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Abstract

Efforts by European countries to disperse refugees across the country often implicitly

presuppose permanent settlement in dispersal locations. Migrant (re)settlement theo-

ries, however, suggest that onward mobility after (social) housing allocation is a more

likely outcome. This paper explores refugees' onward residential trajectories after dis-

persal in the Netherlands, including possible onward international mobility. We fol-

low refugees who entered the municipal registers in 1998 and 1999 (N = 13,490)

over a ten‐year period after taking up residence in the first private dwelling. We find

that residential trajectories are related to the household situation and vary consider-

ably across origin groups. In general, ‘stable trajectories’, with a continuation of the

type of initial location after dispersal (rural, suburban or urban), are most common.

About half of the refugees who stayed in the Netherlands did not leave the munici-

pality of allocation during their a private housing trajectory. Yet, those who were allo-

cated to rural municipalities have in the majority of the cases relocated over time.

We find some evidence that social networks and transitions to home ownership are

associated with rural to urban movement. Recent policy changes that allow for more

participation in the housing allocation procedures of the refugees themselves may

reduce resettlement needs and costs for refugees.
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location‐specific capital, refugee dispersal policy, refugee onward mobility, residential
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Although the vast majority of refugees worldwide find shelter within

their regions of origin, European countries have received significant

numbers of asylum applicants in the last decades, with peaks in the

1990s and in more recent years. These arrivals have led to increasing

concerns regarding refugee reception in asylum countries. Various

controversial policy plans have been proposed, with the aim of

‘spreading the burden’ of asylum seekers and refugees across Europe,

by means of relocation plans or quotas (COM, 2017). Comparable pol-

icies have been implemented at the national, city and neighbourhood

level, to reduce pressure on local housing markets and to prevent the

creation of so‐called concentration areas (Robinson, Anderson, &

Musterd, 2004). Such policies are often underpinned by the assump-

tions that refugees remain in dispersal locations and that they will

benefit from ‘integration’ opportunities offered there. Both assump-

tions have been debated in the literature (Damm, 2009; Ott, 2011;

van Liempt, 2011b; Wren, 2003). We contribute to this scholarly
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debate by investigating the residential trajectories of this group of

forced migrants.

This paper scrutinises the assumption of permanent settlement by

exploring mobility trajectories of refugees in and from the

Netherlands.1 The focus on onward moves should serve to overcome a

‘sedentary bias’ in policy and academic debates—the contested idea

that the ‘refugee cycle’ ends with permanent settlement (see,

e.g., Ott, 2011; Van Hear, 2006). Indeed, refugee trajectories that are

identified in the literature are either directed to local integration into

the host country or on voluntary return, with the latter being seen as

an ideal from both the receiving and sending country perspective

(Al‐Ali, Black, & Koser, 2001). These trajectories do not necessarily

meet the aspirations of the migrants themselves. In seeking betterment,

refugees are instead likely to remain mobile and obtaining a permanent

residence permit does not necessarily result in fixed and stable resi-

dence. In fact, in most countries of asylum, the freedom to move

increases after a legal status is conferred. It is therefore not surprising

that empirical studies indicate relatively high internal mobility rates

among refugees (e.g., Zorlu & Mulder, 2008). Moreover, there is grow-

ing evidence that refugees relocate to third countries after long‐term

residence in the country that granted them asylum (Ahrens, Kelly, &

Liempt, 2016; Kelly & Hedman, 2016; Lindley & Van Hear, 2007; Mas

Giralt, 2016; van Liempt, 2011b).

Although research on internal mobility of migrants in the global

North is abundant (Borjas, 1999, 2001; King & Newbold, 2007;

Trevena, McGhee, & Heath, 2013), our understanding of residential

patterns of refugees in this context is still limited (for exceptions see

Åslund, 2005; Damm, 2009; Haberfeld, Birgier, Lundh, & Elldér, 2019;

Zorlu & Mulder, 2008). Previous work, which largely focuses on labour

related migration, has demonstrated the ‘magnetic’ effect that large

cities have on newcomers. Relocations within the host country are

shown to predominantly occur in the opposite direction, to more

remote areas and smaller towns (Trevena et al., 2013), often away

from so‐called concentration neighbourhoods of gateway cities

(Silvestre & Reher, 2014). Residential patterns of refugees appear to

be specific. The existence of co‐ethnic communities, the provision of

social housing and employment opportunities are key in their

resettlement decisions (Åslund, 2005; Damm, 2009; Haberfeld

et al., 2019; Krahn, Derwing, & Abu‐Laban, 2005).

In the Dutch case, a dispersal policy targeting asylum migrants

with a residence permit, has led to a proportional distribution of refu-

gees across the country (Klaver & van der Welle, 2009, p. 21; Van

Huis & Nicolaas, 2000; Zorlu & Mulder, 2008). This means that initial

locations of residence vary from urban centres to rural regions of the

country, which previously had very little experience of providing ser-

vices for this group. Starting from different locations, this paper aims

to demonstrate the variation in mobility trajectories. Only a small

number of studies have looked at onward moves of refugees in the

country of asylum, and these mostly concern only one move following

initial settlement (Åslund, 2005; Damm, 2009; Haberfeld et al., 2019;

Krahn et al., 2005; Zorlu & Mulder, 2008). Moreover, a focus on

internal push and pull factors in these empirical contributions resulted

in a disregard of onward international moves. To address these

shortcomings, we explore the variety of onward mobility trajectories

of asylum migrants in the Netherlands, incorporating both internal

and international moves within a longitudinal, dynamic approach.

We explore residential trajectories by stringing together annual

residence locations: rural, suburban, urban and across the national bor-

der and cluster together individuals with similar residential mobility pro-

files (see for comparable methodological applications Caarls & de

Valk, 2017; Kleinepier, de Valk, & van Gaalen, 2015; Stovel &

Bolan, 2004). We use longitudinal population register data from the

system of social statistical datasets (SSDs) that cover the registered ref-

ugee population of the Netherlands. After having presented the clus-

tering of most similar and typical trajectories, we demonstrate how

demographic characteristics, such as household composition and coun-

try of origin, are in conjunction with each of the distinct trajectories.

2 | SPATIAL SETTLEMENT PATTERNS OF
ASYLUM MIGRANTS

Mobility does not stop after international migration. Migrants often

remain mobile within national borders (e.g., Massey, Gross, &

Shibuya, 1994) or migrate again, predominantly back to their home

country (e.g., Bijwaard, 2010). For refugees, return is not a likely sce-

nario, given the often instable and insecure circumstances in the

country they fled. Relocation across borders may emerge as an alter-

native, when the initial location in the country of asylum fails to cater

for their needs or when families or networks are scattered across bor-

ders (see, e.g., Muller, 2008). Migration to third countries is indeed

common for EU citizens born in Somalia, Iran and Nigeria (Ahrens

et al., 2016). These subsequent moves have been conceptualised in

different ways, using terminologies as secondary migration, referring to

the movement of refugees after third country resettlement (Weine

et al., 2011) and intra‐EU movement or onward migration (Ahrens

et al., 2016; Kelly, 2013; Sim, 2015; Stewart & Shaffer, 2015; van

Liempt, 2011b). Following Schapendonk (2017), we employ the term

onward mobility to cover both internal and international relocations of

refugees in and from the Netherlands after dispersal.

Changing preferences and opportunities as well as locational fac-

tors can spur a decision to relocation within or across borders. Exis-

ting research has shed light on the role of co‐ethnics, local labour

market conditions and housing market restrictions in relation to spa-

tial settlement patterns of immigrants in receiving countries

(e.g., Åslund, 2005; Zavodny, 1999). Such forms of ‘location‐specific

capital’, as conceptualised by DaVanzo (1981), can help to compensate

for migration, which is considered a costly event, both monetary and

nonmonetary. This paper starts from the premise that location‐

specific capital is mostly concentrated in large cities and rather scarce

in rural areas. As the dispersal policy causes some asylum migrants to

be allocated to social housing in rural parts of the country, we expect

to find significant levels of resettlement to urban locations after

accommodation. On the basis of the idea of location‐specific capital,

asylum migrants who have been allocated to urban areas are expect-

edly less inclined to move than those placed in rural municipalities
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where resources such as social housing provisions and public trans-

port services are scarcer. Moreover, pre‐existing migrant networks

that allow for guidance in the new environments and provide specific

goods and knowledge are mostly concentrated in cities (e.g., Finney &

Catney, 2012; see for the Dutch case Musterd & Ostendorf, 2009).

A lack of employment opportunities, discrimination and social iso-

lation are among the reasons for refugees to leave the country of

asylum (Ahrens et al., 2016). Onward mobility of refugees could there-

fore be interpreted as a way to address dissatisfaction with the

outcome of the initial migration process. Alternatively, onward inter-

national mobility (OIM) can be part of an initial plan to temporarily

stay in the country of asylum before return or a new attempt to arrive

in the destination that was envisioned before ‘just ending up’ in the

Netherlands (van Liempt, 2011b). This latter possibility reflects

unpredictable factors in mobility trajectories, including the reliance on

for example smugglers or other chance encounters (Gladkova &

Mazzucato, 2017; Havinga & Böcker, 1999). Moreover, life‐course

changes and related shifts in preferences or abilities of individuals and

families are likely to affect mobility outcomes (Kleinepier et al., 2015;

C. H. Mulder, 1993). Indeed, “What began as forced migration may

transmute into other forms of movement as individuals and house-

holds decide to go or to send members abroad for family reunion, or

to earn money, seek education, or search for other forms of better-

ment.” (Van Hear, 2006, p. 10). We acknowledge that migrants' plans

and motivations change over time and therefore incorporate the role

of temporality in our sequence analysis of mobility trajectories.

2.1 | Relocation of refugees: Determinants and
direction

Previous research shows how various residential environments offer

people different opportunities, social networks and experiences (see

Dieleman & Mulder, 2002; Feijten, Hooimeijer, & Mulder, 2008; C. H.

Mulder, 1993 for the Dutch case). A few studies have focused on resi-

dential preferences and outcomes of refugees in their country of

asylum. For the Canadian context, Krahn et al. (2005) find that

refugees are inclined to exchange their residence in smaller cities for

the large cities. The same conclusion was drawn for onward mobility

of refugees in Sweden, predominantly taking place from smaller

municipalities to densely populated areas (Åslund, 2005; Kelly, 2013).

These studies indicate that employment and educational opportuni-

ties draw people to urban locations or retain refugees in these cities.

Research shows the importance of regional labour markets in

relocation decisions of refugees and an even greater importance of

the presence of co‐ethnics or migrant communities, in the retention

of newcomers or the relocation to other localities (Åslund, 2005;

Schech, 2014). In Australia, where the contrast between city and

countryside is much more pronounced than in Europe, some refugees

target rural destinations that promise better employment perspectives

and a quieter life than large cities (Schech, 2014). At the same time,

especially in these locations, ethnic communities play a vital role in

compensating for some drawbacks, including limited specialised

services and scarce opportunities for social and economic advance-

ment. In addition to the findings for Australia, research in the

European context suggests that rural accommodation may lead to

economic isolation (van Liempt, 2011b).

In general, higher levels of employment in the municipality of allo-

cation induce moves away from the place of dispersal (Åslund, 2005).

Cities typically offer a bigger job market, hence more opportunities

for employment or in a specific field of interest or training (Haberfeld

et al., 2019; Kelly, 2013; Krahn et al., 2005). Moving towards migrant‐

dense areas in cities may thus enhance the position of refugees, but it

should at the same time be acknowledged that a combination of

affordable housing options in these areas will prompt refugees to look

for housing in cities. Still, the desire to engage with other diaspora

members should not be neglected. Kelly (2013) illustrates how net-

works provide support and information to Iranian migrants that was

often lacking in smaller towns.

Social networks and employment opportunities do not stop at

national borders. Consequently, and in accordance with patterns of

internal relocation, the hope to encounter better labour market

opportunities elsewhere was also a major indicator for OIM (Ahrens

et al., 2016; Kelly, 2013; van Liempt, 2011b). Ahrens et al. (2016) fur-

thermore show that various factors within and outside the country of

asylum mediate the decisions to migrate again. In addition to labour

market opportunities, transnational ties to other member states and

cultural openness have drawn Dutch–Somalis, Swedish–Iranians and

German–Nigerians to the United Kingdom. On the side of the first

country of residence, the experience of racism and discrimination

often motivated these migration decisions (Ahrens et al., 2016). An

illustration of the role of ethnic networks can be found in onward

migration of Dutch Somali's to cities in the United Kingdom (van

Liempt, 2011a). These onward moves are explained as being partly

driven by the presence of a large Somali community in the United

Kingdom on the ‘pull’ side (van Liempt, 2011a).

Although providing valuable insights into the role of contextual

factors in residential behaviour of refugees, existing quantitative con-

tributions in this field have largely obscured the role that individual

and family characteristics play in shaping residential trajectories. We

argue that it is vital to include microlevel processes in the academic

debate of refugee dispersal and onward migration. Stewart (2012)

demonstrates that family composition and community connections

are important factors in understanding these outcomes. Decisions

about onward migration are embedded in the life course and thus

influenced by the presence of children within a family, which is

expected to be similar to other, nonrefugee, communities

(Bushin, 2009; C. Mulder & Cooke, 2009).

3 | THE DUTCH CONTEXT

In this paper, we focus on asylum migrants who arrived in the

Netherlands in the late 90s, just after the introduction of the Aliens

Act (Vreemdelingenwet, Vw) in 1994. One important element of this

new act was the introduction of the conditional residence permit
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(VVTV): a common residence permit that existed alongside a refugee

(‘A‐status’) and humanitarian status (‘C‐status’) and was issued for a

maximum period of three years. The existence of different legal sta-

tuses and varying sets of rights corresponding with these statuses

often resulted in prolonged asylum procedures aimed at obtaining a

more secure status. Whereas a minority of asylum applicants were

recognised as a refugee and, accordingly, received an A‐status, most

applicants received a temporary residence permit (C‐status) or VVTV.

The latter was mostly followed by a C‐status after expiration, with

improved access to housing, social benefits and employment

(Wijkhuis, Kromhout, Wubs, & Jennissen, 2009). Both statuses, if not

revoked within a period of three years, are eventually converted into

permanent residency rights (TK., 2000).2

For most asylum migrants who arrived in the 90s, their asylum

procedures, although often lengthy and insecure, thus mostly resulted

in a permanent residence permit. The residential trajectories that are

at the heart of this paper concern regular housing trajectories of refu-

gees after they were granted permission to stay in the Netherlands.

3.1 | Refugee housing

The arrival of asylum seekers in the 80s and early 90s caused a trans-

formation in the reception and housing of migrants in the Nether-

lands. For decades, international migrants have mainly settled in the

urban parts of the country, which has led this group to be roughly four

times as likely to live in one of the four biggest cities (Amsterdam, The

Hague, Rotterdam and Utrecht) as natives (Klaver & van der

Welle, 2009). Within these cities so‐called concentration

neighbourhoods emerged (Musterd & Ostendorf, 2009). The late 80s

and 90s were marked by growing concerns about ethnic segregation

and a saturated social housing market in the bigger cities, combined

with the expectation that a majority of migrants would stay in the

Netherlands (WRR, 1989). The arrival of asylum migrants in the same

period deepened these concerns as it reinforced the existing trend of

ethnic concentration in larger towns.

In response to these issues, a double dispersal policy for asylum

seekers and refugees was introduced in 1994, regulating both the

reception during the procedure and social housing accommodation of

those who are granted (temporary) permission to stay (Arnoldus,

Dukes, & Musterd, 2003). Whereas reception of asylum seekers is

organised centrally by the Centraal Orgaan Opvang Asielzoekers (COA;

Ministry of Justice's Asylum Seekers' Reception Service) and less

often in densely populated areas, social housing of residence permit

holders is organised at the local level with the aim of proportional dis-

tribution across the municipalities. After the asylum procedure,

accepted asylum seekers receive an offer for social housing, in one of

the approximately 400 municipalities. Every municipality is obliged to

accommodate a set number of status holders, based on their popula-

tion size. Only recently, a policy reform was implemented, incorporat-

ing a labour market screening of refugees aimed at matching between

individuals or families and dispersal locations. Before 2016 however,

the accommodation offers were largely quota and housing‐led, leaving

little room for individual or family preferences when it comes to the

housing location and conditions (Arnoldus et al., 2003). However, four

criteria could affect the housing offer in exceptional cases, being

(1) the location of close family members in the Netherlands, (2) a job

offer that a permit holder has received in a particular municipality,

(3) the admission to an educational institution and (4) any particular

medical needs a person may have (Arnoldus et al., 2003, p. 57). Permit

holders are moreover free to find rehouse themselves, which appears

to be uncommon (Arnoldus et al., 2003, p. 58).

After having moved to a private dwelling, refugees have to find

their way in the new local environment. Municipalities ought to play a

supporting role at this stage, by facilitating ‘integration procedure’ that

precedes an obligatory integration within a period of 3 years. During

the first 6 months of residence, asylum migrants assigned a contact

person to support them in decentralised governmental matters such

as assessing social welfare applications. Considerable variation in the

quality of these services exists, as some municipalities are much more

experienced in providing social housing and social services than other

municipalities.

A focus on municipalities as main geographical units in our

approach is grounded in this context and in line with the literature

(e.g., Damm, 2009). In terms of residential preferences, the literature

suggests grouping together municipalities in cities, suburbs and rural

areas (Feijten et al., 2008). In the Netherlands, as in many other coun-

tries, the degree of urbanisation is associated with various local char-

acteristics, such as available rental and social housing, public transport

connections and the presence of migrant networks (see Table 1),

which are specifically relevant to asylum migrants.

Dutch cities have a greater availability of affordable and small

dwellings than suburbs and rural areas (Dieleman & Mulder, 2002).

Moreover, access to public transport is better in cities that are often

central places in networks of railways and air traffic. Suburbs in the

Netherlands mainly offer single‐family dwellings and the facilities are

typically aimed at families. Not only in geographic terms but also

based on the indicators presented inTable 1, these places can be posi-

tioned in between cities and towns. Rural places provide fewer ser-

vices (e.g., migrant organisations, NGO's) and facilities (supermarkets,

public transport), but housing situations are generally better as well as

the quality of the residential environment.

TABLE 1 Location characteristics, by type of municipality (urban,
suburban, rural), N = 393

Urban
(N = 89)

Suburban
(N = 82)

Rural
(N = 222)

Share of rental housing (%) 44.7 35.4 30.8

Share of dwellings owned by
rental corporations (%)

32.2 26.0 21.5

Average distance to train
station (in km)

3.4 5.0 9.1

Share of migrants (%) 19.8 13.1 8.9

Source: SSB, 2001.
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4 | METHODOLOGY

4.1 | Data

To analyse the mobility trajectories of asylum migrants, we make use

of data derived from the system of social statistical datasets (SSD)

(Bakker, Van Rooijen, & Van Toor, 2014). From this large database,

covering all residents of the Netherlands who are registered in one of

the municipalities, the target population is selected. Using unique reg-

istration records of the Immigration and Naturalisation Service (Immi-

gratie‐ en Naturalisatiedienst, IND), asylum migrants are identified

based on the migration motive of the residence application. This

selection includes all migrants who registered at the IND with ‘asylum’

as their main migration motive.

We follow all asylum applicants who entered the municipality

records in the years 1998 and 1999, when a large number of new reg-

istrations were processed in the Netherlands. Minor asylum migrants

(under the age of 18) are excluded from the research population, as

well as partners and children from refugees who have joined their

family member within one year, through a procedure of family

reunification. These migrants joined a relative who had potentially

already moved out of the dispersal location upon arrival, resulting in

selection into specific (initial) locations of residence. Considering the

asylum policy that was in place at the time, we seek to filter out invol-

untary emigration as much as possible.3 Moreover, people who passed

away during the observation period as well as people who did not

leave COA shelter locations within six years after registration were

also excluded, because of the limited observation time for this group

(see Figure S1 for the cumulative duration until allocation in years).

The remaining sample consists of 13,490 asylum migrants from

77 different origin countries.4 In our analyses, we differentiate

between eight most common origin countries: Iraq, Afghanistan, the

former Yugoslavia, Sudan, the former Soviet Union, Somalia, Iran

(in descending order of group size) and a separate group of refugees

from other origin countries. As we aim to analyse residential trajecto-

ries of status holders from the moment they are privately housed, the

first year of residence in a private dwelling is determined by merging

COA reception addresses with individual residential addresses. This

year is denoted as t0 and varies considerably within the sample,

resulting from both the variation in duration of the asylum procedure

as well as varying lengths of the transition from public to private hous-

ing. We follow the migrants for a period of 11 years, the end being

2008 at the earliest (for those registered and allocated in 1998) and

2014 at the latest (for those registered in 1999 and allocated in

2004).

We take a closer look at the various residential trajectories, by

including a set of demographic and socio‐economic characteristics

of the research population in our analyses. The life stage of

migrants is derived from the age and household composition at the

moment of allocation to a private dwelling. The household compo-

sition is measured by means of a categorical variable, which differ-

entiates between people who reside without a partner and without

children (single person households), couples with children in the

household, couples without children in the household, single parent

households and a category consisting of both institutional house-

holds and unknown household compositions. Other demographic

controls include sex and country of origin. Making use of the ‘self‐

care arrangement’ (Zelfzorgarrangement, ZZA) is used as a proxy

for the presence of (close) relatives or friends upon arrival in the

Netherlands. This arrangement allowed asylum seekers to tempo-

rarily take up residence with their family or acquaintances who

already lived somewhere in the Netherlands, after a stay of at least

six months in a reception location (see Table S1 for the self‐care

arrangements by origin country). Furthermore, we include a dichot-

omous variable measuring formal employment during a period of

three years after accommodation and home ownership at any point

during the observation period. Lastly, dummies indicating residential

moves within municipalities as well as the region of allocation

(North, South, East, West) are constructed. Descriptive statistics of

all the variables are provided in the last column of Table 2.

4.2 | Analytical strategy

This study takes Dutch municipalities as geographical units of resi-

dence. A recoding of ‘old’ municipalities into the 2015 municipality

classification allows us to track moving behaviour between these

geographical units. All 393 municipalities are divided into three cate-

gories, based on the degree of urbanisation of the municipality as cal-

culated by Statistics Netherlands (CBS, 2017b).5 Urbanisation is

approximated with the mean address density of the municipality of

residence (the number of addresses within a radius of 1 km around

that address). Three categories are distinguished: <1,000 per km2

(rural), 1,000–1,500 per km2 (suburban) and ≥1,500 per km2 (urban),

which correspond to three distinct annual states of residence.6 A

fourth stage indicates that the person is no longer registered in the

Netherlands, to which we refer as OIM. A significant portion of this

group registered their emigration at the municipality of residence.

Others left their residential address without notification and were

excluded from the population registers within approximately one year

(often referred to as ‘administrative removal’) (Alders &

Nicolaas, 2003). Both administrative removals and persons who are

registered as emigrants are considered ‘onward international

migrants’ in our analyses. This leaves the possibility that we labelled

stages with ‘onward mobility’, whereas in fact the people concerned

never left the country but instead are irregularly residing in the

Netherlands.

We analyse residential mobility trajectories of asylum migrants

with a residence permit by applying sequence analysis (Abbott &

Tsay, 2000). The trajectories are strings of annual observations of the

(categorised) urban degree of the municipality of residence. Residen-

tial mobility is thus only revealed when it concerns movement to a dif-

ferent type of location. To reduce the large number of possible

observed sequences, we apply optimal matching (OM) cluster analysis.

All sequence and cluster analyses were conducted using the TraMineR

and the WeightedCluster packages in R (Gabadinho, Ritschard,
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Mueller, & Studer, 2011; Studer, 2013). Prior to the cluster analysis, a

calculation of distances between trajectories is made, based on substi-

tution costs 2 and a 1 indel cost.7 After the number of clusters is

determined and the different types of residential cluster are

presented, we will look into the composition of the various clusters.

We run multinomial logit models to demonstrate how a limited set of

individual and family characteristics are related to the 12 predefined

clusters.

TABLE 2 Composition of asylum migrants in different allocation places (%)

R SU U Total N

Male 64.3 69.1 72.4 69.3 9,343

Female 35.7 30.9 27.6 30.7 4,147

Age category at t0

18–25 20.3 20.2 24.8 22.6 3,049

25–34 43.7 47.0 43.8 44.2 5,968

35–44 25.0 22.8 20.6 22.4 3,018

45–55 7.3 6.0 6.8 6.8 921

Older than 55 3.7 4.0 4.1 4.0 534

Household composition t0

Single person 42.7 50.3 56.1 50.8 6,857

Couple no kids 6.9 11.4 11.8 10.1 1,363

Couple with kids 36.8 29.2 20.8 27.3 3,679

Single parent family 8.4 5.8 5.2 6.3 857

Institution and unknown 4.5 2.6 5.1 4.6 614

Country of origin

Iraq 29.9 26.8 28.4 28.6 3,862

Afghanistan 25.6 25.8 23.4 24.5 3,304

The former Yugoslavia 10.9 8.4 8.1 9.1 1,225

Somalia 4.0 5.7 5.0 4.8 644

Iran 5.1 4.5 4.7 4.8 649

The former Soviet Union 7.2 5.8 4.2 5.4 734

Sudan 4.1 6.1 6.5 5.7 766

Other countries 13.2 16.9 19.6 17.1 2,306

Internal relocation t0–t10

No intramunicipality moves 52.9 50.6 35.4 43.4 5,859

1 or more intramunicipality moves 47.1 49.4 64.6 56.6 7,631

No intermunicipality moves 31.7 47.2 62.2 49.9 6,735

1 or more intermunicipality moves 68.3 52.8 37.8 50.1 6,755

Did not leave municipality of allocation 21.5 35.4 47.4 37.1 4,999

Left municipality of allocation 78.5 64.6 52.7 62.9 8,489

Year of registration

1998 53.1 47.8 51.7 51.5 6,952

1999 469 52.2 48.3 48.5 6,538

Reception during asylum procedure

ZZA (self‐care arrangement) 6.9 7.7 11.4 9.4 1,266

Other COA reception arrangement 93.1 92.3 88.6 90.6 12,224

Prolonged asylum procedure

Reception to regular housing 850 88.2 86..7 86.4 11,653

Reception after regular housing 15.0 11.8 13.3 13.6 1,837

Total 3,786 1,787 7,917 100.0 13,490

Source: Statistics Netherlands.
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5 | RESULTS

5.1 | Descriptive statistics

Figure 1 shows the distribution of the sample over the different types

of locations (urban, suburban, rural and OIM) over an eleven‐year

period, after residence in refugee shelters. In accordance with the pro-

portional distribution of the Dutch population, most asylum migrants

are initially housed in cities, whereas a smaller share (47.7%) was allo-

cated to a rural or suburban location.

The share of asylum migrants living in urban municipalities

increases from 52.2% at the start to 62.2% four years after allocation,

to subsequently decrease again to 54.2% at the end of the observa-

tion window (t10). The proportion of migrants living in rural Dutch

municipalities decreases more sharply from 32.4% to 12.0% over the

years. The share of people living in suburban places has also

decreased from 15.3% to 11.2%. The grey area reveals a growing

share of asylum migrants who are no longer found in the population

registers. Ten years after moving away from the asylum reception

centres, more than one in five persons were no longer (legally) resid-

ing in the country of asylum.

Table 2 shows the composition of our research sample in differ-

ent allocation places. The vast majority of migrants in our sample—

almost seven in ten—are men. This is mainly attributable to the fact

that we excluded migrants who travelled to the Netherlands to

reunify with their family, that is, after a first‐degree family member

had obtained a residence permit, a group that consists mainly of

women and children (CBS, 2017a). Overrepresentation of men is most

notable for people who are initially housed in cities (72.4%). Corre-

spondingly, we find that slightly more than half of the sample is made

up of single person households. Less than a third of the migrants

moved to a private dwelling together with their partner and one or

more children. A smaller share of refugees cohabits with a partner

(10.1%) or is the only parent in the household (6.3%). The research

population is young: even after omitting minor asylum migrants from

the sample, almost seven in 10 asylum migrants are younger than 35.

Single person households are disproportionally distributed over

the three residential categories. In total, more than half of the refu-

gees initially live without a partner and/or children. However, they

constitute only 42.7% of the people who are dispersed to rural loca-

tions, indicating a concentration of asylum migrants living without the

nuclear family in the urban locations. Families on the contrary—

especially couples with children and single parent households—are

overrepresented in rural municipalities. Families with children in the

household make up 36.8% of the asylum migrants who are rurally

accommodated, compared with only 20.8% of the population initially

housed in cities. Supposedly, this reflects a side effect of the design

and implementation of the dispersal policy. Although refugees were

evenly distributed across all municipalities, local governments were

free to decide about the type of dwellings being offered, according to

the nature of its housing stock (Ministry of VROM and Ministry of

WVC, 1993, p 12). This has led cities to offer mainly places for single

persons, while in smaller localities, family houses were more often

provided.

More than half of the refugees in our sample originate from Iraq

(28.6%) and Afghanistan (24.5%). The third biggest group consists of

people who fled the region that was until 1991 known as the Federal

Republic of Yugoslavia. Other main origin countries are the former

Soviet Union, Sudan and Somalia. The descriptive statistics suggest a

weak association between the different types of municipalities at the

time of allocation (t0) on the one hand and the origin country of refu-

gees on the other hand. These observed differences in the place of

allocation between the origin groups to some extent contradict the

random dispersal policy that was in place. Compared with the two big-

gest origin groups (from Iraq and Afghanistan), migrants from Sudan,

Somalia and other countries are less often allocated to rural municipal-

ities and overrepresented in urban locations at the start of the trajec-

tory. Residence permit holders from Eastern Europe (the former

Yugoslavia and the former Soviet Union) reside more often in rural

municipalities and in comparison with other origin groups live less

often in bigger cities.

A comparative distribution test (see Table S2) shows small signifi-

cant differences in the distribution over the different places between

origin groups and household composition. However, when excluding

refugees who made use of the self‐care arrangement, differences in

variance between origin groups become smaller (see Table S3). When

controlling for household composition, the differences in urbanity of

residence become insignificant (see Table S4). We thus assume ran-

dom dispersal when controlling for household composition and resi-

dency through self‐care arrangement. Apart from including of

household composition in our models, separate regressions are there-

fore carried out on a sample excluding persons who made use of a

self‐care arrangement, to assess the robustness of our results.

Table 2 shows for each placement category the proportion of

people that have moved internally during the observation period.
F IGURE 1 Distribution plot of residential stages rural, suburban,
urban and onward international mobility (IOM), t0–t10 (N = 13,490)
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Almost half of the asylum migrants left the municipality of allocation

for another town or city in the Netherlands during the observed

period. This share is highest for those initially residing in rural places

(68.3%) and lowest for people who came to live in an urban municipal-

ity after they were granted asylum (37.8%). Generally, moves within

municipalities are more prevalent than moves between municipalities.8

Of all asylum migrants in the sample, 56.6% changed addresses within

a city or town at least once.

5.2 | Sequence analysis

In this section, we present a typology of residential trajectories,

based on annual observations of the place of residence (R, SU or U)

or OIM. The state sequence objects string together 11 annual resi-

dence states that in our sample form 1,193 distinct residential trajec-

tories. As such, the trajectories capture residential moves to a

different type of municipality and obscure moves within

F IGURE 2 Sequence plots of residential trajectories based on stages rural, suburban, urban and onward international mobility (IOM), Clusters
112 (N=13,490)
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municipalities or between two municipalities of the same type. The

OM metric, which contains the minimal costs for transforming one

sequence into the other, is used to identify similar trajectories out of

the 1,193 that are observed in the data. We identify similar residen-

tial trajectories by means of the Ward algorithm (Kaufman &

Rousseeuw, 2009). Several cluster solutions were tested, of which

the 12‐cluster solution is deemed to be most meaningful (average sil-

houette width = 0.73). The clusters of trajectories are presented in

the sequence plot (Figure 2), which show individual residence histo-

ries from left to right. The plots are sorted based on the three differ-

ent starting points (rural, suburban and urban).

The 12 different clusters show a large variety in residential trajec-

tories. Predominant are residential paths that are classified as ‘stable

trajectory’. The three stable clusters (rural, suburban and urban) com-

bined make up 63.0% of all refugees in our sample. When closely

looking at these stable trajectories, we do however observe a change

of stages in the very first year of these ‘stable’ clusters. This corre-

sponds to the annual intermunicipality relocations that show a clear

peak in the first year after allocation to private housing (see Figure

S1). In addition, various ‘mobile trajectories’ are distinguished, of

which the internal migration clusters (15.0%) largely indicate residen-

tial movement towards more urbanised municipalities. Moves towards

less urban municipalities do occur, but only among a very small por-

tion of the population (less than 2%). Almost one in five refugees

leaves the Netherlands within the observation period.

Cluster 1 shows migrants with relatively stable trajectories in

terms of place type. It groups together the people who have almost

exclusively lived in rural locations during the eleven‐year period,

which applies to 11.3% of the sample and less than half of those who

were housed in a rural municipality in the first place. The second and

third clusters are characterised by residential moves from rural sites

to urban locations. Whereas the internal moves in the second cluster

(4.7%) typically take place within three years after allocation, people

in the third cluster move out of the rural and suburban municipalities

after a longer time, mostly after five years (3.6%). Cluster 4 (3.4%)

shows more heterogeneity, with moves from rural to suburban munic-

ipalities for a major share of the cluster. The fifth cluster contains indi-

vidual trajectories that all entail international migration at some point

during the observation period (4.2%).

The trajectories that are taken together in clusters six to eight

largely start from suburban places. Of these three clusters, the

most prevalent one (7.6%) contains mostly people who remain in

the suburban municipality of dispersal. The share of people leaving

suburban places for a (more) urban place amounts 3.3%. A slightly

larger proportion leaves the country during the observation period

(2.4%). The cluster solution shows four different pathways starting

form an urban place of residence. In line with the patterns dis-

cussed above, the stable trajectory is by far most common (around

seven in 10 for those initially housed urban locations). The second

cluster that groups together individuals who initially settled in cities

and forsake these places for less urban places in the course of time

is much smaller (1.5%). Two OIM clusters are formed, of which the

first group contains ‘early leavers’ (10.0%) who left the country

mostly within three to five years of residence and a smaller group

of migrants (3.8%) who typically left after seven or eight years of

private residence.

5.3 | Multinomial regression

In the previous section, the variety in residential trajectories of asylum

migrants was displayed. In order to identify population characteristics

of the presented clusters, the transition probabilities relative to staying

in a rural, suburban or urban municipality are estimated by multinomial

logistic regression models. Three sets of models were carried out, for

the reference category should entail trajectories with a similar starting

point. In the first model, the dependent variable has five outcome cate-

gories for trajectories starting from rural municipalities: Rural > Urban

(early), Rural > Urban, Rural > Suburban, Rural > OIM and Rural, which is

the reference category. The second model compares migrants in the

trajectories Suburban > Urban and Suburban > OIM to those who have

resided in a suburban municipality throughout the observation period.

The third model compares migrants in the clusters Urban > Suburban,

Urban > OIM, Urban > OIM (early), to asylum migrants who started their

housing trajectory in an urban location and remained in this type of

place over the years. The results are reported as relative risk ratios in

Table 3, where ratios above 1.0 indicate higher and below 1.0 lower rel-

ative risks to be in one of the mobile trajectories, compared with the

respective stable category (R, SU or U).

We find that men are more often involved in onward interna-

tional moves in comparison with their female counterparts. This is in

line with the overall share of women in the world's population of

international migrants, which is growing but still in minority (UN‐

DESA, 2010). Our results however indicate that, after controlling for

other factors, men do not differ significantly from women in their

internal mobility patterns.

In line with our expectations, household composition at time of

allocation to private housing shapes the mobility trajectory of refu-

gees in the following years. Refugees who lived alone or with people

other than a partner and children more often show mobile trajectories

in comparison with cohabiting couples with children in the household

and single parent households. Couples without children living at home

do not differ much from single person households in their residential

trajectory, apart from the couples who started their private housing

career in a small town. These couples are less likely than single per-

sons to forsake the town for cities or another country. Couples who

were allocated to private housing together with their children are

least likely to move to urban locations and are most prone to stay the

Netherlands, which may indicate that parents avoid (more) disruptions

in the educational careers of their offspring (see Trevena et al., 2013)

The older migrants are at the moment of registration, the less they are

observed in all other trajectory types in comparison with the stable

trajectories. This is in line with the generally accepted finding that

people are particularly mobile during early adulthood and become less

migratory over the life course (Silvestre & Reher, 2014; Trevena

et al., 2013).
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Refugees who made use of the self‐care arrangement (ZZA) dur-

ing their asylum procedure are more likely to engage in internal mobil-

ity and less likely to move internationally as compared to people who

exclusively stayed in shelters during the asylum procedure. This fol-

lows the idea that people who already have kin, friends or a partner

with whom they can stay temporarily are more mobile internally and

display a lower inclination to leave the country. Given that these asy-

lum migrants are most likely to have rehoused themselves after resi-

dence was granted, people belonging to this subpopulation were

presumably not subjected to the dispersal policy. Although we do not

find evidence for this, we must consider selection into ‘stable resi-

dence’ among this group, as they are arguably most likely to remain in

the (chosen) initial location. We perform a robustness check by run-

ning separate analyses excluding the refugees who made use of ZZA.

The coefficients in the regression models by and large show the same

pattern (Table S6). In addition, the distribution across clustered trajec-

tories looks similar for both groups (Table S7).

A relation between employment and mobility was not found

based on the multinomial logit models. Accounting for the number of

years in employment, instead of a dichotomous measurement, did not

yield different results. We do find a clear association between home

ownership and residential trajectories. Interestingly, home ownership

is positively related with internal mobility towards more urban places,

which is in line with the assumption that access to financial resources

(mortgages) facilitates relocation and may thus increase mobility out-

comes. At the same time, those with an owner‐occupied home have a

lower probability to relocate internationally in comparison with

migrants who have lived in rental dwellings only. This empirical finding

is in line with a previously found relation between the intention to

remain in the host country and home ownership of migrants

(Constant, Roberts, & Zimmermann, 2009; Owusu, 1998; Vono‐de‐

Vilhena & Bayona‐Carrasco, 2012). Migrants who have moved within

a municipality at least once over the years are less likely to move to

more urbanised locations as compared with people who did not relo-

cate within a municipality.

The country of origin plays a significant role in differentiating the

stable clusters from the mobile clusters. Compared with refugees from

Iraq, the biggest origin group of the research population, migrants from

the former Yugoslavia and the Soviet Union are less likely to move

from rural or suburban to urban municipalities. This finding reflects the

situation of Bosnian refugees in the United Kingdom who did not relo-

cate in large numbers from the resettlement locations, an observation

that (Robinson & Coleman, 2000) attributes largely to the absence of

an ethnic network of Bosnians in specific parts of the country at the

time. In our study, refugees from Europe are also less likely than the

reference group to leave the Netherlands during the observation

period. Afghans and Iranians have a lower probability to continue their

trajectory abroad than refugees from Iraq. This most probably reflects

relatively high return rates of Iraqi refugees, which in part corresponds

to the forced return policy of refugees from Iraq (with an exception for

central Iraq) that was implemented in November 1998, marking the

end of a period of temporary categorical protection for this origin

group. At the same time, the policy concerning Afghans was turned in

2002, when the UNCHR declared Afghanistan a safe country and

return policies were rolled out from 2003 onwards. People from ‘other

countries’ are more often in a trajectory that is characterised by mobil-

ity towards cities, relatively early after the initial private housing situa-

tion. Compared with Iraqis, refugees from the former Soviet Union are

less likely to leave the Netherlands. People from Somalia on the other

hand are most likely to leave the Netherlands within eleven years,

regardless of their initial place of residence in the Netherlands. We thus

underline the previous finding that such residential careers are particu-

larly common among Somalis in the Netherlands (Ahrens et al., 2016;

Kelly, 2013; van Liempt, 2011a, 2011b). Sudanese refugees who ini-

tially settled in Dutch cities are also more likely to leave the country

than the reference group.

6 | DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Using longitudinal register data, this paper examined the residential

trajectories of asylum migrants, over an 11‐year period after entering

their first private dwelling in the Netherlands. By doing so, we add to

research that has dealt with the settlement, concentration and reloca-

tion of refugees in receiving countries in the global North. This body

of literature has indicated the central role that cities play in the initial

settlement of migrants from very diverse origins. We consider the

Dutch case, where refugees have very limited agency in their initial

settlement. This case is informative, also for other countries that have

enacted dispersal policies to control where refugees live. In particular

for Nordic welfare states such as Sweden Denmark and Norway,

extensive assistance with basic needs such as housing can be consid-

ered generous but fail to meet the need to make decisions regarding

one's (initial) location (see, e.g., Valenta & Bunar, 2010; Wren, 2003).

These particular circumstances expectedly lead to high levels of

onward mobility after initial placement. On the basis of the distinction

between rural, suburban and urban places of residence, we explore

the variety of such residential trajectories.

We conclude that the refugee dispersal policy has avoided a

strong concentration of refugees in Dutch cities at the start of their

residential careers, notwithstanding single person households and

migrants from specific countries (Somalia and Sudan) who are initially

more often housed in urban municipalities. An explanation for the

urban concentration of these groups could be the above‐average use

of self‐care arrangements, which indicates alternative routes to hous-

ing, for example, through existing support networks. At the same time,

a significant share of the refugees has remained mobile after dispersal.

Relocations towards more urbanised municipalities are clearly identi-

fied, which is in line with the notion that cities in comparison with less

urban places contain more location specific resources that cater for

the needs of refugees (e.g., migrant networks and housing supply). For

refugees accommodated in rural places, such internal mobility profiles

are more common than the stable cluster.

Yet despite these mobility patterns, the most common clusters

group together people who remain in the type of residence location

to which they are initially allocated. One in two refugees (49.9%) who
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stayed in the Netherlands did not leave the municipality of allocation

during their ten‐year private housing career. Related to this finding, a

vast majority of refugees are clustered in one of the stable groups;

the ‘urban cluster’ being the most prevalent trajectory. It however

deserves mentioning that leaving out the significant portion that has

left the country over time, results in an underestimation of mobility

outcomes. This group included, more than one in six (62.9%) asylum

migrants left the municipality of allocation.

On the basis of multinomial logit models we underline the finding

that young people contribute most to internal and international migra-

tion (see, e.g., Fischer & Malmberg, 2001). Furthermore, the role of

household composition and home ownership reflects the importance

of the life course context in mobility decisions. Refugees who entered

their first private dwelling in the asylum country as a family are least

likely to migrate again, both within and across borders. Some of the

findings indicate that determinants of internal migrations on the one

hand and international relocations on the other are partly identical (see

also Trevena et al., 2013). A more in‐depth investigation of the interre-

lation between the two types of mobility is desirable. Our results do

indicate that moves over short distances as well as home ownership

are positively related to long‐term settlement in the asylum country.

Asylum migrants who bought a house during the observation period

more often move from rural or suburban municipalities to urban places.

Such moves can be understood as revealed residential preferences, in

which resources for taking out a mortgage play a crucial role.

The country of origin is an important determinant of the

mobility careers of refugees. On the basis of the overrepresenta-

tion of Somali refugees in our ‘onward migration clusters’, our anal-

ysis supports the finding by van Liempt (2011b) that refugees

originating from Somalia often engage in onward migration. This is

also in accordance with previous quantitative research showing a

relatively low intention of Somali refugees to settle permanently in

the Netherlands (De Vroome & Van Tubergen, 2010). Our findings

indicate a similar pattern for refugees originating from Sudan.

Being part of a transnational family, with members scattered across

various (more than two) countries, is common among these origin

groups, which forms a preliminary explanation for this finding. It

should be noted that our operationalization of OIM includes both

onward mobility and return to the country or region of origin.

Given the persistent instability in the respective origin countries,

we deem onward migration more likely than return. We aim to

investigate patterns of OIM in greater detail in future studies on a

similar migrant population.

As with all inquiries, the contribution of this paper has limitations.

Although our analytical strategy does capture some of the temporality

of the mobility trajectory of asylum migrants, the observation window

is restricted by the entry and removal from the registers. From a life

course perspective, events (such as mobility) prior to arrival in the

Netherlands also thrive mobility aspirations and outcomes. Refugees

coming from the main cities are perhaps also more attracted to urban

centres in the receiving country in comparison with their counterparts

from the hinterland. The question to which third countries refugees

migrated has also remained unanswered. More accurate information

about the origin and (potential) destination context of refugees is

required to further unravel their mobility trajectories.

Questions concerning the explanation of differences between ori-

gin groups warrant future scholarly work. After all, the question as to

which specific regional factors draw refugees to cities is not

addressed with our empirical strategy. Local or transnational migrant

networks could partly provide an explanation for these varying

dynamics. Future empirical work ideally investigates such location‐

specific resources both within receiving countries and across borders.

Furthermore, it is important to note that the desire to relocate does

not always translate into actual onward mobility. Future research

should therefore seek to gain a deeper understanding of the aspira-

tions or intentions of refugees to relocate and the role of various

forms of capital in their mobility trajectories. This contribution has

demonstrated that, while about one in two refugees shows a relatively

stable residential career over a period of up to eleven years after allo-

cation to a private dwelling, the residential trajectories of the

remaining group are characterised by substantial internal and interna-

tional onward movement. We have demonstrated how trajectories

vary by life stage and are remarkably origin specific.
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ENDNOTES
1 Only a minority of the asylum applicants that are granted permission to

stay in the Netherlands are recognised refugees as laid down in the

Geneva Convention (A‐status). Most asylum applicants received either

subsidiary or humanitarian protection (B or C status) or a VVTV, which

all have a temporary nature. Throughout this article, we no distinguish

between these different legal statuses and use the terms refugees, asy-

lum migrants and status holders interchangeably.
2 By 1999, 21% of the VVT statuses granted in the years 1994–1999
were revoked. Only 1% of the A and C (VTV) statuses were revoked

(TK., 2000).
3 Although a clear distinction between voluntary and forced migration

cannot be made, we aim to filter out involuntary departure as much as

possible. In case a refugee had left the Netherlands within a period of

3 years after leaving the reception location, we assume that this is

directly related to their asylum procedure and thus involuntary.
4 A frequency table of the category ‘other countries’ is provided in

Table S5. Countries with at least 10 observations (individuals) are listed
5 The distribution of the 393 municipalities over the three urbanisation

categories has largely remained stable over the observed period. A

change in urbanity category was observed for 14% of the municipalities.

This has led to a slight overestimation of the number of people who

were initially housed in an urban municipality.
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6 In case the place of residence is unknown for one or two intermediate

years of the observed period, these have been replaced by the munici-

pality of residence that was registered in the previous year.
7 Costs can be understood as distances between states (rural, suburban,

urban and OIM). These distances can be defined in multiple ways, either

being theoretically informed or more data driven (e.g., cost setting based

on transition rates). In the absence of a clear idea of the distance

between the different stages, we use standard indel and substitution

costs (1 and 2).
8 This is not fully in line with findings of Zorlu and Mulder (2008), who

found that asylum migrants more often move between municipalities

but only observed the first years after registration in the municipality

records and may have included (involuntary) relocations between asylum

reception centers.
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