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Introduction
Repeated and circular migration plays an important role in shaping historical and contemporary
migrant flows. According to estimates, 20 to 50 per cent of migrants leave host countries within five
years of arrival. The growing but still scant literature argues that the intended length of the stay in
the host countries can significantly influence the differential earnings profiles among different
groups of migrants. According to these authors, temporary migrants can be less incentivised to
invest in host-specific human capital (Dustman & Görlach, 2016). Similarly, they tend to have a
lower reservation wage (Adda et al. 2020) and invest less in physical capital (Chabé-Ferret et al.
2018). Thus, regardless of whether they eventually leave the country or become permanent
residents, their initial prospects influence their behaviour and, consequently, their wages in the host
labour market and assimilation in the host society. However, despite their importance, the effects of
circular migration in the processes of migrant assimilation in the host society remain little
understood (Constant et al. 2013).
In this paper, I study the effects of migration temporariness through circular migration. To do
so, I examine an intensive process of migrant assimilation based on circular flows: the Spanish
tourism boom in the Balearic Islands, 1959-1973. This research contributes to two fields. It presents
the first empirical study on migrant assimilation levels during the Spanish rural exodus. It also
provides evidence of the effects of circular migration on earnings profiles. My results suggest that
migration temporariness was a key economic constraint in shaping the low occupational upgrading
levels attained by the main migrant groups.
Sources
The lack of research on repeated and circular migration is generally attributed to the difficulties of
capturing these phenomena in statistical accounts (Dustmann & Görlach, 2016). To proceed, I use a
novel and rich retrospective cross-section micro dataset of a total of 10,761 individuals working in
the Balearic tourism industry in 1969. The data allows us to differentiate between circular and
permanent migrants and the different arrival cohorts using the years of labour experience as a proxy.
As I cannot account for selective return migration (Abramitzky & Boustan, 2017), my analysis
focuses exclusively on migrants who remain in the Balearic tourism industry.
I use this dataset to construct an individual-occupation-based income score. I follow the
recommendations of Inwood et al. (2019) to impute to each observation the monthly wage
corresponding to its occupational category established in the provincial labour agreement of August
1973. This enables me to overcome the main problems of income scores noted by these authors. I
use a multilevel hierarchy, taking into consideration a multilevel disaggregation within occupations
and firm categories. I also use ancillary information about changes in skill returns within professions
to estimate real wages more effectively. Additionally, I include the extra pay for tenured workers as
included in the labour agreements.
The econometric procedure consists of OLS regressions using the occupation-based income
score in logarithms as a dependent variable. Due to inequality in the labour market, I also implement

multinomial regressions to achieve more robust results. I divide the wage data into four categories,
from very low income to high income, using the Spanish Household Survey of 1973 as a
benchmark.
Tourism development and economic constraints for migrant upward mobility
The intense economic growth in the Balearic Islands was driven by a large increase in the tourism
supply. Tables 1 and 2 show the main variables of the tourism boom. As we see, the tourism
industry's capacity grew sharply during the period. The rising labour shortages quickly increased
migration from mainland Spain dramatically. In 1973, hospitality workers accounted for 37.5 per
cent of the workforce during the summer season. As a result, the non-native population increased by
26.6 per cent.
Indicators

Table 1: Main economic indicators of the tourism boom, 1955-1973
1955
1959
1963
1967
1970

Tourists (th)
Hotel beds
Hotels and pensions

1973

188

321

677

1,402

2,271

3,571

6,022

11,496

39,699

81,983

157,050

216,113

112

215

697

1,1089

1,498

1,534

Tourism workers
7,215
17,190
24,342
38,550
57,304
59,405
Table 2: Main demographic indicators of the tourism boom, 1950-1981
Indicators
1950
1960
1970
1981
Total population
422,089
439,465
532,947
655,945
Non-natives (%)

8.94

13.0

21.5

26.6

Figure 1: Spanish non-natives by place of birth in the dataset, 1969

These migrants predominantly entered the tourism sector. According to the dataset, they
accounted for 64.1 per cent of the total tourism labour market. In Figure 1, we can see the

geographical distribution of Spanish non-native migrants. Significantly, workers from southern
Spain were the most numerous group, with a higher share of women and young migrants. Of these,
the two major groups were Andalusians, and those from the Southeast, comprising the old region of
Murcia, both from predominantly rural Spain. Other relevant groups of migrants came from Galicia,
Leon and Palencia in the Northwest, and Catalonia.
Although the intense economic growth registered during the period offered significant chances
for upward social mobility, migrants arriving to the archipelago faced critical socioeconomic
constraints. For those willing to remain in the archipelago, substantial obstacles arose. Firstly, most
labour demand was seasonal, forcing migrants to deal with a lack of work opportunities in the
winter. Secondly, the massive transformation of the tourism infrastructure and local uses of land led
to significant housing shortages. According to my estimates, the tourism areas of the Balearic
Islands were among the areas with the highest housing deficit per capita in Spain. In fact, in 1963,
the western region of Mallorca registered the highest housing deficit per capita of all migrant
recipient areas, ranking as the third most affected area in the country (Comisaría del Plan de
Desarrollo Económico y Social, 1963). As regional planners claimed in 1966, housing shortages
were an additional element that hindered the transition from circular to permanent migration
(Ginard, 1998, 59-60):
Probably, more than half of the workers from mainland Spain and the Canary Islands
are circular migrants between the months of April and October, returning to their places
of origin and facing severe accommodation problems. However, this problematic
scenario becomes more critical when these migrants attempt to settle permanently in
the province, due to the serious housing shortage.
Figure 2: Land use in 1990 and place of birth of rural southern Spain migrants in the dataset

However, the impact of circular migration also depended on the migrants’ willingness to
maintain a continued attachment to the source region. Self-perceived labour opportunities and
chances of investing back in their place of origin may be crucial incentives for engaging in circular
migration (Chabé-Ferret et al. 2018). Of all the major rural migrant groups, those from rural areas of
Andalusia had with strongest attachments to their home region. As we see in Figure 2, most of these
migrants came from rural towns whose main crop was olives, a key advantage of which is winter
harvesting. Therefore, these migrants could migrate circularly by combining the olive harvest and
working in tourism for the rest of the year. Moreover, these areas are characterised by lower land
inequality than the rest of southern Spain (Infante, 2014). These two factors gave migrants a strong
incentive to see their time in their host society as temporary. As a result, they were more likely to
have a lower reservation wage and to postpone consumption in the host society and invest in land
and consume in their place of origin.
Who progresses in a low-wage service economy?
Table 3: Determinants of occupational upgrading
OLSa
(1)
Age
Urban (Rural)
Woman (Man)
Foreign language

0.005***
(0.000)
0.048***
(0.008)
-0.071***
(0.007)
0.186***
(0.010)

-0.161***
(0.009)
-0.124***
(0.011)
-0.119***
(0.014)
0.010
(0.022)
-0.111***
(0.012)
-0.011
(0.020)

-0.001***
(0.000)
0.066***
(0.009)
-0.142***
(0.010)
0.088***
(0.012)
-0.081***
(0.010)
-0.081***
(0.028)
0.004***
(0.001)
0.009***
(0.000)
0.134***
(0.012)
-0.112***
(0.012)
-0.091***
(0.015)
-0.075***
(0.018)
0.009
(0.026)
-0.092***
(0.015)
0.137***
(0.026)

10,188
NO
NO
NO
0.155

4,384
YES
YES
YES
0.318

Single (Married)
Widowed (Married)
Tenure
Experience
Fix-term contract (Temporary)
Andalusia (Native)
Southeast (Native)
Northwest (Native)
Catalonia (Native)
Rest of Spain (Native)
Foreign born (Native)
Obs.
Area fixed effects
Firm fixed effects
Cohort fixed effects
R-squared
a

OLS
(2)

Apprentices and bellboys included.
Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.

In a context marked by the rapidly growing economy and economic constraints, the income gap
between natives and the major migrant groups was considerable. Table 3 highlights this issue by
analysing determinants of occupational upgrading. All the specifications show that the nativemigrant income gap oscillated widely. However, among the biggest groups, the gap was large,
reaching as much as a 10 per cent lower log-wage. Therefore, these results show high inequality
between internal migrants and natives during the tourism boom.
The factors involved in occupational upgrading were primarily based on gender discrimination
and human capital accumulation. Thus, male migrants able to acquire human capital had more
opportunity to climb the occupational ladder through learning by doing. Accumulating experience
and tenure was associated with higher wages. Getting a fix-term contract, as a reward for skill and
tenure, meant a 13 per cent increase in log wages. Likewise, foreign language proficiency and
coming from an urban area were other factors associated with occupational upgrading.
Figure 3: Income gap between natives and main migrant groups by years of labour experience
(Multinomial regression)

Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.

However, migrants who accumulated years of experience and remained in the labour market
still faced a large income gap compared to natives with similar characteristics (Figure 3).
Significantly, in both cases, we can see that the group with the highest income gap were migrants
coming from areas where the attachment to the home region was stronger. Thus, in both the pool of
recent migrant arrivals and those who remained, Andalusians appear to be the most disadvantaged
group.
The effect of migrant temporariness on occupational upgrading
The prominent role of temporary migrations may have had a key role in shaping the differential
earnings profiles indicated above, once the human and social capital differential is taken into
account (Adda et al. 2020). To test these assumptions, I use a double approach. Firstly, I analyse
whether circular migrants experienced less occupational upgrading than migrants from the same
source areas. Secondly, I examine the impact of keeping a circular path in terms of the level of

human and social capital acquisition. Table 4 shows that circular migrants registered substantially
lower wages than equivalent migrants from the same source areas. Moreover, when I include firm
fixed controls, results continue significantly positive and show that circular migrants clustered more
in lower paid occupations than more permanent migrants, indicating a lower reservation wage.
Table 4: Direct effects of the temporariness of migration on migrant outcomes (OLS regression) a
(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)
Only men
Circular migrant b
-0.049***
-0.061***
-0.052***
-0.068***
(0.014)
(0.015)
(0.015)
(0.022)
Non-resident

c

Area fixed effects
Firm fixed effects
Cohort fixed effects
Source area fixed effects
Obs.
R-squared

-0.037**
(0.019)

-0.052***
(0.019)

-0.046**
(0.019)

-0.044*
(0.026)

NO
NO
YES
YES
1,758/1,008
0.160/0.144

YES
NO
YES
YES
1,758/1,008
0.160/0.162

YES
YES
YES
YES
1,758/995
0.184/0.213

NO
NO
YES
YES
1,121/701
0.126/0.083

Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.
a
Migrants from Andalusia, Southeast, Northwest, rest of Castilla-La Mancha and Extremadura.
b
Showing a non-Balearic address with at least one year’s labour experience.
c
Receiving accommodation or showing a non-Balearic address, with at least two years’ labour experience.

Table 5: Indirect effects of the temporariness of migration on migrant outcomes a
(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)
(5)
OLS
OLS
OLS
MNL
MNL
(Very
(Very
low-income)
low-income)
Area of tourism 0.060***
0.046*
-0.101***
-0.126***
expansion
(0.008)
(0.026)
(0.034)
(0.036)
Log share of
relatives at a
firm-level
Supervisor born
in mainland
Spain (native)
Supervisor born
in a foreign
country (native)
Area fixed
effects
Firm fixed
effects
Cohort fixed
effects
Source area
fixed effects
Obs.
R-squared/
Pseudo R2

-0.130**
(0.060)

0.107***
(0.031)
0.029**
(0.014)

-0.053***
(0.020)

-0.072***
(0.021)

0.033**
(0.016)

-0.040*
(0.024)

-0.038
(0.025)

NO

YES

YES

YES

YES

NO

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

YES

5,867

1,927

3,329

3,109

2,709

0.224

0.197

0.178

0.196

0.212

Robust standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.

a

Migrants from Andalusia, Southeast, Northwest, rest of Castilla-La Mancha and Extremadura.

Apart from being more prone to accepting very low-income occupations, these differential
earnings profiles may have other important sources. Some authors have noted that more temporary
migrants have lower incentives to learn host-specific human capital and build networks with natives
and other groups of migrants. Similarly, settled migrants may have more chance to acquire this
specific human capital, such as labour market information or a foreign language, and build networks
with natives (Adda et al. 2020; Chabé-Ferret et al. 2018). Table 5 suggest that these arguments
might have had a particular impact during the period. One the one hand, it shows that areas with
higher tourism expansion offered better labour opportunities, suggesting the influence of labour
market information on occupational upgrading. Similarly, high concentrations of migrants from the
same towns at a firm level, the standard structure between circular migrants, show that the
concentration of migrants holding the same level of information about the host society are associated
with lower incomes. On the other hand, using the wage differential between working for a native
supervisor and one born outside the Balearic Islands suggests the crucial role of informality and
networks in filling vacancies and promoting labour advancement. Thus, it indicates the key
influence of building networks with natives for achieving occupational upgrading.
Conclusion
This paper contributes to two interrelated fields of study. Firstly, it documents the first empirical
analysis of migrant assimilation during the Spanish rural exodus, showing a large income gap
between natives and the most numerous migrant groups. Moreover, it suggests that migrants from
areas with a larger income gap came from the towns with higher incentives for developing circular
migrant flows. Furthermore, it shows that circular migration also relates to negative changing
expectations influenced by housing shortages and low labour opportunities outside of peak periods
of labour demand.
Secondly, this study suggests that migration temporariness was a key economic constraint for
migrants arriving in the Balearic Islands. Migrants were less able to take advantage of economic
development than natives, not solely due to differences in human and social capital, but also because
of the harmful effects of migration temporariness. Circular migrants had a lower reservation wage
and fewer incentives and chances to acquire host local human and social capital. Thus, migrants able
to establish permanent residency in the archipelago sooner had a greater chance of achieving upward
mobility. My results add evidence to the growing literature that stresses the importance of
considering the intended length of stay when analysing earnings profiles in the processes of migrant
assimilation.
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