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Abstract 
Reverse migration in Malaysia is a relatively new emerging phenomenon where the migrants have intentionally chosen to return to their hometown for 
better living. Thus, there is a demand to investigate the determinants that lead to these changing population mobility trends in Malaysia. This study 
adopts the systematic literature review to identify the determinant factors of reverse migration. The aim is to analyse empirical studies to determine 
factors in reverse migration. Consequently, the findings have revealed several determinants: following family, career, environment, economic reason, 
quality of life, and social aspect as the driving factors towards achieving subsistence living. 
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1.0 Introduction 
Together with oil and gas resources, industrialisation has magnified urbanisation in Malaysia within 30 years of development. Malaysia 
has been showing a positive growth towards industrialisation following independence in 1957 (Hussain & Byrd, 2012). The attraction of 
urbanisation has led to the rural-to-urban migration and rapid urban development with a shift from 73% rural to 73% urban population. 
However, the current COVID-19 pandemic has changed the world abruptly, affecting humanity with a breath-taking speed. This situation 
has led to migrant workers returning to native places in COVID-19 (Singh et al.,2020). COVID-19 pandemic has critically disrupted the 
workforce. Migrants were forced to go back to their native villages to find warmth and sympathy (Parveen, 2020). Due to the recent 
phenomenon of the health pandemic that has caused a disturbance in economic growth and a decline in foreign investment, the 
urbanisation attraction has become economically insecure. The situation is threatening employment, the cost of living, and food supply, 
steering towards urban poverty. As the population keeps growing, the demand for resources, especially food, could lead to supplies' 
insufficiency and could result in resource insecurity, poverty, and crime in urban areas (Hussain, 2015). The concern is whether the 
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urban society will remain in the city or do they have the options to move to remote places to make a living and improve well-being? Over 
time, the size and structure of migration flows have experienced substantial changes and caused long-term and short-term impacts on 
population size and structure (Titan et al., 2012). There is emerging evidence of changing trends in population mobility in Malaysia.  
Many researchers have highlighted reverse migration as an emerging phenomenon in this situation. This paper intends to investigate 
the factors that have influenced the migrants' decision in migrating back to rural areas that include (i) economy, (ii) career, and (iii) quality 
of life as significant motives or the reverse migration trends. 

This study adds to the literature by focusing on the determinant factors in reverse migration. Numerous studies on the factors that 
have influenced migrants to return to rural areas, mainly following family (Crow, 2010; Cattaneo and Robinson, 2020; Mulder and 
Lundholm, 2020; Mohapatra and Jha, 2020; Space et al., 2014; Harrison, 2018; Ikegami & Tsuruta, 2017; Hussain et al., 2017; Kanai, 
2016; Farrell et al., 2012). Other scholars emphasize occupation, environment, economic reason, quality of life, and social aspect 
motivations as factors that could also influence migrants to migrate back to rural areas. The systematic literature review is generally 
seen as a comprehensive method of assessing a specific research topic (Tranfield et al., 2003). Therefore, a systematic literature review 
suits this paper's aim to analyse empirical studies and scholarly articles related to determinant factors in reverse migration. With Scopus 
and Google Scholar search engines' aid, this paper has shortlisted n=13 reviews out of the n=340 database discovered through the 
selection processes.  

This paper is structured as follows. The first section introduces the research background, followed by the method and analysis of 
SLR. In the subsequent section, this paper discusses the method which is by using a systematic literature review. Finally, the findings 
of the systematic literature review are being emphasised, and the suggestion and recommendations for future studies are presented. 
 
 

2.0 Method using the Systematic Literature Review Structure  
A systematic literature review search was used to identify the factor that influenced the migrants to migrate back to rural areas. A  
systematic literature review is a comprehensive literature review that gathers and critically evaluates multiple research studies or articles 
(Cruz-Benito, 2016). The systematic literature review is vital because it provides a detailed and comprehensive review of related studies 
and encourages the development of new theories (Webster and Watson, 2002). Kitchenham (2004) has addressed that the systematic 
literature review is defined as a rigorous systematic way to identify, analyze and interpret an existing collection of studies on a topic or 
a phenomenon of interest. 

In order to collect the secondary data, research studies, and synthesize findings quantitatively and qualitatively, a systematic 
literature review was applied (Rifkin, 2018). The researcher has reviewed the literature on fundamental determinant factors and reverse 
migration to seek factual studies conducted on the current date. The SLR methodology for determinant factors reverse migration is 
illustrated in the section below. Figure 1 presents the phases of the SLR method used in this study. 

 

 
Fig 1: Four phases of the SLR system involved. 

 
2.1. Phase 1: Identification of Literature 
The investigation begins with a significant search in determinant factors related terms or topics related to the reverse migration was 
carried out by searching the question that does a systematic search through existing publication databases. This study has used Google 
Scholar and Scopus to identify literature reviews or search queries justified by the significant abstracts and citation databases of peer-
reviewed publications. Before registration with Scopus and access to https://login.ezaccess.library.uitm.edu.my/menu, the procedure for 
this systematic literature review can be obtained. For each database, keywords such as 'Factor' and 'Reverse Migration' were specified 
for the search terms and techniques used during the search process. The review has resulted in 340 pieces of literature identification 
with similar keywords mentioned earlier in this section. From 340 literature items, 294  items were omitted as these articles are not under 
the social sciences area, and the publication years range from the year 2020 up to the year 2010. Subsequently, only 46 pieces of the 
remaining literature items suit this paper’s subject area and years of publication after this identification phase. The search string is 
summarised in Table 1.  

Table 1: SLR Table Search String 
 

 
 

 
 

2.2 Phase 2: Screening of the Identified Literature 
In the second phase, the search engine has identified 46 studies screened to match the context of the determinant factors of reverse 
migration. The screening was carried out by the elements of a subject area, social sciences, and years of publication taken from 2020 
till 2010. The screening was done to exclude any literature duplicates (similar authors, similar research title). From 46 studies that were 

Database Keywords 

Scopus TITLE-ABS-KEY ("Factor") AND ("Reverse Migration") 

Google Scholar ("Factor") AND ("Reverse Migration") 
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screened, two articles were omitted as these articles were duplicates due to having similar authors and similar research titles. Following 
the screening phase, 44 pieces of literature remained  suitable for this paper's topic, I.e. the determinant factors in reverse migration. 
 
2.3 Phase 3: Eligibility and Exclusion 
The third phase was the eligibility and exclusion phase. In this phase, the remaining 44 literature items were thoroughly reviewed, and 
31 full-text publications were omitted. From 31 articles that were excluded, 13 articles with no related topics and not in English were 
omitted as these articles do not contribute to research significantly. Meanwhile, the remaining 18 excluded articles are presented in 
Table 2, showing related references to the topics that do not contribute to the research determinant factors in reverse migration. Table 
2 illustrates the list of publications related to this topic but did not significantly contribute to the research. Following the exclusion process, 
this study has highlighted 13 significant references to be included in SLR screenings. The selection of these inclusion articles is explained 
in Figure 2.  In detail, Figure 2 shows a systematic flow chart of SLR from Subsection 2.1 until Subsection 2.3.  
 

Table 2: Excluded Articles 
 

No 
 

Title of Publication 
 

Reason of excluded 

1.  Determinants of Residents’ Support for Sustainable Tourism Development: Implications for 
Rural Communities. Sustainability 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
18 articles which were related 
to the topic but do not 
contribute to the research 
significant were excluded 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2.  Family separation and reunification as a factor in the educational success of immigrant children 

3.  Demographic Challenges in Rural Europe and Cases of Resilience Based on Cultural Heritage 
Management 

4.  A conceptual model of entrepreneurial competencies and their impacts on rural youth's intention 
to launch SMEs 

5.  Inventors’ mobility in Mexico in the context of globalization 

6.  Out-migration from the epicenters of the housing bubble burst during and in the aftermath of the 
Great Recession in the USA 

7.  If it is not too expensive, then you can send me sugar’: money matters among migrants and their 
families. 

8.  Social Integration and the New Rurality: to be a" Hippie" in the Countryside 

9.  Factors predicting homeowners’ attitudes toward tourism: A case of a coastal resort community 

10.  Latinos in New York City: Ethnic Diversity, Changing Settlement Patterns, and Settlement 
Experiences' 

11.  The global urban competitiveness report-2011 

12.  The Best yet to Come:’State Programs, Domestic Resistance and Reverse Migration of High-
level Talent to China 

13.  Gentrification central: A change-based typology of the American urban core 

14.  Mordvins in Western Siberia in the Late 19th to Early 20th Century: Certain Issues in the 
Migration and Settlement. 

15.  Return Migration and Transnationalism: Evidence from Highly Skilled Academic Migration. 

16.  Migrant networks and integration: The transatlantic field of communication of German immigrant 
families in the US 

17.  Remittance income and social resilience among migrant households in rural Bangladesh 

18.  Modern Greek student mobility in Italy: between inaccessibility and social reproduction 

 
To better understand the determinant factors in reverse migration theories, this study has conducted a systematic literature review, 

and thirteen (13) articles were included and highlighted in Table 3. The data in Table 3 has been categorised into author(s), name of 
publication, year of publication, and country of study. After the eligibility phase, this phase was implemented and it focused only on the 
included issues because of a few factors. In the systematic literature review checklist, reverse migration determinant factors were 
categorised into ten (10) factors: family, career/occupation, environment, marriage, education, economic reason, quality of life, social 
aspect, safety, and health. Table 3 shows ten (10) factors with the frequency from previous literature that influences determinant factor 
in reverse migration is following family (F=9), Marriage (F=3), Education (F=2), career/occupation (F=10), quality of life (F=6), 
environment (F=5), economic reason (F=4), Safety (F=2), Health (F=1) and social aspect (F=4) 
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Fig 2: Systematic Review Flow Diagram 

 
Table 3: Machine Learning Prediction for Reverse Migration Determinant Factor 
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2.4 Phase 4: Items Abstraction 
The final phase is the abstraction phase. In the abstraction phase, the frequency of reverse migration determinant factors was reduced 
from ten (10) to six (6) factors. The reduction was based on the highest frequency of reverse migration determinant factors obtained 
from the previous literature studies. This abstraction later formed the suggested reverse migration determinant factors, classified into 
six (6) factors. These factors are family, career/occupation, environment, economic reason, quality of life, and social aspect. Table 3 
illustrates that the determinant factors in reverse migration from previous literature; they are as follows: family (F=9), career/occupation 
(F=10), quality of life (F=6), environment (F=5), economic reason (F=4), and social aspect (F=4). The simple justification for these factors 
is discussed in Section 3. 
 
 

3.0 The Suggested Determinant Factor in Reverse Migration 
After reviewing the studies carried out by other researchers, this article has gathered all the data to examine and identify the factors 
which other researchers most frequently use in determining reverse migration. These studies focused on collecting the determinant 
factor in reverse migration - the research method itself is based on four (4) criteria. The criteria were developed to include literature in 
the systematic review: (i) the literature had to focus on the thirteen (13) studies related to topics determinant factor in reverse migration 
and contribute to research significantly (ii) subject area such as social science, and literature review were published in scientific journals 
from 2010-2020 (iii) selected databases that established by Scopus and Google Scholar and were written in English and (iv) articles 
were omitted as the articles were found to be duplicates due to having similar authors and similar research tittles. The methods that 
were performed are identifying, screening, and assessing eligibility and extracting data. The study selection method is revealed in Figure 
2. Based on the findings in Table 3, the recommended reverse migration determinant factors based on their frequencies are family, 
career/occupation, environment, economic reason, quality of life, and social aspect. Meanwhile, Section 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 3.5, and 3.6 
explain in detail each of the suggested factors in the reverse migration aspect.  
 
3.1 Following Family 
First and foremost, return migrants listed their parents as the focal point of the return to move (Mulder & Lundholm, 2020). This is 
supported by Hussain et al. (2017), where family reason was indicated as the main motivation in returning to the rural areas due to 
responsibility factor. Stepping into the last phase of life, parents want their children to have physical, financial, and emotional support. It 
has been found that parents whose children have migrated face a loss in enjoyment and an increase in loneliness level, resulting in 
depressive symptoms at mental health levels (Scheffe & Zhang, 2019). 

Migrant workers working in urban areas are conscious and aware of the responsibility to look after their parents in depressing 
situations. Migrants born and raised in rural areas still have their parents living in rural areas, which has become the critical factor that 
pulled them back to rural areas (Kanai, 2016). Therefore, many migrants leave urban areas to be with their parents in rural areas 
(Mohapatra & Jha, 2019). 
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3.2 Career/Occupation 
Reverse migration can be caused by difficult conditions such as poor salaries, or unemployment (Mulder & Lundholm, 2020). All 
commercial businesses have closed their operations due to the nationwide lockdown, resulting in unemployment and people returning 
to their hometowns or villages (Chakma, 2020). According to Al Jazeera (2020), as cited in Khanna, A. (2020), the lockdown during 
Covid-19 has caused tens of millions of migrant workers to be jobless in India by March 2020. Many migrant workers have returned to 
their families, and many more are waiting for the lifting of the lockdown. Awareness about local employment opportunities encourages 
and influences people's decisions to move into rural areas (Crow, 2010). According to Hussain et al. (2017), another factor of returning 
to rural areas is the economic potential offered by owning or inheriting properties in  rural areas. Malaysia is unique in its land ownership 
legislation, where the Malay society cannot sell their land properties (Hussain & Byrd, 2016; Leete, 2007). Urban migrants still own their 
land and houses in rural areas even though they have migrated to urban areas. They have the chance to return to their villages or 
kampungs once again and survive for their own life (Hussain et al., 2017). Thus, careers and occupations have become factors for 
people to leave urban areas and move to rural areas again. 
 
3.3 Environment 
Returnees/villagers found that it is necessary to live in an environment where appreciation, respect, and self-fulfilment still exist 
(Mohapatra & Jha, 2019). According to Crow (2010), the natural environment's quality encourages people to move back to a rural area. 
They enjoyed rural life due to the following reasons, such as a comfortable lifestyle and rich natural surroundings (Ikegami & Tsuruta, 
2017). The concept of peace and calm influenced returnees' motivation to return, as did their decisions to leave to their friends and 
families (Farrell et al., 2012). Therefore, the environment is also a determinant factor for people to return to rural areas.  
.  
3.4 Economic Factor 
According to Mohapatra (Mohapatra & Jha, 2019), there is minimal or no income increment. On the other hand, expenditure is rising 
day by day because of inflation's overall impact, with higher rental prices, increasing water and electricity bills, rising food prices, etc. 
Thus, the rental houses become a distant dream for the people who are working as hawkers, laborers, and lower-middle-class people. 
In urban areas, 6 to 8 people share one room. Economic factors such as job opportunities, low housing prices, and social factors are 
linked to family needs and connections and are certainly influential for people to move back to rural areas (Harrison, 2018). 

These differences in urban and rural cost life lead the poor in urban areas to be financially burdened. The lower cost of living in rural 
areas is a motivational factor as it attracts them to seek a better life quality, such as better housing or more children (Kanai, 2016). In 
general, monthly expenditures are low in rural areas, despite the family's size and composition and affordable prices of goods and 
quitting lavish urban lifestyles (Ikegami & Tsuruta, 2017). This factor is very influential for people to return to rural areas. 

 
3.5 Quality of Life 
According to Crow (2010), accurate perception of the quality of life, access to outdoor activities and other activities for recreation, and a 
good sense of community are offered in rural areas.  The potential of living in kampongs is seen differently by those who want to return 
to the kampongs. This is supported by Hussain et al. (2017) in their study where living in rural areas was described as more peaceful, 
clean, and healthy. The traditional rural views highlight a more positive quality of life associated with the natural environment, sense of 
good community support, and unity of rural areas (Farrell et al., 2012). Therefore, quality of life becomes an essential factor for people 
to move to rural from urban areas. 
 
3.6 Social Aspect. 
The reason why people move back to rural areas is the strong desire to raise their children in rural areas, as they believe that children 
who are raised in rural environments have better moral characters. Children are often seen as social assets where individual members 
of the community take up the responsibility collectively in growing and raising them. The children also are growing with less pressure 
compared to living in urban areas. (Ikegami & Tsuruta, 2017). According to Kanai (2016), the decision to migrate is the social aspect 
and is based on subjective judgments. There is a "social pressure" factor that makes people compare themselves and family members 
continuously with others. These are subjective judgments of the place that consequently lead to stress among the city dwellers. 

In comparison to their former experiences in the cities, they have closer relationships with people in rural areas. People in rural 
areas are closer to their neighbours because people in villages are more likely to cooperate with others in small village communities 
where it is simple to know each other. (Ikegami & Tsuruta, 2017). 
 
 

4.0 Conclusion 
This paper presents a systematic literature review of factors that influenced the migrants' decision to migrate back to rural areas. This 
paper has adopted the systematic literature review (SLR) technique in assisting the selection of significant factors for reverse migration. 
The identification of related reviews from Scopus and Google Scholar searching engine explored n=340 databases, and 294 literature 
were omitted as these articles were not in the social sciences area and years publication from 2020 till 2010. From 46 articles screened, 
2 articles were omitted, followed by the screening phases, which discovered 44 number of literature items pursuing the determinant 
factors in reverse migration topics. However, 31 literature items were then excluded as; (i) 13 articles are not related to topics and are 
not written in English, (ii) the remaining 18 articles of the excluded articles were related to the topics but did not contribute to the research 
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significance. Therefore, this SLR screening method has highlighted a number of 13 articles as significant and reliable references in 
determining the reverse migration factor in Malaysia. The outcome has led to identifying the six determinant factors in reverse migration 
for this analysis: family, career/occupation, environment, economic reason, quality of life, and social aspect. This paper recognizes 
systematic literature review as a reliable reviewing mechanism to assist other researchers. As for the recommendation, future research 
should explore additional motivations and issues that may influence urban to rural migration decisions of specific groups, such as 
women, those from different income groups, people from ethnic minority groups, and those with special needs.This study's findings must 
be seen together in light of some limitations where the sample size is limited to the keywords used in the systematic literature review 
process. The sample size is too small in order to make a general conclusion based on determinant factors in reverse migration. The 
sample size should be more significant in the amount to make a general conclusion on the determinant factor in reverse migration. 
Further research would help create a deeper understanding of decisions on urban to rural migration and forecast future trends and 
needs in population mobility. The return of migrants to rural areas provides an opportunity to transform land systems to become more 
resilient and sustainable. COVID-19-induced reverse migration will be a significant driver of land change in the upcoming years and 
need to account for land-use change studies. 
 
 

Paper Contribution to Related Field of Study 
This paper concerns the development of human resources that significantly impacts the government. The study on migration is relatively 
crucial for urban planning purposes.  This is because migration is relevant to the development policy of urban planning. The related 
government policies including Local Agenda 21 (Quality of Life), Ministry of Housing & Local Government, The Department of Urban 
and Rural Planning, Department Statistics Malaysia (DOSM), and Ministry of Rural Development. Generally, its relevance is referred to 
two aspects or issues contribution of migration on urban growth as well as the level of urbanisation, and the negative implications of 
migration on urban areas such as urban sprawl, squatters and slum areas, poverty, traffic congestion, and pollution. Therefore, 
population migration and mobility changes may affect the quality of life, land use, job opportunities, and many more. This paper is 
essential to develop significance in predicting future trends and needs in population mobility. 
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