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Abstract
This study examines the return intentions of Ukrainian 
refugee women who fled to various European countries 
following the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022. By ana-
lysing data from the cross-national OneUA survey, which 
included over 18,000 respondents in eight European coun-
tries, this research investigates the interplay of contextual, 
compositional, and cross-level interaction effects on their 
intentions to return to Ukraine. Our findings reveal nota-
ble country differences in return intentions, with Ukrainian 
women in the Netherlands and Germany displaying the 
lowest intentions to return, while those in Moldova and 
Romania showing the highest. Individual-level effects, en-
compassing factors such as level of education, language 
skills, partnership status, and region of origin play a sig-
nificant role in shaping return intentions, yet do not explain 
the observed country variations. Furthermore, we find that 
individual-level effects are remarkably consistent across 
different European countries, suggesting that country- and 
individual-level conditions independently shape return in-
tentions. Overall, this study enhances our understanding 
of the complexities underlying refugees' return intentions, 
shedding light on both the broad influences of country con-
text and the significance of individual characteristics.
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INTRODUC TION

On 24 February 2022, Russian military forces invaded Ukraine, causing a large-scale exodus of Ukrainians who 
fled to other parts in their country as well to countries abroad in search of safety. By June 2022, the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) recorded around 5.5 million Ukrainian refugees dispersed 
across Europe (UNHCR, 2022a). Many of them settled in Poland (1.2 million) and other neighbouring countries. 
However, also more-distant countries, such as Germany (over 800.000), attracted sizable numbers of Ukrainians 
who escaped the war (UNHCR, 2022b). Since the outbreak of the war until June 2022, authorities reported more 
than 3.1 million movements back into Ukraine (UNHCR, 2022a), suggesting that many Ukrainian refugees decided 
to return. It is, however, unclear what drives refugees' return intentions back to a country in which an active war is 
taking place. The current study addresses this question, by examining the return intentions of Ukrainians who left 
their country after the outbreak of the war and who settled across European countries.

Understanding refugees' remigration intentions is relevant to both society and migration research. In terms of 
societal relevance, return intentions are important for the future of the country left behind, in this case Ukraine. 
Which socio-demographic groups (e.g., by level of education or age) are more likely to return will impact the 
demographic, political and socio-economic development of their origin country. Moreover, return intentions 
may also have implications for integration processes in the receiving country as evidenced by research link-
ing stronger intentions to return to lower investments in second-language acquisition (Kosyakova et al., 2022; 
Wachter & Fleischmann, 2018), post-migration schooling (Damelang & Kosyakova, 2021; Van Tubergen & Van 
de Werfhorst, 2007), and reduced interethnic contacts (Martinovic et al., 2015; Wachter & Fleischmann, 2018). 
Hence, from a policy perspective, it might be important to implement policies that are sensitive to refugees' return 
intentions.

Our research enriches the existing literature on return intentions among immigrants and refugees (Caron, 2020; 
De Haas & Fokkema, 2011; De Vroome & Van Tubergen, 2014; Di Saint Pierre et al., 2015; Ghosn et al., 2021; Kaya 
& Orchard, 2020; Kayaoglu et al., 2022; Özkan et al., 2023) in two ways.

First, the group of Ukrainian refugees in our study differs in many respects from the immigrant and refugee 
groups examined before. Prior work has mainly studied groups that are predominantly male and – in case of 
refugees – groups that originate from developing countries like Syria, Afghanistan, and Eritrea (for an exception, 
see Brücker et al.  (2023)). These refugee groups have been in the host country for a longer time, after having 
been subject to protracted asylum processes that strongly restricted their opportunities to work (De Vroome 
& Van Tubergen, 2010; Hainmueller et al., 2016). Moreover, these groups have been discriminated against and 
experienced antagonistic attitudes among the ethnic majority population – sentiments that often link to group 
differences in religion and skin colour (Bansak et  al., 2016; Gorodzeisky & Semyonov, 2016). By contrast, the 
refugee group we study largely consists of women who originate from a European country, who recently arrived, 
who were granted access to the labour market upon entry, and who were largely positively welcomed by citizens 
of European countries (De Coninck, 2022).

Second, we study return intentions among refugees from a cross-national perspective. Earlier work has relied 
on single-country designs to examine the prevalence and individual-level determinants of return intentions among 
immigrants and refugees (Caron, 2020; Kaya & Orchard, 2020; Massey & Espinosa, 1997). This also pertains to 
the study of Brücker et al. (2023), who examined return intentions among Ukrainian refugees in Germany. To date, 
little is known about the extent to which refugees' return intentions vary between receiving countries. Relatedly, 
the importance of individual-level characteristics, such as host-country language skills, in determining return in-
tentions might vary across receiving countries, but such cross-level interaction effects have not been addressed 
before.

In this study, we take an exploratory approach to examine country differences in the return intentions of 
Ukrainian refugees. We use data from the OneUA project, which surveyed Ukrainian refugees between 14th July 
and 18th August 2022. More than 18,000 Ukrainian women residing in eight European countries participated in 
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    | 3RETURN INTENTIONS AMONG UKRAINIAN REFUGEES

this survey: Poland, Germany, Czech Republic, Italy, Netherlands, Romania, Hungary, and Moldova. The focus is 
on women, who make up a significant proportion of Ukrainian refugees, as most men were banned from leaving 
the country and potentially conscripted for military service.

CONCEPTUAL FR AME WORK

Kuhlman (1991) and Ghosn et al. (2021) argued that, to understand the integration process of refugees and their 
migration preferences, it is important to consider a variety of factors. This includes, according to these scholars, 
“pre-flight characteristics” (e.g., demographics), “flight-related factors” (e.g., social ties), and “host-country related 
factors” (e.g., employment opportunities). We integrate these ideas in our conceptual framework that could explain 
country differences in refugees' return intentions. It consists of three types of effects. First, country differences 
in return intentions could be driven by contextual effects, i.e., host-country related factors that impact refugees' 
intentions to return – irrespective of their individual characteristics. Second, country differences in return inten-
tions can also be entirely driven by compositional effects. In that case, countries are differently composed in terms 
of refugee characteristics (e.g., demographics), which are related to return intentions, while country conditions 
as such do not affect return intentions. Third, country differences can be shaped by cross-level interaction effects, 
which happens when the effects of refugee characteristics on return intentions vary across receiving countries.

We combine this conceptual framework with theoretical mechanisms of return intentions. The literature sug-
gests that three core motives play a role in the decisions to (re)migrate: social attachment motives, economic 
motives, and security motives. Specifically, social attachment motives relate to the assumption that humans have a 
basic need to be close to their family, friends, and other loved ones, and to feel accepted by the groups and society 
they are part of (Baumeister, 1991). When migrants have stronger attachments to their country of origin than to 
their receiving country, they are more likely to return (De Haas et al., 2015; Di Saint Pierre et al., 2015). Economic 
motives focus more on the (monetary) costs and benefits of staying in the receiving country vis-à-vis the origin 
country, and the costs of remigration (Borjas, 1987; Borjas & Bratsberg, 1996; Constant & Massey, 2002). Security 
motives are about the perceived life-threatening risks when remigrating, a factor, which is particularly important 
in the case of refugees. We integrate these micro-level motives into our conceptual framework. Importantly, the 
different motives (attachment, economic, security) do not necessarily align. For example, attachment motives may 
push some refugees towards remigration, whereas economic motives lead them to stay in their receiving country.

Country differences: contextual effects

We argue that country differences in the return intentions of Ukrainian refugees can arise due to contextual 
effects. If this is the case, country-level conditions affect return intentions, regardless of the characteristics of 
Ukrainian refugees. While the countries we examine in our study differ in numerous ways, we believe that a 
distinction can be made between two country clusters: on the one hand, the countries nearby (Poland, Hungary, 
Czech Republic, Moldova, and Romania), and on the other hand the more distant countries (Germany and the 
Netherlands). As we will argue, the characteristics of the countries nearby score more favourably in terms of social 
attachment, whereas the more distant countries might be more attractive to stay for economic reasons. Thus, op-
posite expectations can be formulated on return intentions, depending on how strongly each of these motives 
are weighted.

To begin, one could argue that, based on social attachment motives, Ukrainian refugee women who settled 
in the nearby countries of Poland, Hungary, Czech Republic, Moldova, and Romania are less likely to return than 
those who moved to the Netherlands and Germany. One reason for this has to do with the pre-established com-
munities in these countries nearby. Larger immigrant communities have a more developed co-ethnic infrastructure 
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4 |    van TUBERGEN et al.

and are more equipped to organize social activities and co-ethnic organizations. Being part of a larger community 
of co-ethnics fosters feelings of social attachment to the receiving country (Özkan et al., 2023), making it more 
likely that refugees intend to settle there.

Countries in Eastern and Central Europe, such as Poland, have attracted sizable numbers of Ukrainians (mainly 
labour migrants) since the 1990s (Brunarska et al., 2016). In Poland and the Czech Republic, Ukrainians for exam-
ple make up the largest migrant group. In 2021, prior to the outbreak of the full-scale war, Poland was home to 
more than 650,000 Ukrainians and the Czech Republic close to 200,000. These figures relate to Ukrainians hold-
ing a valid residence permit. Because of irregular (circular) migration, the actual numbers are likely to be higher, 
especially in the neighbouring countries (Brunarska et al., 2016). Based on the social attachment motive, one would 
argue that, due to the lack of such a well-established community in the Netherlands and Germany, Ukrainian ref-
ugees who settled in these countries might be more strongly inclined to remigrate.

The language spoken in the host country is another condition that makes the countries nearby a more attrac-
tive place to stay in terms of social attachment. As a Slavic language, Ukrainian resembles other Slavic languages, 
like Polish and Czech (Melitz & Toubal, 2014). Hence, Ukrainian refugees who do not speak other languages be-
sides Ukrainian can reasonably communicate with ethnic majority members in Poland and the Czech Republic. 
Furthermore, the Russian language is a lingua franca in Moldova and is spoken in the Southern parts of Ukraine 
from which the bulk of refugees to this country came. By contrast, the absence of a common or linguistically simi-
lar language – as is the case for Ukrainians living in Germany and the Netherlands – can lead to social isolation and 
undermine feelings of national belonging. The lack of social attachments, in turn, could increase return intentions.

One could, however, also bring in economic motives that lead to opposite expectations on country-level dif-
ferences. From this perspective, it could be argued that particularly the Netherlands and Germany are attrac-
tive places to settle given their economic development. The Czech Republic, Poland, Hungary, Romania, and 
Moldova are economically less prosperous countries than the Netherlands and Germany. To illustrate, the GDP 
per capita in 2022 of the Netherlands (€ 43,310) and Germany (€ 35,860) are higher than in the Czech Republic (€ 
18,470), Poland (€ 14,560), Hungary (€ 14,360), Romania (€ 10,110) and Moldova ($ 5230; 2021) (Eurostat, 2022; 
WorldBank,  2021). The implications of these economic differences are manifested in many ways, such as the 
quality of housing, schooling, and wages.

In summary, the countries nearby Ukraine have in common that they score favourably on various characteris-
tics that could foster social attachment among Ukrainian refugees: the existence of pre-established co-ethnic com-
munities and similarity in language. While these factors may also facilitate finding employment and getting ahead, 
we assume that, given their higher economic development, the more distant countries (Netherlands and Germany) 
are economically more attractive to stay – therefore scoring higher on economic motives. Thus, conflicting motives 
(attachment vs economic) may arise, and we examine empirically which of the two weights most.

It should be emphasized that in between these two clusters, Italy probably holds a position in the middle. 
Italy, too, has been traditionally a popular destination country for Ukrainians. It is estimated that over 230,000 
Ukrainians resided within its borders before February 2022 (Eurostat, 2023). On the other hand, however, there 
are no linguistic similarities with Ukrainian. Economically, Italy (€ 27,870) is a more attractive country than other 
countries nearby, such as Moldova, yet at the same time, it is less economically developed than the Netherlands 
and Germany. In short, with respect to both social attachment and economic motives, Italy falls in between the 
two country clusters.

Therefore, we derive opposite hypotheses, focussing on the two opposite country clusters. First, based on 
the social attachment argument, we hypothesize that refugees in the countries nearby Ukraine indicate to be less 
likely to return:

H1a. Ukrainian refugees who reside in Poland, Hungary, Czech Republic, Moldova, and Romania 
are less likely to indicate that they intend to return to Ukraine than those in the Netherlands and 
Germany (main driver: social attachment motives).
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    | 5RETURN INTENTIONS AMONG UKRAINIAN REFUGEES

On the other hand, economic motives would increase the likelihood of return among Ukrainian refugees in the 
countries nearby:

H1b. Ukrainian refugees who reside in in Poland, Hungary, Czech Republic, Moldova, and Romania 
are more likely to indicate that they intend to return to Ukraine than those in the Netherlands and 
Germany (main driver: economic motives).

Country differences: composition effects

It could also be the case that return intentions of Ukrainian refugees vary across European countries because 
of composition effects. These effects occur when two conditions hold: (1) there are significant country dif-
ferences in the composition of refugees' characteristics, and (2) these individual-level characteristics affect 
return intentions.

Evidence suggests that condition (1) holds for Ukrainian refugees. Van Tubergen et al. (2023), drawing on the 
OneUA data, studied self-selection patterns among female Ukrainian refugees in Europe. They report significant 
differences across countries in the composition of this group, which appear to be related to the refugees' place 
of living before the outbreak of the war, partnership status, age, education level, pre-migration financial status, 
and English language skills. For example, the study finds that Ukrainian refugees who had a better pre-migration 
financial position, higher level of education and who have better command of the English language were more 
likely to settle in Germany and the Netherlands than in Poland (Van Tubergen et al., 2023

In this study, we hypothesize that condition (2) also holds, i.e., that refugee characteristics influence their in-
tentions to return. Some of the characteristics correspond quite straightforwardly to a single motive, whereas for 
other characteristics, diverse − and possibly conflicting − motives may be involved.

To begin, we argue that the region of living before the war is linked to security motives. Recent work suggests 
how important events unfolding in the region of origin can be for integration outcomes among refugees (Keita & 
Schewe, 2021; Sønderskov et al., 2021; Van Tubergen et al., 2023; Van Tubergen, Kosyakova, & Kanas, 2023), and 
possibly also affect return intentions. Life-threatening conditions in the region of origin, such as conflict-induced 
violence, poverty, lack of basic health facilities, violation of human rights and being at risk of persecution may 
lower intentions to ever return (Kaya & Orchard, 2020). Safety in the origin region may therefore be an import-
ant prerequisite for intending to return home. Regarding the present study, the war in Ukraine was still ongoing 
during the survey period, thereby becoming a factor to all refugees. However, a significant consideration is the 
varying intensity of the conflict across different regions in Ukraine. In the regions most affected by the war (e.g., 
Donbas), there are not only direct life-threatening risks (e.g., shelling), but also indirect threats to one's health due 
to the destruction of housing and the lack of basic facilities. As these latter factors of unsafety can endure for a 
long time, the contemporaneous regional situation in Ukraine may also affects refugees' longer-term intentions to 
return. Hence, we hypothesize the following:

H2a. The higher the conflict intensity in refugees' region of origin in Ukraine, the less likely they 
are to indicate that they intend to return to Ukraine.

We also suspect that partner status affects return intentions, as it is clearly related to social attachment mo-
tives. Many Ukrainian women who escaped the war, had to leave their partner behind in Ukraine. For some, how-
ever, this was not the case – either because they were single, or because they were able to flee with their partner. 
While it is possible that the partner, after the war, could emigrate from Ukraine, we believe that for many women 
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6 |    van TUBERGEN et al.

having left behind their partner in Ukraine during a war is emotionally stressful and that they would be willing to 
return. Therefore, we predict that:

H2b. Ukrainian refugees who do not have a partner living in Ukraine are less likely to intend to 
return to Ukraine.

We also expect that English language skills plays a role in the return intentions of Ukrainian refugees. It is well 
known that second-language proficiency is an important determinant of refugees' performance in the labour mar-
ket (De Vroome & Van Tubergen, 2010), and speaking English – as a shared second language across Europe – can 
help in the integration process. Speaking a common language facilitates social integration and the development 
of ties with ethnic majority members. It is easier to find your way in a new country, and to integrate, study and 
work, when you can communicate in the same language. Thus, not only for economic motives, but also for social 
attachment reasons, speaking English can be an important ingredient in their decision to stay in the host country. 
We therefore hypothesize the following:

H2c. Ukrainian refugees who have better English language skills are less likely to intend to return 
to Ukraine.

With respect to the remaining compositional differences in the Ukrainian refugee populations in Europe 
(i.e., age, education level, pre-migration financial status), it is more difficult to argue how they relate to the 
attachment, economic and security motives, and therefore to hypothesize about their effects on return inten-
tions. For example, prior work has shown that immigrants who arrived at a younger age, more-easily acquire 
the language of the host country (Kosyakova et  al.,  2022) and develop more social ties with ethnic major-
ity members (Martinovic et  al.,  2015). Possibly, these integration processes may increase attachment with 
the host country and make return wishes less prominently. On the other hand, younger people are generally 
more mobile and in better health, making it also easier for them to return to Ukraine. Instead of formulating 
hypotheses, we therefore explore the effects of age, education, and pre-migration financial status on return 
intentions.

Cross-level interaction effects

A third possibility that we explore in this study is that the effects of refugee characteristics on return inten-
tions vary across receiving countries. We expect that such cross-level interactions apply to English language skills 
because the value of English proficiency increases with the number of English speakers in the host country. It 
is well known that, among the general population, English language proficiency (as a second language) varies 
strongly across European countries. Among the countries we study, English language proficiency is higher in 
the more distant countries of the Netherlands and Germany than it is in countries near Ukraine, such as Poland 
(Gerhards,  2014). In European countries in which English is spoken well by large segments of the population, 
refugees who speak English can expect to profit much more from their English skills. Hence, based on these argu-
ments, one might expect that:

H3. The higher the share of the population in the receiving country that is proficient in English, 
the stronger the negative effect of good English-language skills on intentions to return among 
Ukrainian refugees.

 14682435, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/im

ig.13291 by U
niversitätsbibliothek M

annheim
, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [19/07/2024]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense
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DATA , ME A SURES AND METHODS

Data

This study is based on data from the cross-national OneUA survey (Kogan et al., 2022). The data were collected 
around 5–6 months after the outbreak of the war, between 14 July and 18 August 2022, via self-administered 
computer-assisted web interviews. All Ukrainians who lived in Ukraine on 23 February 2022, were considered 
part of the target population. The survey then targeted Ukrainians within Ukraine who were still residing in their 
pre-war places of residence, internally displaced persons (IDPs) within Ukraine and Ukrainian refugees in eight 
other European countries (Poland, Germany, Czech Republic, Italy, Netherlands, Romania, Hungary, and Moldova). 
However, already under the best of circumstances, it is difficult to find sampling frames that simultaneously cover 
the mobile part of a national population and migrants in specific target countries (Andreß & Careja, 2018; Reichel 
& Morales, 2017).

In the context of an armed conflict and forced migration this is even more the case as otherwise available sam-
pling frames might not be usable at particular points in time due to damages to the infrastructure or fighting, or 
because of the recent nature of the target population's mobility which might mean that they are not (yet) included 
in national population registers, even where they exist and could otherwise be used for sampling purposes. Due 
to these restrictions, target advertisements on the Meta platforms Facebook, Instagram and Facebook messenger 
were used to recruit OneUA respondents. Furthermore, a snowball element was implemented to broaden the 
survey's reach beyond users of the mentioned social networking sites. This approach allowed us to employ an 
identical sampling procedure across countries.

Using Meta's advertisement manager, we created advertisements that allowed us to display advertisements 
to all users within Ukraine and Ukrainian and Russian speaking users in the other targeted countries (see Section 
A in Appendix S1 for details on the targeting and (Pötzschke et al., 2023) for general information on this type 
of targeting method). These advertisements contained a link which guided users to our externally hosted sur-
vey. Alternatively, potential respondents were able to reach the survey through a link included on the project's 
Facebook page or after being invited by previous respondents (snowball element).

While targeting Ukrainian and Russian speakers, the advertisements on Meta's platforms were created in the 
Ukrainian language only. This approach was taken to reduce interference from Russian trolls. Despite a signifi-
cant portion of Ukrainian citizens considering Russian as their mother tongue, the prevalence of proficiency in 
the Ukrainian language is high enough that Ukrainian citizens are capable of responding to the questionnaire in 
Ukrainian (Kulyk, 2016). We consider only (1) respondents with Ukrainian citizenship, (2) those with reported birth 
years between 1942 and 2004, and (3) those with non-missing information on the questions defining the research 
population. Next, we exclude respondents who reported to live outside of Ukraine on 23 February 2022 (or living 
place was missing), those living in Ukraine at the time of the survey, and those reporting residence in countries not 
sampled with the survey (or whose country of residence was missing). Finally, we kept only female respondents 
due to general mobilization and the emigration ban for men aged 18 to 60 in the Ukraine and corresponding se-
lectivity of male respondents in our survey (see Section B in Appendix S1 for details on sample selections). This 
sample includes 21,464 women. For the empirical analyses, we further restricted the sample to those with non-
missing information on the variables of interest (for details, see Section Empirical strategy). Our corresponding 
analytical sample includes 18,134 Ukrainian refugee women.

Measures

Our dependent variable is whether or not Ukrainian women indicate that they intend to return to Ukraine. 
Return intentions are measured with the following question: “Are you intending to return to and live in Ukraine?” 
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8 |    van TUBERGEN et al.

Respondents could answer with (a) ‘yes,’ (b) ‘no,’ or (c) ‘don't know’. Descriptively, we find that 71% of the Ukrainian 
refugee women in our data indicate to return to Ukraine, whereas 4% intend to stay in the host country and 25% 
mention that they don't know. In the analysis, we contrast those who answer ‘yes’ (a) with those answering (b) or 
(c). An advantage of this simplification is that it facilitates the presentation of the findings. In additional analyses, 
we show that the categories (b) and (c) show very similar patterns, thereby validating our decision to take these 
together (See Table D1 in Appendix S1).

To test country differences in return intentions we include self-reported country of residence at the moment 
of taking the survey. Compositional differences were taken into account using several variables. The variable 
region of origin prior to the interview is constructed with information on respondents' region of living in Ukraine 
at the outbreak of the war. Based on the development of the war up to the period of the fieldwork (July–August 
2022), we grouped oblasts (counties) into the following regions. We differentiate between (1) the capital Kyiv, (2) 
Northern-Eastern front, excluding the city of Kyiv (which were de-occupied by July–August 2022), (3) Kharkiv 
(which was still occupied by July–August 2022), (4) the Donbas (encompassing parts of the Donetzk and Luhansk 
oblast, which were under the Ukrainian control on 23 February 2022), (5) Zaporizia (largely occupied), (6) Kherson 
(largely occupied), (7) Mykolaiv (partly occupied), (8) Odessa (not occupied) (9) Central region and (10) Western 
regions. In this classification, the most affected regions in the period between February and August 2022 were 
the Donbas and Kharkiv, whereas the Western regions were less affected.

To capture educational attainment, we include a binary variable indicating whether the respondent has finished 
a Bachelor degree or higher (1) or not (0). To measure financial situation prior to leaving Ukraine, we rely on the 
question “How would you estimate your financial situation in summer 2021 compared to the financial situation of 
other people in Ukraine?” This question could be answered on a five-point scale ranging from 1 “well below aver-
age” to 5 “well above average” and was included as a continuous variable. Whether or not someone has a partner 
in Ukraine was measured by combining information about their marital status and information about where the 
partner lived. We contrast (1) those who have a partner living in Ukraine (married or unmarried) at the time of the 
survey with (0) those not having a partner at all or a partner living outside of Ukraine. We also included English lan-
guage proficiency, a self-assessed measure of speaking English. The scale ranges from 1 “not at all” to 5 “very well” 
and we include this as a continuous variable. Age: to capture possibly non-linear effects, we include a categorical 
variable for age (i.e., age 18–25, 26–35, 36–45, 46–55, 55+).

We include several control variables. These are a dummy variable for and having children (1) or not (0), and for 
being born in Ukraine (1) or not (0), as well as categorical variables for survey week (the week of survey completion 
with five categories: ranging from week 28 to week 32/33) and for survey type (the way people enrolled in the 
survey with three categories: Instagram, Facebook, and other). Descriptive statistics for all variables are presented 
in Table 1.

Empirical strategy

We analyse the dichotomous dependent variable (i.e., intention to return intentions 0/1) using logistic regression 
models with robust standard errors. To facilitate the interpretation of the results, compare models, and gauge ef-
fect sizes, we present Average Marginal Effects (AME) and Predicted Probabilities (PP).

To test cross-level interaction effects, multi-level models are commonly used. However, when the num-
ber of countries is below 30 (as in our case), estimates are prone to bias (Bryan & Jenkins, 2016). Therefore, 
we opt for a meta-analysis technique (Liefbroer & Zoutewelle-Terovan, 2021) to test whether the effects of 
individual-level characteristics vary across countries. We fit separate regressions for each country and save 
country specific AMEs. We then perform a meta-analysis with random effects using the metan commands in 
Stata 17 to test whether individual-level effects on return intentions differ across receiving countries (Harbord 
& Higgins, 2008).
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    | 9RETURN INTENTIONS AMONG UKRAINIAN REFUGEES

TA B L E  1 Summary statistics.

Variable % missing Mean/proportion SD Min/max

Dependent variable

Intention to return 6.02 0.71 0/1

Independent variables

Tertiary education 7.18 0.60 0/1

Financial situation before the war 8.36 2.90 0.85 1–5

Partner in Ukraine 0.98 0.36 0/1

English language proficiency 6.75 2.30 1.18 1–5

Age 0

18–25 0.22 0/1

26–35 0.29 0/1

36–45 0.29 0/1

46–55 0.12 0/1

55+ 0.08 0/1

Region of residence before the 
war

0

Kyiv 0.12 0/1

North-east front 0.14 0/1

Kharkiv 0.16 0/1

Donbas 0.06 0/1

Zaporizhia 0.06 0/1

Mykolaiv 0.05 0/1

Kherson 0.03 0/1

Odessa 0.07 0/1

Center 0.19 0/1

West 0.12 0/1

Country of residence 0

Poland 0.30 0/1

Germany 0.35 0/1

Netherlands 0.07 0/1

Czech Republic 0.13 0/1

Italy 0.09 0/1

Romania 0.03 0/1

Hungary 0.02 0/1

Moldova 0.01 0/1

Control variables

Having children 1.00 0.73 0/1

Born in Ukraine 3.37 0.94 0/1

Survey week 0

28 0.26 0/1

29 0.07 0/1

(Continues)
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10 |    van TUBERGEN et al.

The proportion of missing data is 0%–1% for the variables capturing region of origin, partnership, and age. 
With respect to education (7%), financial status (8%) and English language skills (7%) the share of missingness is 
higher (see Table 1). We used listwise deletion, which gives valid inferences for logistic regression models under a 
broad set of conditions (Allison, 2001). The final analytical sample consists of 18,134 respondents.

As a robustness check, we replicated the logistic regression models using multiple imputation with chained 
equations in Stata (Royston & White, 2011). We constructed 20 imputed data sets that use all available infor-
mation from the full models. We additionally relied on information on the participants' country based on the 
IP address and detailed information on return intentions, including the answer options “yes,” “no,” and “don't 
know.” Estimates based on 20 imputed datasets lead to the same conclusions as when using listwise deletion (see 
Table E1 in Appendix S1).

RESULTS

Contextual effects

We formulated opposite hypotheses (H1a and H1b) on return intentions among refugees. To test these hypoth-
eses, we estimated a logit model without (‘unconditional model’) and with (‘conditional model’) individual-level and 
control variables. Figure 1 presents the results as the average predicted probabilities (PP) of return-intentions per 
Ukrainian refugees' receiving country (for the corresponding table, see Table C1 in Appendix S1, and see Table 3 
for the full models).

The hypotheses focused on two clusters of countries: on the one hand the more distant countries (the 
Netherlands and Germany) and on the other hand the countries nearby Ukraine (Poland, Hungary, Czech Republic, 
Moldova, and Romania). In line with H1b, which stressed the role of economic motives (and contradicting H1a, 
which emphasized social attachment), we find that return intentions among Ukrainian refugees are lowest in 
the more distant countries: Germany and the Netherlands. In the unconditional model, the PP of the intention 
to return to Ukraine is 0.65 for Germany and the Netherlands. Note that, within the countries nearby, there are 
substantial differences in return intentions. They are particularly prevalent among Ukrainian refugee women in 
Moldova (PP = 0.87) and Romania (PP = 0.83) – two relatively less-developed countries – while less so in Poland 
and Czech Republic.

Variable % missing Mean/proportion SD Min/max

30 0.11 0/1

31 0.49 0/1

32/33 0.08 0/1

Social media platform 0

Facebook 0.42 0/1

Instagram 0.55 0/1

Other 0.02 0/1

Note: The % missing values in column 1 is based on the sample prior to listwise deletion (N = 21,464). Column 2 and 3 
are based on the analytical sample (N = 18,134).

TA B L E  1  (Continued)
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    | 11RETURN INTENTIONS AMONG UKRAINIAN REFUGEES

Composition effects

It was argued that country differences in the return intentions of Ukrainian refugees could also be driven by 
composition effects. As mentioned, these effects arise when refugee characteristics differ across countries, and 
when these characteristics affect return intentions. We first examine whether there are compositional differences 
across receiving countries (Table 2). We find that differences between countries are particularly pronounced re-
garding education. The share of Ukrainian women with tertiary or higher education ranges from 78.7 in Romania 
to 53.5 in Hungary and Poland. At the same time, there is also clear variation in age structure and region of ori-
gin. In Germany, 21 percent for example originate from Kharkiv whereas this is only 7 percent among Ukrainian 
women in Romania. Thus, our study confirms that self-selection patterns are significant, and that there are sub-
stantial differences in the composition of Ukrainian female refugees across European countries (see also Van 
Tubergen et al., 2023).

With respect to individual-level effects, it was hypothesized (H2a) that refugees who are from the most 
conflict-intense areas in Ukraine, are the least likely to intend to return. Our findings indicate that Ukrainian 
women who lived in the Donbas – the region most heavily affected by the war – are indeed the least likely to 
indicate that they plan to return (Table 3). In line with H2b, we find that those whose partner stays in Ukraine 
have higher return intentions. Furthermore, our results indicate that those who with better English language pro-
ficiency appear to be less likely to intend to return, confirming H2c.

Regarding the remaining individual-level characteristics, we find that those who are higher educated have a 
lower probability to indicate that they plan to return to Ukraine. By contrast, those who had a relatively better 
financial situation before the war are more likely to intend to return. We also find age differences in remigration 
intentions. Compared to the youngest age group (18–25), those in the middle three age categories are less likely 
to indicate the intention to return. No difference was found between the youngest and the oldest age category.

F I G U R E  1 Predicted probabilities of the intention to return to Ukraine (rather than no intention to 
return/being unsure about the intention), with 95% CIs. Results from logistic regressions, in Table C1 in the 
Appendix S1.
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12 |    van TUBERGEN et al.

Do country differences in return intentions change when taking these compositional differences into account? 
The conditional models in Figure 1 include all covariates and show very similar patterns compared to the uncon-
ditional models (see also corresponding Table C1 in Appendix S1). Thus, we find evidence to suggest that, when 
comparing Ukrainian refugee women with the same background characteristics (e.g., age, education, origin region) 
across receiving countries in Europe, those who settled in Germany and the Netherlands indicate less often that 
they intend to return to Ukraine. Note that the differences between Germany and the Netherlands are not sta-
tistically significant (p = 0.095). Compositional effects do not explain much of the country differences in return 
intentions and Germany and the Netherlands remain the countries in which Ukrainian refugees are least likely to 
indicate that they want to return to Ukraine.

Cross-level interaction effects

Finally, we examine whether the effects of individual-level characteristics on return intentions vary across 
European countries. For each country, we therefore estimated the conditional models again, using the full sample 
of respondents. To gauge cross-country heterogeneity in effect sizes, we use the I2 index, which indicates the 
proportion of total variation attributable to between-country heterogeneity (rather than due to sampling error). 

TA B L E  2 Composition of female Ukrainian refugees per receiving country (Mean or %).

Variable PL DE NL CZ IT RO HU MD

Tertiary education (%) 53.54 64.64 67.33 55.95 62.89 78.66 53.51 61.19

Financial situation before 
the war

2.81 2.98 2.98 2.81 2.89 3.10 2.78 3.07

Partner in Ukraine (%) 37.56 36.26 30.03 35.29 39.85 38.16 23.68 32.42

English language proficiency 2.00 2.45 2.76 2.17 2.36 2.82 2.50 2.22

Age (%)

18–25 22.46 22.45 21.86 24.38 20.13 11.93 24.27 15.53

26–35 29.51 27.12 26.98 31.05 28.62 37.07 30.12 37.90

36–45 27.98 29.32 28.88 28.53 31.53 35.99 26.61 31.51

46–55 12.56 12.48 13.37 9.71 9.83 7.96 12.87 7.31

55+ 7.48 8.63 8.91 6.33 9.89 7.05 6.14 7.76

Region of origin (%)

Kyiv 7.72 14.70 17.41 9.58 11.34 10.49 11.11 7.31

North-east front 11.67 15.79 18.32 10.48 14.60 11.03 15.20 5.48

Kharkiv 14.75 20.53 15.84 17.96 8.61 6.87 12.87 6.39

Donbas 5.90 7.30 7.34 7.10 4.30 3.07 7.31 3.65

Zaporizhi 7.72 5.54 4.62 4.66 3.96 1.27 7.89 1.83

Mykolaiv 4.99 4.31 4.54 4.62 5.24 11.57 3.22 20.09

Kherson 5.08 2.46 1.16 2.99 2.44 2.17 1.75 3.65

Odessa 3.86 7.80 7.10 4.88 5.41 41.77 3.51 44.75

Center 25.45 16.19 15.68 18.73 18.91 7.05 21.05 5.02

West 12.87 5.37 8.00 18.99 25.19 4.70 16.08 1.83

Note: PO = Poland (N = 5493), DE = Germany (6258), NL = Netherlands (1212), CZ = Czech Republic (2338), IT = Italy 
(1719), RO = Romania (553), HU = Hungary (342), MD = Moldova (219).
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    | 13RETURN INTENTIONS AMONG UKRAINIAN REFUGEES

The I2 is regarded low between 0.25 and 0.50, moderate between 0.50 and 0.75 and high above 0.75 (Higgins 
et al., 2003). The results are presented in Table 4.

We hypothesized that cross-level interaction effects would (at least) appear for the effect of English language 
proficiency. Specifically, we expected a more negative relationship in countries with a larger share of English 
language speakers (H3). In the countries we study, this would mean the Netherlands and Germany. As can be 
seen in Table 4, the estimates for English proficiency on return intentions vary between −0.02 for Poland and 
Czech Republic to −0.04 (Netherlands) and −0.05 (Hungary, Moldova). The meta-analysis reveals that these cross-
country differences in the effect of English language proficiency are not statistically significantly different from 
each other (I2 = 0.0, p = 0.459). In other words, English skills are rather uniformly related to return intentions across 
countries. Hence, we find no support for H3.

TA B L E  3 Average marginal effects on the probability of the intention to return to Ukraine.

Unconditional model Conditional model

AME SE AME SE

Tertiary education −0.02* (0.01)

Financial situation before the war 0.03*** (0.00)

Partner in Ukraine 0.10*** (0.01)

English language proficiency −0.03*** (0.00)

Age categories (ref = 18–25)

26–35 −0.08*** (0.01)

36–45 −0.11*** (0.01)

46–55 −0.09*** (0.01)

55+ −0.01 (0.02)

Region of origin (ref = Kyiv)

North-Eastern Front −0.01 (0.01)

Kharkiv −0.04** (0.01)

Donbas −0.11*** (0.02)

Zaporizhia −0.04** (0.02)

Mykolaiv 0.02 (0.02)

Kherson −0.04 (0.02)

Odessa −0.01 (0.02)

Center −0.06*** (0.01)

West −0.01 (0.01)

Country of residence (ref = Poland)

Germany −0.08*** (0.01) −0.07*** (0.01)

Netherlands −0.08*** (0.01) −0.05** (0.01)

Czech Republic −0.01 (0.01) −0.00 (0.01)

Italy 0.08*** (0.01) 0.08*** (0.01)

Romania 0.10*** (0.02) 0.11*** (0.02)

Hungary 0.04 (0.02) 0.06** (0.02)

Moldova 0.14*** (0.02) 0.14*** (0.02)

N 18,134 18,134

Note: Refugees: . The conditional model further controls for having children, born in Ukraine, survey week, social media 
platform. *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001 (two-tailed tests).
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14 |    van TUBERGEN et al.

This is illustrative for a more general pattern we find in our data: individual-level effects on return migration 
are remarkably robust across receiving countries. For example, we find that the effect of having tertiary education 
(I2 = 32.8, p = 0.166), or pre-war financial situation (I2 = 13.2, p = 0.327) do not vary across countries either. The 
only exception to this overall pattern of cross-country similarity relates to partnership status. We find moder-
ately strong variation in the effect of having a partner in Ukraine on return intentions across receiving countries 
(I2 = 60.1, p = 0.014). The effect of having a partner in Ukraine was relatively strong in Hungary (AME = 0.134), 
Germany (AME = 0.134) and the Netherlands (AME = 0.126) and low in Romania (AME = 0.045) and Moldova 
(AME = 0.015).

CONCLUSIONS

This paper studied the disparities across eight European receiving countries in the return intentions of Ukrainian 
refugee women who fled their country following the outbreak of the Russia's aggressive invasion of Ukraine in 
2022. Utilizing data from the cross-national OneUA survey, collected approximately 5–6 months after the start 
of the full-scale Russian invasion, our analysis explored the interplay between contextual, compositional, and 
cross-level interaction effects on these return intentions. The study encompasses over 18,000 Ukrainian female 
refugees in Poland, Germany, Czech Republic, Italy, Netherlands, Romania, Hungary, and Moldova. From these 
analyses, four main conclusions can be drawn.

First, our findings underscore significant country differences in intentions to return to Ukraine. Specifically, 
among the eight countries included in the study, Ukrainian refugee women in the Netherlands and Germany 
(Predicted Probability (PP) to return = 0.65) exhibited the lowest intentions to return to Ukraine. Conversely, those 
residing in countries nearby Ukraine, and then in particular Romania (PP = 0.83) and Moldova (PP = 0.87), were 
most likely to report return intentions. These findings lend some support to the notion that return intentions 
tend to diminish in more economically prosperous countries (Germany, Netherlands), as compared to less de-
veloped countries (Romania, Moldova). Moreover, these findings suggest that economic motives are given more 
weight than social attachment motives – as this would favour staying in the countries nearby Ukraine, which have 
more established co-ethnic communities and share linguistic similarities. At the same time, however, these conclu-
sions are tentative and not so straightforward as there are considerable differences in return intentions between 

TA B L E  4 Average marginal effects on the probability of the intention to return to Ukraine: results per 
country of residence.

English language 
proficiency Partner in Ukraine

Financial situation 
before the war

Tertiary 
education

AME SE AME SE AME SE AME SE

Poland −0.02** (0.01) 0.07*** (0.01) 0.03*** (0.01) −0.02 (0.01)

Germany −0.03*** (0.01) 0.13*** (0.01) 0.02** (0.01) −0.02 (0.01)

Netherlands −0.04** (0.01) 0.13*** (0.03) 0.05** (0.02) −0.04 (0.03)

Czech Republic −0.02* (0.01) 0.09*** (0.02) 0.02 (0.01) −0.07** (0.02)

Italy −0.03*** (0.01) 0.10*** (0.02) 0.01 (0.01) 0.01 (0.02)

Romania −0.03* (0.01) 0.05* (0.03) 0.03 (0.02) −0.01 (0.04)

Hungary −0.05** (0.02) 0.14** (0.05) 0.06* (0.02) 0.04 (0.05)

Moldova −0.05** (0.02) 0.02 (0.06) 0.06 (0.03) −0.05* (0.05)

I2 0.0 60.1* 13.2 32.8

Note: Models include all predictors and control variables as in Table 3.
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    | 15RETURN INTENTIONS AMONG UKRAINIAN REFUGEES

countries nearby Ukraine. Furthermore, it may be the that refugees who have less intention to returning in the 
first place migrate to less distant countries.

Second, we also find that individual-level characteristics are significantly related to return intentions. In line 
with our expectations, we find that return intentions are lower among Ukrainian refugees who are more proficient 
in the English language and who lived in a region in Ukraine that is more-heavily affected by the war (e.g., Donbas), 
while they are higher among those who have a partner still residing in Ukraine. In addition, our study shows that 
return intentions are lower among those with higher educational levels and who had a worse financial situation 
before the war.

Third, our findings suggest that the differences in return intentions across European societies are only mar-
ginally driven by composition effects. There is evidence for self-selection, resulting in country differences in de-
mographic characteristics of refugees. We find, for example, that the refugee groups are differently composed 
in terms of education, with some countries having a larger share of higher educated female refugees than other 
countries. However, even with these compositional differences and individual-level effects accounted for, country 
disparities in return migration are not explained away. Thus, we still find that Ukrainian women in Germany and 
the Netherlands are the least inclined to express intentions to return to Ukraine.

Fourth, our results reveal remarkable consistency of the individual-level effects on return intentions across 
European countries. We had hypothesized that, at the very least, the effect of English language skills would vary 
across European countries – such that its negative effect on return intentions is especially pronounced in coun-
tries in which English is widely spoken as a second language (e.g., Netherlands). However, we do not find any 
difference in the effect of English language on return intentions across European countries. Likewise, for the other 
individual characteristics, we find that the results are very similar between countries.

This study also has limitations, which provide avenues for follow-up research. One is that we studied return 
intentions, while we have no information on how these intentions are related to actual (re)migration patterns. 
Another is that, with only eight countries, the findings and interpretations of our study should be regarded as 
tentative. Further research including more countries and country-level variables is encouraged to validate the 
patterns we observe and disentangle the mechanisms behind country differences more rigorously. Also, our anal-
yses are based on non-probability samples, and therefore studies replicating ours using representative surveys 
are highly recommended. Reassuringly, our findings strongly align to that of Brücker et al. (2023), who examined 
return intentions among Ukrainian refugees in Germany. While they did not study all the individual-level charac-
teristics in our study, they did include partnerships status, second language skills and education. They find, like 
we do, that having a partner abroad reduces the intentions to settle in Germany. And, similar to our findings on 
English language skills – as a proxy for communicating with the ethnic majority population – they find that speak-
ing German well increases settlement intentions. Finally, they do not find educational differences, as we do, which 
might be due to their study including mediating variables possibly associated with education (e.g., contacts with 
Germans, labour market position in Germany).

These potential limitations notwithstanding, our study suggests that both host-country conditions and 
individual-level characteristics independently influence return intentions of Ukrainian refugees in Europe. The 
results of our study thus not only contribute to the literature on return intentions (which have focused on labour 
migrants), but have significant policy relevance as well. How many Ukrainian refugees intend to return, and espe-
cially which socio-demographic groups (e.g., by level of education), will impact both the demographic, political and 
socio-economic development in Ukraine, but also have significant consequences for the integration processes of 
Ukrainian refugees across European countries. Our study has shed more light on these pressing issues.
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