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Working at Home After Living Abroad: Where Returnees Work and How the Country Benefits 

 

Introduction 

Return migration is defined as a situation when a former emigrant decides to return to 

his or her home country, either permanently or temporarily, after residing abroad for a certain 

period of time. The phenomenon, albeit underrepresented in the existing scholarship, has 

been gaining more attention in the past decade (Parutis, 2014, p. 160). The scarcity of 

scholarship may come from the fact that return migration causes neither a host country nor a 

country of origin to solve a multitude of document issues nor reconsider seriously the status 

of a person. Koser (2007) thinks that return migration is not as urgent a topic as, for instance, 

the first entry of a new migrant to a destination country (p. 21). Still, what encourages 

migrants to return and where they work once they are home? 

There are a host of reasons people return to their home countries—economic and non-

economic. Pirvu and Axinte (2012) listed factors that encourage people to travel back to their 

home countries (p. 196). Most of them are economic in nature (such as looking for a well-

paid job, fleeing the economic crisis in the destination countries and applying savings back 

home). Parutis (2014), on the other hand, disagreed and contended that “economic reasons 

are merely the context for re-migration decisions,” with such decisions being “guided by 

social and personal circumstances” (p. 160). For example, non-economic factors might 

include nostalgia, reunification with a family, inability to integrate in a foreign culture, 

retirement, or changing policies in both countries. 

With the opening of the EU borders in some Central and Eastern European (CEE) 

countries and an economic downturn in countries like the UK and Spain, return migration to 

CEE countries has increased (Martin & Radu, 2012, p. 111). The statistics show that in the 

period between 2006 and 2008, the percentage of people identified as return migrants was 
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between four and nine percent of the active population, with more men returning home than 

women (Martin & Radu, 2012, p. 111). Although this number may seem small, it is in fact 

significant, as these people returned and had to find their niche in the labor market. Return 

migration is so important to CEE countries, since a big portion of the population migrates and 

comes back, and the long-term consequences for the economy cannot be underestimated. 

In this paper, I will focus on how the migration experiences of CEE residents 

influence their employment choices and what concrete decisions they are driven to make vis-

à-vis their employment. I argue that there are three major employment choices that returnees 

typically make: (1) stay unemployed for some time; (2) engage in entrepreneurial activities; 

(3) choose well-paid or high-status professions. Moreover, I contend that these are positive 

decisions which are beneficial both for returnees and for home countries’ economies. Next I 

will focus on the theoretical framework for this paper, the way migration experiences impact 

returnees’ careers, the actual choices that returnees make upon returning to their countries of 

origin, and the benefits of these choices on both the returnees and their home countries’ 

economies. I then summarize the main findings and show the avenues for further research. 

 

Push and Pull Factors in Migration 

Push and Pull theory is a widely accepted theory in migration studies (Parutis, 2014, 

p. 159; Pirvu & Axinte, 2012, p. 196). Krishnakumar and Indumathi (2014) enumerated 

factors that either “push” a person to leave the country of residence or “pull” into better-off 

destinations. At the same time, they claimed, at any given time there are “pushing” and 

“pulling” factors within both the home country and the host country (Krishnakumar & 

Indumathi, 2014, p. 11). This theory is relevant for this research paper, because it highlights 

the latter aspect: the home country over time may start to have more appealing “pulling” 

factors that outweigh those that “pushed” emigrants in the past, thus, attracting them back. 
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“Push” factors are those that drive an individual to emigrate. These include bad 

medical services, poor economic conditions, and political persecutions. In addition, “conflict, 

drought, famine, or extreme religious activity” may become such factors (Krishnakumar & 

Indumathi, 2014, p. 9). CEE countries have always been characterized by poor economic 

conditions that force part of its population to migrate. In other words, these are mostly 

economic reasons that “push” CEE citizens to move to more developed countries. 

“Pull” factors are those that motivate migrants to change one place for the other 

(village for a city, home country for a host country; or vice versa). These can be better 

educational or job opportunities, stronger personal security and absence of discrimination 

(based on faith or sexual orientation), or generally, as Krishnakumar and Indumathi (2014) 

put it, “the promise of a better life” (p. 9). For returning migrants, such a promise “pulled” 

them to a new destination in the past, but as a new promise loomed in their country of origin, 

it “pulled” them back, no matter whether the host country was or was not “pushing” them out. 

For instance, the lost sense of belonging or nostalgia may be powerful “pulling” factors. 

 

The Perils of Returning Home 

Returning home is rarely an easy decision. There exists a so-called normative 

discourse that states that “[o]nce emigrants have earned enough money to achieve the aims, 

which provoked them to leave their home country in the first place, they will go back” 

(Parutis, 2014, p. 162). However, this is only a simplistic view of migration per se, and may 

be true only if the emigration was spurred by economic reasons. In fact, a returnee takes into 

account all pros and cons of re-migration, prioritizing advantages and values. After all, 

returnees may have achieved some level of stability in the host country (such as starting a 

family or finding a dream job), which may make them reluctant to abandon it. 
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Once back in their home countries, returnees may find that the economy of their home 

country is slow and the job market is stagnant. However, these are generalizations, because 

different factors may either help a returnee find a job or prevent one from finding it. In an 

example that Parutis (2014) provided, a returnee’s experience of working abroad thwarted his 

finding a job in the country of origin, because he was not considered a reliable employee for a 

hypothetical possibility of leaving the country again at any time (p. 170). 

Another peril of returning may be partial or complete loss of social capital. According 

to Wahba and Zenou (2012), a probable hindrance to finding a job for a returning migrant is 

loss of personal connections (p. 891). It takes time to rebuild a network of people who can 

potentially help with employment. Similarly, it takes time to recontextualize oneself in the 

home country. 

Therefore, while getting back home may give a promise of an enhanced life, it may, 

as well, entail obstacles—the home country’s economic downturn or lack of social capital, 

both of which may hinder quick job offers and/or a smooth re-socialization and network 

building. 

 

Returnees’ Employment Choices 

People choose to return to CEE home countries for various reasons, among which 

non-economic factors play a major role. However, once back in the homeland returnees have 

to think of how to sustain their lives in the long run. For these purposes, they must find 

employment. The search may be hindered by two primary factors described in the previous 

section—slow job market and loss of social capital. Nonetheless, returnees do not seem to be 

discouraged by the risks; on the contrary, the risks encourage them to seek employment that 

would suit them best in the unstable economy. 
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Depending on their qualifications, education, and work experience abroad, migrants 

become more prone to choose certain kinds of employment that non-migrants do not 

necessarily choose. Parutis (2014) argued that “[s]ome migrants plan to return in order to take 

a professional and social position appropriate to their level of education and skills” (p. 172). I 

think it is precisely the belief that returnees can find their niche in the job market adequate to 

their skills that makes their homecoming economically justifiable. 

Returnees to CEE countries typically choose three major strategies in finding 

employment. First, they may refrain from employment for some time. This allows returnees 

to re-familiarize with the context and also build or reestablish networks, which may be useful 

in their future careers. Also, Parutis (2014) contended that homecoming can be a negative 

experience: returnees may “not [be] accepted back, in spite of their experience, skills and 

energy” (p. 170). Another reason may simply be the lack of a job which demands returnee’s 

expertise obtained abroad. 

Second, returnees accept offers only for well-paid jobs or high status jobs. Drawing 

on other research, Martin and Radu (2012) pointed out that returnees to Romania had “an 

average 7 per cent income premium from work experience abroad” (p. 112). The case of 

Hungary is even more illustrative: in the 1990s, “[f]emale return migrants earn[ed] a 

premium of 40%” (Co, Gang, & Yun, 2000, p. 69). This does not indicate that employers 

suddenly decided to pay more to a person who had a migration experience, but it most 

probably shows that a returnee was able to advantageously negotiate the salary with his or her 

future employer before accepting the job offer. Martin and Radu (2012) also summarized 

another research, which found that returnees “aim at higher positions on the occupational 

ladder” (p. 112). In other words, migration experiences allow returnees to be more confident 

in seeking high-status jobs (managerial positions versus positions of specialists or assistants). 
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Third, in CEE countries returnees are more likely to take on the risks of 

entrepreneurship than non-migrants. A groundbreaking research in that field was conducted 

by Wahba and Zenou (2012), in which they contended: “Although migrants may potentially 

lose their social capital, they accumulate savings and experience overseas that increase their 

entrepreneurship” (p. 901). Their findings, however, were relevant to the case of Egypt, but 

they were supported by Martin and Radu (2012) as well (p. 122). Interestingly, they added 

other variables—education and gender—and concluded that men with higher education 

degrees are less likely to be entrepreneurs, but men overall are more likely than women to be 

self-employed (Martin & Radu, 2012, p. 122). This shows a direct link between the migration 

experience and the choice of employment a returnee makes. Likewise, the migration 

experience lessens the risks of returnee’s unemployment. 

 

How Employment Choices Are Made  

and How It Is Connected With Countries’ Economies 

For returnees to CEE countries, migration experiences impact significantly their 

decision-making regarding employment. First and foremost, returnees perceive themselves 

differently and are more self-assured than before because of their enhanced competitive 

skills. In their research, Martin and Radu (2012) claimed that “[a]ll available empirical 

studies find a positive impact of work experience abroad on the performance of migrants 

upon return” (p. 110). This leads to returnees’ feelings of entitlement to certain rewards in 

their employment in the home countries—be it in the form of higher salaries or self-

employment, which is in itself a reward (independence from the authority of a boss). 

Exposure to the ways that things are done in the West becomes a valuable human 

capital for returnees. They know that their knowledge can be translated into concrete 

economic benefits. The human capital of returnees can be manifested in the form of “actual 



WORKING AT HOME AFTER LIVING ABROAD 8 
 

skills learned, knowledge of foreign language or exposure to Western work ethic” (Co et al., 

2000, p. 71). In fact, it was precisely knowledge of a foreign language and experience in the 

relevant field that made it possible for Hungarian women who returned home in the 1990s to 

earn more than non-migrant women in the same job by 25 per cent (Co et al., 2000, p. 69). 

Thus, temporary migration may be viewed as an investment into returnees’ future upon 

returning home. 

Moreover, returnees demonstrate a greater propensity than non-migrants to be self-

employed. As indicated in the previous section, there is an apparent correlation between 

working abroad and taking the risks of entrepreneurship. Although it may not be obvious in 

the first year after returning (Martin & Radu, 2012, p. 117)—during the first year returnees 

may choose to refrain from employment altogether—this becomes the case in the long run. It 

may be so, because returnees usually have savings to start their own businesses, and banks 

may be more willing to give credits to individuals who already have a reasonable amount of 

money in their accounts. Savings may also account for the returnees’ reduced fear of being 

unemployed, especially if the home country is in recession. 

The preferences in the choices of employment described above are beneficial for both 

returnees and the home countries’ economies. For returnees, it means a shift to becoming 

more self-assured people who have enough courage and belief in starting their businesses. 

Also, it allows returnees to be confident that their human capital is economically viable and 

can result in a concrete amount of money higher than the country’s average. Returnees are 

less intimidated by the unattractive economic conditions of their home countries and learn to 

see how their Western experiences may be applied at home. They are more open-minded 

when it comes to new ideas and continue learning further. 

For countries’ economies, return migration is beneficial before a person re-migrates as 

well as in the long run after he or she spends a certain time at home. First, migrants’ 
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remittances help the home country’s economy. According to Pinger (2010), temporary 

migrants view remittances as “a special form of savings” (p. 164). She observed that 

“temporary migrants remit a net value of around 30 per cent more per year than permanent 

migrants” (Pinger, 2010, p. 167). In other words, the money that migrants earn abroad is to be 

consumed in the future in their home countries. Hence, home countries may find it important 

to encourage temporary migration, because migrants will return home with new skills and 

experiences and send more remittances from the host countries. Second, returnees’ 

entrepreneurial initiatives may result in a long-term economic rise. Indeed, entrepreneurship 

provides new job openings, relies on networks (which may become useful partners for other 

businesses or governmental institutions), and guarantees tax payments. Third, the home 

country will benefit from the new expertise which returnees will bring with them upon 

returning. Koser (2007) noticed that “there can be a brain gain as migrants return with 

additional skills” (p. 117). With brain gain,1 valuable knowledge will be brought into the 

country, which otherwise may not be introduced at all or introduced in a distant future. 

 

Conclusion 

Returning migrants to CEE home countries usually do so at their own risks, fully 

aware of the pluses and minuses of the economic situations there. The major factors that 

“pull” migrants back are usually non-economic (Parutis, 2014, p. 160). As was shown in the 

paper, migration experiences affect enormously the employment choices that returnees make. 

The most preferable choices are the result of returnees’ re-shaped self-perception and 

increased confidence stemming from the enriched human capital. Returnees realize quickly 

 
1 Brain gain is re-migration of skilled professionals to their home countries, because 

they are attracted by new life chances and employment opportunities. 
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how the knowledge and experience obtained abroad can be applied in their home countries 

and translated into high financial gains either through self-employment or well-paid and/or 

high status positions in companies. 

CEE countries would benefit from returning migrants in the long run. Not only will 

these countries see monetary increase in their national treasuries but they will experience a 

quality shift, becoming more attractive for other emigrants. More migrants can become 

temporary and be attracted (“pulled”) back to their countries of origin. In doing so, CEE 

countries will experience tremendous brain gain. What CEE countries can do right now is 

raise awareness of the impact that returning migrants have on the economy. This will allow 

local banks to solidify trust to returnees and provide credits (perhaps at smaller ratios) which 

are so crucial for any business in the beginning. 

This research paper only slightly touched upon the gender differences in return 

migration: in CEE countries, men return home more often than women. Further research will 

be needed to look deeper into the topic, because this will allow us to understand why 

women’s decisions are different from men’s and what can be the ways to attract them back as 

well, because they can be significant contributors to CEE countries’ development in the 

future. 
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