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ABSTRACT
Our understanding of the lived experience of transnationalism is 
limited by the scarcity of high-quality quantitative evidence. 
Representative evidence on the emotional and identification aspects 
of transnationalism is especially missing. To address this gap, we 
investigated the transnational involvement of three migrant groups – 
Somali, Kurdish and Russian – in Finland. Using high-quality random 
sample survey data, the study examined transnational activities – 
remittance sending, following media, keeping in touch with and visits 
to the country of origin – as well as transnational identification with 
significant others living abroad. Multiple correspondence analysis 
(MCA) demonstrated that transnational involvement can be empiri-
cally divided into transnational activities and identifications, as sug-
gested by prior theoretical works. Regression analysis showed that 
transnational activities and identifications varied strongly between 
the three groups. Russians were the most active in transnational 
activities while Somalis showed the highest levels of identification 
with their country of origin. Activities increased with the longer stay, 
while identification decreased. Family ties played a role in transna-
tional identification. Our results point towards the complexity in the 
relationship between transnational involvement and economic inte-
gration in the host society.
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1. Introduction

The development of communication technologies and ease of travel have been funda-
mental in changing the lived realities of migrants (Baldassar, 2007; Levitt, 2003; Madianou, 
2012; Vertovec, 2001, 2004). Migrants keep their feet in both worlds – the societies of 
settlement and origin – living their everyday lives locally, but also connected with 
a transnational social field (Erdal & Oeppen, 2013; T. Kemppainen et al., 2020; Levitt, 
2003; Levitt and Glick Schiller, 2004). In contrast to classic assimilationist theory, integra-
tion to the majority culture is not necessarily in conflict with transnational involvement or 
identification with one’s own ethnic community (Alba and Nee, 1997; Berry et al., 2006; 
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Hällsten et al., 2018; Lauglo, 2017; Nandi and Platt2015; Nguyen & Benet-Martínez, 2013; 
Sam & Berry, 2010; however, see Battu et al., 2007). Bicultural identification may even 
benefit migrants’ psychological well-being (Berry et al., 2006; for review, see Hällsten et al., 
2018). Building on these theoretical developments, T. Kemppainen et al. (2020) have 
emphasised the multifocal and multidimensional nature of migrant integration (see also 
Schunck, 2014).

Levitt and Glick Schiller (2004) conceptualise transnationalism by distinguishing the 
actual doing, such as sending money or travelling (ways of doing) from emotional 
attachments and identifications (ways of being). Noting this, and drawing from the social 
psychological and anthropological studies on social identities, Snel et al. (2006) define 
general transnational involvement as consisting of transnational activities and transna-
tional identifications. With transnational activities, the authors refer to migrants’ economic, 
political and socio-cultural cross-border activities and practices (see also Al-Ali et al., 2001; 
Portes et al., 1999), and with identifications, to migrants’ level of identification with their 
compatriots outside the host country.

Recent research has shown that both individual life circumstances in the host society 
and the social and political situation in the country of origin are associated with 
migrants’ transnational involvement. While there is a growing body of studies on 
transnational activities, high-quality and representative evidence on the emotional 
and identification side of transnationalism is lacking, which limits our understanding 
of the transnational lived experience. Moreover, more detailed data and analysis on the 
different dimensions of transnational activities have been called for (Schunck, 2014). In 
addition, some consider that studies on transnationalism are suffering from inconsistent 
methods, data and/or analysis (Schunck, 2014; Snel et al., 2006). Finally, the research 
literature is contextually unbalanced with most of it focused on the United States 
(Itzigsohn & Giorguli-Saucedo, 2005; Portes et al., 1999, 2002; Waldinger, 2008) and 
only a few studies examining the situation in Europe (Schans, 2009; Schunck, 2014; Snel 
et al., 2006).

This study responds to these research gaps by providing high-quality quantitative 
evidence on migrants’ transnational involvement in the European context. We use repre-
sentative face-to-face survey data on three migrant groups – Russian, Somali and 
Kurdish – in Finland. Our study extends prior studies in theoretical scope and data quality 
with a detailed and comprehensive investigation of the determinants of transnational 
activities and transnational identifications (see Levitt & Glick Schiller, 2004; Snel et al., 
2006). In particular, we examine the role of socio-economic resources obtained through 
structural integration in the host society. Furthermore, we study how the length of stay, 
internet skills, and negative experiences in both the host society and the country of origin 
are associated with transnational involvement. Finally, we look at the geography of family 
ties, which has been shown to be an important force in transnational involvement (e.g., 
Schunck, 2014). Thus, we aim to produce theoretically and methodologically consistent 
evidence on migrants’ transnational involvement.

Our research questions are as follows: 

RQ1: What is the prevalence of different transnational activities in different migrant 
groups?
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RQ2: How many empirical dimensions are there in transnational involvement?

RQ3: What are the determinants of transnational involvement?

2. Background

2.1 How common is transnational involvement?

Transnational activities are more widely studied than transnational identifications. The 
former can be divided into economic, socio-cultural and political activities (Al-Ali et al., 
2001; Portes et al., 1999). Prior studies show that, in general, transnational activities are 
rather common among migrants and that family ties are an important driving force 
(Bloch, 2008; Schunck, 2014). Schunck (2014) argues that less costly activities are espe-
cially common among migrants, while ‘deeper’ transnational modes of living are rare. The 
authors also call for more detailed evidence on the different dimensions of transnational 
activities and their associations.

Recent studies have especially examined economic activities, such as sending remit-
tances (Carling et al., 2012; Lacroix, 2013; Schans, 2009), investments (Kuuire et al., 2016) 
or business (Ley, 2013) and entrepreneurship (Itzigsohn & Giorguli-Saucedo, 2005; Portes 
et al., 2002). While transnational business and entrepreneurship are rather uncommon, 
sending remittances is one of the most common transnational practices (see Mügge, 
2016; Schunck, 2014). However, most of the evidence in Europe is non-representative. In 
previous representative studies from Norway, Germany and the Netherlands, the sending 
of remittances varied between 3.3% and 74% depending on the migrant group (Carling 
et al., 2012; Schans, 2009; Schunck, 2014). Carling et al. (2012) found that in Norway, 74% 
of migrants of Somali origin sent remittances. In previous studies from the United States, 
money transfers ranged from 47% to 74% (for review, see Schunck, 2014).

The most common socio-cultural transnational activities are keeping in touch with 
relatives abroad and visits to the country of origin. In the Netherlands, almost 90% of 
respondents kept in touch with their relatives who were left behind (Schans, 2009; Snel 
et al., 2006). Visits to countries of origin ranged from 69% in Germany (Schunck, 2014) to 
76% in the Netherlands (Snel et al., 2006). However, the types of contact often differ in 
different migrant groups according to their economic and legal abilities to travel (see also 
Bloch, 2008).

Migrants’ political transnational activities include, for example, political party member-
ship, voting, lobbying and civic activities (Bilgili, 2014; Chaudhary, 2018; Khayati & 
Dahlstedt, 2014; Mügge, 2016; Østergaard-Nielsen, 2001; Van Bochove et al., 2010). In 
Europe, Kurds from Turkey have been especially politically active about the situation in 
their homeland by organising protests and lobbying in their new host societies (Khayati & 
Dahlstedt, 2014; Mügge, 2016; Toivanen, 2014). However, low-cost activities such as 
reading newspapers and keeping in touch with the politics of the country of origin are 
the most common forms of political activity, while party memberships, lobbying and 
protesting are less common (Schunck, 2014; Snel et al., 2006; Van Bochove et al., 2010). In 
Snel et al.’s (2006) study, 74% of migrants reported reading newspapers from their 
country of origin. Recent studies have argued (Bilgili, 2014; Bloch, 2008; Chaudhary, 

MIGRATION AND DEVELOPMENT 3



2018) that political activities can be seen as complementary: if one is active in politics, 
they tend to be active in both their country of origin and the new host country.

There are fewer studies on transnational identifications and on the emotional side of 
transnational lives despite the importance of emotions in this context (e.g., Skrbiš, 2008; 
Toivanen, 2014). Emotions have been studied in relation to transnational families and care 
(Baldassar, 2007; Skrbiš, 2008). Some recent studies have approached transnational 
belonging from the point of view of emotional attachment and imaginative practices 
(Baldassar, 2007; Buffel, 2017; Klok et al., 2017). Imaginative transnational belonging can 
include nostalgia and longing for one’s country of origin, as well as wishes to return. In 
Waldinger’s (2008) study from the United States, 35% of respondents planned to return to 
their home country, while in De Haas and Fokkema (2011) study on Spain and Italy, the 
number was 28%.

The prior evidence is mixed and often suffers from a lack of representativeness. Our 
study fills an important gap in the European evidence by documenting the prevalence of 
several transnational practices. The same critique applies to the determinants of transna-
tional involvement, which we turn to next.

2.2 Determinants of transnational involvement

In this section, we review the key literature on determinants that previous research has 
shown to be associated with transnational involvement, and this study focuses on socio- 
economic resources, length of stay, negative experiences in the new host society, the 
situation in the country of origin, geography of family ties and internet skills.

The theoretical works of Tsuda (2012), Carling and Hoelscher (2013), Itzigsohn and 
Saucedo (2002), and Itzigsohn & Giorguli-Saucedo (2005) provide helpful conceptual tools 
for organising the prior literature. Tsuda (2012)distinguishes different kinds of relation-
ships between integration in the host society and transnational involvement. In a zero– 
sum relationship, engagement in one society decreases participation in the other, while 
co-existence refers to the independence of engagements – i.e. one not influencing the 
other. Furthermore, engagements can be in a positively or negatively reinforcing relation-
ship. Considering this typology, recent studies have found evidence about the positive 
relationship between host society integration and transnational involvement (Bakker 
et al., 2014; Bilgili, 2014; Kuuire et al., 2016; Levitt & Glick Schiller, 2004; Schunck, 2014; 
Şimşek, 2018; Snel et al., 2006; Van Bochove et al., 2010). However, there is also some 
evidence on their competing nature (Ley, 2013).

Carling and Hoelscher (2013) elucidate on the agentic and contextual aspects of the 
matter by arguing that engagement with transnational practices is a matter of capacity 
and desire, both of which are shaped by the situation in the country of origin and one’s 
circumstances in the country of residence (see also Al-Ali et al., 2001). Furthermore, 
Itzigsohn and Saucedo (2002); Itzigsohn & Giorguli-Saucedo (2005)) describe different 
rationales that encourage or discourage transnational activities. On the one hand, 
resources obtained in the host society may enable transnational activities (resource- 
based transnationalism), but on the other hand, migrants may react to negative experi-
ences in the host society by seeking engagement from the transnational sphere (reactive 
transnationalism) (Castañeda et al., 2014; Snel et al. 2016; however, see Bakker et al., 2014). 
The study by Şimşek (2018) adds to this framework by outlining a further rationale for 
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transnational involvement: it argues that refugees may use transnational activities stra-
tegically to adapt to their new host society.

Several studies have shown that economic integration in the new host country – and 
corresponding socio-economic resources – are positively associated with sending remit-
tances (e.g., Bloch, 2008; Carling & Hoelscher, 2013; Lacroix, 2013; Schans, 2009; Snel 
et al., 2006), which supports the idea of resource-based transnationalism. However, 
there were mixed results on this. For example, Carling and Hoelscher (2013) found in 
their sample of different migrant groups in Norway that Somali migrants were the most 
active in remittance sending despite their low level of economic integration. 
Furthermore, Snel et al. (2006) found no evidence of the association of economic 
integration with transnational activities, but found an association between weaker 
employment status and transnational identification. In line with the idea of reactive 
transnationalism, there is evidence that people with less economic, social and cultural 
resources in the host country might be forced to rely more on transnational contacts 
(Levitt, 2003; Şimşek, 2018).

Relatedly, it is suggested that dissatisfaction with the new host country and negative 
perceptions by the host society’s locals about one’s own culture and religion are asso-
ciated with the importance of identification with one’s country of origin (Ehrkamp, 2005; 
Mügge, 2016; Schans, 2009). In their study of middle-class migrants in the Netherlands, 
Snel et al. (2006) found that the respondents were more transnationally involved both in 
activities and identifications if they had experienced discrimination.

Concerning the length of stay in the host country, Schunck (2014) found that transna-
tional practices diminish over time, but Snel et al. (2006) showed that while transnational 
identification may weaken over time, actual transnational activities (e.g., sending remit-
tances, visits) hardly diminish with an increased length of stay (see also McMichael et al., 
2017). Furthermore, Schans (2009) found that length of stay was not significantly asso-
ciated with sending remittances, but the frequency of other types of contact with relatives 
in the country of origin diminished over time.

In addition to migrants’ circumstances in their new host society, the economic, political 
and social situation in their country of origin is an important factor shaping transnational 
involvement (Bakker et al., 2014; Carling et al., 2012; Chaudhary, 2018; Østergaard-Nielsen, 
2001). Carling et al. (2012) found that migrants from conflict or recent post-conflict 
countries sent remittances more often than migrants from conflict-free countries. They 
argued that remittance sending becomes more important when one’s relatives live in 
a conflict zone and have an acute need of help. On the other hand, war or conflict can 
prevent visits to one’s country of origin while limited telephone and internet access could 
make keeping in touch with relatives difficult (Bakker et al., 2014). However, even if actual 
transnational activities are hindered by the situation in the country of origin, Snel et al. 
(2006) found no significant differences in the dimension of identification in transnational 
involvement.

Turning to the geography of family ties, family-related reasons have been shown to be 
important for both transnational activities (see Schunck, 2014) and the emotional side of 
transnationalism. De Haas and Fokkema (2011) found that having family in one’s country 
of origin was associated with nurturing the wish to return (De Haas & Fokkema, 2011). On 
the other hand, Buffel (2017) and Klok et al. (2017) found that family (children and 
grandchildren) living in the host country is also the reason for older migrants choosing 
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to ‘age in place’ – stay in their new home country. Thus, the location of family members 
seems to be an important factor for transnational identification.

Finally, recent studies have suggested a de-territorialised sense of belonging through 
a virtual or imagined transnational community (Kok & Rogers, 2017). The internet and new 
media technology have widened the possibilities for transnational activities and identifi-
cations by enabling stronger and richer social, cultural and political connections to one’s 
country of origin (Chen, 2006; Panagakos & Horst, 2006). Studies have shown that the 
internet facilitates transnational business activities (e.g., Chen, 2006). However, in their 
online networks analysis of Somali political activities, Kok and Rogers (2017) found that 
Somalis’ political online engagement was mainly directed towards their host society and 
local Somali community instead of transnational advocacy for their homeland. The inter-
net may be especially important for transnational identification since it enables the 
widening of social space and new forums for social interaction and identity across 
distance (Madianou, 2012; Panagakos & Horst, 2006). However, the availability of the 
internet, technologies and devices along with individual user skills can restrict different 
groups’ access to the virtual sphere and contribute to the so-called digital divide (e.g., 
Castells, 2004; Madianou, 2012).

3. Study context

3.1 Three migrant groups in Finland: background

Finland is a Nordic welfare state characterised by a universal right to social welfare and 
health-care services. Finnish migration policy is based on government objectives, the 
common migration and asylum policy of the European Union and various international 
agreements. In a European comparison, the integration policy of Finland has been 
characterised as multicultural since it has implemented relevant legislation and policy 
programmes and provides some resources for activities that maintain minority cultures 
and languages. However, according to Saukkonen (2013), on the practical level, the 
integration policies are based on migrants’ individual adaptation to Finnish society, 
instead of on the development of Finnish society towards actual multiculturalism. On 
the symbolic level, the national identity is still constructed upon the ideals of 
a homogeneous nation based on language and historical traditions, which is reflected 
in the anxiety and hesitation towards multiculturalism (Saukkonen, 2013). Finland has 
a long history of emigration, but a relatively short history of net inward migration. The size 
of the foreign-born population in Finland has tripled from 1998 to 2018. Today, the 
foreign origin population constitutes about 7.3% of the total population, or roughly 
400,000 people in 2018 (Statistics Finland, 2019a). This study examines Russian, Somali 
and Kurdish origin populations in Finland, which together comprise more than a quarter 
of the foreign-born population in the country (Statistics Finland, 2019a).

Migration from Russia to Finland has generally been voluntary and much of it is 
explained by labour migration and personal relationships. With a population of approxi-
mately 79,000, Russian-speakers are the biggest migrant group in Finland (Statistics 
Finland, 2019b). People originating from Russia are considered to be less visible and 
culturally more proximal to the Finnish population than many other migrant populations 
(Liebkind & Jasinskaja-Lahti, 2000). However, there is evidence of discrimination against 
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Russians and job applicants with Russian-sounding names (Liebkind et al., 2016). One 
specific type of migration from Russia is the return migration of the Ingrians, who are of 
Finnish descent and have been living on the Russian side of the Finnish-Russian border. The 
state programme for remigration of the Ingrian Finns began in 1990 and ended in 2016, 
resulting in the return of more than 30,000 Ingrians (Finnish Immigration Service, 2016).

Migration from Somalia to Finland began in the early 1990s following the political 
conflict in Somalia. The size of the Somali-speaking population in Finland is approxi-
mately 21,000 (Statistics Finland, 2019b). This group has been found to bare 
a significant degree of prejudice (Jaakkola, 2009) and faces a wide range of discrimina-
tion in Finland (Sotkasiira & Haverinen, 2016). Not feeling welcomed or accepted as full 
members of the Finnish society is considered a major obstacle to the integration of 
Somalis in Finland (Tiilikainen et al., 2013). Moreover, compared to the native popula-
tion, Somalis suffer more often from various health and well-being related issues, 
ranging from psychological distress to problems in functional capacity (Mölsä et al., 
2014: cf. Rask, 2018).

People of Kurdish origin have generally moved to Finland as refugees, asylum seekers or 
for family reunification. The size of the Kurdish-speaking population in Finland is approxi-
mately 14,000 (Statistics Finland, 2019b). Like the Somali, Kurdish migrants also face 
different kinds of discrimination (Rask, 2018), which has been found to be associated with 
mental health issues, a poor quality of life, feelings of insecurity, decreased societal trust and 
poor self-rated health (Castaneda et al., 2015; Rask et al., 2018). Separation from one’s 
primary family has been demonstrated to be significantly associated with the well-being 
and integration of migrants of Somali and Kurdish origin in Finland (Rask et al., 2016). 
Recent studies have drawn attention to multifocal marginalisation risk (T. Kemppainen et al., 
2020) and the co-occurrence of substance use, affective symptoms and suicidal ideation 
(Salama et al., 2020) within the Kurdish migrant population in Finland.

3. Data and methods

3.1 Data

This study was based on a Finnish survey project on migrants’ health and well-being 
(Maamu) and focused on migrants with a Russian, Somali or Kurdish background 
(Castaneda et al., 2012). The target population was defined as follows: aged between 18 
and 64 years, residing in Finland for at least 1 year, and currently residing in one of the 
following six cities: Helsinki, Espoo, Vantaa, Turku, Tampere or Vaasa. Further definitions 
were group-specific: for the Russian sample, birth in the Soviet Union or Russia and 
a mother tongue of Russian or Finnish, for the Somali group, birth in Somalia, and for 
the Kurdish group, birth in Iraq or Iran and a mother tongue of Kurdish (Sorani) were 
required. A random sample of 3,000 people was drawn from the National Population 
Register and was stratified by city and migrant group. The data were collected in 
2010–2012 by trained staff who spoke Finnish and the language of the respective target 
group. Structured face-to-face interviews were used. All in all, 70% of the Russian sample 
(n = 702), 51% of the Somali sample (n = 512) and 63% of the Kurdish sample (n = 632) 
participated in at least one part of the survey. The Coordinating Ethical Committee of the 
Helsinki and Uusimaa Region approved the Maamu study and each participant provided 
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written informed consent. For a detailed account of the methodology of the Maamu 
study, please see Castaneda et al. (2012).

3.2 Indicators

The outcome variables on transnational involvement were operationalised with the 
following items, which were entered into multiple correspondence analysis (MCA; see 
sections 3.3 and 4.2) to obtain composite indicators for use in the regression analysis. 
These items were chosen on theoretical grounds based on prior studies (see 
T. Kemppainen et al., 2020) within the possibilities provided by the Maamu data.

Survey indicators on transnational involvement:

● How often do you follow the events of your country of birth/former home country in 
newspapers, radio, internet or TV? (daily/weekly/monthly/more rarely or never)

● How many times have you travelled to your former home country while living in 
Finland? (never/1-5 times/more often)

● How often are you in contact with your relatives, friends and acquaintances abroad? 
(almost daily/weekly/monthly/a couple of times a year/more rarely/no contact 
abroad or not relevant)

● Do you help your significant others in your former home country by . . .
○ sending money? (yes/no)
○ sending material help? (yes/no)

How important are the following areas of life to you right now?
● Friends and relatives abroad (very important/fairly important/not that important)

The key explanatory variables were the following (see Table 1 for details):

● Socio-economic resources (main activity, education in Finland, household income)
● Length of stay
● Geography of family ties (place of residence of father, mother and siblings)
● Negative institutional experiences in the country of origin: war, imprisonment, 

torture (yes to any/no)
● Experiences with discrimination in Finland (yes/no)
● Self-assessed internet skills (yes/no)
● Migrant group (Russian, Somali, Kurdish)
● Basis of residence permit

The general socio-demographic control variables were age, gender, city and living with 
a partner. In the case of education, income and siblings living abroad, cases of missing 
responses were more numerous compared to other variables. Thus, the missing cases 
were included in the regression analysis as categories of their own, which is an oft-used 
solution to retain analytical power.
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics.
Count %

Immigrant group . .
Russian 545 38.8
Somali 351 25.0
Kurdish 508 36.2
Years in Finland . .
0–6 427 30.7
7–13 444 31.9
14–29 521 37.4
City . .
Helsinki 411 29.3
Espoo 216 15.4
Vantaa 213 15.2
Tampere 260 18.5
Turku 193 13.8
Vaasa 111 7.9
Gender . .
Male 628 44.7
Female 776 55.3
Main activity . .
Employed 549 39.8
Education 306 22.2
Unemployed 342 24.8
Other 183 13.3
Education in Finland (ISCED 3 +) . .
Secondary, vocational (ISCED 3–4) 356 25.4
Tertiary (ISCED 5–8) 108 7.7
n/a 940 67.0
Disposable household income . .
850 EUR or less 409 29.1
851–1680 EUR 380 27.1
1681–2500 EUR 258 18.4
2501 EUR or more 255 18.2
n/a 102 7.3
Knows how to use internet . .
No 126 9.2
Yes 1,244 90.8
Residence permit basis . .
Asylum seeker 315 23.0
Refugee 300 22.0
Ingrian or Finnish descent return migration 189 13.8
Spouse or child of a native-born Finn 161 11.8
Spouse or child or a permanently residing immigrant 268 19.6
Work 74 5.4
Other 60 4.4
Country of origin: negative institutional experiences . .
No 904 65.9
Yes 468 34.1
Discrimination in Finland . .
No 840 61.1
Yes 536 39.0
Father . .
Not alive 749 55.1
Lives in Finland 237 17.4
Lives abroad 374 27.5
Mother lives abroad . .
Not alive 381 27.7
Lives in Finland 390 28.4
Lives abroad 604 43.9
Number of siblings abroad . .
0 293 24.9
1–2 387 32.9
3–5 261 22.2
6 or more 236 20.1
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3.3 Methods

MCA was used to examine the covariation of the five items on transnational involvement. 
It is largely analogous to principal component analysis and enables data reduction for 
categorical indicators, which holds the advantage of increasing content validity and 
reliability when operationalising complex concepts, such as social integration (L. 
Kemppainen et al., 2018). MCA was performed with Burt’s approach and standard normal 
coordinates were extracted (Greenacre, 2007; Le Roux & Rouanet, 2010; StataPress, 2015).

Adjusted sampling weights were used in managing the variation in inclusion prob-
abilities and unit nonresponse. Response probability adjustment was based on age, 
gender, migrant group, city and marital status. Prevalence and regression analyses were 
performed while accounting for the adjusted sampling weights, sample stratification and 
finite population correction. Stata 15.1 was used.

4. Results

Tables 1 and 2 present descriptive statistics for explanatory variables and the indicators of 
transnational involvement, respectively.

Table 2. Transnational involvement: descriptive statistics.
Count % MCA1: activities* MCA2: identification*

Original items
Follows media of country of origin . . . .
Less often or never 188 13.8 −0.80 −0.61
Monthly 62 4.5 0.23 −0.44
Weekly 271 19.9 0.45 −0.29
Daily 844 61.8 0.03 0.25
Travels to the country of origin while living in Finland . .
Never 455 33.4 −0.78 0.50
1–5 times 481 35.3 −0.22 −0.38
More often 428 31.4 1.10 −0.11
Contact with relatives and friends abroad . .
None/does not apply 79 5.8 −1.68 −0.65
Less often 96 7.0 −0.23 −2.05
Couple of times a year 159 11.7 0.37 −0.79
Monthly 455 33.3 −0.36 0.22
Weekly 395 28.9 0.31 0.41
Almost daily 181 13.3 0.81 0.61
Sends help to the country of origin . .
Does not help in any way 688 51.0 −0.54 −0.22
Helps in one way 376 27.9 0.17 0.53
Helps in two ways 221 16.4 1.01 −0.31
Helps in all ways 65 4.8 1.59 0.15
How important: friends, relatives abroad . .
Not especially important 96 7.0 −0.32 −1.86
Rather important 320 23.5 0.48 −0.80
Very important 947 69.5 −0.11 0.46
MCA indicators Count Mean Std. Dev. Range
Transnational activities (MCA) 1,376 0.00 1.00 −2.59; 2.45
Transnational identification (MCA) 1,376 0.00 1.00 − 3.57; 1.70

* Means of MCA dimension indicators by the categories of the items used in the MCA analysis.
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4.1 Prevalence of transnational activities

To answer RQ1, we estimated the prevalence for different transnational activities. Table 3 
presents these results both for the pooled data and separately for each migrant group. In 
the case of all five activities, the differences between groups were substantial and 
statistically significant (p ≤ 0.001).

In all three groups, more than half followed what happens in their country of origin daily. 
Among the Kurdish, the rate was as high as 71%. However, the Somali and Kurdish migrants 
were more polarised in this respect compared to the Russians, as sizeable segments in both 
groups very rarely or never followed the events of their countries of origin.

There are clear differences between groups regarding travel to the country of origin. 
The Russian migrants frequently visited their home country, as almost 80% visited their 
country of origin more than five times while living in Finland. In contrast, 73% of the 
Somali migrants had never gone back to Somalia. The Kurdish migrants were between 
these extremes.

Fairly frequent contact with friends or relatives living abroad was typical among all 
groups. The Russians were most active in this respect, since around half of them were in 
transnational contact with their friends or relatives at least weekly. The Kurdish migrants 
were the least active, but still around one-third of them were in such contact at least weekly.

The rate of sending remittances varied from 24% among the Kurdish to almost 50% 
among the Somali. The pattern of sending material help was different, as it was most 
frequent among the Russian (53.4%) and rarest among the Somali (6.2%).

Table 3. Prevalence of transnational activities.

Variable
Response 
options

All Russian Somali Kurdish

% 95% CI % 95% CI % 95% CI % 95% CI

I) Follows what happens in 
the country of origin

Daily 60.3 57.6 63.0 53.7 48.9 58.4 54.2 48.3 60.0 71.2 67.3 74.8
Weekly 20.6 18.4 22.9 28.6 24.4 33.2 22.3 17.7 27.8 11.0 8.8 13.8
Monthly 5.1 3.9 6.5 8.4 6.0 11.7 4.4 2.5 7.4 2.0 1.1 3.5
Rarer or 

never
14.1 12.3 16.1 9.3 7.0 12.3 19.1 14.9 24.2 15.8 12.9 19.1

II) Trips to country of origin 
while living in Finland

None 33.3 31.3 35.3 1.9 1.0 3.7 73.3 67.8 78.2 39.6 35.8 43.6
1–5 times 34.5 32.1 36.9 19.7 16.2 23.6 25.7 20.9 31.2 55.8 51.7 59.7
More 32.2 30.6 33.9 78.4 74.4 82.0 1.0 0.3 2.7 4.6 3.2 6.7

III) Contact with friends or 
relatives abroad

Almost daily 13.7 11.8 15.7 21.4 17.8 25.6 11.4 8.1 15.8 7.0 5.2 9.5
Weekly 29.4 26.9 32.0 30.6 26.4 35.1 31.4 26.1 37.1 26.8 23.3 30.6
Monthly 33.3 30.8 35.9 23.2 19.3 27.5 44.0 38.2 49.9 36.8 33.1 40.7
Couple of 

times 
a year

12.1 10.4 14.0 17.0 13.6 20.9 5.1 3.1 8.4 11.6 9.2 14.5

Rarer 6.9 5.6 8.4 6.8 4.8 9.4 2.5 1.2 5.2 9.8 7.6 12.7
Does not 

apply
4.7 3.8 5.9 1.1 0.5 2.5 5.6 3.8 8.1 7.9 5.9 10.5

IV) Help to country of origin: 
money

No 65.9 63.3 68.4 64.1 59.4 68.5 52.9 47.3 58.4 76.1 72.4 79.5
Yes 34.1 31.6 36.7 35.9 31.5 40.6 47.1 41.6 52.7 23.9 20.5 27.6

V) Help to country of origin: 
material help

No 68.6 66.2 70.9 46.6 42.0 51.3 93.8 90.1 96.2 75.6 72.0 78.9
Yes 31.4 29.1 33.8 53.4 48.7 58.0 6.2 3.8 9.9 24.4 21.1 28.0

Note: Chi-square test results by rows: test statistic (p-value). I: 92.33 (p < 0.001), II: 999.00 (p < 0.001), III: 137.32 (p < 0.001), 
IV: 48.25 (p < 0.001), V: 223.89 (p < 0.001)
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4.2 Dimensions of transnational involvement: a multiple correspondence analysis

Relating to RQ2, we wanted to see how many dimensions we could distinguish empirically 
in the pattern of items on transnational involvement. The motivation was to see whether 
the prior theoretical distinctions made in the literature had empirical grounds in our data.

To this end, we performed MCA for the variables on transnational involvement. The results 
showed that there are two strong underlying dimensions that together express around 70% 
of the total variation in the set of items (46.6% and 23.5%, respectively). Moreover, the 
interpretation of the dimensions is theoretically meaningful as it largely coincided with the 
theoretical distinction between transnational activities and identifications. Consider Table 2, 
which shows how the classes of the variables entered in MCA are positioned along these two 
dimensions. Looking at the scores in the first dimension, we see that travelling to the country 
of origin had a clear gradient-like pattern, where those who never travelled back scoring 
−0.78 units, those who made one to five trips scoring −0.21 units and those who tended to 
travel more frequently scoring 1.1 units. The MCA indicators were standardised to the mean 
of zero and a standard deviation of one, therefore the pattern was strong.

In similar fashion, sending material or economic help showed a clear pattern along the 
first dimension, ranging incrementally from a score of −0.54 units among those who did 
not send any kind of help to 1.59 units among those who helped the most. Also, following 
the country of origin’s media and maintaining interpersonal transnational contacts were 
logically related to this indicator, but the pattern was not completely incremental. All in 
all, the first dimension can be interpreted as indicating transnational activities, because it 
shows concrete travel and help-sending patterns.

Turning to the second dimension, there was a clear pattern regarding the subjective 
importance of family and friends living abroad. Those who did not consider these social 
ties especially important in their life scored −1.86 units, those who said they are rather 
important scored −0.80 units and those for whom transnational contact with family and 
friends was very important scored 0.46 units. Also, following the country of origin’s media 
showed an easily interpretable pattern, extending incrementally from the score of −0.61 
units among the least interested to 0.25 units among the most interested.

Interestingly, travelling to the country of origin was in a contrasting relationship with 
the second dimension: those who travelled the least had the highest mean score (0.50) 
and vice versa. Again, interpersonal contact was largely in an interpretable relationship 
with the composite indicator, but not in a completely incremental manner. Considering all 
this, it is justified to interpret the second MCA dimension as an indicator of transnational 
identification, characterised by the subjective importance of family and friends living abroad 
and interest in what happens in the country of origin.

4.3 Determinants of transnational involvement: regression analysis

Next, let us consider the determinants of transnational involvement (RQ3). We separately 
analyse the two dimensions of involvement that are identified above in section 4.2.

Socio-economic resources
Concerning transnational activities, those with a secondary vocational education in 
Finland (ISCED levels 3 and 4) were more active than the highly educated (Table 4). 
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Moreover, there was a clear income gradient where higher income levels were associated 
with stronger tendencies for transnational activities. The main activity did not have an 
independent relationship with transnational activities. In the case of transnational identi-
fication, household income was the only statistically significant determinant: those with 
a higher income identified more strongly with the transnational sphere compared to the 

Table 4. Determinants of transnational activities and identification.
Activities Identification

Coef. p Coef. p
Immigrant group (ref: Somali)
Russian 1.25 <0.0005 −0.75 <0.0005
Kurdish 0.16 0.007 −0.91 <0.0005
Years in Finland (ref: 14–29)
0–6 −0.13 0.046 0.25 0.001
7–13 0.05 0.342 0.26 <0.0005
City (Ref: Helsinki)
Espoo 0.01 0.812 0.09 0.162
Vantaa −0.13 0.043 −0.04 0.633
Tampere −0.18 0.002 −0.06 0.434
Turku −0.22 <0.0005 0.10 0.242
Vaasa −0.25 0.001 0.10 0.346
Age 0.00 0.173 0.00 0.374
Woman 0.03 0.582 0.15 0.016
Main activity (ref: paid work)
Student −0.04 0.588 0.00 0.973
Unemployed −0.04 0.490 0.07 0.323
Other −0.07 0.266 −0.11 0.178
Education in Finland (ref: ISCED 5–8)
ISCED 3–4 0.22 0.005 −0.06 0.586
n/a 0.09 0.228 −0.10 0.340
Disposable monthly household income (ref: 850 EUR or less)
851–1680 EUR 0.11 0.054 0.12 0.129
1681–2500 EUR 0.16 0.016 0.18 0.026
2501 EUR or more 0.29 0.001 0.20 0.067
n/a 0.05 0.462 0.02 0.857
Knows how to use internet 0.26 <0.0005 0.35 0.001
Residence permit basis (Ref: asylum seeker)
Refugee 0.02 0.819 −0.04 0.642
Ingrian or Finnish descent return migration −0.03 0.823 −0.32 0.037
Spouse or child of a native-born Finn 0.06 0.621 −0.37 0.011
Spouse or child or a permanently residing immigrant 0.05 0.446 −0.13 0.111
Work 0.36 0.010 −0.20 0.191
Other −0.07 0.653 −0.37 0.065
Father (ref: lives in Finland)
Dead 0.08 0.300 0.23 0.024
Lives abroad 0.00 0.976 0.29 0.006
Mother (ref: lives in Finland)
Dead −0.04 0.670 0.04 0.697
Lives abroad 0.06 0.405 0.12 0.190
Siblings abroad (ref: no)
Yes 0.09 0.177 0.12 0.119
n/a 0.05 0.540 0.14 0.192
Country of origin: negative institutional experiences −0.12 0.012 0.05 0.393
Discrimination in Finland 0.08 0.066 −0.10 0.056
Lives with partner 0.13 0.005 0.12 0.054
Intercept −1.23 <0.0005 −0.36 0.072
N 1,332 1,332
r squared 0.53 0.22
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less well off, but the result was weaker and less consistent than in the model of transna-
tional activities.

Negative experiences in the country of origin and host society
Negative institutional experiences in the country of origin seemed to curb transnational 
activities, but not transnational identification. Moreover, experienced discrimination in 
the host society showed non-significant but possibly important weak signals for both 
outcomes: positive association with transnational activities (0.08; p = 0.066) but negative 
association with identification (−0.10; p = 0.056).

Length of stay
The results on the length of stay showed that those migrants with the shortest time of 
stay in Finland were the least involved in transnational activities. In contrast, those with 
the longest had the weakest transnational identification.

Geography of family ties
The residence of parents or siblings abroad did not make a difference in transnational 
activities. In contrast, having a father living in Finland was associated with weaker 
transnational identification.

Internet skills
Self-assessed capacity to use internet was positively and strongly associated with both 
forms of transnational involvement. In the case of transnational activities, the coefficient 
reached 26% of the outcome variable’s standard deviation, while for identification, the 
coefficient amounted to 35%. In both cases, these were fairly strong regression results.

Other variables
Finally, let us consider other variables of the model, including the migrant group and 
residence permit.

The tendency for transnational activities was strongest among the Russian migrants 
and lowest among the Somali. The Kurdish migrants were closer to the Somali in this 
respect. The largest difference between migrant groups (Russian and Somali) reached 
125% of the standard deviation of the outcome, which is a very strong regression finding. 
In contrast, the Somali migrants had the strongest transnational identification. Moreover, 
there was no statistically significant difference between the Russian and Kurdish migrants. 
The largest between-group difference (Somali and Kurdish) represented around 90% of 
the outcome variable’s standard deviation; again, a strong result.

A work-based residence permit was positively associated with transnational activities. 
The Ingrian Finns as well as the partners or children of a native Finn had the weakest 
transnational identification.

Living with a partner was positively associated with transnational practices and almost 
reached the conventional level of significance for transnational identification (0.12; 
p = 0.054). Moreover, women had stronger transnational identification compared to 
men. Finally, there were also significant differences between the six cities in terms of 
transnational activities.
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5. Discussion

In this study, we examined migrants' transnational involvement by using high-quality 
random sample survey data on three migrant groups in Finland. We found that transna-
tional activities and identification varied strongly between the three groups. Following 
media of the country of origin was the most common practice, especially for Kurdish 
migrants. Also sending remittances was a common practice.

Our analysis showed that transnational involvement can be empirically divided into 
transnational activities and identifications. The activities dimension is formed around the 
actual economic, social and political practices of sending remittances, keeping in touch 
with relatives abroad and following the media in one’s country of origin. The dimension of 
identification is based on the importance of experience of family members abroad and 
following the country of origin’s media. With regard to group-based differences, Russians 
were the most active while Somalis showed the highest levels of identification with their 
country of origin. These results can be interpreted in the context of the geographic 
proximity of Russia as well as the cultural and geographic distance between Somalia 
and Finland. Also, the specific migration history of the Ingrian Finns, who are considered 
of Finnish heritage, explains the negative association of the Ingrian background with 
identification with the country of origin. Interestingly, women showed higher levels of 
identification with the country of origin.

Our results pointed towards the complexity in the relationship between transnational 
involvement and economic integration to the host society. We found evidence for the co- 
existence of the two as well as positive and negative relationships between them (Tsuda, 
2012). Empirically, this complexity has manifested itself in mixed results in prior literature. 
Moreover, we found that income level was positively associated with transnational activities, 
which is consistent with the idea of resource-based transnationalism (Itzigsohn & Giorguli- 
Saucedo, 2005; Itzigsohn & Saucedo, 2002) – i.e. the interpretation that once migrants have 
established a sufficient source of income in the host society, they are better able to, say, 
send remittances. Similarly, the working residence permit was associated with transnational 
activities. This might be explained by one’s original expectations and reasons for migration: 
when entering the country to work (compared to family reasons or refugee status), one 
reason for migrating may be to provide monetary and material support to those left behind.

With regards to length of stay, we found that the temporal pattern of transnational 
activities may differ from the pattern of identification. While activities showed an increase 
with longer stay, identification had a decreasing temporal pattern (cf. Snel et al., 2006). As 
a methodological remark, there was no conclusive evidence on the causality of this 
matter. The observed decreasing temporal pattern of transnational identification was 
consistent with at least three different processes. Over time, the migrants with the 
strongest transnational identification may end up moving back, with the result that the 
remaining population identifies less transnationally with each passing year. However, 
time may weaken identification due to, say, increased identification with the host society 
(Tsuda, 2012). Third, there may also be, in theory at least, cohort differences such that the 
earlier cohorts are less inclined towards transnational identification, which could depend 
on a specific historical situation in the country of origin. However, the latter explanation is 
less credible because the findings were consistent with our three contexts of origin and 
with Snel et al.’s (2006) empirical case.
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Prior literature has highlighted the geography of family ties for the wish to return 
(Buffel, 2017; De Haas & Fokkema, 2011; Klok et al., 2017). We were able to examine the 
role of family ties for transnational activities and identifications by considering separately 
the places of residence of the mother, father and siblings. We found that having a father 
living in the host society was fairly strongly associated with weaker transnational identi-
fication. Further qualitative inquiry could shed light on the interpretation of this finding: 
does it have to do with the father’s cultural position in these – or some of these – cultures?

Considering the context of origin, there are studies on the role of wars and conflicts for 
transnational involvement (Bakker et al., 2014; Carling et al., 2012). We offered novel evidence 
on this topic as we approached the subjective side of institutional tensions and conflicts, such 
as experienced torture and war. More specifically, we found that such negative experiences 
may hinder transnational activities, whereas identification seems not to be affected (see also 
Snel et al., 2006). Concerning prior discussion on the matter, our findings were in line with the 
argument made by Bakker et al. (2014) about the difficulties that conflicts imply for actual 
activities, such as phone calls or money transfers (cf. Carling et al., 2012).

Prior discussions have referred to the facilitating role of technological developments 
(e.g., Vertovec, 2001) and to a de-territorialised sense of belonging (Kok & Rogers, 2017). 
Our findings largely support these views, since self-assessed internet skills were asso-
ciated with higher levels of both transnational activities and identification. In other words, 
those who considered themselves unable to use the internet were less involved in 
transnational matters, which may be seen as a manifestation of digital inequalities.

It is well known that cross-sectional observational data limit causal inference, basically 
due to possible unobserved confounders and, often, an inability to analyse the direction 
of causality. Additionally, the groups in this study have been defined a priori by the 
researchers. This does not necessarily mean that the studied subjects would consider the 
groups formed in this study to be meaningful for them. For example, the categorization of 
the Russian origin group can be contested, as this group also included Ingrian Finns who 
might not identify as either Finnish or Russian (Rask, 2018).

Finally, the merits of our study included the use of representative high-quality survey 
data, empirical analysis of the patterns of transnational involvement and a comprehensive 
set of indicators covering transnational involvement and its determinants. Moreover, we 
provided evidence on the role of negative subjective experiences in the country of origin. 
All these points extend our understanding of the complexity and dynamics of transna-
tional involvement in this contemporary world, which is characterised by many ongoing 
conflicts and tensions.
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