
Insights from 
Migration 
Research  
at PRIO



©Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO), 2017. This is an Open Access 
publication, licensed under CC-BY-NC 3.0.

Suggested citation: Carling, Jørgen; Marta Bivand Erdal & Ebba 
Tellander (2017) Insights from Migration Research at PRIO. Oslo: Peace 
Research Institute Oslo.

All photos are for illustration only and not related to research partici-
pants. They are reproduced on the basis of Creative Commons licenses.

Cover photos (from the top): Trevor Pultz, United Nations Photo, Sven 
Werkmeister, Adrian Hu, and Cindy Zackowitz. Back cover photo: 
European Commission DG ECHO.



Migration research at 
the Peace Research 
Institute Oslo (PRIO) 

Migration is a topic that has arisen intermittently 
throughout PRIO’s history of research. But in 2005, 
it was identified as a strategic priority, and since 
2007 it has been the focus of a dedicated research 
team. We take this opportunity to summarize in-
sights from a decade of research.

Research organization and funding 

Our research is financed on a project basis by a 
range of scientific and policy-oriented funders, both 
in Norway and abroad. Most of our work is carried 
out through projects that last for 3–5 years and in-
volve multiple researchers within and beyond PRIO. 
These are projects that are developed by researchers 
and have an academic foundation. 

Alongside these larger projects we carry out small-
er-scale commissioned research and consultancies. 
These are opportunities for applying our expertise 
to specific needs for insights, for instance as part of 
policy processes.
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Thematic orientations

The thematic profile of migration research at PRIO 
fluctuates with the changing project portfolio, staff 
composition, and evolving individual interests. The 
group’s prevailing foci can be roughly summarized 
under the following broad headings.

Migration processes

This strand of research examines how migration 
outcomes are shaped by the interplay between 
individual agency and structures of opportunities 
and constraint. We are interested in people’s hopes, 
dreams, and fears of migration, their decision-mak-
ing processes, and experiences of mobility and im-
mobility. We examine a diversity of mobility forms, 
including flight from conflicts, circular mobility, 
return migration, and deportation. Our research on 
migration processes also addresses the role of social 
networks, government policy and popular discourse 
in promoting, facilitating of constraining migration.

Transnational practices

Migration produces not only diverse societies but 
also stretched-out social networks, relationships, 
and practices. Such transnational practices include 
long-distance political engagement, support of 
armed struggles, charitable donations, remittance 
transactions, remote parenting, and construction of 
houses. We are interested in these and other prac-
tices from three perspectives: their role in migrants’ 



lives at the destination, their internal dynamics, and 
their importance for people in migrants’ communi-
ties of origin. A key aspect of transnational practices 
is how they are connected with broader develop-
ment processes.

Belonging and diversity

Our research addresses issues of identity, home and 
belonging from the perspectives of both individuals 
and societies. Migration typically produces societ-
ies with new forms of diversity. We are interested 
in how this diversity is experienced, perceived and 
acted upon by individuals, groups and institutions, 
and how it is connected to social conflict or cohe-
sion. Key concepts in this strand of research include 
citizenship, civic engagement, collective and indi-
vidual identities, nationhood, and societal values. 
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The entire migration chain

A key aspect of our research, and something that 
sets us apart from many other migration research 
environments, is our coverage of the entire migra-
tion chain—from the conditions that spur depar-
tures, via migration processes to settlement and 
integration, sustained transnational ties and possible 
return or onward migration. These are not simply a 
list of themes; it is often the connections between 
them that is of particular interest to us



Migration in context

While much of our research fits squarely under the 
heading of migration, we engage extensively in re-
search that straddles migration and other themes. 
Our migration-related research is often also about 
humanitarianism, gender, media, and religion, for 
instance. 

Migration and peace research

Migration research at PRIO relates to the institute’s 
peace research core in a number of ways. Much 
contemporary migration results directly from 
armed conflict and other forms of violence. More-
over, migration affects conflict patterns and dynam-
ics, for instance through diaspora mobilization. Our 
migration research also relates to peace and conflict 
in a broader sense, by addressing issues such as the 
militarization of migration control, humanitarian 
aspects of migration, and the links between migra-
tion, inequalities and social exclusion. 

PRIO’s mission is to conduct research on the ‘con-
ditions for peaceful relations between nations, groups 
and individuals’. Migration is central to the way in 
which nations, groups and individuals are related to 
each other.

Alongside doing research that applies specifically to 
peace and conflict, we seek to be at the forefront of 
theoretical and methodological developments that 
advance research on migration and transnational-
ism more generally 



Insights from a  
decade of research

Since the formation of the migration research team 
we have carried out more than 60 projects and pro-
duced about 150 publications. Summarizing is no 
easy task. Here, we provide a birds-eye view of the 
knowledge we have produced. This text does not 
cover everything, but instead presents a selection of 
insights that does justice to the thematic, method-
ological, and regional diversity of our research over 
the past decade.

Conventional research communication is focused 
on disseminating ‘results’, often empirical ones. 
Such findings are important, but so is the total 
understanding that derives from formulating good 
questions, developing theory, and reflecting on the 
research process. Here, we have emphasized those 
broader insights.

Some of the insights are truly ours in the sense that 
they are unique and innovative. Others complement 
the work of scholars elsewhere who have similar 
interests. These points are also important as our 
contributions to collective international research 
efforts.
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Migration 
matters before 
it takes place

Force and 
choice interact 

in shaping 
migration 
outcomes

Humanitarian 
efforts to 
contain 

mobility risk 
being counter-

productive

Border 
management 

reflects tensions 
between policy 

narratives

The fight 
against migrant 

smuggling 
covers up real 

dilemmas

Corruption 
infuses the 

causes, 
dynamics, and 
consequences 
of migration

Return 
migration is 
often better 
described as 

ongoing return 
mobilities

Transnational 
relationships 

are shaped by 
agency at both 

ends

Sending 
remittances 

involves 
reciprocity and 

emotion

Remittance 
spending is too 
easily judged in 
moral terms

Migrants’ 
transnational 
ties do not 
undermine 
integration

Different 
aspects of time 
come together 

in shaping 
migration 

experiences

Societal 
engagement 

can take place in 
several countries 

at the same 
time

Violent 
conflict creates 
uncertainty, but 
also inspires 

refugees 
to engage 

transnationally

The 
development 

sector has 
flawed 

expectations 
of diasporas as 

apolitical

Diaspora 
groups are 

side-lined by 
development and 

humanitarian 
actors

Religious 
arenas provide 

important social 
networks for 

migrants

Enemy images 
cannot underpin 
common futures 

in diverse 
societies

Research ethics 
should inspire 
and challenge 
the research 

process

Combining 
methods 

yields richer 
insights on 

migration and 
transnationalism

Migration 
research must 
look beyond 
migration and 

migrants
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Migration matters 
before it takes place

Migration research focuses on migrants and actual 
migration. But the idea of migration as a possibil-
ity can be extremely important for individuals and 
communities, even if actual migration never takes 
place. This is true for initial migration as well as for 
return. All migrants can, in theory, return to their 
place of origin; how they relate to that possibility in-
fluences their priorities and behaviour, and in turn 
shapes integration processes as well as transna-
tional ties. Subjective experience, too can be heavily 
coloured by migration that has not (yet) happened: 
some people live in fear of being forced to leave 
their home, others have a strong desire to build a 
future elsewhere.

Carling, Jørgen; Marta Bolognani; Marta Bivand Erdal; Rojan Tordhol 
Ezzati; Ceri Oeppen; Erlend Paasche; Silje Vatne Pettersen; & Tove 
Heggli Sagmo (2015) Possibilities and Realities of Return Migration. 
Oslo: Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO).

Carling, Jørgen & Kerilyn Schewel (2017) Revisiting aspiration and ability 
in international migration, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies. 
(Published online ahead of print).

Carling, Jørgen and Francis L. Collins (2017) Aspiration, desire and driv-
ers of migration, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies. (Published 
online ahead of print)

Mortensen, Elin Berstad (2013) Why are Zimbabwean migrants ambiva-
lent about return?, PRIO Policy Brief, 1. Oslo: PRIO.

Further reading
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Further reading
Carling, Jørgen (2017) Refugee Advocacy and the Meaning of ‘Mi-

grants’, PRIO Policy Brief, 2. Oslo: PRIO.
Erdal, Marta Bivand & Ceri Oeppen (2017) Forced to leave? The discur-

sive and analytical significance of describing migration as forced and 
voluntary, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies. (Published online 
ahead of print).

Harpviken, Kristian Berg (2009) Social Networks and Migration in War-
time Afghanistan. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

Hoelscher, Kristian & Jason Miklian (2013) The violence of migration 
from Bangladesh to India, in Miklian, Jason; & Åshild Kolås, eds, 
India’s Human Security: Lost Debates, Forgotten People, Intractable 
Challenges. London: Routledge (103–121).

The dichotomy between ‘forced’ and ‘voluntary’ mi-
gration remains dominant in research and policy, 
apparently resistant to decades of critical analyses. 
One explanation is that this is a pedagogically con-
venient way of describing a complex landscape. 
Another reason is that unsettling the dichotomy 
is politically contentious, since it might be seen to 
undermine the particular rights and vulnerabilities 
of refugees. Empirical research shows that differ-
ent forms of voluntariness and force interact in 
ways that differ among migrants as well as across 
the stages of the migration process. Moreover, the 
labels that are used matter not just in how they de-
scribe a complex reality, but also because their use 
has real effects on people’s lives.

Force and choice 
interact in shaping 
migration outcomes
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Further reading
Carling, Jørgen & Cathrine Talleraas (2016) Root Causes and Drivers of 

Migration: Implications for Humanitarian Efforts and Development 
Cooperation, PRIO Paper. Oslo: Peace Research Institute Oslo.

Horst, Cindy & Anab Nur (2016) Governing mobility through human-
itarianism in Somalia: compromising protection for the sake of 
return, Development and Change, 47(3): 542–562.

Horst, Cindy & Tove Heggli Sagmo (2015) Humanitarianism and Re-
turn: Compromising Protection?, PRIO Policy Brief, 3. Oslo: PRIO.

Humanitarian efforts and development cooperation 
often take place in contexts where people are mobile. 
However, the relationship between such interven-
tions and people’s mobile lives can be a fraught one. 
There is often an implicit or explicit agenda of con-
taining mobility, be it to discourage initial migration 
or to encourage return to the place where people are 
seen to belong. Such agendas can easily undermine 
the effectiveness of humanitarian and development 
efforts. Worse still, they can compromise refugees’ 
ability to find protection. Even well-intended efforts 
to address the root causes of migration can be dou-
bly unsuccessful: there is a risk that aid is redirected 
to places where its development impacts are smaller, 
and that, at the same time, its effects on migration 
outcomes fail to materialize.

Humanitarian efforts 
to contain mobility 
risk being counter-
productive
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Further reading
Carling, Jørgen & María Hernández Carretero (2011) Protecting Europe 

and protecting migrants? Strategies for Managing unauthorised 
migration from Africa, British Journal of Politics and International 
Relations 13(1): 42–58.

Jumbert, Maria Gabrielsen (2013) Controlling the Mediterranean space 
through surveillance: the politics and discourse of surveillance as 
an all-encompassing solution to EU maritime border management 
issues, Espace Populations Sociétés 2012(3): 35–48.

Managing irregular migration at Europe’s external 
borders has been a persistent challenge since the 
1990s, even if numbers and routes have shifted dra-
matically. Boat migration across Europe’s Southern 
maritime borders raises particular legal, technolog-
ical, and humanitarian issues. In order to under-
stand Europe’s response, it is helpful to analyse the 
tensions between different accounts of what the 
problem is, what mechanisms are at work, and what 
the effects of different interventions will be. Such 
accounts can be called policy narratives. The domi-
nant policy narratives focus on security for Europe, 
protection of migrants, and cooperation with coun-
tries of origin and transit. The tensions between 
them shape European border management. 

Border management 
reflects tensions 
between policy 
narratives
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Further reading
Carling, Jørgen (2017) How should migrant smuggling be confronted?, 

Migration Research Leaders Syndicate in Support of the Global Compact 
for Migration. Geneva: International Organization for Migration.

Carling, Jørgen; Christopher Horwood; & Anne Gallagher (2015) Beyond 
definitions: global migration and the smuggling–trafficking nexus, 
RMMS Discussion Paper, 2. Nairobi: Regional Mixed Migration Secre-
tariat.

Hernández-Carretero, María & Jørgen Carling (2012) Beyond ‘kamikaze 
migrants’: risk taking in West African boat migration to Europe, Human 
Organization 71(4): 407–416.

The fight against migrant smuggling stands out 
as a point of agreement in an otherwise fractured 
policy field. But this unity among States obscures 
disparate motivations for counter-smuggling mea-
sures, and real dilemmas for migration policy. 
Traditionally, concerns about illegal work and res-
idence have been prominent. More recently, the 
fight against migrant smuggling is also driven by a 
desire to minimize the obligations that follow from 
the 1951 Refugee Convention. The current mix of 
counter-smuggling measures includes interventions 
that are legally objectionable and lack clear criteria 
for evaluation. The softer approach of informing 
prospective migrants about the dangers of being 
smuggled are often based on false assumptions 
about how migrants assess and relate to risk.

The fight against 
migrant smuggling 
covers up real 
dilemmas
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Further reading
Carling, Jørgen; Erlend Paasche & Melissa Siegel (2015) Finding con-

nections: The nexus between migration and corruption, Migration 
Information Source, 5.

Paasche, Erlend (2016) The role of corruption in reintegration: experi-
ences of Iraqi Kurds upon return from Europe, Journal of Ethnic and 
Migration Studies, 42(7): 1076–1093.

Sandvik, Kristin Bergtora (2011) Blurring Boundaries: Refugee Resettle-
ment in Kampala—between the Formal, the Informal, and the Illegal, 
PoLAR: Political and Legal Anthropology Review 34(1): 11–32.

A large share of international migrants move from 
countries where corruption is endemic to countries 
where it is less widespread. And corruption often 
plays a role throughout the migration process. 
Corruption acts as a driver of migration when it 
undermines people’s opportunities to get ahead 
through hard work, for instance. It can also make 
reintegration more difficult for those who choose 
to return, or who are returned against their will. 
However, corruption also helps save lives in migra-
tion processes: many irregular migrants—including 
refugees—travel more safely with documents that 
have been obtained through bribes. In the context 
of migration, the boundaries between corruption 
and favours can also be blurred.

Corruption infuses  
the causes, dynamics, 
and consequences  
of migration
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Further reading
Erdal, Marta Bivand; Anum Amjad; Qamar Bodla & Asma Rubab 

(2015) Going back to Pakistan for education? The interplay of return 
mobilities, education, and transnational living, Population, Space and 
Place 22(8): 836–848.

Harpviken, Kristian Berg (2014) Split return: transnational household 
strategies in Afghan repatriation, International Migration ,52(6): 57–71.

Sagmo, Tove Heggli (2014) Return visits as a marker of differentiation in 
the social field, Mobilities, 10(4): 649–665.

Return migration, just as initial migration, is situat-
ed within a longer migration process. Thinking of 
return migration as instances of back-and-forth re-
turn mobilities – at varying intervals and of varying 
duration – better matches realities. Return mobili-
ties can take the form of shorter return visits moti-
vated by visiting relatives and staying in touch with 
people in places of origin. But return mobilities 
are also situated within people’s broader livelihood 
strategies and visions for the future. If a decent 
livelihood is not within reach upon return, new 
instances of mobility might trigger back-and-forth 
movements for economic reasons. Similar mobility 
patterns can result from security concerns in con-
flict-affected contexts. Whether such movement is 
legally possible or not matters greatly.

Return migration is 
often better described 
as ongoing return 
mobilities
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Further reading
Carling, Jørgen (2008) The human dynamics of migrant transnational-

ism, Ethnic and Racial Studies 31(8): 1452–1477.
Erdal, Marta Bivand (2014) The social dynamics of remittance-receiving 

in Pakistan: Agency and opportunity among non-migrants in a transna-
tional social field, In Rahman, Md Mizanur; Tan Tai Yong & A.K.M. 
Ahsan Ullah, eds, Migrant Remittances in South Asia. London: Palgrave 
Macmillan (115–134).

Hernández Carretero, María (2015) Renegotiating obligations through mi-
gration: Senegalese transnationalism and the quest for the right distance, 
Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 41(12): 2021–2040.

Horst, Cindy (2009) Expanding sites: the question of ‘depth’ explored, 
in Mark-Anthony Falzon, ed., Multi-Sited Ethnography. Aldershot: 
Routledge (119–134).

When interest in transnationalism rose to the fore 
of migration studies in the 1990s, it was described 
as ‘immigrant transnationalism’ and defined with 
reference to the actions of migrants—rather than 
of those who remain in the country of origin. But 
multi-sited research on transnational relationships 
demonstrates the importance of two-way interac-
tions. For instance, people who stay behind make 
active requests for support and reciprocate in vari-
ous ways. While migration research is still concen-
trated in high-income countries of destination, we 
cannot properly understand transnationalism with-
out acknowledging the agency of the people who 
remain in migrants’ countries of origin. 

Transnational 
relationships are 
shaped by agency  
at both ends
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Further reading
Carling, Jørgen (2014) Scripting remittances: making sense of money 

transfers in transnational relationships, International Migration 
Review 48: 218–262.

Erdal, Marta Bivand (2012) Who is the money for? Remittances within 
and beyond the household in Pakistan, Asian and Pacific Migration 
Journal 21(4): 437–458.

Horst, Cindy. (2008) The role of remittances in the transnational livelihood 
strategies of Somalis. In: Ton van Naerssen, Ernst Spaan and Annelies 
Zoomers (eds.) Global Migration and Development. New York and 
London: Routledge (91-110).

When migrants send remittances they carry out 
economic transactions, Yet, remittances produce 
and reproduce interpersonal relationships, between 
parents and children, spouses, lovers, siblings, 
cousins, and former neighbours. Sometimes remit-
tances consist of money that would have changed 
hands regardless of migration, but which become 
remittances because individuals are separated. Oth-
er times, remittances are transfers of money which 
migration has enabled sending. But remittances 
are more than economic transactions. Their social 
dimensions are characterized by expectations of 
enduring relationships of trust, care and reciprocity. 
Remittances as social practices contribute to under-
pinning and maintaining the existence of transna-
tional fields across the globe.

Sending remittances 
involves reciprocity 
and emotion 
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Further reading
Carling, Jørgen (2008) Interrogating remittances: core questions for 

deeper insight and better policies. In Castles, Stephen; & Raúl Delga-
do Wise, eds, Migration and Development: Perspectives from the South. 
Geneva: International Organization for Migration (43–64).

Horst, Cindy; Marta Bivand Erdal; Jørgen Carling & Karin Fathimath 
Afeef (2014) Private money, public scrutiny? Contrasting perspectives 
on remittances, Global Networks 14(4): 514–532.

Erdal, Marta Bivand (2012) ‘A place to stay in Pakistan’: why migrants 
build houses in their country of origin, Population, Space and Place 
18(5): 629–641.

Remittances are transfers of private money. How 
this money is spent should be up to the individu-
als involved in the exchange, but is often subject 
to judgement from the outside. Simplistic assess-
ments of remittance-spending as either conspicu-
ous consumption or productive investment are un-
productive for three reasons. First, such value-laden 
classifications undermine respect for the private 
nature of remittances. Second, remittance expen-
ditures that are often seen as ‘consumption’, such 
as school fees, medical treatment, housing repairs, 
or better food, can be clear investments in human 
capital. Third, multiplier effects in the local econ-
omy mean that ‘consumption’ in the first round of 
spending can still translate into lasting develop-
ment benefits for the community.

Remittance spending 
is too easily judged in 
moral terms
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Further reading
Carling, Jørgen & Silje Vatne Pettersen (2014) Return migration 

intentions in the integration–transnationalism matrix, International 
Migration 52(6): 13–30.

Carling, Jørgen & Silje Vatne Pettersen (2015) The Matrix of Attachment, 
PRIO Policy Brief, 8. Oslo: PRIO.

Erdal, Marta Bivand & Ceri Oeppen (2013) Migrant balancing acts: 
understanding the interactions between integration and transnation-
alism, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 39(6): 867–884.

Migrants often maintain transnational ties to their 
country of origin. They may send remittances, build 
a house, go back to visit, or be politically active. In 
public debate and policy, it is often assumed that 
such ties are a threat to integration, that being more 
oriented towards the society of origin means being 
less oriented to the society of residence. However, 
research suggests that this is not the case. Some 
migrants are strongly attached to both their coun-
try of origin and the country where they currently 
live, while others lack strong attachments to either 
country. Yet others have strong ties to one but not 
the other. Inadequate integration is a problem for 
migrants, local communities and countries of desti-
nation. But transnational ties are rarely the cause. 

Migrants’ transnational 
ties do not undermine 
integration
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Further reading
Carling, Jørgen, (2017) On conjunctures in transnational lives: linear 

time, relative mobility and individual experience. In Mavroudi, Eliza-
beth; Ben Page & Anastasia Christou, eds, Timespace in International 
Migration, Edward Elgar (33-47).

Carling, Jørgen (2008) Toward a demography of immigrant communities 
and their transnational potential, Int. Migration Review 42(2): 449–475.

Erdal, Marta Bivand (2017) Timespaces of return migration: The inter-
play of everyday practices and imaginaries of return in transnational 
social fields. In Mavroudi, Elizabeth; Ben Page & Anastasia Christou, 
eds, Timespace in International Migration, Edward Elgar (104-118).

Erdal, Marta B. & Rojan T. Ezzati (2015) ‘Where are you from’ or ‘when 
did you come’? Temporal dimensions in migrants’ reflections about 
settlement and return, Ethnic and Racial Studies 38(7): 1202–1217.

The length of time that migrants have resided in a 
country affect the expectations they face from so-
ciety as well as their own expectations in life. Yet, 
the effect of 10 years, for instance, is not the same 
for everyone. Other dimensions of time matter too. 
Arriving at age 12, 36 or 60 makes the experience of 
the first decade in a new country entirely different. 
Associated with age are different life-course stages 
and roles, for instance as a parent, sibling, aunt or 
grandmother. Time is experienced as both linear, 
and rhythmic, and involves dimensions such as 
postponing, waiting and hoping for the future.

Different aspects of 
time come together 
in shaping migration 
experiences
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Further reading
Al-Sharmani, Mulki & Cindy Horst (2016) Marginal actors? diasporic 

Somalis Negotiating citizenship. In Ahponen, Pirkkoliisa; Päivi 
Harinen & Ville-Samuli Haverinen, eds, Dislocations of Civic Cultural 
Borderlines: Methodological Nationalism, Transnational Reality and 
Cosmopolitan Dreams. Cham: Springer (107-122).

Erdal, Marta Bivand & Tove Heggli Sagmo (2017) Descent, birthplace 
and residence: Aligning principles of citizenship with realities of 
migrant transnationalism, Norwegian Journal of Geography. 71(4): 
208-219.

Horst, Cindy (2017) Making a difference in Mogadishu? Experiences of 
multi-sited embeddedness among diaspora youth, Journal of Ethnic 
and Migration Studies. (Published online ahead of print).

The right and duty to participate are at the core of 
citizenship, and through participation, individual 
and collective bonds of membership are forged and 
maintained. As increasing numbers of people glob-
ally have ties to societies beyond the one they reside 
in, citizen engagements span international bound-
aries. Migrants may engage in their countries of 
origin, within the wider diaspora, as well as in their 
adopted home countries. The spatial multiplicity of 
belonging is increasingly being formally acknowl-
edged by states through dual citizenship legislation 
across the world. Whilst societal engagements with-
in and beyond country of residence are not neces-
sarily recognised (or even acknowledged) in equal 
ways, citizens make a difference across borders.

Societal engagement 
can take place in 
several countries at 
the same time
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Further reading
Horst, Cindy (2008) The Transnational political engagements of refugees: 

remittance sending practices amongst Somalis in Norway. Conflict, 
Security and Development 8(3): 317–339.

Horst, Cindy & Katarzyna Grabska (2015) Flight and exile: uncertainty in 
the context of conflict-induced displacement, Social Analysis 59(1): 1–18

Tellander, Ebba & Cindy Horst (in press) A foreign policy actor of 
importance? The role of the Somali diaspora in shaping Norwegian 
foreign policy. Foreign Policy Analysis.

Violent conflict creates radical and protracted un-
certainty for those who experience it. This uncer-
tainty, in the sense of imperfect knowledge and the 
unpredictability of the future, continues during 
flight and exile. Refugees and internally displaced 
populations develop strategies to navigate situations 
of radical and protracted uncertainty. Yet those who 
establish a new life elsewhere do not just cope, 
but can be inspired by their experiences to engage 
transnationally with the conflict context they left 
behind. They send remittances to support peace 
or war efforts, vote or create political parties, and 
they lobby with the authorities in their countries 
of residence to engage in particular foreign policy 
initiatives.

Violent conflict creates 
uncertainty, but also 
inspires refugees to 
engage transnationally
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Further reading
Erdal, Marta Bivand & Kristian Stokke (2009) Contributing to develop-

ment? transnational activities among Tamils in Norway, Asian and 
Pacific Migration Journal 18(3): 397–418.

Horst, Cindy (2013) The depoliticisation of diasporas from the horn 
of africa: from refugees to transnational aid workers, African Studies 
72(2): 228–245.

Horst, Cindy; Rojan Tordhol Ezzati; Matteo Guglielmo; Petra Mezzetti; 
Päivi Pirkkalainen; Valeria Saggiomo; Giulia Sinatti; & Andrea War-
necke (2010) Participation of Diasporas in Peacebuilding and Develop-
ment. A Handbook for Practitioners and Policymakers, PRIO Report, 2. 
Oslo: PRIO.

The value of collaborating with diasporas is increas-
ingly recognized in the development sector. This 
is a welcome development, but the accompanying 
discourse is problematic because it denies the politi-
cal nature of diaspora engagement. Research shows 
that diasporas, especially refugee communities, 
commonly give voice to societal concerns and orga-
nise for change in their countries of origin. Thus, 
their participation is positioned and inherently 
political. More fruitful collaboration can emerge if 
diaspora members are recognized as political actors 
rather than as transnational aid workers. Diasporas 
are important stakeholders on par with other inter-
est groups who are entitled to a role in the making 
of development policy.

The development 
sector has flawed 
expectations of 
diasporas as apolitical 
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Further reading
Erdal, Marta Bivand & Kaja Borchgrevink (2015) Diaspora Development 

Engagements Seen through the Prism of Islamic Charity, PRIO Policy 
Brief, 16. Oslo: PRIO.

Ezzati, Rojan Tordhol and Cindy Horst (2014). Norwegian collaboration 
with diasporas. In L. Laakso and P. Hautaniemi, eds, Diasporas, Devel-
opment and Peacemaking in the Horn of Africa. London: Zed (210-224).

Horst, C. (2008) A monopoly on assistance: international aid to refugee 
camps and the neglected role of the Somali diaspora. Afrika Spectrum, 
43(1): 121–131.

Sinatti, Giulia & Cindy Horst (2015) Migrants as agents of devel-
opment: diaspora engagement discourse and practice in Europe, 
Ethnicities 15(1): 134–152.

Diaspora members are important contributors to 
peace and development in their country of origin. 
For instance, women and men in the diaspora raise 
funds for, and implement, development projects. 
There is a growing awareness of the value of tap-
ping into these resources, among both state and 
non-state development actors. Many countries of 
origin also have policies in place to attract invest-
ments from the diaspora. Despite the growing 
recognition of this potential, development agencies 
and international humanitarian organizations have 
difficulties taking advantage of this opportunity. 
There is a need for more long-term support mech-
anisms and resource centres that utilize qualified 
individuals and organizations and provide opportu-
nities for volunteers. 

Diaspora groups 
are side-lined by 
development and 
humanitarian actors
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Further reading
Borchgrevink, Kaja & Marta Bivand Erdal (2017) With faith in develop-

ment: organizing transnational Islamic charity, Progress in Develop-
ment Studies 17(3): 214–228.

Erdal, Marta Bivand & Kaja Borchgrevink (2017) Transnational Islamic 
charity as everyday rituals, Global Networks 17(1): 130-146.

Pasura, Dominic & Marta Bivand Erdal, eds, (2016) Migration, Transna-
tionalism and Catholicism: Global Perspectives. Basingstoke: Palgrave 
Macmillan.

Meeting people with common values and experienc-
es is crucial to migrants as newcomers in societies 
of settlement. Religious arenas provide an oppor-
tunity to interact with others with whom a faith 
is shared. While this provides existential respite, 
religious arenas often have very basic functions. 
Going to the mosque, temple or church, allows the 
individual migrant to meet and interact with oth-
ers who may speak the same language, who may 
have experience with settling as newcomers, and 
who may provide information about accessing the 
housing and labour markets. Religious arenas and 
networks also provide the basis for social action and 
involvement, locally and transnationally, whether 
framed as religious charity, diaspora engagement, 
or otherwise.

Religious arenas 
provide important 
social networks for 
migrants 
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Further reading
Erdal, Marta Bivand (2013) Migrant transnationalism and multi-layered 

integration: Norwegian-Pakistani migrants’ own reflections, Journal 
of Ethnic and Migration Studies 39(6): 983–999.

Ezzati, Rojan Tordhol & Marta Bivand Erdal (2017) Do we have to 
agree? Accommodating unity in diversity in post-terror Norway, 
Ethnicities. (Published online ahead of print).

Horst, Cindy (2013) Somalis in Oslo, Somalis in European Cities. New 
York: Open Society Foundations.

Immigration raises concern among local popula-
tions and politicians across the world for the same 
sort of reasons: a perception of scarcity of jobs or 
resources, and insecurity about societal and cultural 
implications. For migrants settling down in adopted 
home countries, lack of inclusion and recognition, 
together with discrimination and racism, make 
integration processes challenging. Striving toward 
an ideal of unity in diversity in democracies neces-
sitates an approach where those one disagrees with 
are seen as legitimate opponents, not as enemies. 
This calls for a re-thinking of the nature and posi-
tioning of boundaries of the national ‘we’, as differ-
ent from the external Other, ‘them’, that is reflective 
of more diverse population compositions, for in-
stance those in European societies.

Enemy images cannot 
underpin common 
futures in diverse 
societies 
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Further reading
Carling, Jørgen; Marta Bivand Erdal & Rojan Tordhol Ezzati (2014) 

Beyond the insider–outsider divide in migration research, Migration 
Studies 2(1): 36–54.

Hernández Carretero, María (2016) Leaving to belong: migration, trans-
national connectedness and social becoming. PhD thesis, Department of 
Sociology and Human Geography, Faculty of Social Sciences, Universi-
ty of Oslo, Oslo.

Horst, Cindy (2017) Forced migration: morality and politics. Ethnic and 
Racial Studies (Published online ahead of print).

Migration research often raises a range of ethical 
issues. Informants can be in vulnerable situations, 
the specific vulnerabilities are not always obvious to 
outsiders, government-funded research can jeopar-
dize integrity, and the field is steeped in contentious 
politics. All too often, research ethics is approached 
as a matter of checking the right boxes or adhering 
to legal regulations—a perspective that is reflected 
in the misguided concept ‘ethical clearance’. In our 
research and training, we have come to embrace a 
broader notion of ethics as a continuous moral and 
intellectual process. It stretches from the questions 
that are asked at the outset to the way in which in-
sights are communicated.

Research ethics should 
inspire and challenge 
the research process
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Further reading
Brown, Richard; Jørgen Carling; Sonja Fransen & Melissa Siegel (2014) 

Measuring remittances through surveys: Methodological and con-
ceptual issues for survey designers and data analysts, Demographic 
Research 31: 1243–1274.

Bakewell, Oliver; Godfried Engbersen; Lucinda Fonseca; & Cindy Horst, 
eds, (2015) Beyond Networks: Feedback in International Migration. 
Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

Carling, Jørgen; Marta Bivand Erdal & Cindy Horst (2012) How does con-
flict in migrants’ country of origin affect remittance-sending? Financial 
priorities and transnational obligations among Somalis and Pakistanis in 
Norway, International Migration Review 46(2): 283–309.

Migration and transnationalism are truly multi-facet-
ed phenomena Understanding causes, consequences, 
and processes at work can be difficult with a single 
type of data. When different data and methodologies 
are combined, richer insights emerge. As an example, 
official statistics illuminate the role of remittances 
in national economies; surveys among senders and 
recipients reveal patterns of variation between individ-
uals; and qualitative interviews can help understand 
motivations, experiences, and unforeseen aspects of 
remittance transactions that a survey would not have 
captured.

Combining methods 
yields richer insights 
on migration and 
transnationalism
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Further reading
Carling, Jørgen (2017) How Does Migration Arise?, Migration Research 

Leaders Syndicate in Support of the Global Compact for Migration. 
Geneva: International Organization for Migration.

Demetriou, Olga (2013) Capricious Borders: Minority, Population, and 
Counter-Conduct Between Greece and Turkey. Oxford: Berghahn

Erdal, Marta Bivand; Micheal Collyer; Rojan Tordhol Ezzati; Katrine 
Fangen; Thomas Lacroix; Åshild Kolås; & Mette Strømsø (2017) Ne-
gotiating the Nation: Implications of Ethnic and Religious Diversity for 
National Identity, Oslo: Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO).

Talleraas, Cathrine (2017) Reconciling transnational mobility and national 
social security: what say the welfare state bureaucrats?, Journal of Eth-
nic and Migration Studies (Published online ahead of print).

Like many research fields, migration research is an 
increasingly specialized one that risks becoming 
self-centred. However, the causes, dynamics, and 
consequences of migration are always intertwined 
with other social processes. For instance, the deci-
sion to migrate cannot be understood in isolation 
from the other possibilities that people have (or 
not) for achieving what matters to them. Even the 
category ‘migrants’ is a deceptive one, since every 
person who migrates has many other identities 
and projects in life. Looking beyond migration and 
migrants is not only a matter of doing justice to 
the complexities of individuals and societies, it also 
helps us understand and explain migration and 
transnationalism.

Migration research 
must look beyond 
migration and 
migrants
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People and places
The following people have 
been part of the migration 
research team at PRIO, 
as researchers, students or 
assistants, since 2007.  
Project teams have also 
included external associates 
not listed here. 

Maria Bergram Aas
Karin Afeef
Jorick Albers
Emma Barkström
Kaja Borchgrevink
Brita Brekke
Jørgen Carling
Maria Hernández Carretero
Amanda Cellini
Olga Demetriou
Elin Martine Doeland
Kendra Dupuy
Sonja-Beate Egge
Marta Bivand Erdal
Rojan Tordhol Ezzati
Ellen Fadnes
Mohamed Husein Gaas
Julie Marie Hansen

Kristian Berg Harpviken
Mete Hatay
Kristian Hoelscher
Cindy Horst
Faiza Kassim Ibrahim
David Jacobson
Noor Jdid
Maria Gabrielsen Jumbert
Lubomila Korzeniewska
Nina Langeland
Bruno Oliveira Martins
Diana Mata-Codesal
Elin Berstad Mortensen
Ceri Oeppen
Diana Oliveira
Sundus Osman
Erlend Paasche
Ida Rødningen
Tove Heggli Sagmo
Miriam Latif Sandbæk
Kristin Bergtora Sandvik
Giuseppe Scotto
Mette Strømsø
Cathrine Talleraas
Ebba Tellander
Jonas Rusten Wang
Jennifer Wu
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Fieldwork by PRIO staff
Fieldwork by project partners, analysis by PRIO staff
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Our research has involved data collection in countries 
of origin, transit and destination in different parts of the 
world, often in the form of fieldwork by PRIO staff. We 
also often work closely with local researchers.
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Stay updated

We publish a regular e-mail newsletter 
with updates on our research activities, 

publications and events. Sign up at 
prio.org/migration-news.

Information about current staff  
and projects can be found at  

prio.org/migration.

Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO),  
PO Box 9229 Grønland, 0134 Oslo, Norway  
Visiting address: Hausmanns gate 3.  
(+47) 22 54 77 00 | www.prio.org


