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Abstract This article aims to investigate levels of migrants and second genera-
tions’ engagement in country-of-origin political activities and in domestic political 
activities. Using data from a population survey of individuals of migrant origin in 
ten European cities undertaken in 2004–2010, we examine both individual and con-
textual characteristics shaping engagement in one and in the other scope of action. 
Findings show that migrants and second generations tend to engage in an equal 
number of domestic and country-of-origin political activities. Engagement in coun-
try-of-origin political activities only is fully compatible with a trajectory of political 
integration in the countries of settlement, opposing the view that migrants may con-
tribute to build or live in a “separate” society. Finally, the results show that contex-
tual opportunities affect chances to engage in one or in the other scope of action. In 
particular, easy access to residence permits favours engagement in domestic politi-
cal activities and discourages engagement in country-of-origin political activities. 
This suggests that migrants and second generations’ engagement in country-of-ori-
gin political activities may be a reaction to the limited opportunities of integration 
offered by the residence countries.
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Introduction

Studies examining migrants’ political engagement have rapidly increased in the 
last few years (Kastoryano and Schader 2014). On the one hand, the literature has 
focused on migrants’ political integration in countries of residence by examining 
political behaviours such as participation in local administrative elections, politi-
cal contacting or protest actions (Koopmans et al. 2005; Aleksynska 2011; de Rooij 
2012; Gonzalez-Ferrer 2011; Morales and Pilati 2011; Heath et al. 2013; Just and 
Anderson 2014; Voicu and Comşa 2014). On the other, studies have focused on 
migrants’ political activities oriented to their origin countries, like external voting. 
The latter have been mostly investigated under the umbrella of transnational studies 
(Portes et al. 1999, 2007; Levitt 2001; Bauböck and Faist 2003; Smith 2008; Martin-
iello and Lafleur 2008; Lafleur 2013; Mügge 2016; Boccagni et al. 2015).

These two types of literature have developed quite separately one from another 
(Lacomba 2016). When discussed together, empirical cases have focused, at most, 
on single countries (Van Bochove et al. 2010; see however Chaudary 2017). How-
ever, joining these approaches is crucial given that some fear that transnational 
activities may contribute to a sort of a “separate” society opposing processes of 
immigrant integration in residence countries (Erdal and Oeppen 2013; Waldinger 
2016).1 Empirical evidence on the relationship between political transnationalism 
and political integration in migrants’ countries of residence is, indeed, not consist-
ent. Some studies show that migrants’ political transnationalism is in many cases 
a response to the lack of political integration in countries where migrants settle 
(Guarnizo and Smith 1998; Landolt 2001; Koopmans et al. 2005). Some other stud-
ies show that they are not a zero-sum game (Portes and Rumbaut 2006; DeSipio 
2006; Morales and Morariu 2011; Jaulin 2015; Chaudary 2017).

Following this, this article aims to investigate both levels of migrants’ engage-
ment in political activities oriented to their country of origin, from now onwards 
country-of-origin political activities, part of the broader set of transnational actions 
(Mügge 2016), and migrants’ engagement in activities oriented to the residence 
country, that is, domestic political activities, across European cities. Are migrants 
settled in European cities more likely to engage in domestic or in country-of-origin 
political activity? And do migrants active in domestic issues differ from migrants 
active in country-of-origin political activities because of different individual profiles 
or different opportunities of political integration in the residence country?

1 We draw on relative notions of political integration that take levels of political orientations and behav-
iours from the majority population as the comparative standpoint from which to judge the degree to 
which a given society has been successful in integrating immigrants and their offspring into life (Morales 
2011, p. 31).
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To answer these questions, we integrate insights from the literature on political 
transnationalism, a concept identifying situations in which migrants find themselves 
embedded and acting in and between two countries, the countries of origin and the 
countries of residence (Schiller et al. 1995; Vertovec 2004; Mouw et al. 2014), with 
the insights derived from the literature on migrants’ political integration in the coun-
tries of residence (Koopmans et al. 2005; de Rooij 2012; Just and Anderson 2014; 
Pilati 2018). Our first contribution is to reinforce studies trying to combine perspec-
tives on transnational practices with those on migrants’ political integration in the 
residence countries (Ahmadov and Sasse 2016; Mügge 2016, p. 110; for similar 
studies in relation to the economic dimension, specifically remittances, cf. Carling 
and Hoelscher 2013). Considering both scopes of action may indeed better clarify 
broader processes of migrants’ integration in the countries where migrants settle 
(Erdal 2013).

Empirically, we analyse data from a population survey undertaken in 2007–2010 
on migrants and their offspring in the following ten European cities: Barcelona, 
Brussels, Budapest, Geneva, Lyon, London, Madrid, Milan, Stockholm and Zurich 
(Morales et  al. 2014). The data consist of comparable random samples of indi-
viduals of migrant origin from the two or three major migrant groups in each city 
(n = 7944). In this way, and this is our second contribution, we aim to go beyond 
most comparative studies, especially those focused on political transnationalism, 
which have examined at most two or three groups in a single site (see however Jaulin 
2015, Ahmadov and Sasse 2016).

Factors explaining country‑of‑origin and domestic political activities

In this work, we refer to political activities as those activities relating to political 
objects, or those activities aiming to change or to resist a particular change (for a 
discussion on the concept of political participation see van Deth 2014). In this vein, 
following a typology of political activities usual in the literature on political behav-
iour, migrants’ political engagement in domestic activities can be examined through 
a variety of actions, from migrants’ voting in local elections to participation in more 
contentious forms of action such as protests (Tam Cho 1999; Leal 2002; de Rooij 
2012; Just and Anderson 2014). Studies on transnational political activities have 
investigated a broad variety of activities too (cf. Mügge 2016 for an overview of 
types of transnational political activities). Some studies have examined ‘the political 
activities of party officials, governmental functionaries, or community leaders whose 
main goals are the achievement of political power and influence in the sending or 
receiving countries’ (Portes et al. 1999, p. 221). Other scholars have examined activ-
ities by ordinary migrants (Goldring 2002; Guarnizo et al. 2003; Østergaard-Nielsen 
2002, p. 21; Martiniello and Lafleur 2008; Itzigsohn and Villacrés 2008). The lat-
ter include external voting, that is, migrants’ participation in country-of-origin elec-
tions, or membership in country-of-origin political parties, and monetary contri-
butions to campaigns oriented to country-of-origin political issues (Lafleur 2013). 
Given that electoral participation is not the main channel of transnational politics for 
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many migrants, scholars have also examined extra-electoral activities such as con-
tributing money for projects in the country of origin or membership in home-town 
associations or in ethnic organizations active in issues related to migrants’ country 
of origin (Guarnizo et al. 2003; Itzigsohn 2000; Portes et al. 2008; Pries and Sezgin 
2013).

We confine our analyses to political behaviour strictly speaking, focusing on 
extra-electoral activities such as signing a petition, contacting politicians or joining 
demonstrations (see “Methods” section for the full list of items considered).2 We do 
not investigate voting patterns as there are a number of cities in our sample, Brus-
sels, Budapest, Madrid and Milan, where we only have few migrants with access to 
voting in local or national elections of the residence countries (cf. Chaudary 2017 
for analyses on migrants’ intention to vote).

The literature has shown a broad number of individual and contextual character-
istics which are expected to affect political activities. Below, we discuss how such 
factors are likely to affect engagement in domestic and/or country-of-origin political 
activities.

Classical predictors of political engagement

In line with the literature on political behaviour (Verba and Nie 1972, Verba et al. 
1995), evidence on migrants’ participation in domestic issues demonstrates that 
males, migrants with higher socio-economic status, in particular those who have 
attained high levels of education and have greater professional skills, and migrants 
with a stable family situation, are all more likely to engage in political activities 
(Brady et  al. 1995; Tam Cho 1999; Leal 2002; de Rooij 2012). Such characteris-
tics affect, in a similar way, engagement in country-of-origin political activities 
(Portes et al. 1999; Guarnizo et al. 2003; Smith 2008; Portes et al. 2008; Morales 
and Pilati 2014). Following the civic voluntarism model, CVM (Verba et al. 1995), 
studies have also highlighted the role of social trust and involvement in local civic 
institutions, specifically voluntary associations, in fostering political engagement of 
migrants in the residence countries (Lien et  al. 2003; Ramakrishnan and Bloem-
raad 2008; Berger et al. 2004; Mollenkopf and Hochschild 2009; Pilati and Morales 
2016). In addition, the literature on transnationalism has specifically focused on the 
role played by home-town or ethnic associations for migrants’ engagement in trans-
national practices (Guarnizo et al. 2003; Itzigsohn 2000; Lacroix 2014).

2 Differently from home-town associations which are considered as transnational activities by several 
studies (Guarnizo et al. 2003; Portes et al. 2008), we do not consider engagement in ethnic organizations 
as transnational activities but consider ethnic organizations as possible factors affecting transnational 
practices (Heath et al. 2013; Pilati and Morales 2016). It is easy for members of an ethnic organization 
to converge on issues pertaining to their country of origin thanks to a shared identity and to the same 
psychological attachments to one’s own country of origin. However, activities of ethnic organizations 
may be also oriented to migrant communities in the residence country rather than to individuals in the 
country of origin. Fieldwork in European cities like Brussels, Milan and Zurich indeed shows that many 
ethnic and migrant organizations are often active on service delivery and provision for migrant residents 
(Berger et al. 2004; Jacobs et al. 2004; Eggert and Pilati 2014).
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Following these studies, we expect that the aforementioned classical predictors 
of political engagement, socio-demographic, socio-economic characteristics and 
involvement in organizations, accounting for different types of resources individuals 
are endowed with, will have a positive and significant effect on migrants’ likelihood 
to engage in political activities, regardless of the scope of action (hypothesis 1).

Immigration‑related factors affecting political engagement

As argued by Tam Cho (1999, p. 1147) classical predictors of political behaviour, 
especially socio-economic status (SES) ones, serve only as partial explanations 
for the minority and migrant population. Factors specifically related to the migra-
tion process are also important. Being second generation, fluent in the language 
of the residence country, holding the citizenship of the country of residence, and, 
for migrants, the time spent in the residence country, all contribute to greater 
levels of individual social, cultural and, specifically, political integration in the 
residence countries (Uhlaner et al. 1989; Ramakrishnan 2005; de Rooij 2012, p. 
465; White et al. 2008). For instance, people who lack fluency in the residence 
country language are inevitably going to be restricted in their access to informa-
tion about the country politics with significant consequences on their political 
practices (Heath et al. 2013, p. 41). The lack of citizenship has also been found to 
be a major barrier to participation in domestic politics (Bloemraad 2006) as well 
as in transnational one (Guarnizo et al. 2003). Furthermore, because of Islamo-
phobia, differences in Church–state relationships and lower recognition of Islam 
in Europe, Muslim migrants may have lower probabilities to participate (Bleich 
2009; Eggert and Giugni 2011; Statham and Tillie 2014). The level of discrimi-
nation experienced by many migrants may, in turn, also trigger a reactive form of 
mobilization in the residence countries’ politics (Rim 2009). This may be linked 
to the development of feelings of exclusion towards the place of residence among 
people who experienced discrimination (Ramakrishnan 2005).

The characteristics related to processes of socio-cultural integration in the resi-
dence country have shown different and inconsistent effects on transnational polit-
ical actions. Guarnizo et al. (2003) argue that longer periods of residence increase 
migrants’ stability and heighten migrants’ political engagement in issues related 
to their country of origin, in line with a complementarity perspective (Chaudary 
2017, p. 4). Other scholars argue that factors accounting for processes of social 
and cultural integration in the residence country tend to have either no significant 
effect or a negative impact on political engagement in country-of-origin activi-
ties (Ahmadov and Sasse 2016). For instance, Morales and Pilati (2014) find that 
the length of stay has a negative impact on transnational political attitudes and 
voting of Ecuadorians in Italy and Spain, in line with a resocialization hypoth-
esis (Waldinger 2008; Chaudary 2017). Second generations show a periodical and 
occasional nature of transnational behaviour (Fokkema et al. 2012, p. 119).

Following these studies, we expect that immigration-related characteristics, in 
particular, those accounting for high levels of socio-cultural integration (like flu-
ency in the residence country language, being citizens of the country of residence 
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and, for migrants, length of stay), are all likely to increase migrants’ chances to 
engage in domestic political issues. In turn, the impact of socio-cultural integra-
tion on migrants’ chances to engage in country-of-origin political activities may 
be significant. However, due to prior inconsistent results, we do not advance a 
specific direction of the effect (hypothesis 2).

Contextual factors affecting political engagement

Migrants may also engage in different scopes of action because of different 
opportunities of participation provided by the context where they live. The lit-
erature has shed light on the role of some characteristics of the institutional 
contexts of the residence country, broadly acknowledged as the political oppor-
tunity structure (POS), and of some characteristics of origin countries, like 
allowing dual citizenship, in affecting migrants’ chances to engage in the politi-
cal sphere. Concerning the characteristics of the residence countries, scholars 
have principally examined the role of the citizenship regimes, that is, the laws 
and policies that each country sets out for the acquisition of citizenship. These 
include, for example, the number of years required to obtain citizenship after 
marriage with a citizen of the residence country or the number of years of resi-
dence required to migrants before obtaining citizenship in the residence country. 
Scholars have also highlighted the impact of discursive opportunities (Cinalli 
and Giugni 2016), the role of public opinion (Just and Anderson 2014) and of 
the residence regimes emphasizing that countries differ in the conditions neces-
sary to obtain a short or a long permit to stay (Gonzalez-Ferrer 2011). Studies 
advance that the more open policies, laws and rules of the residence countries 
are to migrants’ integration, the more opportunities migrants have to participate 
in domestic political issues. In contrast, closed political opportunity structures 
lower migrants’ chances of advancing collective claims and engaging in politi-
cal activities (Koopmans et al. 2005; Cinalli and Giugni 2011). In contexts with 
closed political opportunities, migrants tend to have limited access to resources 
necessary to engage in politics as they have lower upward mobility, limited 
political legitimation and lower possibilities to share broad collective identities 
based on crosscutting ties (Pilati 2016). Contextual opportunities also affect how 
much political engagement will be transnational in orientation (Bauböck 2003; 
Martiniello and Lafleur 2008; Bermudez 2009; Lafleur and Sánchez-Domínguez 
2015; Jaulin 2015; Ahmadov and Sasse 2016). However, the direction of the 
effect is not consistent across studies. On the one hand, some researches show 
that residence countries favouring migrants’ integration foster migrants’ politi-
cal transnationalism (Portes and Rumbaut 2006; DeSipio 2006; Morales and 
Morariu 2011; Jaulin 2015). On the other, studies show that migrants’ politi-
cal transnationalism is in many cases a response to the lack of integration in 
countries where migrants settle, therefore, of closed political opportunities. In 
line with this hypothesis, transnational activism can function as a compensatory 
mechanism of status loss due to a negative context of reception (Guarnizo and 
Smith1998; Landolt 2001; Koopmans et al. 2005). Following these studies, we 
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expect that the more open the context of the residence countries is to migrants’ 
integration, the higher the likelihood for migrants to engage in domestic political 
issues. We also expect that the context of the residence country affects migrants’ 
engagement in country-of-origin political activities although the direction of the 
effect is not clear (hypothesis 3).

Methods

Data source

The empirical analysis makes use of micro data from a population survey carried 
out in 2006–2010 in ten European cities: Barcelona, Brussels, Budapest, Geneva, 
London, Lyon, Madrid, Milan, Stockholm and Zurich (Morales et al. 2014). Sur-
veys were administered either in migrants’ language of their country of origin 
or in the language of the residence country. In each city, the surveys were con-
ducted on probability samples of migrants and second generations, focusing in 
most cities on three different migrant-origin groups: in Budapest, Chinese, eth-
nic Hungarian immigrants and a mixed group of immigrants originating from 
Muslim countries; in Barcelona and Madrid, Ecuadorians, other Latin American 
Andean migrants and Moroccans; in Brussels Moroccans, Turks and Congolese; 
in Geneva, Italians and Kosovars; in Zurich, Turks, Kosovars and Italians; in 
Milan, Filipinos, Egyptians and Ecuadorians; in London, Bangladeshi, Pakistani 
and Indians; in Lyon, Algerians, Moroccans and Tunisians; and in Stockholm, 
Chileans and Turks.

Following the research design, the groups share some common features as each 
city included at least one group of long-standing immigration, one of more recent 
arrival as well as one of Muslim background. Other characteristics of the migrant 
groups studied vary among the cities. In terms of immigration flows, post-war 
immigration characterized the Swiss cities, London and Lyon, while most migra-
tion flows to the Spanish cities, Budapest and Milan have taken place at the end 
of the eighties and, for certain groups like Ecuadorians, essentially after 2000. 
Furthermore, some migration flows are linked to countries’ colonial past (Lon-
don, Lyon, Brussels and the Spanish cities), while other cities show more hetero-
geneous migration flows like Milan, or are characterized by specific ethnic groups 
like ethnic Hungarians in Budapest and European migrants in Switzerland.

Sampling and interviewing procedures of individuals of migrant origin 
changed across the cities. For instance, in some cities extracting samples of indi-
viduals from the population registers was feasible (e.g. in Budapest, the Spanish 
cities and in Stockholm). In other cities, the lack of a reliable sampling frame 
required different sampling strategies (e.g. focused enumeration in London, geo-
graphical sampling in Milan, random dialling in Lyon and the Swiss cities). The 
surveys were jointly designed and are equivalent, and sometimes identical in most 
other aspects, and therefore, the results are comparable (see Palacios and Morales 
(2013) for full technical details of the surveys).
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The total sample in each city is a random sample stratified by ethnic origin 
composed of at least 250 individuals for each migrant group. The migrant sample 
we analyse (N = 7944) includes documented individuals of migrant origin, includ-
ing migrants and their descendants, that is second or third generation. All the 
individuals selected had to have been present in the cities for at least 6 months 
prior to the interview, and to be at least 15 years old.

Dependent variables

We analyse one dependent variables accounting for migrants’ political engagement 
in extra-electoral activities. Extra-electoral political activities include the follow-
ing items: contacted a politician; contacted a local or national government official; 
worked in a political party; worked in a political action group; wore or displayed a 
badge, sticker or poster; signed a petition; took part in a public demonstration; boy-
cotted certain products; deliberately bought certain products for political reasons; 
donated money to a political organization or group; took part in a strike; contacted 
the media; contacted a solicitor or a judicial body for non-personal reasons. The 
variable is a multinomial variable. This variable is assigned 0 if migrants did not 
engage in any activity in the 12  months prior to the interviews; 1 is assigned to 
migrants who only engaged in country-of-origin extra-electoral activities, that is, 
activities regarding people in origin countries; 2 is assigned to migrants who only 
engaged in domestic political activities concerning people in the residence city, 
region or country; 3 is assigned to migrants who engaged in both country-of-origin 
and domestic political activities or in activities with other scopes, namely those con-
cerning the respondent, his/her family or friends, or the world.

We are aware of the limits of this variable: indeed our measure of country-of-
origin political activities only refers to a tiny part of transnational political actions 
which are usually understood as relatively long-lasting networks (Mouw et al. 2014) 
and as an ongoing and continuously negotiated process (Iskander 2010). In addition, 
following most studies on transnational activities we focus on bi-national political 
ties although some scholars have claimed that this underestimates activities which 
transcend the borders of the sending and the receiving countries, like claims on 
human rights and environment (van Bochove 2012).

Our narrowly defined measure of transnational political engagement therefore 
suggests further investigation, including analyses on the relationship of politi-
cal transnationalism with other transnational practices such as sending remittances 
or visiting countries of origin. Such deeper insights are often caught by consider-
ing a timeframe broader than that considered in this study.3 This nonetheless, we 
still believe that the analysis of this variable can give us important opportunities to 
reflect on the relationship between integration and transnationalism.

For the full details on the construction and the descriptive statistics of all the vari-
ables see Online Appendix and Table 1.

3 We thank a reviewer for pointing this out.
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Independent variables

Classical predictors of political engagement

To test hypothesis 1 on the role of socio-economic, socio-demographic and organi-
zational resources, we include the following variables: respondents’ sex, age, edu-
cational level attained, their occupational status (being in paid work or not), civil 
status (being married or not), level of trust, engagement in ethnic, pan-immigrant 
and native organizations.4

Immigration‑related variables

To test hypothesis 2, we include the following variables: migrants’ generation (being 
first-generation migrants or second/third generations), the number of years since 
arrival in the residence country (for first-generation migrants), the citizenship held 
by migrants, proficiency of the residence country language, discrimination experi-
enced, being Muslim.5

Characteristics of the countries of residence

We test the effect of different opportunities of integration in the residence country by 
considering the type of citizenship regime, that is, the rules related to the acquisition 
of citizenship, and the type of residence regime, that is, the conditions regulating 
access to permits to stay in the cities considered (Koopmans et al. 2005; Cinalli and 
Giugni 2011; Gonzalez-Ferrer 2011). For comparative purposes, a 3-level scoring 
has been used whereby the score − 1 refers to the most constraining situation indi-
cating limited opportunities in accessing citizenship and residence permits, the score 
+ 1 corresponds to the most open configuration and the score 0 applies to intermedi-
ary situations (see Online Appendix for the specific indicators used for each of these 
variables).

Model specification

Given the nature of the dependent variables, we test our hypotheses through multi-
nomial logit models (see also Ahmadov and Sasse 2016 for a similar approach). For 

4 Although we do not have longitudinal data and, consequently, the causal directionality between 
organizational involvement and political participation cannot be tested explicitly, our approach of study-
ing political action as the outcome and organizational involvement as the ‘explanatory’ factor is sup-
ported by well-established scholarship that studies the effect of organizational involvement on political 
participation from Verba, Schlozman and Brady (1995) onwards (see, however, van Ingen and van der 
Meer 2015). Especially for migrants, contacts with organizations usually precede involvement in politi-
cal actions given that migrants often turn to service delivery associations upon their arrival in the host 
countries.
5 Due to the lack of data, we cannot include pre-migration variables like the region of origin or the pre-
existing political experience in migrants’ countries of origin.
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each variable, the reference category in the analyses is “having not engaged in any 
political activity”. The results of the multivariable analysis are shown in Table 2. 
The latter illustrates results of the following nested models: model 1 shows the 
impact of the classical individual-level predictors of political behaviours (HY1); 
models 2 adds the individual-level variables related to the process of immigration 
(HY2); and models 3 and 4 add the contextual variables (HY3). Contextual vari-
ables are added separately due to high correlation. To interpret our results, we make 
reference to the upper part of the table, which includes the correlates of engagement 
in country-of-origin political activities, and to the middle part of the table, which 
refers to the results on the correlates of migrants’ engagement in domestic activi-
ties. The bottom part of the table tests factors affecting engagement in both domestic 
and country-of-origin political activities or in other scopes of action and we do not 
discuss it.

Given that the effect of our independent variables may be different for migrants 
who are also citizens of the countries of residence (from now onwards simply citi-
zens) and for migrant who do not hold the citizenship of the residence country, we 
re-elaborate analyses shown in the full models 3 and 4 of Table 2 on separate sam-
ples. We also elaborate separate analyses on first-generation migrants and on second 
generations. Online Appendix shows the results on the sample of migrants and sec-
ond generations without citizenship of the country of residence (Table 2A), on the 
sample of citizens (Table 3A), on the sample of first-generation migrants (Table 4A) 
and on second generations (Table 5A). 6

Engagement in domestic and country‑of‑origin political activities 
in European cities

Table 1 shows the distribution of engagement in political activities distinguishing 
actions with different scopes. The table shows that, with the exclusion of Lyon and 
Stockholm, we find very high rates of no participation in any activity across all cit-
ies. In average, 70.8% of all migrants sampled in the European cities analysed do 
not participate in any political activity. Looking at migrants who engaged, in aver-
age, 20.7% of migrants participated in both domestic and country-of-origin political 
actions or in activities which concerned actions with other scopes. If we specifically 
compare engagement in domestic activities only with engagement in country-of-ori-
gin political activities only, the former prevails. On average, only 1.2% of migrants 
and second generations engaged in country-of-origin activities, compared to 7.4% of 
migrants and second generations who engaged in domestic issues. Separate analyses 
further show that the percentage of individuals engaged in country-of-origin politi-
cal activities only is even lower, below 1%, among citizens and among second gener-
ations. Table 1A of Online Appendix shows that this pattern holds for most migrant 
groups across European cities as the percentage of migrants and second generations 

6 We cannot provide robustness checks by including analyses on single cities as many models on single 
cities do not converge given the low number of cases in specific categories of the dependent variable.
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who participated in country-of-origin activities is almost negligible for most groups 
(for findings emphasizing the limited use of transnational practices more broadly 
acknowledged, see Waldinger 2008, pp. 115–116; Fokkema et al. 2012).7

How can we explain migrants and second generations’ likelihood to engage in 
domestic political issues only and in country-of-origin political issues only? The 
models in Table  2 test our hypotheses on the effect of individual and contextual 
factors which are likely to shape engagement in one or in the other type of action. 
The upper part of the table shows the results on engagement in country-of-origin 
political activities and the middle part of the table illustrates the results concern-
ing engagement in domestic activities. Robustness checks in Tables 2A to 5A show 
that the findings in Table 2 tend to hold for the subsamples including migrants and 
second generations without citizenship (Table  2A) and first-generation migrants 
(Table 4A). They hold less for citizens of the residence country (Table 3A) and for 
second generations (Table 5A).8

Table 2 shows that classical predictors of political behaviour, when significant, 
have a positive effect both on the probability to engage only in country-of-origin 
political activities and on the probability to engage only in domestic political issues. 
The specific factors affecting one rather than the other type of action are, however, 
different. Married people are more likely to engage in country-of-origin politi-
cal activities and this may be due to links with partners living in origin countries, 
although we cannot control for this variable. Socio-economic variables are hardly 
significant. As Table 3A shows, education plays a significant role in fostering both 
domestic and country-of-origin political activities among citizens only. Involve-
ment in organizations works similarly for both types of action. However, their effect 
changes depending on the ethnic composition of organizations. Only engagement 
in ethnic organizations affects country-of-origin political activities. This suggests 
that, while we cannot equate engagement in ethnic organizations with engagement 
in country-of-origin politics, ethnic organizations are crucial in favouring engage-
ment in country-of-origin political practices (Guarnizo et  al. 2003; Itzigsohn and 
Villacrés 2008). Ethnic organizations are likely to provide those attachments, inter-
ests and identities bound to migrants’ countries of origin which can lead to trans-
national engagement more easily than native organizations do. In addition, involve-
ment in any organization, regardless of the ethnic composition, significantly affects 
engagement in domestic political activities (see the middle part of the table). These 
results clarify the integrative function of ethnic organizations in the politics of the 
residence countries too (Heath et al. 2013, p. 45; Pilati and Morales 2016).9 Trust 

7 Our results differ from other studies on specific groups. For instance, Jaulin’s study on external voting 
of Tunisian migrants find that external voting turnout in 2011 elections varied from 21.3 to 40.3% (Jaulin 
2015, p. 9). However, the 2011 elections in Tunisia were the first held after Ben Ali’s departure from 
Tunisia due to the eruption of protests in December 2010. Therefore, external voting during these elec-
tions may have been affected by such events.
8 The variables used in the models in Table 3A–5A are not the same as those included in the models 3 
and 4 in Table 2 because of high correlation among some variables in the subsamples used.
9 The results on ethnic organizations are not significant among citizens (Table 3A) and among second 
generations (Table 5A).
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is only significant when we consider analyses limited to the sample of citizens 
(Table 3A)—whereby it decreases chances to engage in country-of-origin political 
activities—and in the sample limited to migrants and second generations with no 
citizenship of the residence country. In this case, it positively affects engagement in 
domestic political activities (cf. Table 2A). This suggests that individuals who lack 
the citizenship of the country of residence and engage in domestic political activi-
ties may somehow compensate the lack of citizenship with high level of trust in the 
institutions of the residence countries. Overall, when significant, classical predictors 
of political behaviour have a positive effect on migrants’ probability to engage in 
political activities, regardless of the scope of the actions. This confirms hypothesis 1 
despite only for the few variables discussed.

Focusing on the effect of immigration-related characteristics, results tend to show 
a positive effect of variables related to the socio-cultural integration on migrants’ 
probability to engage in domestic issues (cf. the middle part of Table 2) (de Rooij 
2012; Heath et al. 2013). In particular, fluency in the residence country language and 
being citizens of the residence country positively and significantly affect engagement 
in domestic political activities. This suggests that socio-cultural integration through 
language and citizenship induce migrants to feel and act as full political members of 
the country where they live. In contrast, none of the immigration-related variables 
significantly affects migrants’ probability to engage in country-of-origin political 
activities.10 In light of these results, hypothesis 2—on the impact of socio-cultural 
integration in domestic and country-of-origin activities—is confirmed for domestic 
politics but it is not for engagement in country-of-origin political activities.

We now turn to discuss the impact of contextual opportunities to understand 
whether individuals are led to engage in either one or the other scope of action 
due to different opportunities shaped by the contexts where they reside. Due to 
the low number of cases at level 2, we interpret these findings with caution as 
the role of contextual dimensions needs to be further explored with wider cross-
sectional surveys (cf. Ahmadov and Sasse 2016). Our results nonetheless clearly 
suggest the impact of contextual opportunities in shaping both migrants and sec-
ond generations’ action in domestic and in country-of-origin political issues, thus 
fully confirming hypothesis 3. In particular, laws favouring access to citizenship 
and residence permits increase migrants’ probabilities to engage in domestic politi-
cal activities, confirming past studies on the impact of a context favouring the 
acquisition of citizenship and residence permits in shaping migrants’ engagement 
in residence countries’ politics (Gonzalez-Ferrer 2011; Morales and Pilati 2011). 
As migrants live in more open citizenship regimes, their probabilities to engage in 
political activities increase, regardless of the specific scope of action (cf. model 4 

10 See, however, some changes in the effects of immigrant-related variables on domestic politics espe-
cially among citizens (Table 3A) and among second generations (Table 5A). The effects of immigration-
related variables on country-of-origin political activities are less stable (cf. Tables 2A–5A).
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in Table 2). This is also clear from Figs. 1 and 2 illustrating the increase in the pre-
dicted probabilities to join domestic and country-of-origin political actions as the 
citizenship regimes opens (the score approximates + 1).11 Migrants living in cities 
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Fig. 1  Contextual effect of citizenship regime on engagement in country-of-origin political activities

Fig. 2  Contextual effect of citizenship regime on engagement in domestic political activities

11 Table 3A shows that, as could be expected, the conditions shaping the citizenship regime do not affect 
citizens’ likelihood to engage in political actions.
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where obtaining residence is easy have more chances to engage in domestic politics 
(cf. Fig. 3), but lower probabilities to engage in country-of-origin political activi-
ties. This is clear from Fig. 4 which shows that the probability to engage in coun-
try-of-origin political action decreases for migrants living in contexts where access 

Fig. 3  Contextual effect of residence regime on engagement in domestic political activities

Fig. 4  Contextual effect of residence regime on engagement in country-of-origin political activities
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to residence is easy while as residence regimes become close, the probabilities to 
engage in country-of-origin politics increase. This could be interpreted as a reac-
tion to the few political opportunities of integration and the lack of stable condi-
tions ensured by having a permit to stay experienced by migrants in such contexts.

Conclusions

This article had the aim of investigating levels of migrants’ engagement in country-
of-origin political activities and in domestic political activities. We did so by inte-
grating insights from the literature on political transnationalism with the insights 
derived from the literature on migrants’ political integration in the residence coun-
tries. Empirically, our study compared migrants’ political engagement in actions 
with different scopes across ten European cities.

Our findings show that most migrants engage in both domestic and country-of-
origin political activities and that, compared to engagement in domestic politics, 
involvement in country-of-origin political activities are extremely limited in most 
European cities. These results call for a reflection on the proliferation of the lit-
erature on transnationalism, a perspective which has become extremely popular, 
witnessing an impressive growth in the last decades, partly echoed by the debate 
between scholars addressing transnationalism as an “expansive phenomenon”, with 
others being very critical of it (see Kivisto 2001).12 In this framework, results sup-
port those arguments suggesting that political transnationalism is compatible with 
a trajectory of political integration as has already been argued for other social and 
economic transnational dimensions (cf. Snel et al. 2006; Levitt and Jaworsky 2007; 
Mazzucato 2008). They also contrast those arguments advancing that migrants tend 
to build a “separate” society within their countries of residence. While transnation-
alism is a useful concept suggesting that actions in the country of residence need to 
be understood by considering what occurs in migrants’ countries of origin, evidence 
shows that most migrants are more focused in making their lives work in their resi-
dence countries yet have attachments latent and active with their countries of origin, 
which ebb and flow over the life-course.13

The article also tried to clarify if migrants merely active in domestic issues differ 
from migrants active in issues related to their countries of origin because of dif-
ferent individual profiles or different opportunities of political integration in the 
residence country. The results show that, among the few individuals only engaged 
in domestic and those only engaged in country-of-origin activities, there are some 
slight differences in their profile. While individuals who are more likely to engage in 
country-of-origin political activities tend to be married migrants who are involved in 

12 Just to provide a rough example of the proliferation of transnational studies, we looked at the number 
of times that the word “transnationalism” appeared in the abstracts of social science publications in the 
Sociological Abstracts database. The use of transnationalism steadily increased during the last two dec-
ades: between the 1 January 1980 and 31 December 1989, the word “transnationalism” did not appeared 
at all, between the 1 January 1990 and 31 December 1999 it appeared 113 times, while between 1 Janu-
ary 2000 and 31 December 2009 it quintuplicated as it appeared 567 times.
13 We thank a reviewer for this suggestion.
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ethnic organizations, individuals who are more likely to engage in domestic political 
actions tend to be involved in organizations regardless of their ethnic composition, 
have high proficiency in the language of the countries of residence and are citizens 
of the country of residence.

In turn, contextual opportunities (the POS) shape migrants and second genera-
tions’ chances of political action regardless of their scope. Open citizenship regime 
significantly increases engagement in any type of political activity. In turn, an easy 
access to permits to stay increases engagement in domestic politics and decreases 
involvement in country-of-origin politics. Therefore, the latter seems a reaction to 
the lack of easy access to the permits to stay in the residence countries.

Overall, our comparative approach had indeed the advantage of positioning 
country-of-origin political activities vis-à-vis domestic political practices in a broad 
cross-city perspective. However, precisely because of the high number of cities and 
groups examined, we have not been able to supply any detailed experience of par-
ticular groups, and found it difficult to contextualize the experience of migrants in 
a specific city. This study needs therefore to be integrated by research addressing 
actors’ experiences and their contexts in more depth, including more knowledge on 
migrants’ context of emigration, looking, for instance, at the laws of migrants’ ori-
gin countries relating to granting dual citizenship and external voting rights (Jones-
Correa 2001; Levitt and de la Dehesa 2003; Faist and Kivisto 2007; Itzigsohn 2000; 
Smith 2008; Lafleur 2013; Ahmadov and Sasse 2016).
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