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Introduction

• Since 1960s, Morocco has evolved into a major emigration 
country

• The 1973 Oil Crisis and immigration restrictions did not lead 
to large scale return, but rather encouraged settlement and 
family reunification

• > 1980s: Persistent out-migration through ‘marriage 
migration’ to NW Europe

• New (regular and irregular) migration to S-Europe and, 
increasingly, the US and Canada
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North-African nationals living abroad 
according to destination region
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• First generation of Moroccan migrants in NW Europe is 
approaching retirement age

• Although many migrants persistently cherish the wish to 
return, most  prefer to maintain their main residence in 
Europe

• However, this conceals that 
– a substantial proportion of migrants has returned 
– many ‘permanent’ migrants adopt complex, pendular 

forms of mobility which official migration statistics do 
not capture

• Aims
– How can we explain these complex patterns of 

residential mobility and the intra-household decision- 
making processes underpinning them? 

– What are the consequences of such migratory strategies 
for intra-household (power) relations, and vice versa?

Background and aims



• Growing consensus that households, rather than individuals, 
are the most relevant migration decision making unit (NELM, 
Stark 1991). Migration as a household co-insurance strategy 
to spread income risks and overcome local market 
constraints by generating remittances

• Critique: Portrayal of households as units which take 
unanimous decisions based on consensus to the advantage 
of the whole group this is likely to mask intra-household 
gender and age inequalities

• What is often presented as the household strategy can also 
be seen as the outcome of a struggle for domination 
(Rodenburg 1997)

Theoretical contribution: incorporating 
conflict in migration decision making



• Theoretical inference need to move beyond consensual 
models: 
– Without invalidating household approaches, intra- 

household inequalities and conflict need to be 
considered in the analysis of migration decision making 

– In its own turn, migration is likely to affect such intra- 
household inequalities (agency-structure interactions)

Theoretical contribution: incorporating 
conflict in migration decision making





Case study: Todgha valley
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Quantitative and qualitative fieldwork conducted by the 
authors between 1998 and 2008 
– 1998-2000: survey among 507 households
– 1999: open interviews with 20 male migrants on family 

visits during the summer holidays
– 1999: semi-structured interviews with 43 women married 

to migrant and non-migrant men
– 2003: 27 open interviews among prospective and return 

migrants
– 2007-2008: semi-structured interviews with 25 male 

return migrants and 26 sons of return migrants

Case study of Todgha Valley: 
Methods



Destinations of international migrants 
from the Todgha valley (2000)



Migration participation 
• 15% of the active male population is an international 

(return) migrant
• 40% of all households are involved in international migration
• The income of remittance-receiving households is more 

than double that of other households 

Migrant profiles
• Early returnees: A minority stayed abroad for shorter 

periods, left their family in Morocco and returned to invest 
(‘guestworker’ model)

• Retirement migrants: > 70% stayed more than 7 years 
abroad before  return (average = 18 years)

• Settler - Pendulum migrants: Many migrants who reunified 
their family in Europe travel back and forth
– One quarter of migrants stay in Morocco for at least 3 

months per year
– This proportion increases with age. Among migrants over 

60 years old, 56% had spent at 3 months per year in 
Morocco

Main survey results



• Consistent with NELM, migration has mainly been part of 
strategies pursued by households to improve their 
livelihoods

• The household’s migration strategy generally coincided with 
the personal interest of the migrants, who were eager to 
migrate

• Their spouses generally say that they agreed, but also stated 
to have “no choice other than to agree”

Motivations and decision-making processes 
underlying migration to Europe



• Although the initial plan was to go abroad for some years 
and return with savings, many prolonged their stay, 
generally resulting in family reunification

• Pressure by spouses played an important, accelerating role 
in this process (double responsibilities, seclusion, conflicts 
around remittance use)

• A minority did not reunify their families
– Fear of ‘westernization’; perceived racism and 

discrimination
– Investment in higher education of children in Morocco  
– Also: failure to sustain the family in Europe; marital 

conflict and estrangement; fear of losing freedom of 
movement and control

Decision making processes around family 
reunification



• Remittances enabled families to drastically improve their 
income, living conditions and education (NELM)

• Male migrants remitted money reliably (i.e., respected the 
implicit ‘contract’ and expectations hypothesized by 
NELM)

• Positive multiplier effects in regional economy through 
employment creation

• Among returnees, only a few realized investments beyond 
housing (lack of capital, experience, interest; 
administrative and institutional constraints) 

The role of migration in improving 
transnational livelihoods and investment



• Most returnees do not regret their decision (but: selection 
bias) 

• However, their return was not simply a matter of ‘going 
home’. Their stay abroad nurtured social norms and 
expectations which often lead to disappointment upon their 
return
– perceived lack of trust and poor work ethic 
– sharp socio-economic inequalities
– corruption and bureaucracy of public authorities; 

impede investments

• Returnees sometimes face difficulties to regain a position 
and authority in the family; estrangement toward their 
children

• Investment in education strategy often failed high 
unemployment among migrants’ children with higher 
education

Motivations and experiences of return 
migrants
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• Unemployed children of return migrants tend to be full of 
resentment vis-à-vis their fathers who blocked their 
migration to Europe

• They often wish to migrate themselves situations of 
‘involuntary immobility’ (cf. Carling 2002)

• Confronted with the broken ambitions of their children, 
some regret their choice not having reunified their families 
in Europe, at least not before their own return ( relay 
migration, now-or-never migration)

• However, most justify their decision mentioning the 
problems migrants experience

Post-return conflict between returnees 
and their children



• Migrants who did reunify families typically do not 
‘permanently’ return due to reluctance of their spouses and 
children to return

• Migration has strengthened the position of women-children 
‘coalition’ within the household and, hence, their 
negotiation power with regard to migration– including the 
decision to stay

• In response, male migrants develop pendular migration 
strategies, spending several months per year in Morocco and 
Europe, while keeping legal residence in Europe.

• Restrictive immigration policies have encouraged these 
migratory strategies

Patterns and rationale of emerging 
patterns of pendulum migration



• Support for the general (NELM) hypothesis that migration is 
part of  livelihood-improvement strategies pursued by 
households

• However, migration decision making processes are not 
egalitarian

• Unilateral decisions by migrants to not reunify families have 
had negative consequences and is a source of conflicts and 
tensions

• Family reunification has empowered women and children, 
who generally oppose return pendulum migration as a 
strategy to reconcile conflicting interests by household 
members

• Theoretical inference: Migration patterns can only be 
explained by taking into account intra-household and intra- 
family tensions and conflicts of interest 

Conclusion


	Slide Number 1
	Slide Number 2
	Moroccan citizens living abroad �(1955-2005)
	North-African nationals living abroad�according to destination region
	Background and aims
	Theoretical contribution: incorporating conflict in migration decision making
	Theoretical contribution: incorporating conflict in migration decision making
	Slide Number 8
	Slide Number 9
	Slide Number 10
	Slide Number 11
	Case study of Todgha Valley: �Methods
	Slide Number 13
	Main survey results  
	Motivations and decision-making processes underlying migration to Europe
	Decision making processes around family reunification
	Slide Number 17
	Motivations and experiences of return migrants
	Slide Number 19
	Post-return conflict between returnees and their children
	Slide Number 21
	Conclusion 

