamentally change the direction of effects found in the previous models. Particu-
larly, the different motives of migration together with the fixed effects of regions of
origin reverse statistically significant relations between settlement intentions and the
economic and socio-cultural integration of recent labour migrants. Testing the hypoth-
esis that different theoretical mechanisms are only indicative for specific contexts of
departure, separate models are estimated for the two most divergent regions of origin of
newcomers in Germany: western industrialised countries compared to all other third
countries. The results presented in Table 3 clearly show that different paths and logics

Table 2 (continued)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

China 0.42**
(0.17)

Southeast Asia 0.33
(0.22)

South America 0.44**
(0.21)

N 2,429 2,429 2,429 2,429

r2 (Nagelkerke) 0.08 0.11 0.20 0.35

Source: Labour Migration Surveys of the German Federal Office for Migration and Refugees

*p<0.10; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01
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underlying individual calculations of the duration of settlement have to be taken into
account in analyses of the dynamics of the most recent wave of labour migrants.

The restricted model focusing on western industrialised countries shows many
similarities to hypothesis H1b, which expects settlement intentions to vary in line with
the calculations of an economic elite acting as short-term maximisers of their economic
opportunities. Temporary stays in Germany are often individual responses to the
requirements of an increasingly global labour market with human capital-related
motives driving those migrants out of their home countries while social capital motives
do not play a significant role in their intention to stay permanently. In line with these
results, it can be shown that higher levels of human capital and income significantly
increase the chances for temporary stays abroad. The family and household context
offers additional support for the economic elite hypothesis: Neither the company of the
migrants’ family in Germany nor the potential integration of the partner is a decisive
factor taken into account in the decisions about settlement intentions. In addition to
language skills, only few factors increase the intended duration of stay in Germany,
with the 30 % of all respondents who are female labour migrants having a 50 % higher
chance of intending to stay permanently compared to their male counterparts.

For migrants from all other third countries, the underlying theoretical mechanisms
seem almost diametrically opposed. The finding that individual economic integration is
not taken into account when decisions about settlement intentions are taken is of
particular importance. Although the negative effect of human capital remains, neither
the objective amount of income nor satisfaction with job or income is a relevant
determinant. These results largely contradict both hypotheses concerning economic
driving factors. The investment in the country of destination acts as a good predictor of
permanent settlement intentions and is of particular importance. This includes the
investment in language skills as well as migration in the family context. Those migrants
who live with their partner or family in Germany—and experience better integration
opportunities for the partner—have a significantly higher chance for permanent settle-
ment. Surprisingly, in this subgroup, the reasoning of the new economics of migration
approach is also not supported, with a remaining family in the country of origin having
no effect on the dependent variable. In addition to the socio-cultural integration, the
institutional approaches also play a largely different role. Whereas the institutional
context of reception has no effect on the intentions of migrants from western
industrialised who regard them as necessary administrative structures only, labour
migrants from other regions of origin see them as actual opportunity structures having
a strong influence on their settlement intentions. Finally, the original migration motives
also differentiate migrants from both contexts of reception because not only economic
motives but also original social capital motives have a positive impact for long-term
residency intentions.

From a theoretical perspective, these findings provide additional support for the
more recent attention to the institutional contexts in countries of origin and destination
to understand the dynamics of international migration. From a more practical perspec-
tive, the results provide interesting starting points for designing labour migration
policies as a more sustainable solution for countries with ageing societies. The results
show that labour migrants from western industrialised countries have a relatively low
probability of staying in Germany permanently. Of average migrants from this region
of origin—male, single, 35 years old, medium income and medium command of
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German who immigrated 2 years before—only every tenth intends to stay in Germany
permanently. Only few options exist to increase the settlement intentions of this group
because different indicators of economic as well as socio-economic integration have a

Table 3 Binary logistic regression on permanent settlement intentions of Germany’s recent labour migrants
by region of origin, logit coefficients and standard deviations in parentheses

Western industrial countries Other third countries

Intercept −3.67***
(0.63)

−3.45***
(0.39)

Female
(ref. male)

0.41*
(0.23)

0.07
(0.13)

Age 0.07***
(0.02)

0.05***
(0.01)

Age2 −0.02**
(0.01)

−0.01
(0.01)

Years since migration 0.38***
(0.08)

0.20***
(0.04)

Tertiary education
(ref. below tertiary education)

−0.76***
(0.29)

−0.41**
(0.18)

Yearly income (ref. <25,000 euros)

25,000–55,000 euros −0.23
(0.30)

0.19
(0.15)

>55,000 euros −0.92***
(0.33)

0.17
(0.19)

Economic satisfaction 0.24**
(0.11)

−0.06
(0.07)

German language skills (ref. minor)

Medium 1.11***
(0.27)

0.75***
(0.15)

Very good 1.72***
(0.33)

1.45***
(0.17)

Partner living in Germany
(ref. no partner)

−0.13
(0.25)

0.41***
(0.14)

Partner living abroad
(ref. no partner)

−1.00**
(0.50)

0.04
(0.21)

Good economic opportunities for partner (ref. other) 0.34
(0.25)

0.32*
(0.16)

Permanent residence title
(ref. temporary residence title)

0.23
(0.24)

1.20***
(0.18)

Human capital migration motives 0.37***
(0.08)

0.41***
(0.05)

Social capital migration motives −0.03
(0.10)

0.14***
(0.05)

N 702 1,726

r2 (Nagelkerke) 0.33 0.32

Source: Labour Migration Surveys of the German Federal Office for Migration and Refugees

*p<0.10; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01
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negative impact. Migrants from all other third countries who share the same charac-
teristics have a similar probability of permanent settlement intentions. However, in this
group of migrants, the probability largely increases with respect to socio-cultural and
institutional factors, which are both more easily controlled by a more favourable
institutional framework. The probability doubles for same migrant who brings a partner
to Germany and experiences good opportunities to integrate. Providing the very same
migrant with a permanent residence title would mean almost every second migrant
would intend to stay permanently in Germany.

Conclusion

Including international migration in any strategic response to the labour market impli-
cations of changing demographic structures necessarily involves the acceptance of
many preconditions. This includes the acceptance of increasing cultural diversity by
the host society, potential ethical consequences of tapping into other countries’ human
resources as well as the principal interest of migrants to work and settle in the new
country of destination. Responding to this last aspect, the paper provided an initial
analysis of Germany’s most recent wave of labour migrants from non-European
countries and their intentions to stay. Intentions expressed in an interview situation
should not be regarded as fixed external factors determining individual future location
decisions but can always change during the life course. The experience that “there is
nothing more permanent than temporary foreign workers” (Martin 2001) may be
updated by the current wave of migrants, but in a situation where Germany seeks out
additional skilled labour forces abroad, settlement intention is the most important
indicator available.

Compared to previous studies, the analysis profited from its strict focus on labour
migrants from third countries. Nevertheless, we differentiated two alternative paths for
labour migrants leading to permanent settlement. The first path relates to migrants from
western industrialised countries whose intentions are primarily shaped by economic
motives. The results, however, clearly reject traditional neo-classical expectations about
a positive relationship between the economic success of new immigrants and their
intended duration of stay. On the contrary, the most successful and economically
integrated migrants show the lowest propensity to permanently settle in their new
country of destination. Certainly not all migrants from this region of origin follow this
economic pattern and very good language skills greatly increase the chances of
permanent settlement intentions. The results support an image of a creative class
profiting from the opportunities offered by an increasingly international labour market
that provides the country of destination few toeholds to make them stay.

The second path looks rather different and relates to labour migrants originating
from all other third countries. Socio-cultural factors and the institutional context are
now the decisive determinants accounting for the intended duration of stay in Germany.
The investments in the country of destination, including language skills, the decision to
immigrate with the complete family as well as the perceived opportunities of the partner
to integrate in the country of destination, have a particularly strong influence on
permanent settlement intentions. Additionally, the institutional factors in the country
of origin and destination are significant predictors of settlement intentions. This
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includes a broader set of economic as well as social motives accounting for the original
migration decision and, in particular, a significant positive relationship between mi-
grants’ rights and permanent settlement intentions. Newcomers provided early with
permanent settlement rights or at least with a transparent process towards a secure legal
status evidently invest more in their country of destination, subsequently extending the
intended duration of stay.

The empirical findings have important implications for adjusting and strengthening
labour migration policies addressing demographic skill shortages. One initial finding
concerns the greater diversity of regions of origin. Traditionally, Germany as well as
most other European countries had a clear preference for labour migrants from geo-
graphically and culturally closely related regions (Schönwälder 2004). Recent migrants
with long-term attachments to Germany, however, predominantly do not originate from
western industrialised countries but—to paraphrase Douglas Massey—are new faces
from new places. In addition to the region of origin, three main factors make migrants
stay in Germany. Language skills are a first factor, with the results providing empirical
evidence for the positive effects of investments in language courses. The second factor
addresses the family context: Whereas Europe recently witnessed a turn towards more
restrictive family migration policies, these policies are stumbling blocks for migrants’
settlement intentions. Favourable conditions for family reunification and institutional
frameworks supporting the partner and other family members to integrate in the country
of destination certainly increase the duration of stay. Concentrating on working condi-
tions alone is not going to foster the retention of international labour migrants. Finally,
the third factor concerns the legal framework. Labour migrants are highly sensitive to
the institutional framework in their country of destination and seriously consider the
legal opportunities for their migration decision. Providing them with a swift and
transparent process towards permanent settlement rights will increase their duration
of stay. Additionally, the provision of more rights will also increase their investments in
the country of destination and ease their economic and social integration. The contra-
dictory institutional framework of the 1980s resulted in a lost decade of integration for
the original generation of guest worker migrants in Germany (Bade 2001). Establishing
clear and transparent legal paths from temporary to permanent residence is a political
imperative for future reforms that would have positive effects on the labour market as
well as on the integration of new immigrants in the society.
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