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Abstract
Considering onward migration aspirations of Albanian 
migrants in Italy and Greece, this article investigates the 
reproduction of transnational practices in relation to pre-
ferred destinations before new settlements take place. 
Drawing on qualitative data, it introduces the concept of 
explorative transnational practices and sheds light on the 
interplay between aspirations and transnationalism, show-
ing how the desire to leave the first country may be shaped 
by transnational ties, and how this may trigger occasional 
transnational physical activity to explore new destinations. 
On one hand, this version of transnational mobility may 
engender remigration, but, on the other, this may be trans-
formed into income-oriented work trips due to structural 
constraints (legal status, immigrant networks) and a lack 
of linguistic and economic capital, as well as other factors 
such as integration processes, intergenerational relation-
ships and experiences in new destinations. This questions 
the very presumptions of the transnationalist approach that 
underscore agentic dimensions of transnational migrants.

INTRODUC TION

In recent years, the creation of transnational social spaces is considered of great relevance in enabling onward mi-
gration across the EU (McIlwaine, 2012), that is remigration from the first country of destination in which migrants 
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are settled to a new one. In the aftermath of the Great Recession, onward migration emerges as a reactive strategy 
to cope with unemployment and precariousness in Southern European countries, and it is driven by aspirations to 
find better job and career opportunities and a desire to escape discrimination or racism (Estevez et al., 2018; Mas 
Giralt, 2017; Ramos, 2018). Mobilizing their dual citizenship, migrants rely on transnational social ties to collect in-
formation about the labour market and get support for practical issues in new destinations. Yet, the literature lacks 
attention to the stages of migration as theorized by Friberg (2012), who emphasizes the relevance of transnational 
mobility before permanent settlement. According to this author, temporary work abroad and transnational com-
muting often come prior to the manifestation of migration and shape decisions on settlement or not. Thus, little 
is known about the relation between onward migration aspirations and transnational mobility within restrictive 
migration regimes (Ahrens et al., 2016).

This article aims to address this gap through the examination of the aspirations of potential onward 
migrants and their transnational practices that are activated to realize remigration. By recognizing the sig-
nificant role of aspirations in eliciting migration (Carling & Schewel, 2018), it draws on onward migration as-
pirations of Albanians who live in Italy and Greece, and it suggests that such aspirations, which have emerged 
from the need to cope with the effects economic crisis of the late 2000s, are shaped by social expectations 
and identities and are influenced by transnational ties through the exchange of information across distances. 
Before deciding to remigrate though, aspirant onward migrants may undertake physical transnational activi-
ties to explore preferred destinations. Such activities can be understood through the concept of ‘explorative 
transnational practices’ which is introduced in this article. These practices are realized by migrants across 
transnational social spaces between Italy or Greece and a range of different countries, sometimes including 
their homeland. Explorative transnational practices emerge as a particular version of transnational practice 
because they comprise occasional visits or short trips to work abroad and are characterized by openness, 
complexity, unpredictability, dynamism and a reactive aspect; they are activated as a response to economic 
exclusion or precariousness in the first destination (McIlwaine & Bunge, 2018; Ramos, 2020). These practices 
can result in remigration or can reconfigure aspirations when migrants evaluate that new destinations can-
not meet their needs and desires. Onward migration aspirations, as well as transnational practices, are also 
shaped by structural constraints (legal status, migrant networks), other factors such as integration processes, 
intergenerational relationships and lived experiences of transnational mobility in the preferred destination. 
When aspirations are affected by such barriers, onward migration is not realized and explorative transna-
tional practices may be transformed into income-oriented practices (work trips abroad to accumulate finan-
cial capital) with negative implications. This transformation calls into question the agency and the active role 
of social actors within transnational spaces.

The article is organized as follows. In the next section, I introduce the concepts and theoretical framework 
used in this article. After this, I provide information on methods and context, and I proceed with the analysis of as-
pirations of onward migration and their interplay with transnational mobility, the role of explorative transnational 
practices and the constraints impeding onward migration. In the conclusive section, I highlight the main contribu-
tions of this article and reflect on limitations, future research goals and policy recommendations.

TR ANSNATIONAL SOCIAL FIELDS,  ONWARD MIGR ATION AND 
A SPIR ATIONS TO MIGR ATE

Over the last three decades, migration scholars have established the study of transnationalism, which Basch et al. 
(1994:4) defined as ‘the processes by which immigrants forge and sustain multistranded social relations that link 
together their societies of origin and settlement’. The transnationalism framework adopted an agency-oriented 
approach which sees migrant have an active role in promoting socio-economic development of their country of 
origin (Ambrosini, 2014; de Haas, 2010). Yet, instead of talking about transnationalism that is seen to be limited 
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to migrant elites supporting their homelands financially or politically (Itzigsohn & Giorguli-Saucedo, 2005), Levitt 
and Glick-Schiller (2004: 1009) suggested the notion of ‘transnational social fields’ defined as a ‘set of multi-
ple interlocking networks of social relationships through which ideas, practices and resources are unequally ex-
changed, organized and transformed’ and which connect people across national borders. These authors also 
placed emphasis on migration regimes and labour market structures that regulate transnational practices.

With respect to the European context, the notion has been linked with the phenomenon of circulatory trans-
nationalism (Ambrosini, 2014) that comprises the physical presence of migrants in host and receiving countries by 
travelling back and forth for economic activities (i.e. agriculture, construction). This often happens when migrants 
fulfil some of their initial objectives, thus supporting the development of their homelands, but also after return 
migration, in the sense that returnees benefit from their knowledge and networks in both countries to undertake 
economic or civic activities.

Existing studies on onward migration focus on the resources that migrants mobilize to achieve a secondary mi-
gration, highlighting the importance of transnational social networks in providing information on job opportunities 
and situations in the desired destination (Mas Giralt, 2017; McIlwaine, 2012). Already settled fellow nationals also 
provide accommodation and emotional support to newly arrived onward migrants, as well as help with respect to 
the latter's civic status.

Although the emphasis has been on transnational ties, little is known about how physical transnational activ-
ities, and especially transnational commuting, interplay with decisions to migrate onward. In his study on Polish 
construction workers, Friberg (2012) introduced a distinction of three stages of migration: the first stage com-
prises temporary work abroad and is often followed by open-ended transnational commuting before the final 
stage of permanent settlement. However, structural constraints (i.e. difficulty in accessing regular job contracts), 
network functioning (i.e. mistrust or inability to provide access to jobs) or emotions (i.e. suffering from separation 
from families) may shape migrants’ desire and ability to settle abroad (see also Della Puppa, 2016).

To analyse migrants’ aspirations for onward migration, this article draws on the work of Carling and colleagues. 
Migration aspiration is defined as ‘a conviction that migration is preferable to non-migration’ (Carling & Schewel, 
2018: 2), that is ‘leaving would be better than staying’ (Carling & Collins, 2018: 7). This term is often used inter-
changeably with desires, wishes, preferences or intentions and can refer to projects either out of choice or coercion. 
According to these authors, migration aspirations can be examined under three lenses. First, these can be seen 
as a form of attitude, that is a psychological tendency (balance between stability and volatility) in relation to the 
evaluation of migration – favourably or not. This evaluation often concerns comparison of different places based 
on ‘locally existing ideas and meanings attached to these’ (Carling & Collins, 2018: 9). Second, migration aspirations 
are considered in relation to various culturally defined projects because the migration project is socially constructed 
and entails particular expectations (i.e. when migration is seen as a step that young males have to undertake). Third, 
aspirations for migration may be connected to one's personhood or identity in the sense that projects may be linked 
to the aspiration for sharing the meanings attached to the figure of the migrant. Put this way, it is important to un-
derline that migration aspirations do not always result in actual mobility, as some people may lack the ability to do so 
(involuntary non-migrants) or may evaluate that non-migration is preferable to migration (voluntary non-migrants).

What emerges from the above definition is that aspirations are shaped by structural elements and are em-
bedded in social norms and expectations. On the one hand, migration aspiration and ability can be constrained or 
enabled by social, economic and political factors. Economic resources of potential migrants or migration policies 
can shape aspirations and limit ability to migrate. On the other hand, migration aspirations can mirror gendered 
roles such as the role of care, obligations and identities (i.e. construction of masculinity) (Carling & Schewel, 2018; 
Della Puppa, 2018). Finally, three further aspects seem to shape and determine migration aspiration, namely time, 
emotions and networks. Time refers to the fact that decisions are not always taken in a certain moment, as aspi-
ration may be future-oriented. Scholarship on emotions also suggests that states of feelings, such as attachment 
to certain places, affect aspirations (Boccagni & Baldassar, 2015). Last but not least, it is well evidenced how me-
diating actors have a crucial role in shaping migration plans (Ambrosini, 2017).
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METHODS AND CONTE X TS

This study is part of a larger research project on how Albanian migrant construction workers in Italy and in 
Greece have coped with the economic recession since 2008. Fieldwork for the research was conducted from 
March 2015 to August 2016. The article draws upon 61 in-depth interviews with male Albanian construction 
workers and employers residing in Milan (29) and Athens (32), and field notes collected during instances of non-
participant observation (i.e. participation in trade union assemblies, cultural events organized by immigrant 
associations and a short trip to Albania to meet my participants when they were back for holidays). Access 
to participants was possible through cultural associations, community events, trade unionists and personal 
contacts, whereas some respondents were accessed through snowball techniques. Interviews were conducted 
face to face in Italian and Greek and took place in Milan, Athens and their satellite cities. Quotations used in 
the findings were translated into English.

Migrants’ ages ranged widely, from 27 to 63 years: 5 participants were under 30 years old, unmarried and 
without children, 49 of them were between 30 and 50 years old, and 7 participants were over fifty. Those over 
30 years old were married with two or three children. Twenty out of 29 Albanian migrants in Italy were holders 
of the EU long-term residence permit, 4 had been granted a two-year residence permit, 4 were Italian citizens, 
and one reported having an undocumented status. In the case of Greece, 15 out of 32 respondents possessed a 
10-year stay permit (a long-term permit but without the right to work in any other country), 9 had a short-term 
stay permit (from one to five years), 1 possessed the EU long-term residence permit, and 6 had Greek citizenship. 
All respondents were settled migrants and had lived in Italy and Greece for at least 10 years, and the majority of 
them had migrated during the 1990s.

Until the 2010s, emigration of Albanians to Europe was realized in three phases. The first phase concerns 
those who fled Albania after the collapse of Hoxha's regime in early 1990s. The majority of the first migrants 
settled and worked in Greece and Italy, irregularly benefiting from the widespread informal economy in con-
struction and agriculture (Ambrosini, 2018). The economic crisis in Albania in 1997 triggered the second phase of 
numerous flows towards Greece and Italy, whereas the third one is connected to the Kosovo war in 1998 (King 
and Vullnetari, 2012). Informal patterns of accessing labour markets were of relevance in these two phases too. 
Nowadays, the biggest part of the Albanian diaspora resides in Italy and Greece (almost 75% of Albanian emi-
grants – more than one million people), whereas Germany and Switzerland host a significant number of Albanian 
immigrants (300,000 and 100,000, respectively).

The settlement of Albanians in Italy and Greece was challenged by the 2008 crisis, and this significantly 
impacted the construction sector. Investment in Italian residential construction for new buildings decreased 
by 62.4 per cent from 2008 to 2015, and almost 44.5 per cent of formal construction workers became unem-
ployed from 2009 to 2014 (Dimitriadis, 2017). In the case of Greece, the activity in the construction sector 
shrank from 2007 to 2016, as according to the Hellenic Statistical Authority, the number of private building 
permits and the volume of private building activities dropped by almost 85 per cent. In this context, the high 
presence of Albanian males in the construction sector in Italy and Greece made the study of this migrant 
group crucial. In 2014, almost 84 per cent of the total migrant workforce in the Greek construction sector 
were Albanians, and they represented the most numerous non-EU migrant group in the Italian one (20% of 
the total migrant workforce).

With regard to some features of the Italian and the Greek construction sectors, they are characterized by high 
percentages of informal work (Cremers et al., 2017). On the one hand, this enabled the migrants insertion into 
the labour market and their regularization through ‘amnesty programmes’ (Ambrosini, 2018), but, on the other 
hand, this deprived the workers of the protection of labour laws or social security provisions. Though employment 
contracts differ in the two contexts since the Italian legislation provides waged employment that includes full-
time and part-time contracts, construction workers in Greece are employed on a daily basis, which lends itself to 
further informal arrangements (Maroukis et al., 2011).
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TR ANSNATIONAL PR AC TICES OF ALBANIANS AND 
ONWARD MIGR ATION

Research on Albanian migration patterns highlights the main aspects shaping transnational ties of Albanians with 
their homeland. Geographic proximity between Albania and Greece or Italy has played a central role in favouring 
various forms of transnational practices such as material, financial and social remittances or circulating back and 
forth for economic activities (Gemi, 2014, 2016; Michail, 2013; Vathi, 2015). With reference to the construction 
sector, circularity concerns, on the one hand, the moves of migrant entrepreneurs from Italy who often set up a 
parallel firm in their home country and, on the other hand, the moves of workers from Greece who work as em-
ployees (Mai & Paladini, 2013; Maroukis & Gemi, 2013). Since December 2011, transnational physical mobility has 
been facilitated because Schengen visa restrictions were lifted for Albanian citizens, conferring on them the right 
to travel within the Schengen zone with a tourist visa lasting up to 3 months.

Focussing on the impact of the Great Recession on transnational practices of Albanians residing in Italy and 
Greece, Gemi (2014, 2016) noted a rupture. This discontinuity largely entails the decreasing availability of capital 
to sustain development and business activities in Albania. According to the author, the flow of remittances to 
Albania has significantly decreased, and as a result, migrants could not continue practices of a transnational di-
mension, such as building houses in their home country, financing family economic activities or undertaking trade 
activities. On the contrary, many of them (more common among those in Greece) decided to return temporarily 
(with or without their families) to their country of origin, being in a state of limbo, or to move back and forth to 
carry out occasional jobs in order to sustain their family income or to remain documented (Mai & Paladini, 2013).

Last but not least, Albanians decided to migrate onward in order to cope with the crisis (Karamoschou, 2018). 
This mainly concerns those living in Greece who used their newly acquired EU citizenship to move to Germany 
or the UK in order to find better economic opportunities. Karamoschou highlighted the central role that social 
networks played in providing help upon arrival and information about job opportunities, but little is known about 
how transnational bonds played a role in decisions related to new migration.

ONWARD MIGR ATION A SPIR ATIONS TRIGGERING E XPLOR ATIVE 
TR ANSNATIONAL PR AC TICES TO NE W DESTINATIONS

During the Great Recession, migrant construction workers in Greece and Italy experienced job loss and under-em-
ployment, and company closures or non-payment of services by customers also involved not paying compensation to 
workers. Salary cuts and the shrinking of social benefits imposed through the economic adjustment programmes for 
Greece affected construction workers too. In this context, not being able to sustain their households, many Albanian 
construction workers considered leaving their first destination and moving to other European countries, aiming to 
escape precarity and overcome a marginalized socio-economic status. This is in line with findings of other recent 
research arguing that economic precarity underpinned onward migration, especially among men who were employed 
in the construction sector (Bermudez & Oso, 2019; Ramos, 2020). This is the case of Isuf in Milan who remigrated to 
Belgium:

I had no other chance. What if there are no jobs? I didn’t pay the rent for eight months (in Italy). 
There was zero work. Even if you work, they (employers) don’t give you the money… a period of 
almost nothing. In one year, I worked just one day and a half. 

(aged 39, long-term EU resident, Italy)

Experiences of discrimination and socio-economic exclusion in the receiving country are considered to favour 
the reproduction of transnational ties with the homeland, which is called ‘reactive transnationalism’ (Itzigshon & 
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Giorguli-Saucedo, 2005). Transnational practices are developed by migrants who aim to retain an identification in 
their home country when suffering exclusion or lacking recognition of their social status in the receiving society. 
The findings of this research suggest that migrants who experience economic exclusion are also engaged in trans-
national commuting because they aim to make a new start to find employment in a new destination that can sustain 
themselves and their families. Such aspirations are often informed by transnational ties before transnational physical 
mobility takes place thanks to telephone calls or digital social media and telecommunications applications. Armend 
describes how he collected information about new destinations:

I've heard that the situation has changed in Italy. The market conditions have been very favourable 
for the last year and a half. […] My brothers work 6–7 days per month. They’re self-employed work-
ers. I won’t have the right to work, but I can stay there for three months. […] Ι’ve talked many times 
with them and my cousins on Skype. We’re talking about the work here (Greece) and there (Italy). 
They always say to me, ‘Come! Just come to see!’ 

(aged 43, two-year stay permit, Greece)

It is important to underline here that some of the respondents in Greece often aspired to remigrate to Italy – but 
not vice versa – where they could rely on relatives to find employment. This reflects that the economic situation 
in the Greek labour market in the years of recession was perceived as worse than that in Italy. In the same vein, it 
was more common that some of the respondents who had stable employment during the crisis in Milan, which is 
located in a region where migrants suffered fewer impacts of the economic crisis in comparison with other Italian 
cities (Dimitriadis, 2017), had different aspirations than their fellow migrants in Athens when considering onward 
migration. Instead of aspiring to escape from precariousness, they often desired to achieve professional development 
and upward socio-economic mobility. These were often migrants who had obtained long-term EU residence permits 
or EU citizenship.

Transnational ties initially inform aspirations for onward migration that, in turn, are transformed into transna-
tional physical mobility, not only between the home and host country but also between Italy and Greece and new 
European destinations. Many of my respondents who considered migrating onward situated their visits to co-na-
tional fellows and friends living across Europe as an initial step before deciding to remigrate. Such transnational 
visits have an occasional and fragmented character and consist of collecting information about the situation in 
the local labour market and housing and of evaluating how life is in the country to which they desire to remigrate. 
The reproduction of these practices as a step towards the realization of (onward) migration comes earlier than the 
‘initial stage of migration’ proposed by Friberg (2012), that is a short time period of working abroad. In the words 
of Faton,

I’ve gone abroad several times. I went to Belgium to a friend of mine to check out the situation. I’m 
a good head of the family; I can’t take the whole family with me like many others do. 

(aged 40, ten-year stay permit, Greece)

In taking this account into consideration, it can be suggested that transnational mobility is embedded in time and 
gendered relations. On the one hand, as these practices are repeated across time, decision-making seems to be a tem-
porally distributed process and does not occur at a singular moment in time (Carling & Schewel, 2018). On the other 
hand, issues of gender are central because explorative transnational visits between the host society and a new des-
tination have been continually represented as ‘men's business’. In line with the increasing attention to gender issues 
in transnational research, such representations may indicate men's attempts to fulfil expectations of their role and 
identities (Datta et al., 2009; Della Puppa, 2016). Albanian migration has historically built upon the gendered division 
of labour (Papailias, 2003). In the collective historical memory of Albanians, men used to emigrate in order to maintain 
an income of subsistence in times of harshness or to escape Ottoman persecution (Vullnetari, 2012).
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Many participants also used to spend short periods abroad working in the construction sector (Friberg, 2012), 
so they had direct experience in the local labour market. In this regard, an interesting aspect concerns the nature 
of the ties that they use to access resources and create transnational social spaces. The above quotations confirm 
previous research that highlights the importance of strong social ties and the limited relevance of weak social ties 
(such as immigrant associations) (Mai & Paladini, 2013; Vathi, 2015). Yet, Isuf's account reflects the central role 
that professional ties with natives may have for settled migrants in a new migratory episode. Within the context 
of increasing EU mobility (Lafleur & Stanek, 2017), migrants can rely on EU nationals who leave their homelands 
to escape rampant unemployment rates. In this regard, the relevance of informal networking in the recruitment 
process in the construction sector should be underlined since informal social network practices not only permit 
the flow of information with little or no financial cost but also guarantee the skills and character of the workers 
(Thiel, 2012).

The first time I went there, I went by car with my boss. He knew how I work and wanted to take me 
with him… […] At that time, I didn’t have the right documents to work, but my boss made me register 
for an Italian VAT number, and in this way, I got the residence permit. 

(aged 39, long-term EU resident, Italy)

Another hallmark of the construction sector enables access for brief or longer periods to construction work, 
which is prevalent among the informal and atypical relations between employers and workers (Friberg, 2012), and 
prevalent in the undeclared economy (Cremers et al., 2017). Typically, most of my interviewees recounted their 
work experiences as irregular construction workers in new destinations very freely. This recalls the centrality 
of ‘migratory knowledge’, that is accumulated experience on how to navigate a new country (Martiniello & Rea, 
2014; Ramos, 2018). Adnan, who worked informally several times in the German and Austrian construction sector, 
recounts,

in Austria and in Southern Germany you can work in the black market . But you get half of the 
money (that one should be paid as regular worker). He (the employer or mediator) tells you, for 
instance, ‘25 euro for this job, 12.5 for me and 12.5 for you’. When the comptroller arrives, you tell 
‘My name is Kohl’. You work under another’s name (false work card), you have a false copy to get 
the daily pay. You can work very easily. […] You can receive a good daily pay, and you can remain 
satisfied even if also the other (employer or mediator) gets some money. 

(aged 40, three-year stay permit, Greece)

The above citations concern mobility from the first country of migration and the country to which migrants aspire 
to remigrate, but transnational social fields may be much more complex when movements also include their homeland 
(Bermudez & Oso, 2019). Although such connections can be interpreted by adopting the reactive transnationalism 
approach, home-destination connections arise in my participants’ stories as part of migrants’ intentions for onward 
migration too. While family or some family members move back and forth between home and receiving country or 
temporarily stay in Albania to save money, men were moving to new destinations to explore job opportunities.1. For 
instance, after almost one year of unemployment in Athens, Alban returned with his wife and two children to Albania 
and stayed at his grandparents’ home. He found occasional jobs in construction and agriculture, and he also went to 
Italy to work and explore job opportunities. In his words,

while I was in Albania, I did various jobs… whatever there was… building sites, agriculture… […] My 
brother-in-law was in Italy, and he helped me to go and look for a job. Indeed, I found a job, and he 
also gave me accommodation for the period I stayed there. I stayed in Italy for a month and a half, 
and I worked for 20 days. I wanted to try […] Sometimes, I think about it (sarcastically laughs)… how 



8  |    DimitriaDis

the hell did I do all this stuff in two and a half years… to be in Albania, Greece, Italy, back to Albania 
and then to Greece? 

(aged 34, ten-year stay permit, Greece)

Explorative transnational practices engendered onward migration when there was certainty about finding a sat-
isfactory job in the new destination. For instance, Isuf moved with his family to Belgium, after having been previously 
there for occasional work. However, after one year of remigration, they returned to Italy due to the irregularity of his 
family status in the new destination. Such structural constraints, as well as other barriers, reconfigure aspirations and 
the nature of transnational mobility as analysed in the following section.

BARRIERS TO ONWARD MIGR ATION AND THE RECONFIGUR ATION OF 
A SPIR ATIONS AND TR ANSNATIONAL PR AC TICES

Although Isuf was an EU long-term resident, he worked in the Belgian construction sector as an undeclared worker 
for one year. When he and his wife realized that getting regular immigrant status in Belgium was not feasible for 
the latter, they decided to return to Italy also because his wife was at risk of lapsing into irregularity in the first 
destination too. In his words:

…my wife had a two-year residence permit (in Italy) that was about to expire. (If I continued work-
ing in Belgium under these conditions) I would ‘burn’ my wife’s documents. My daughter was also 
growing up … you have to speak either Italian or Belgian… it’s difficult to change schools. I said that 
it was better to go back.

I: If you had a residence permit in Belgium…

R: I wouldn’t return to Italy, not even for holidays! Not even for holidays! 
(aged 39, long-term EU resident, Italy)

This example shows some of the constraints in being mobile for non-EU migrants with precarious legal status 
in the EU (Moret, 2016; Moroksavic, 2004), thus highlighting the importance of mobilizing dual citizenship to move 
to a new destination (Della Puppa & King, 2019; McIlwaine & Bunge, 2018; Ramos, 2018). This does not imply that 
migrants deprived of EU citizenship do not create new transnationals spaces to explore opportunities or work in new 
destinations, but decisions for permanent settlement may depend on legal status. Inability to secure legal status that 
would permit onward migration during the recession was recurrent in both Italy and Greece due to high unemploy-
ment rates and the existing link between job contract and employment in relation to stay permit renewal (Bonizzoni, 
2017; Dimitriadis 2018; Gemi, 2016). However, it seems that Albanians in Greece have been affected worse by a rigid 
migration regime than those in Italy as recent studies demonstrate (Danaj & Çaro, 2016; Gemi, 2014). In the case of 
Albanian construction workers, getting a long-term stay permit or Greek citizenship could be even more difficult also 
due to precarious day-labour contracts (Dimitriadis 2017).

At the same time, the previous quotation shows how structural constraints may be entangled with other 
factors, such as intergenerational relationships (Bermudez & Oso, 2019). Although a significant body of literature 
suggests that onward migration is a strategy to offer better future opportunities to offspring (Della Puppa & 
King, 2019), those with children might perceive transnational experiences (and remigration) as something that 
disrupts their children's lives. My participants’ accounts confirm what has been claimed about the difficulties that 
a new move (or return) implies, such as learning a new language, adapting to a new context and a detached first 
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destination country (Cena et al., 2018; Ramos, 2020). It was common for my respondents in both contexts to be 
reluctant to migrate onward as a new movement would disturb the stability of their children's lives. The follow-
ing sayings were frequent in their narratives: ‘Our children are happy here; they were born here, they have their 
friends, and they wouldn't like to go anywhere else’. Similarly, Vathi (2015) suggested that children's attachment 
to the host society, and in particular identification with the locality, hindered parents’ return plans.

Integration among first-generation Albanian migrants could be considered an additional factor reconfigur-
ing aspirations for or hampering onward migration.2 Both in Greece and Italy, Albanians’ social integration has 
been considered successful (Danaj & Çaro, 2016; Gemi, 2016), and this is reflected in my participants’ lifestyle 
considerations and references to the attachment to the local context when contemplating remigration in spite of 
precariousness and economic hardship (Dimitriadis 2020). For instance, Lavdrim, who lives close to Milan and was 
underemployed for long periods, underlined that moving away from his place would imply losing his friendships 
and the possibility to play volleyball on a local team. Similarly, Adnan, who was engaged in transnational commut-
ing to explore opportunities in the Austrian construction sector, referred to sociality after the workday that is 
common in the Greek context where construction workers stop working at 3 p.m.:

You know, you don’t have so many days off in Austria. Your only day off is Saturday. Sunday is a 
workday. […] life is so different. Work is from morning until evening. No beer, no mezé (a kind of 
Greek tapas) in the afternoon after work. 

(aged 43, three-year stay permit, Greece)

Another barrier to onward migration can be the failure of informal networks to provide support for remigration. 
As far as it concerns the two case studies presented in this article, transnational practices seem to reshape aspirations 
for onward migration, as there were some respondents who realized that they could not access jobs on a permanent 
basis after moving to a new destination to explore labour market opportunities. Alban, whose EU long-term residence 
permit could permit him to get a regular job contract in Italy, failed to find a job there because the firm of his brother-
in-law upon which he relied went bankrupt:

I stayed in Italy for a month and a half, and I worked for 20 days. I wanted to try… After the summer, 
I returned to Albania with my brother-in-law due to the failure of his own firm. He hadn’t paid some 
taxes, so he opted to return home. 

(aged 46, two-year stay permit, Greece)

Negative working experiences during transnational practices in the preferred destination also impacted on 
plans for onward migration. Discrimination, poor working conditions or tension with new colleagues was reported 
by some of my participants. Zamir worked for one month in the shipbuilding industry in France while he was un-
employed in Greece. Lack of trust among colleagues and pressure exercised by employers resulted in skepticism 
towards onward migration. Other participants also realized that new contexts were not so welcoming and that 
they could be entrapped in precarious working and living conditions in onward migration destinations (McIlwaine 
& Bunge, 2018; Ramos, 2020):

Z: We (he and some friends of him) stayed in France for one month. It was a good experience but… 
how to say it… there were so many brown-nosers (colleagues), shit! I cannot understand why! They 
also put so much pressure on us: ‘Come on, we have to finish’ before you had even started. Why 
they do like this? Good work takes time to do.

I: Do you still consider leaving Greece?
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Z: Look… it’s not that easy… we don’t speak the language; this worries us too. 
(aged 47, EU citizenship, Greece)

The above quotation also reveals that a lack of linguistic competences can be a factor affecting plans for onward 
migration. My participants often represented this issue as an obstacle to realize remigration, as this is connected with 
a risk of frustration, downward mobility and precarity as documented in recent studies (Mas Giralt, 2017; Ramos, 
2020). This risk could be higher among construction workers due to low education levels and non-transferability of 
their skills to different sectors. Last but not least, difficulty in accessing economic resources to realize a new settle-
ment was referred to as another deterrent to leaving the first destination.

Structural constraints and other factors that have been mentioned thus far may impact on migrants’ pros-
pects and plans for onward migration and may reshape the characteristics of transnational mobility. Indeed, the 
transnational physical practices of my participants might not share anymore the ‘exploration’ feature but could 
be characterized as income-oriented activities. In other words, instead of triggering actual onward migration, the 
creation of transnational social fields resulted in favouring short-term informal work trips to accumulate financial 
capital. Transnational mobility was then driven by the need to gain or save money (Morrison & Sacchetto, 2014; 
Perrotta, 2011). A telling example was provided by Adnan when he realized that he could not obtain the long-term 
EU stay permit, and his chances for onward migration were almost null:

You are required to have a five-year residence permit to work there (in Austria). I wanted to convert 
it from 3 to 5 years, but now I cannot because I don’t have the required welfare stamps. I applied for 
them, I was waiting, but the card didn’t arrive. So, without the documents and since I do not intend 
to settle in Austria, I worked in the black market and got the money. 

(aged 43, three-year stay permit, Greece)

Although it has been argued that such practices may indicate agency that ‘is manifested through the expansion 
of strategic options and geographic destinations’ (Morrison & Sacchetto, 2014:29), such temporary and fragmented 
income-oriented transnational practices have negative practical implications. First, this type of transnational mo-
bility exposes income-seeking people to exploitation as regards reimbursement (salary withholding) and to vulner-
ability as they work unregistered or with false documents. This consolidates employers’ control and puts workers 
at risk of accidents and deprives them of access to health and welfare security. Second, short-term benefits of work 
trips do not contribute to integration in the first destination and may put in jeopardy the legal status of migrants 
who need to demonstrate formal employment. Third, migrants may feel alienated in the context where they move 
to work (also due to trouble with communication), and separation from the family may have emotional implications 
(Ramos, 2020). Therefore, migrants may be entrapped in such transnational activities, leading to further precar-
iousness and marginalization. This is in contrast to the literature on transnationalism assuming that people who 
move within social transnational fields are active agents able to transform social structures and localities through 
their actions and ideas.

CONCLUSIONS

This article focussed on Albanian migrants’ aspirations for onward migration and their transnational practices to 
manifest their intentions in observable migration. In so doing, it explored the temporal connections and inter-
play between onward migration (aspirations) and transnational mobilities prior to settling in a new destination. 
Transnational ties may affect onward migration aspirations, which are translated into the desire to escape pre-
carious conditions and poverty for the majority of my respondents, whereas those few migrants (mainly in Italy) 
with stable formal contracts may aspire to professional development and upward socio-economic mobility. Then, 
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aspirations may trigger the reproduction of explorative transnational practices. As potential onward migrants feel 
the need to be sure about job opportunities and life in the new destination, they prefer to rely on their own direct 
transnational experiences by occasionally visiting relatives or working for short periods abroad. While explora-
tive transnational practices can result in actual onward migration, transnational experiences, along with struc-
tural constraints and other factors, may affect initial aspirations for onward migration and may also reconfigure 
transnational mobility, in the sense that physical activity back and forth to a third country may be continued as a 
money-oriented practice with negative practical implications for migrants.

Reconfigurations of transnational physical mobility may entail further precariousness and marginalization, 
which leads to a critique of the principles of the transnationalist approach in migration studies depicting migrants 
as active agents and of making assumptions about the positive impact on sending societies. As shown, barriers 
to onward migration – those linked to immigrants’ legal status, migrant networks, lack of cultural or economic 
capital or other factors and lived experiences, such as integration processes in the first destination or bad working 
conditions in the preferred destination – and reconfigurations of transnational mobility have little to do with rep-
resentations of transnational migrants as active agents who transfer and create ideas, values and practices which 
can change social structures and localities.

By introducing the concept of explorative transnational practices, this article also added a slightly nuanced 
version of transnational mobility, thus contributing both to the literature of aspirations and to the literature on 
onward migration. These practices are defined as occasional visits or (short) work trips to countries that migrants 
aspire to remigrate to in order to explore new job opportunities and/or to evaluate the feasibility of onward 
migration. When explorative transnational practices are undertaken as a reaction to precariousness in the host 
country, these may also comprise multi-sited linkages with the home country; temporary return can be a way to 
save money before onward mobility takes place. This kind of transnational mobility differs from circular migration 
movements, as it is characterized by chance, unpredictability, openness and fragmentation. These practices may 
be common before embarking on a more permanent move or they can reconfigure aspirations for remigration 
when a new movement is evaluated as unfeasible or not desirable anymore. Explorative transnational practices 
may also reveal a gendered dimension insofar as they are associated with men's expected social role in the migra-
tion process.

From a methodological point of view, it can be argued that the selection of a sample with migrants employed 
in a specific economic sector brought to the fore interesting results. On the one hand, the empirical material has 
revealed how migrants can rely on professional connections with native colleagues in the first destination to ac-
tivate transnational mobility or to migrate onward, as informal networks are central to the recruitment process. 
This illustrated a link between EU and non-EU or new EU citizens’ migration. On the other hand, ease of access 
to informal jobs in the construction sector and migrants’ knowledge on how to navigate informal labour markets 
were crucial to the reproduction of explorative transnational mobility and onward migration.

Although the focus on a specific sector can provide contributions, this is not without limitations as a more 
differentiated sample in terms of education, skills, gender and generation could provide deeper insights into as-
pirations, gender patterns and intergenerational dynamics. Future research could also explore and assess the 
relevance of onward migration in relation to non-EU nationals who are long-term residents, as well as those with 
precarious or irregular legal status. More attention should be also paid to the stage before migrants settle in a new 
destination to deeply evaluate the reasons for which potential onward migrants decide to move or not. Finally, 
ethnographic techniques could offer deeper insights into transnational mobility (Morrison & Sacchetto, 2014) to 
build upon the concept of explorative transnational practices.

Given the economic hardship that migrants suffer during periods of crisis and the imminent impact of the 
ongoing COVID-19 crisis on economies, Italy and Greece should reconsider their restrictive migration policies by 
making long-term resident permits and citizenship more accessible in order to guarantee both the right to mobility 
and work across Schengen countries and to secure immigrant status in the host country. Next to this, initiatives 
that promote dialogue between EU countries on labour market shortages would facilitate the mobility of aspirant 
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onward migrants and enable formal employment. A solution could thus be the introduction of invitation schemes 
that render possible legal entry for work, providing the opportunity to migrants to explore a new labour market 
without the risk of further marginalization.
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ENDNOTE S
 1. Aspirations to escape precariousness in Italy and Greece by opting for remigration to a new EU destination do not 

exclude the possibility of return. In line with other research, temporary transfer to Albania was not only a means to re-
duce expenses in the host country but also to evaluate the feasibility of return. This pattern was more common among 
Albanians in Greece (Gemi, 2016). 

 2. This was more common among those who would not risk lapsing into irregularity. Yet, some authors claimed that one 
of the effects of the Great Recession was a disintegration process linked to the inability to renew legal immigrant sta-
tus (mostly in the case of Greece, see Gemi, 2014). 
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