
УНИВЕРСИТЕТ ЗА НАЦИОНАЛНО И СВЕТОВНО СТОПАНСТВО
КАТЕДРА „ИКОНОМИЧЕСКА СОЦИОЛОГИЯ“

ИНСТИТУТ ЗА ИКОНОМИЧЕСКИ ИЗСЛЕДВАНИЯ, БАН

ЗАВРЪЩАЩИТЕ СЕ МИГРАНТИ
ЕВРОПЕЙСКИ И БЪЛГАРСКИ 

ПЕРСПЕКТИВИ

СБОРНИК С ДОКЛАДИ ОТ НАУЧНА КОНФЕРЕНЦИЯ
УНСС, 28.02.2020

ИЗДАТЕЛСКИ КОМПЛЕКС – УНСС
София, 2020



Публикацията съдържа резултати от научна конференция, финансирана 
със средства от фонд „НИД на УНСС“ по договор № НИД НП-15/2019.

Редакционна колегия:
Доц. д-р Андрей Нончев
Проф. д-р Веселин Минчев
Проф. д-р Ирена Зарева
Доц. д-р Венелин Бошнаков
Доц. д-р Мария Бакалова
Гл. ас. д-р Михаела Мишева
Гл. ас. д-р Мариета Христова

Всички права са запазени! Не се разрешават копиране, възпроизвеждане 
и разпространение на книги или части от тях по какъвто и да е начин без 
писменото разрешение на ИК – УНСС.

Издателският комплекс не носи отговорност за съдържанието и стила на 
изложение на авторите.

Авторите носят пълна отговорност за оригиналността на произведение-
то, както и за грешки, допуснати по тяхна вина.

Колектив

© ИЗДАТЕЛСКИ КОМПЛЕКС – УНСС

Изп. директор: Веселин Ангелов, тел.:02 8195 251
Зам. изп. директор: Стефан Власев, тел.: 02 8195 551
Гл. редактор: Тодорина Недева, тел.: 02 8195 564

УНИВЕРСИТЕТ ЗА НАЦИОНАЛНО И СВЕТОВНО СТОПАНСТВО
1700 София, жк „Студентски град“



UNIVERSITY OF NATIONAL AND WORLD ECONOMY
DEPARTMENT OF ECONOMIC SOCIOLOGY

ECONOMIC RESEARCH INSTITUTE, BAS

RETURN MIGRATION:
EUROPEAN AND BULGARIAN 

PERSPECTIVES

CONFERENCE PROCEEDINGS PAPERS
UNWE, 28.02.2020

PUBLISHING COMPLEX – UNWE
Sofia, 2020





5

CONTENTS

PREFACE 7

Theorizing Transnational and Return Migration 9
Paolo Ruspini

Policies for Return Migration in Conditions
of Intensive High Skilled Emigration 23
Verica Janeska

Professional Trajectories and Factors 
for Sustainable Return of Highly Qualified Bulgarians 40
Vanya Ivanova

Mobility Patterns of Eastern European 
Immigrants Resident in Spain 53
Rafael Viruela

Understanding the Degree of Difference 
in Return Migration: Bulgaria’s Turkish Minority 
Returning as Pensioners to the Country 69
Nuri Korkmaz

Current Migration of Bulgarians 
from Albania to Bulgaria: Towards a New Migration 
Model of the Historical Bulgarian Diaspora 81
Spas Tashev

Post-Brexit Plans of Bulgarian Citizens in the UK 91
Eugenia Markova, Ekaterina Tosheva

Bulgarian Return Migrants: Segmentation 
By Accomplishment Of Migration Aims 105
Venelin Boshnakov

Stratification and Social Mobility of 
Bulgarian Returning Migrants 114
Andrey Nonchev, Marieta Hristova



6

Effects of Workers’ Remittances on the Home 
Country: the Case of Bulgaria 126
Vesselin Mintchev

Returnees’ Reintegration “Back At Home”
And Sustainability Of Return 143
Mihaela Misheva, Antoaneta Getova, Maria Bakalova

Looking to the Future: the Bulgarian Higher 
Education System as a Deterrent to Brain Drain 160
Atanas Dimitrov



7

PREFACE

In this collection are published papers presented at the scientific conference 
“Return Migration: European and Bulgarian perspectives”, held on 28 February 
2020 at the University of National and World Economy (UNWE)1. The co-orga-
nizers of the scientific conference were the Department of Economic Sociology 
at the University of National and World Economy and the Economic Research 
Institute at the Bulgarian Academy of Science. 

The goal of the conference was to gather contributions to the conference from 
researchers, analysts, political practitioners and PhD students in the following 
thematic areas:

• Return migration: state-of-the-art theories and research
• Migration trajectories and return: factors and motivational structures
• Segmentation and stratification of returnees
• Returnees’ impact on Bulgarian economy and society
• Institutional context, legal frame and policies for return migration and 

reintegration of returnees.
The relevance of migration issues in their various aspects and dimensions is 

indisputable. Migration is not a new phenomenon, but in the last century, and 
especially since the end of WWII, migration as an international and global phe-
nomenon has intensified. Among the increasingly visible and attention-grabbing 
aspects of this phenomenon are the processes associated with return migration 
back to the countries of origin. Hence, questions about the causes and motiva-
tion for return, the economic and social implications and consequences of return 
for the migrants themselves as well as for their homeland, and the opportunities 
and limitations to manage these processes through targeted policies have been 
subjected to legitimate academic and policy-related interest at both national and 
international level. In the last decade, the debate on policies and normative mech-
anisms for managing immigration and emigration, as well as the engagement of 
countries with their citizens living abroad, including questions about their poten-
tial return, has intensified in both research and political practice.

For CEE and SEE countries, these issues are of particular importance in the 
context of the so-called ‘brain drain’ problem or the large and relatively constant 
immigration of skilled migrants from these regions to more developed countries 
in Western Europe and North America in recent decades. With the unfolding of 
the EU enlargement processes, and especially the 2004, 2007and 2013 waves of 

1  The scientific conference is organized under a project financed with funds for research 
of UNWE under contract № NP-15/2019
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Preface

accession of new Member States, the area of free movement of persons is increas-
ing. Despite the temporary restrictions introduced in some of the “old” Mem-
ber States designed to protect national labor markets from being “flooded” with 
cheaper labor force from Eastern Europe, the higher standard of living and higher 
wages in these countries have been a constant lure for a steady migration flow 
from east to west in Europe. Consequently, this outflow from Central, Eastern 
and Southeastern Europe raises concerns about the demographic picture in the 
sending countries and fuels the search for ways of potential return of migrants. 

For Bulgaria, return migration is a relatively recent phenomenon. However, 
being a net “exporter” of labor and especially skilled labor, the issues pertaining 
to Bulgarians returning from abroad are extremely important. Although the me-
chanical growth from external migration remains negative, i.e. emigrants with 
Bulgarian citizenship are more than those who return to the country, the phenom-
enon of “returning migrants” is a fact and more than ever before there has been a 
need to explain both the reasons, as well as the consequences and implications of 
the return of Bulgarians to their homeland.
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THEORIZING TRANSNATIONAL  
AND RETURN MIGRATION

Paolo Ruspini, PhD, Associate Researcher
University of Geneva, Institute of Sociological Research (IRS)

Abstract: The contemporary features of international migration and mobility 
have resulted into an increasingly blurred distinction between countries of ori-
gin, transit and destination of migratory flows. Circular and return patterns of 
mobility and migration have a leverage on integration practices and pose several 
challenges for migration scholars and stakeholders. In this regard, the intro-
duction of a transnational approach allows to go beyond an essentialist and/
or purely ethnic perspective on return migration. The transnational perspective 
does view return not at the end of migration cycle but with return the migration 
process continues. Pertinent research questions include the following: First, how 
do current patterns of migrant transnationalism and return migration relate to 
each other? Secondly, what is the unique contribution of social networks and 
transnationalism to comprehend return migration? Thirdly, what migration the-
ory can learn from empirical research? This paper aims at elucidating some of 
these aspects by linking migration theory with relevant examples from empirical 
research.

Keywords: migrant transnationalism, return and circular migration, migra-
tion theory, empirical research

INTRODUCTION

Migration was considered as being a one-way movement in the nineteenth 
century. It was conceptualized as being permanent, particularly in the context of 
a rural-urban framework with movement being just in one direction towards the 
urban centres (Gmelch, 1980).Twenty years ago, south-to-north migration pre-
dominated, but more recently south-to-south and south-to north migration both 
represent a third of the global migrant stock (ILO, 2013). 

Today, migratory patterns include fluid, heterogeneous dynamics like circular, 
transit and return migration and the resulting transnational configurations. Almost 
every country and different regions are nowadays covering all three roles – e.g.  
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North Africa is being transformed from region of origin to region of transit and 
destination and the same goes for Eastern Europe. Although with diverse charac-
teristics, Morocco and Ukraine are two paramount case studies of similar chang-
ing migration dynamics (Ruspini, 2019).

Temporary migration has taken on a much more important role than in the 
last two centuries, when migration was mostly permanent. An ongoing transition 
from the traditional model of migration with initial displacement followed by fi-
nal return home to several migrations over a lifetime, often to different countries, 
with periodic returns home may be noticed (Koser, 2007). 

The causal factors behind the above migration configurations include the rev-
olution of transport and communications but also the incentives provided by the 
developed countries to circular migration in order to avoid costlier sensitive in-
tegration policies but, at the same time, to spark development processes in devel-
oping countries through diaspora practices. The outcomes bring to the fore the 
transnational realities of many migrants living dual lives “being here and there” 
at the same time.

1. TRANSNATIONAL MIGRATION

International and European migration have been for long permeated by a sort 
of methodological nationalism which affected the way researchers understood 
the social reality and produced nation-based research (Wimmer and Glick Schil-
ler, 2002). By the late ’90, the transnational migrant approach brought to the fore, 
first in the US than in Europe, a new perspective linking different localities and 
challenging narrowly nation-oriented approaches (Amelina, Faist and Nergiz, 
2013).

The concept transnationalism is neither new nor limited to migration-related 
phenomena, but refers to a wider range of actions, processes and institutions that 
cross the boundaries of states or national communities. Its probably earliest use 
with reference to immigration is a famous essay by Randolph Bourne (1916) in 
which he described America as a ‘transnational nation’ composed of, and con-
stantly changed through, immigration from diverse origins.

In contemporary debates, the notion of transnationalism refers to migrants’ 
ongoing ties with source countries. Its relevance has been emphasised by the 
current access to an array of travel and communication opportunities made pos-
sible by time and space compression which generates transnational social spaces 
(Faist, 1999, 2000).
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1.1. Patterns and types of transnational migration

Portes et al. (1999: 217) have argued that “while back-and-forth movements by 
immigrants have always existed, they have not acquired until recently the critical 
mass and complexity necessary to speak of an emergent social field”, pointing 
out a “growing number of persons who live dual lives: speaking two languages, 
having homes in two countries, and making a living through continuous regular 
contact across national borders.” (Ibid.)

With reference to the Mexico-US migration system and its transformations 
from temporary migration, these authors looked at the causes of transnational mi-
gration contending that “a transnational migration pattern results when both the 
return pull of sending communities and retaining power of receiving economies 
are high.” (Portes et al., 1999: 233)

This initial perspective emphasized the economic dimension of transnation-
alism. The following discussion is broader and encompasses also political and 
socio-cultural factors (see, for instance, Table 1).

Table 1. Transnationalism and its types 

Sector

Le
ve

l o
f i

ns
tit

ut
io

na
liz

at
io

n

Economic Political Socio-cultural

Low • Informal cross-country 
traders

• Small business created 
by returning immigrants 
in home country

• Long-distance circular 
labour migration

• Home town civic 
committees created 
by immigrants

• Alliances of immigrant 
committees with 
home country political 
associations

• Fund raisers for home 
country electoral 
candidates

• Amateur cross-
country sport 
matches

• Folk music 
groups making 
presentations in 
immigrant centres

• Priests from 
home town visit 
and organize their 
parishioners abroad

High • Multinational 
investments in ‘Third 
World’ countries

• Development for tourist 
market of locations 
abroad

• Agencies of home 
country banks in 
immigrant centres

• Consular officials and 
representatives of 
political parties abroad

• Dual nationality 
granted by home 
country governments

• Immigrants elected 
to home country 
legislatures

• International 
expositions of 
national arts

• Home country 
major artists 
perform abroad

• Regular cultural 
events organized by 
foreign embassies

Source: Portes, A., Guarnizo, L. E. & Landolt, P. (1999): 222.



Theorizing Transnational and Return Migration

12

Transnational relationships and activities include, according to Boccagni 
(2012), forms of economic, political as well as social and cultural transnational-
ism. Economic transnationalism covers the sending and receiving of remittances, 
investment in land, housing and business in the country of origin, as well as trad-
ing and consumption of goods from the home country or from a country abroad. 
Political transnationalism encompasses activities that are related to patriotism, 
long-distance nationalism, or homeland-related political activism (Richter and 
Ruspini, 2017). 

Finally, social and cultural transnationalism is related to nostalgia and identi-
fication with the culture and folklore of the homeland, the ‘myth of return’, visits 
to kin and friends left behind, various forms of non-corporeal communication, 
participation in or support for a variety of civic, recreational, religious or cultural 
initiatives and events (King et al., 2013). 

Different types of transnationalism including the reactive, resource-based and 
border transnationalism are also researched in view of certain cultural and legal 
assumptions which imply different identity, economic and cultural effects and 
implications for the sending communities including remittances, development 
and strategy to overcome poverty and marginalisation (Castaneda et al., 2014).

1.2. Transnational social spaces

Faist’s definition of transnational social spaces (1998: 216) is particularly rel-
evant in understanding the complexity of the current migration constellations 
and resulting social configurations across national borders brought in by the glo-
balization processes. In his view, a transnational social space encompasses the 
“combinations of social and symbolic ties, positions in networks and organiza-
tions that can be found in at least two geographically and internationally distinct 
places”. 

By separating the state from the civil society in both the homeland and host 
society, this author has identified three types of transnational social spaces, each 
with a characteristic as follows:

1. kinship groups who are characterised by ties of reciprocity as per 
remittances;  

2. transnational circuits which require instrumental exchange ties such those 
structuring trading networks; 

3. transnational communities which are predicated on the solidarity derived 
from a shared conception of collective identity.

Each of these ties contain an affective element (i.e. reciprocity, trust, etc.) 
(Kivisto, 2001: 567-8). 
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Transnational immigrant social spaces prompt the creation of new forms of 
ethnic communities. The difference with immigrant enclaves in industrializing 
nations a century ago lies in the spatial location made possible by time-space 
compression and covering two or more nation-states. In view of Faist (2000) 
these new communities are communities without propinquity linking migrant so-
cial and symbolic ties to positions in networks and organizations in different geo-
graphical locations. Kivisto (2001) further contends that transnational migrants 
forge their sense of identity and their community as a bricolage constructed of 
cultural elements from both the homeland and the receiving nation. Real and 
virtual back and forth migratory movements allow networking and the setting up 
of these social spaces which are quite important for the following discussion on 
transnational and return migration.

1.3. Migrant transnationalism and integration

Transnationalism has been also criticized from its early appearance for its sup-
posedly ambivalent linkage with incorporation processes (Kivisto, 2001), partic-
ularly as the time in migration passes by. Other critiques pertain to the theoretical 
focus on national and ethnic identities and the failure to link the descriptions 
of migrant local and trans-border connections, i.e. transnational communities as 
transnational social spaces, to analysis of new flexible modes of capital accu-
mulation and current neoliberal restructuring of space, self and modes of social 
legitimation (Glick Schiller, 2010). 

Time and space in migration can challenge the seemingly binary opposites 
implied through transnationalism versus integration, thereby raising questions in 
relation to the durability of transnational ties and the way integration and trans-
nationalism influence each other (Faist 2000; Bivand Erdal & Oeppen 2013). In 
this regard, a pragmatic approach seems to prevail in migration studies that dis-
putes the binary opposites between transnationalism and integration. This ap-
proach advances the perspective that connections with the homeland and the re-
ceiving society occur simultaneously: migrants may thus be both integrated and 
transnational (Levitt and Glick Schiller, 2004; Bivand Erdal and Oeppen, 2013; 
Mügge, 2016).

2. RETURN MIGRATION

We now turn to the conceptualization of return migration in order to explore its 
linkages with migrant transnationalism and the usefulness of the latter approach 
to understand past and present remigration movements. The terms remigration 
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(as per German researchers’ definition) or return migration are generally used 
in case of a migrant’s return to his/her country of origin, after having passed a 
significant time-span abroad. The definition of the United Nations differentiates 
between permanent migration for time abroad of more than one year and tempo-
rary migration for stays shorter than one year.

The definition of the MIREM – Migration de REtour au Maghreb project 
(2005-8) is partially based on the one recommended by the United Nations which 
considers the time limit of ten years adequate to assess the experience of migra-
tion on the pattern of reintegration of the interviewee. In this context, a personal 
dimension in the process of return migration has been identified according to 
which a returnee is “any person returning to his/her country of origin, in the 
course of the last ten years, after having been an international migrant (whether 
short-term or long-term) in another country. Return may be permanent or tempo-
rary and may be independently decided by the migrant or forced by unexpected 
circumstances”.

The migratory processes that fall into return migration are thus quite different: 
First, we can distinguish between forced remigration (deportation, expulsion, 

etc.) and voluntary return. 
Second, we can differentiate after the intention of the return migrant: return of 

former guest workers, frequent return of circular migrants, return of retirement, 
return of graduates who studied abroad, etc. (Glorius and Grabowska-Lusińska, 
2008; Glorius, 2013).

In many established migration corridors between developed and developing 
countries – such as between Mexico and the United States, Europe and North 
Africa, the Philippines and the Middle East – return often occurs at the end of the 
life cycle as migrants prepare to retire (Ruspini et al., 2016).

2.1. Historical and theoretical outlook of return migration

Return migration is therefore a multifaceted and heterogeneous phenome-
non, still relatively new on the European research agenda. Except for historical 
considerations on return migration from the ‘New World’ in the first decade of 
the last century (Cerase, 1974), and a short-term interest in the remigration of 
Southern European guest workers in the 1960s and 1970s, the theme remained an 
underrated research field of European migration for quite a long time (Gmelch, 
1980; Dustmann et al., 1996). Return is also the most difficult aspect of the mi-
gration cycle to quantify because of lack of comparable data on outgoing persons 
(Gmelch, 1980; King, 1978).

The conceptual problems related to the definitions of immigrant - which have 
an impact on the formulation of national immigration policies – translate also 
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in several definitional approaches to return migration, and to returnees that are 
playing a crucial role in orienting, if not shaping, the perceptions, taxonomies and 
policies adopted by governmental and intergovernmental agencies (Kritz, 1987: 
948).

There are five different theories contemplating return migration. In the neo-
classical economics of migration, return migration is viewed as the outcome of a 
failed migration experience, which did not yield the expected benefits. Migrants 
return because they cannot establish themselves in the host country or because 
they do not reach their goals abroad (Cassarino 2004: 255, Borjas and Bratsberg, 
1996). 

The new economics of labour migration (NELM) on the other hand, views 
return as the logical outcome of a calculated strategy, resulting from successful 
achievement of goals or target and return is seen as a success story (Cassarino, 
2004: 255; Borjas and Bratsberg, 1996). Migrants return because of attachment 
to home and household and return when the goals are met. Both these approaches 
have economic factors as point of departure since returnees are only viewed as 
foreign income bearers. Moreover, there is no reference to the social, political and 
economic environment where the migrants return (Cassarino 2004: 257).

To the structural approach on the other hand, return migration is not only a 
personal issue but also a social and contextual one affected by situational and 
structural factors in the country of origin (Cassarino 2004: 257). The weakness 
of this theory is the focus on the core/periphery dichotomy. The benchmark of 
this theory is the urban developed character of the host countries and conversely 
the rural developing or underdeveloped nature of the home country (Cassarino, 
2004). Return is based on incomplete information about the country of origin 
and the return expectations are readjusted upon arrival to the structural context 
at home. 

The transnational approach to return migration views identities as dynamic 
and tries then to frame the strong social and economic links between the host and 
origin countries of migrants. Return occurs when enough financial resources and 
benefits are gathered to sustain a household and when the conditions in the home 
country are favourable. 

Last, in the social network theory, return is seen as the first step in completion 
of the migration project. Cross-border networks of social and economic relation-
ships secure and sustain return. Reasons to return are linked to social, economic 
and institutional opportunities at home as well as by the relevance of the available 
resources of migrants (Ruspini et al., 2016).
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3. LINKING TRANSNATIONAL AND RETURN MIGRATION

When investigating the linkage between transnational and return migration, 
the following research questions come to the fore.

First, how do current patterns of migrant transnationalism and return migra-
tion relate to each other? 

Secondly, what is the unique contribution of social networks and transnation-
alism to comprehend return migration?  

Thirdly, what migration theory can learn from empirical research?
The following paragraphs aim at briefly elucidating the above aspects with 

support from migration theory and selected empirical findings.

3.1. Transnational and return migration

The introduction of a transnational approach allows to go beyond an essential-
ist and/or purely ethnic perspective on return migration, since the transnational 
perspective does view return not at the end of migration cycle but with return 
the migration process continues:  it is just one stage of the migration process. 
Migrants are seen as capable of negotiating their place in society and are able 
to form a hybrid identity instead of incompatible cultural identities. A variety 
of forms of belonging and simultaneous embeddedness in multiple societies are 
acknowledged by recent research (e.g. Bilgili, 2014). The regular contacts the 
migrants maintain with the country of origin as well as the back and forth move-
ment illustrates the transnational mobility (Portes et al, 1999).

The binary structuralist vision of cross border movements is questioned, tak-
ing into account the circularity of migration movements, which facilitates mi-
grants’ mobility (Chapman and Prothero, 1983-84).

 3.2. Social networks and return migration

The social network theory provides an important addendum in understanding 
return migration. Social networks are defined as ties or connections between 
individuals that vary in strength, type and duration (Granovetter, 1973). Net-
works are important resources for migration since they provide channels to enter 
a desired country or help in settling in a specific society. Three types of social 
networks usually shape the migration processes: labour, personal (family) and 
the so-called ‘illegal’ migrant networks. All they provide benefits and costs for 
migrants (Boyd and Nowak, 2012). Additionally, although networks are import-
ant for employment and social opportunities particularly for the most vulnerable 
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individuals, not all migrants depend on labour networks to find employment as 
well as not all of them rely on personal networks during the settlement process. 

The motives for return are linked to social, economic and institutional oppor-
tunities at home as well as by the relevance of migrants’ own resources. In view 
of Bourdieu (1986) social networks as social capital represent potential resources 
(such as help in finding a job, financial or moral help) to be activated. Belonging 
to a group gives access to a network, but access to the resources depends on the 
individual and his or her position in the network.

Cross-border networks of social and economic relationships secure and sus-
tain return migrants (e.g. Ruspini et al., 2016). The maintenance of linkages be-
tween receiving and origin countries fosters the ability of migrants to prepare 
and secure their own return (Cassarino, 2004). The social network theory goes 
a step further than the transnational approach contending that the cross-border 
social and economic networks are conducive to complementary exchange rela-
tions among actors, which go beyond the commonality of attributes since they 
are based on commonality of interests. The latter commonalities remind of the 
“communities without propinquity” linking migrant social and symbolic ties to 
positions in networks and organizations in different geographical locations that 
Faist (2000) has described with reference to the transnational social spaces. 

3.3. Migrants unbound? Selected empirical findings

Empirical evidences prove that migrant samples of different age, class, ed-
ucation show diverse trajectories in terms of transnational practices and return 
migration processes. For instance, research on elderly migrants demonstrates that 
transnational and circular patterns of migration for non-European migrants in 
Sweden are often a viable alternative to the high cost involved in return in light 
of the absence of a proper pension (Songur, 2009). The time spent in Switzerland 
exhibits similar circulation or temporary residence in the country of origin for the 
former guest-workers, whose permanent return remains largely fictive, i.e. ‘myth 
of return’ (Ruspini, 2019).

Time-space compression makes “communities without propinquity” possible 
as per Faist’s (2000) definition, in particular connections, communication and 
transfer of knowledge for categories of migrants as the highly-skilled/second 
generations. Mixed methods research on Bulgarian migrants show that migration 
impacts, such as a search for better identity where multicultural identity is based 
on active socio-demographic profiles aimed at gaining a positive self-perception 
(Mihailov, Richter and Ruspini, 2017). As such, Bulgarian highly skilled abroad 
feel more European after migration, for example. 
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Similar qualitative findings on transnational mobility and practices of a dif-
ferent sample of foreign and French students in a Southern French university, 
account for the positive gains of their mobility experience in terms of a widening 
intercultural sensitivity, a positive attitude for further intercultural encounters 
and growing need for learning multiple languages. As a matter of fact, all the ac-
quired intercultural attitudes seem however grounded in the major wish to reach 
out in the future suitable job opportunities in their own locality (Ruspini, 2018).

The reported cross-border activities and resulting spatial configurations are 
a paramount feature of the current era compared to the unidirectional and per-
manent migration of the former centuries. They potentially allow migrant rights 
and identity negotiation and renegotiation (Mapril and Araújo, 2002). Do similar 
social configurations of “community without propinquity” make the contempo-
rary “migrants unbound”? (Ruspini, 2019). In economic and political terms, the 
answer is rather negative, when present borders and different socio-economic 
boundaries are considered.

The mentioned research on Bulgarian migrants in Europe (with focus on Swit-
zerland) also proves that class and education still perpetuate selective inequalities 
for the less skilled migrants who live on transnational practices as remittances 
and tend to circulate between their home and destination countries (Ruspini et al. 
2016; Richter et al, 2017). At last, similar categories of low skilled and vulnerable 
migrants represent a cheap labour reservoir in the present neoliberal era and/or 
currently live as an underclass in terms of civic, political and social rights. They 
look stuck in a limbo between their home and host country and/or trapped in an 
inexorable fate consisting of temporariness and circulation with no final ‘return’ 
on the horizon.
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Abstract: This paper aims to explore which are the realistic policy options 
for return migration in conditions of intensive intellectual emigration. It provides 
an overview of the relevant theoretical aspects and experiences of the countries 
that have faced with great emigration abroad, as well as, the policy responses 
to high skilled emigration (“six Rs”) and the possibilities of their application in 
Balkan countries with high skilled emigration. Beside that, the example of the 
Republic of North Macedonia and its recently adopted Strategy for cooperation 
with the diaspora is presented.

The literature review and observed experiences of the countries with inten-
sive and long-term intellectual emigration, confirm that as long as the reasons 
for emigration abroad are not eliminated, the permanent return of migrants can-
not be expected. In these circumstances, the attention should be paid on policies 
related to temporary return and virtual return. As for the policy responses to 
skilled emigration (“six Rs”) and their application in the Balkan countries, only 
three of them (retention through economic development, temporary return and 
resourcing expatriates/diaspora options) should be implemented.

Recent activities of the Government of North Macedonia, for the large-scale 
emigration abroad reduction and stimulating return migration, are related with 
the main determinants of these trends. They are part of the macroeconomic pol-
icy for socio-economic development, reducing unemployment, increasing em-
ployment and standard of living of the citizens, advance working conditions, as 
well as improving the political situation in the country and its position regarding 
the Euro-Atlantic integration. Also, in 2019 the National Strategy of the Republic 
of North Macedonia for cooperation with the diaspora for the period 2019-2023 
was adopted. The strategy has four pillars that correspond with its four strate-
gic goals (political, legal and consular issues; diaspora and economic devel-
opment; education, science and youth; cultural relations, cultural identity and 
cultural heritage).

Keywords: migration policies, return migration, high skilled emigration, vir-
tual return, diaspora
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INTRODUCTION

Return migration can have multiple benefits for the countries of origin and 
makes an important positive contribution to their socio-economic development. 
To benefit from returnees, home countries need policies that encourage return-
ees’ investment and labor market reintegration. The slogan of a 2013 media cam-
paign by the International Organization for Migration (IOM) is –“It’s amazing 
what migrants bring”. It displayed sketches of migrants, carrying suitcases filled 
with “multitasking skills”, “heaps of team spirit”, “a love of teaching”, “strength 
for building”… (IOM, 2013). This slogan particularly applies for return migration 
that brings valuable human capital (skills, expertise and knowledge). 

Many authors discuss the topic how migrants contribute to the economic de-
velopment of their countries of origin through transferring resources other than 
remittances. Much of the literature on diasporas contributions focuses on skilled 
migrants and how knowledge and technology transfer, capital formation (direct 
investment, investments in capital markets, diaspora bonds, investment funds 
etc.), increasing participation in the international trade and development of dias-
pora tourism are facilitated by those with higher degrees of education (Constant, 
Zimmermann, 2013). Beside that, migrants can bring new ideas, attitudes and 
practices regarding work, gender, democracy and values (Docquier et al., 2011; 
Spilimbergo, 2009; Perez-Armendariz and Crow, 2010).

Having this in mind and in addition with the intensification of the high skilled 
emigration in last decades, policies for return migration are of particular im-
portance for the Balkan countries. The creation of these policies is a complex 
issue and their successful implementation is determined by numerous factors. 
The experiences of the sending countries show that this process is accompanied 
by many constraints and challenges (data limitations on return migration, assess-
ment of the impact on the aggregate macro-economy, etc.) (Wahba, 2015). The 
objective of the paper is to look at different possible policy responses in condi-
tions of intensive intellectual emigration, which can minimize its adverse effects, 
and which can promote the sharing of gains between source and host countries 
(without addressing the aforementioned  and other constraints and challenges). 
The main hypothesis is that when there is still high skilled emigration permanent 
return migration is not a realistic option, and that policy approaches should be 
focused on: retention, temporary or virtual return.  

While the international community has long recognized the important re-
lationship between international migration and development, the integration 
of migrants and migration into the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 
represents an important step forward. Specifically, target 10.7 of the Sustain-
able Development Goals calls on countries to facilitate orderly, safe, regular and 
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responsible migration and mobility of people, including through the implemen-
tation of planned and well managed migration policies (United Nations, 2017).

1. LITERATURE REVIEW AND EXPERIENCES ON POLI-
CIES FOR RETURN MIGRATION

There are many definitions for return migration. For statistical purposes, the 
United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN DESA) defines 
returning migrants as “persons returning to their country of citizenship after 
having been international migrants (whether short term or long term) in another 
country and who are intending to stay in the country for at least one year” (IOM, 
2019). Also, there are definitions for different types of return migration. From the 
perspective of the diasporas contributions and policies for return migration of 
highly skilled migrants, three categories should be set aside: permanent return, 
temporary return and virtual return. 

Permanent return refers to migrants who permanently return to their country 
of origin after having lived in another country for a significant period of time. 
Almost all countries that have been faced with large and long-term emigration 
abroad were trying to create a policies for permanent return of their population, 
particularly those that brings back valuable human capital. But it is very difficult 
to find an example of a successful policy of lasting return. And even if there were 
returnees who intended to remain permanently in the country of origin, very 
soon the remigrations  occurred. The results of many studies show that as long 
as the reasons for the emigration abroad are not eliminated, permanent return 
of migrants, especially those with higher education, cannot be expected. This 
is confirmed by the examples of many countries - Ireland, Israel, China, India, 
South Korea, the Mediterranean countries that were faced with intense emigra-
tion abroad (Italy, Greece, Spain) and others (IOM, 2004).

In this regard instructive is the example of Ireland. Ireland’s long history as a 
country of significant emigration is well known and documented.1 It was caused 
primarily by Ireland’s lagging economic development. With the exception of the 
1970s, when net migration to Ireland was positive, outflows continued to exceed 
inflows until the early 1990s. Ireland experienced dramatic increases in immi-
gration flows (which include returning Irish citizens) from the mid-1990s but 
most markedly after the 2004 EU enlargement. Flows peaked in 2006-2007 at 

1 The analyses of Martin Ruhs and Emma Quinn shows that between 1871 and 1961, the 
average annual net emigration from Ireland consistently exceeded the natural increase 
of the Irish population, which shrank from about 4.4 million in 1861 to 2.8 million in 
1961 (Ruhs and Quinn, 2009). 
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well over 100,000 immigrants per year (Quinn, 2007). The main reason for this 
change was rapid economic growth that created an unprecedented demand for 
labor across a wide range of sectors resulting with unemployment decline (from 
15.9 percent in 1993 to a historic low of 3.6 percent in 2001). In the 1990s and 
2000s, returning Irish diaspora professionals pushed the country’s high-sector 
boom with their “enhanced human capital”. 

In the first decade of 21st century, literature on second-generation migration 
to the parental homeland has emerged, usually with the expectation that “return” 
is long term or permanent in nature. That includes studies on diverse groups 
such as: Indians born in the United States or Europe returned to India, Greek 
Americans “returning“ to Greece, British Caribbeans to the Caribbean, Japanese 
Peruvians to Japan etc.

As for the “return” of the second-generation interesting is the case of India, 
a country with very large diaspora worldwide. All estimates suggest that the 
number of first- and second-generation Indian immigrants who are relocating to 
India in the period 2000-2010 noticed significant increase.2 This second-genera-
tion migration must be understood in the broader context of India’s economic and 
political environment i.e. rapid economic growth, which has averaged more than 
6.5 percent each year in the period 2000-2010. The availability of challenging job 
positions, strong demand for experienced workers, and the promise of economic 
growth were crucial in creating such reverse migrants flows. In addition to eco-
nomic factors, the Indian government has also actively sought to forge ties with 
overseas Indians in the last decades.

Vivek Wadhwa, a professor at Duke University, speculated in 2009 that due 
to the recent recession in the United States, “over 100,000 Indians and as many 
Chinese (including second-generation) will return home over the next 3-5 years.” 
In this two-year study of Indian and Chinese returnees, Wadhwa found that the 
most significant factors in the decision to return were career opportunities, fam-
ily ties and quality of life (MPI, 2010).

Temporary return includes migrants that do not return permanently and 
transfer financial capital, knowledge and technology to their countries of origin 
only through visits and short-term returns. There are many examples of the ben-
efits of temporary return migration for the development of different sectors or 
for overcoming serious shortages of professionals (for example, medical staff in 
recent times) in the source countries.

In the late 1980s, the government of Taiwan offered incentives to Taiwan-
ese engineers based at Silicon Valley to return permanently to the country. 
2 For example, a 2010 report by the World Economic Forum in collaboration with The 

Boston Consulting Group found that in 2006, about 32,000 second-generation Indians 
born in the United States or Europe returned to India (MPI, 2010)



Policies for Return Migration in Conditions of Intensive High Skilled Emigration

26

Simultaneously, high numbers of Taiwan-born US-educated engineers started 
travelling back to their country of origin on a regular basis, creating a trans-
national community (the engineers transferred technical know-how and organi-
zational models to Hinchey companies) (Saxenian, 2001). Similar examples of 
benefits  from the connection with Silicon Valley throught migrants are identified 
for India and China (Saxenian, 2002). The Chinese government’s efforts (through 
a series of policies, measures and incentives) to promote the temporary return 
of professionals makes the diaspora engagement an important factor in China’s 
development of the knowledge economy.

Considering the benefits of temporary return of migrants, in recent de-
cades, governments of origin and destination countries as well as international 
organizations have launched a lot of programs to encourage temporary return 
to enable knowledge transfer from highly skilled migrants. In this regard par-
ticularly valuable are frameworks for assisted voluntary return of the interna-
tional organizations (IOM, 2018).

Virtual return is a relatively new phenomenon and refers mainly to the 
skills and knowledge transfer by migrants to their country of origin, while 
they physically remain in the destination country. It can take place on the 
individual level, but also between organizations or networks. Global connec-
tivity enhancement and major improvements in information technology have 
enabled significant increase of this transfer of knowledge. Using information 
technology, overseas nationals may become integrated into academic or busi-
ness networks in their country of origin and can contribute their knowledge 
and experience from abroad. In this instance, partnerships between govern-
ments, academic institutions, civil society and private sector organizations are 
of particular importance.

Where migrants do not see the favorable conditions for return some countries, 
often in partnership with the relevant institutions in the countries of destination 
(such as universities) and with the assistance of partners such as international 
organizations and non-governmental organizations, they look for an alternative 
and innovative ways to attract highly qualified nationals on a temporary basis 
or “virtually”. Experiences show that in the last decades the ideas on the best 
means to transfer human capital have evolved through time and generally fall 
into three broad categories. Governments have engaged members of diasporas 
as: Practitioners who fill critical resources and knowledge gaps directly through 
a permanent, temporary, or even virtual return of migrants; Â Partners who sup-
port local individuals in a long-term exchange of resources and knowledge; Â 
Members of scientific, technical, and business networks with whom potential 
research, business, and investment opportunities can be developed in the country 
of origin (IOM, 2013).
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Based on these findings related to transferring human capital from diaspo-
ra in their country of origin, IOM has developed A Menu of Viable Options. 
They are organized into three groups (IOM and MPI, 2012):

1. Engage diasporas as practitioners to fill resource and knowledge gaps –  
Ask diasporas to volunteer their time and expertise; Offer material and non-
material incentives in exchange for services; Find the best mix of incentives; 
Administer “return” programs in partnership with private actors. Such proj-
ects administered by IOM are: Return of Qualified Afghans - RQA; Migration 
for Development in Africa – MIDA; Temporary Return of Qualified Nation-
als – TRQN3; UNDP Transfer of Knowledge through Expatriate Nationals – 
TOKTEN; Returning Experts Program. 

2. Engage diasporas as partners – Support collaborative research be-
tween diasporas and local actors (Examples: Program of Introducing Disci-
pline-Based Talent to Universities; Unity through Knowledge Fund – UKF; 
Thailand’s Reverse Brain Drain Project); Connect communities across nation-
al borders through twinning arrangements (Examples: Municipal Twining in 
the Netherlands; Partnership Together – program in Israel).

3. Engage diasporas as members and leaders of scientific and technical 
networks (Examples: Colombia’s Red Caldas; RedEsColombia; “Who in Who 
in BIH” Diaspora Project; The Philippines Brain Gain Network – BGN).

The various forms of return migration (permanent or temporary, voluntary 
or non-voluntary, spontaneous or assisted) and the relationship between return 
migration and other policy fields, such as development, trade, human rights and 
health, call for a cooperative migration management approach to develop innova-
tive responses and to help reconcile and balance the interests of different migra-
tion stakeholders (IOM, 2008).

2. POLICY RESPONSES TO THE SKILLED EMIGRATION 
(“THE SIX R’S”) – POSSIBILITIES OF THEIR APPLICA-
TION IN THE BALKAN COUNTRIES

Regarding the creation of migration policies for skilled emigration (i.e., brain 
drain policies) of the origin countries six approaches are usually discussed. They 
are known as “six R’s” (Lowell, 2002; Lowell, and Findlay, 2002). These policy 

3 During TRQN to Afghanistan, migrants designed new curricula and re-wrote and ed-
ited poorly translated schoolbooks to make them comprehensible for the teachers and 
students. TRQN participants also set a positive example for professional workplace be-
havior and encouraged teamwork and discussions about democracy, women’s rights and 
good governance.
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responses could be applied separately, only some or all at the same time. In the 
following, with a brief explanation of each of these approaches, the possibilities 
of their application in the case of high skilled emigration from the Balkan coun-
tries is observed.

1. Restriction of International Mobility – Many developing countries have 
restrictive migration policies that make it difficult for their national to take jobs 
abroad. Also, there are countries that have restrictive immigration policies for 
foreign nationals to protect their domestic workers from competition. The Bal-
kan countries are committed to building free and democratic societies, without 
restriction on free movement of population and capital. So, irrespective of the 
rise of high skilled emigration, the policy for its administrative restriction is not 
an option.

2. Retention through Economic Development – It means giving people a rea-
son to stay (or return), which is indisputably the most effective policy for reducing 
emigration and the long-term surest means of raising the average human capital, 
as well as the economic growth. In this regard, equally important is Retention 
though Educational Sector Policies – Creating a highly educated labor force 
begins with developing domestic educational institutions. A viable system that 
encourages graduates to stay with the system, that retains people, ensures that 
the country of origin keeps its investment in education. Representatives of inter-
national institutions and foreign experts, as well as the domestic scientific and 
professional public, often point out that Balkan countries must retain talent as an 
essential prerequisite for stimulating their socio-economic development and for 
reducing emigration. This is of particular importance for EU candidate countries 
(Lazarević et al., 2017).

3. Return of Migrants to their Source Country – Theoretical discussions and 
experiences confirm that the return of migrants (permanently or temporarily) is 
the best way to cultivate human capital in countries of origin, especially those with 
added value from working abroad (acquiring new knowledge, skills and compe-
tences). In the case of Balkan countries, a permanent return is not a realistic 
option, as there is still a large highly skilled emigration abroad. In these circum-
stances, policymakers should focus on temporary return and diaspora options.

4. Recruitment of International Migrants – If there is a shortage of domes-
tic skilled workers, for any reason, the labor force from other countries can be 
recruited.  For example, the information technology revolution sparked a world-
wide competition for workers: new  policies worldwide ease numerical and “pro-
tective” regulations on admissions. In last decade large emigration of highly ed-
ucated labor force has been observed in all Balkan countries, and some of them 
belong to the group of countries with the highest intensity of brain drain in the 
world. It is confirmed by the Global Competitiveness Report ranking according 



Verica Janeska

29

to brain drain indicators (IMD, 2019). They show that today majority of the Bal-
kan countries have no capacity to retain or to attract talents. In the same time, 
there are increasing shortages of highly educated labor force (particularly engi-
neers, doctors and medical staff). In these circumstances, it will be very difficult 
to provide the necessary labor force in the Balkan countries with the recruitment 
of international migrants.

5. Reparation for Loss of Human Capital (Tax) – A favorite but never im-
plemented economic prescription in the 1970s (Grecic, 1975). The idea is that 
developed countries are either compensating source countries, or that emigrants 
submit taxes directly, to deal with externalities created by the immediate loss of 
human capital. With regard to the emigration of the highly educated labor force 
of the Balkan countries, in whose education all states invest a lot of money, the 
scientific and professional public often discuses and try to estimate direct and 
indirect losses on this basis. However, no one talks about compensating for the 
loss of human capital because it is not a realistic option.

6. Resourcing Expatriates (Diaspora Options) – Skilled emigrants abroad 
can be a significant resource, especially if ongoing contact between academic, 
public and private institutions is encouraged. Government and private sector 
initiatives should be devoted to increasing communication, knowledge transfer, 
remittances as well as to create favorable conditions for various investment op-
portunities in order to foster the socio-economic development of the countries of 
origin. The Balkan countries have a large emigration of highly educated labor 
force, and some of them are very successful and have relatively high positions in 
the sectors where they operate in the receiving countries. Hence, the establish-
ment of cooperation with this segment of the diaspora can be of great importance 
for mitigating the problems in different areas and for the future development of 
the Balkan countries. In this respect, particularly important is the creation of fa-
vorable conditions for transfers of their knowledge and experience, as well as for 
enlargement of the investment opportunities in different sectors. 

Given the foregoing in terms of the realistic feasibility of six approaches (“six 
R’s”) when designing a policy for the highly educated labor force emigration 
from the Balkan countries, we consider that one such policy should be addressed 
through two pillars: First pillar - Creation conditions for reducing the intensity 
of intellectual migration and retaining highly educated population; Second pillar 
– Creating conditions for Brain gain through cooperation with the diaspora, par-
ticularly with highly educated and scientific diaspora (temporary and/or virtual 
return and Diaspora option). In this respect, recent activities of the Government 
of North Macedonia regarding cooperation with the diaspora will be presented.
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3. EXPERIENCE OF THE REPUBLIC OF NORTH 
MACEDONIA

a) Emigration, return migration, policies

The emigration abroad from the current territory of North Macedonia began 
in the 19th century, while the modern economic emigration started in mid-six-
ties of the previous century. Due to the long history of this emigration (which 
has been repeating in some families for several generations), today there are no 
relevant data on the “old” migration and their descendants (second and third gen-
eration). Also, there are no data about the people who have left or returned to 
the country. In the last decades very few citizens of North Macedonia officially 
registered their stay abroad, thus the statistical data from domestic sources about 
people who have temporarily or permanently left the country are incomplete.4    

In such circumstances, the volume of emigration can be estimated only 
through foreign data sources (from international organizations/institutions and 
the host countries statistics). As more comprehensive data regarding the number 
of migrants from individual countries the World Bank and United Nations data 
can be taken. World Bank data show that the number of North Macedonia citi-
zens in the receiving countries is continuously growing: from 342,243 persons 
(2000) to 447,138 (2010) and 626,312 persons (2013), and the emigration rate rose 
from around 16%, to 21.8% and 30.2% respectively (World Bank, 2016). But, in 
the case of North Macedonia these data represent only a rough approximation 
because they have been underestimated regarding the number of migrants in the 
overseas countries.5 Similar is situation with United Nations data. They show 
that the number of citizens of North Macedonia in the receiving countries world-
wide in 2019 amounts more than 658,000 persons (UN, 2019). According to our 
estimations today, the total number of Macedonian citizens abroad has surpassed 
700,000, and the emigration rate is higher than 30%. It can be accepted as a rough 
estimate of the volume of emigration from North Macedonia abroad. This is con-
firmed and by the latest IOM data. They show that in 2019 North Macedonia is in 

4 Their inclusion in the State Statistical Office’s regular statistical surveys is relatively 
low and only shows the number of people who officially register their stay abroad. 
According to these data, from 1996 to 2018, only 13,612 persons left the country (State 
Statistics Office, 2020).

5 According the population censuses data and the official statistics from the USA, Can-
ada, Australia and New Zealand, the number of our citizens in these host countries is 
around 183,000 people, which is almost 105,000 persons more than the World Bank 
data for 2010.
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the group of the top 20 emigration countries worldwide with an emigration rate 
that exited 25% (IOM, 2020).   

Regarding the return migrations, the available statistical data can be evaluated 
as relatively scarce. The regular statistical research of the State Statistics Office 
for the citizens of North Macedonia who have moved back from abroad shows 
very few returnees (only 4931 persons returned in the period 2005-2018) and the 
oscillating dynamics of these movements, with a falling trend in the past few 
years. Therefore, the return emigration rate can be evaluated as negligible. So, 
North Macedonia is an example of a country where there is no return migration 
during the intensive emigration. 

In accordance with the Law on Foreigners from 2008 (Article 8) “The As-
sembly of the Republic of Macedonia, upon a proposal from the Government 
of the Republic of Macedonia, shall adopt a Resolution on migration policy that 
would include the conditions, problems and measures to be taken in the area of 
migration” (Law on Foreigners, 2008). Since 2009 until today, two Resolutions 
on migration policies have been adopted (the Resolution on migration policy of 
RM 2009 – 2014 and Resolution on migration policy of the Republic of Macedo-
nia for 2015 – 2020) and both documents have Action Plans and relatively similar 
content (Government of the Republic of North Macedonia, 2019). Among other 
issues, they covered relevant aspects of the emigration abroad, but the measures 
and activities envisaged were either not realized or had a negligible result.

Due to still growing emigration abroad, in last years the Government of the 
North Macedonia has taken many activities and measures for its reduction and 
stimulating return migration. They are part of the macroeconomic policy for 
socio-economic development, increasing employment and reducing unemploy-
ment, improving the standard of living of the citizens and working conditions, as 
well as improving the political situation in the country and its position regarding 
the Euro-Atlantic integration. These activities are mainly related to the major 
causes of large-scale emigration and negligible return migration. But we should 
bear in mind that it takes time for these measures tо provide visible results. At 
the same time, the Government was determined to create a strategic approach 
to expanding and improving cooperation with the Diaspora. In spring 2019 the 
National Strategy of the Republic of North Macedonia for cooperation with the 
diaspora for the period 2019-2023 was adopted.

b) Main features of the National Strategy of North Macedonia  
for cooperation with the diaspora

General goal of the National Strategy for cooperation with the diaspora 2019-
2023 is creating the legal, institutional and other preconditions for development 
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sustainable and comprehensive framework for cooperation between the state in-
stitutions and diaspora, based on trust, joint initiatives and mutual benefit, which 
applies to improving their status in the host countries and facilitating productive 
return options from the diaspora (Government of the Republic of North Macedo-
nia, 2019). It will be achieved through the four strategic goals.

The document consists of two parts. The first part refers to the current situ-
ation, challenges and the courses of action for the National Strategy for coop-
eration with the diaspora. Its contents have been systemized into four chapters. 
Chapter One identifies the scope, rules and principles, courses of action, the vi-
sion, the mission, general and strategic goals of the National Strategy for cooper-
ation with the diaspora.  

Observations in Chapter Two are related to: the regulatory framework and the 
institutional preconditions, the scope and main features of the diaspora of North 
Macedonia, its current organization and activities, as well as building trust with 
the diaspora. Regarding the building a trust with the diaspora, relevant aspects 
of the Road Map for Engaging Diasporas in Development were considered (IOM 
and MPI, 2012). 

Chapter Three provides description of the changes, current status and the 
challenges within the four pillars of the National Strategy that correspond with 
its four strategic goals. 

Pillar one – political, legal and consular issues. They are related to improving 
the regulatory framework and institutional capacities for diasporas higher politi-
cal inclusion as well as upgrading the conditions for the achievement of their civil 
and social rights.6     

Pillar two – the diaspora and economic development. The Strategy keeps 
the commitment on establishing economic cooperation between diaspora and the 
country in different areas, based on partnership, equal opportunities and mu-
tual benefit. In this regard the following areas are covered: remittances trans-
fer; investment activities, transfer of know-how and technology in the country; 
export of Macedonian products to countries with numerous diaspora; develop-
ment of diaspora tourism; improving the conditions in the area of philanthropic 
contributions. 

Pillar three – education, science and the youth. Expanding the cooperation 
with the diaspora in the area of:  Learning their native language by children 
from the diaspora; Higher mobility of pupils and students; Cooperation with the 
scientific diaspora and networking with scientific staff in the country in the field 

6 Issuing travel, personal and other documents, access to social security, transfer of pen-
sions etc. 
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of education and scientific research; Enhancing communication between young 
people from the diaspora and from North Macedonia.

Pillar four – cultural relations, cultural identity and cultural heritage. Estab-
lishing and expanding the cultural ties with the diaspora in different areas for 
preservation of the cultural identity and the cultural heritage. In this regard, new 
forms of cooperation between the entities from the cultural areas of the country 
and representatives / organizations from the diaspora have been identified. Also, 
a higher number of cultural events as well as networking and partnerships for the 
implementation and support of joint cultural activities are proposed.

Chapter Four defines the key challenges and limitations for the Strategy im-
plementation, the specific targets and their outcomes.    

The second part refers to Action Plan for the National Strategy of North Mace-
donia for cooperation with the diaspora for the period 2019-2023. In line with 
the dedication to create a comprehensive and consistent strategy regarding all 
of the relevant aspects of the four pillars, a number of specific targets have been 
identified. They apply to the creation of policies in several areas, modifications 
and amendments to the regulations, strengthening the administrative and techni-
cal capacities of the institutions and deepening the cooperation of the competent 
institutions with the diaspora organizations. 

The great number and the complexity of the areas covered with this Strategy 
imply the need for involvement of multiple institutions, whose responsibilities 
and competences would be clearly defined, and their activities harmonized and 
coordinated to full extent. The determination of such approach was also con-
firmed with the composition of the Working Group for preparation of the Na-
tional Strategy.7 Also, representatives of diaspora organizations were directly in-
volved in the creation of the structure and contents of the Strategy. Furthermore, 
through the Agency for Emigration, the draft version of the National Strategy 
was sent to all the organizations in the diaspora8. Part of them gave their opinions 
and provided constructive suggestions.     

The establishment of successful cooperation with the diaspora would depend 
on the creation of preconditions for implementation of the measures and activities. 
To this end, we need to point out the following challenges: Possibility to establish 
a Diaspora Centre (within a higher-education institution at a state university), 
where researches related to the diaspora would be continuously conducted; More 
comprehensive and continuous mapping of different segments of the diaspora, as 

7 It was comprised of representatives of competent institutions in this area, i.e. members 
of the ministries, state institutions, non-governmental organizations, university profes-
sors, independent consultants and representatives of cultural institutions in the country.

8 To all organizations from the diaspora for which the Agency for Emigration of the 
Republic of North Macedonia has knowledge that they are active. 
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a precondition for creating realistic and feasible measures and activities; Greater 
inclusion of the organizations from the diaspora in each phase of implementation 
of the Strategy; Continuously building trust with the diaspora, etc. 

CONCLUSION

The literature review and observed experiences of countries with intensive 
and long-term intellectual emigration, regarding the policy options for return 
migration, shows that in circumstances of still high emigration the permanent 
return is not an realistic option. The results of many studies confirm that as long 
as the reasons for emigration abroad were not eliminated, the permanent return 
of migrants did not occur. The examples of Ireland, Israel, India, China, Mediter-
ranean countries and other countries confirm that permanent return of migrants 
happened after the achievement of higher economic and social development. 

These findings suggest that policy makers should pay attention to policies 
related to temporary return and virtual return i.e. the so called diaspora option. 
In last decades the ideas on the best ways for engaging diasporas in the source 
countries development have evolved significantly. In this regard, IOM and MPI 
has developed A Menu of Viable Options organized into three groups of diaspora 
engagement: as practitioners to fill resource and knowledge gaps; as partners; as 
members and leaders of scientific and technical networks. The validity of this 
approach is confirmed by the successful realization of many projects. 

The observation of policy responses to skilled emigration known as the “six 
R’s” and their possible application in the case of high skilled emigration from 
the Balkan countries shows that two of them (restriction of international mo-
bility and reparation for loss of human capital) are not realistic options. Besides 
that, the provision of the necessary labor force in the Balkan countries with the 
recruitment of international migrants will be very difficult to provide. So, the fo-
cus of the policy makers should be on retention through economic development, 
temporary return and resourcing expatriates (diaspora options).

In last year’s the Government of North Macedonia has taken on many activ-
ities for reduction of the large-scale emigration abroad and stimulating return 
migration. They are part of the macroeconomic policy for socio-economic de-
velopment, reducing unemployment, increasing the living standard, as well as 
improving the political situation in the country and its position regarding the 
Euro-Atlantic integration.

All migration policies, including those for return migration, reflect diaspora 
features and the economic, social and political circumstances of each country. 
So, it is unrealistic to expect that any country could simply adopt policies being 
pursued elsewhere. This was the guiding principle when the National Strategy 
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of North Macedonia for cooperation with the diaspora for the period 2019-2023 
was created. The strategy has four pillars that correspond with its four strategic 
goals (political, legal and consular issues; diaspora and economic development; 
education, science and youth; cultural relations, cultural identity and cultural 
heritage). Establishment of successful cooperation with the diaspora would de-
pend on the creation of preconditions for implementation of the measures and 
activities of the Action plan.  

REFERENCES

Constant, F. A. and Zimmermann, K. (2013), International Handbook on the 
Economics of Migration, Edward Elgar, Cheltenham, UK – Northampton, 
MA, USA, p. 508-50

Docquier, F., Lodigiani,  E.,  Rapoport,  H. and Schiff,  M. (2011),  “Emigration 
and Democracy”, IZA Discussion Paper No 5496, Institute for the Study of 
Labor (IZA), Bonn, p. 231. 

Government of the Republic of North Macedonia, Minister in charge of diaspora 
(2019), “National Strategy of the Republic of North Macedonia for 
cooperation with the diaspora for the period 2019 – 2023”, Skopje.

Grecic V. (1975), Contemporary Labor Force Migration in Europe, Institute for 
International Policy and Economy, Belgrade, p. 310.

IMD (2019), World Competitiveness Rankings, available at: https://www.imd.
org/wcc/world-competitiveness-center-rankings/world-competitiveness-
ranking-2019/ (accessed 10 February 2020).

IOM (2004), Return Migration: Policies and Practices in Europe, International 
Organization for Migration, Geneva, Switzerland, p. 405.

IOM (2008), “International Dialogue on Migration 2008, Return Migration: 
Challenges and Opportunities”, available at: file:///C:/Users/user/Desktop/
Konferencija%20Sofija/MC_INF_293_Return_Migration.pdf, (accessed 
27 January 2020).

IOM  (2013), “Migrants contribute”, available at: http://migrantscontribute.iom.
int/ (accessed 19 January 2020)

IOM (2018), A Framework for Assisted Voluntary Return and Reintegration, 
International Organization for Migration, Geneva, Switzerland, p. 28.

IOM (2019), “Glossary on Migration”, International Organization for Migration, 
Geneva, Switzerland, p. 183-184.

IOM and MPI (2012), Developing a Road Map for Engaging Diasporas in 
Development (A Handbook for Policymakers and Practitioners in Home 
and Host Countries), International Organization for migration, Geneva, 
Switzerland and Migration Policy Institute, Washington, USA, pp. 159-200.



Policies for Return Migration in Conditions of Intensive High Skilled Emigration

36

Law on Foreigners, Republic of Macedonia (2008), available at:  http://www.
moi.mk/Uploads/Precisten%20zakon%20za%20strancite%2025.01.13.pdf 
(accessed 20.01.2020).

Lazarević M., Kosmina K., Bajić D. (2017), Towards a Smart Staff Retention 
Policy for the Sustainable EU Integration of Serbia, Deutsche Gesellschaft 
für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH, Bonn and Eschborn, 
Germany, p. 88.

Lowell B. L. (2002), “Policy Responses to the International Mobility of Skilled 
Labor”, International Migration Papers 45, International Migration Branch, 
International Labor Office , Geneva. 

Lowell, L. B. and Findlay A. M. (2002), “Migration of Highly Skilled Persons 
from Developing Countries: Impact and Policy Responses- Synthesis 
Report”, International Migration Papers No. 44. International Labour 
Office, Geneva. 

MPI (2010), “For Love and Money: Second-generation Indian Americans ‘Return’ 
to India”, available at:  https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/love-
and-money-second-generation-indian-americans-return-india (accessed 
24.01.2020).

Ruhs M. and Quinn E. (2009), “Ireland: From Rapid Immigration to Recession”, 
MPI, available at:  https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/ireland-rapid-
immigration-recession/ (accessed 22.01.2020).

Perez-Armendariz C. and Crow D. (2010), Do Migrants Remit Democracy? 
International Migration, Political Benefits and Behavior in Mexico, 
Comparative Political Studies, 43 (1), pp.119-148

Quinn E. (2007), “European Migration Network Return Migration: The Irish 
Case”, The Economic And Social Research Institute, Dublin, pp. 51-54.

Saxenian, AnneLee (2001), “The Silicon Valley-Hsinchu Connection: Technical 
Communities and Industrial Upgrading”, Berkeley Planning Journal, 15 
(1), available at: https://escholarship.org/uc/item/0v02k7kd  (accessed 
27.01.2020).

Saxenian AnnaLee (2002), “The Silicon Valley Connection: Transnational 
Networks and Regional Development in Taiwan, China and India”, Science, 
Technology and Society (7:1), available at: https://link.springer.com/chapt
er/10.1057/9781403943842_7  (accessed 27.01.2020).

Spilimbergo, A. (2009), “Democracy and Foreign Education”, American 
Economic Review, 99 (1), pp. 528-543.

State Statistics Office, ”Migration”, available at: www.stat.gov.mk (accessed 
15.2.2020).



Verica Janeska

37

United Nations (2017), “International Migration Policies: Data Booklet”, 
Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division, (ST/
ESA/ SER.A/395), p. 1.

United Nations (2019), Workbook: UN_MigrantStockByOriginAndDestinat
ion_2019.xls, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population 
Division, Table 1.

Wahba J. (2015), Who benefits from return migration to developing countries? 
IZA World of Labor: 123, Germany, p.1.

World Bank, (2016), “Migration and Remittances, Fact book 2016”, 3rd edition. 
Washington, 2016, р. 172 (DC: World Bank. doi:10.1596/978-1-4648-0319-
2) Silicon. 



38

PROFESSIONAL TRAJECTORIES AND FACTORS  
FOR SUSTAINABLE RETURN OF HIGHLY QUALIFIED 

BULGARIANS

Vanya Ivanova, PhD
IEFSEM – BAS

Abstract: The article will explore the motivation factors and professional 
trajectories of young highly qualified Bulgarians who returned to Bulgaria in the 
years around 2010. In this longitudinal study, participants’ responses upon their 
return will be compared to their current situation through secondary qualitative 
interviews about 10 years later. The analysis in the paper will focus on three 
important aspects of the highly qualified return experience: (1) sustainability of 
the return – are the highly qualified returnees still in Bulgaria, did they have 
possibilities to re-migrate, and what is their attitude towards the return decision 
looking at it retrospectively; (2) professional realization, how their professional 
trajectories have developed through time, are they working in the same area as 
upon their return; (3) other factors of sustainable return and (4), civil activism, 
to what extend returnees participate in different forms of civil initiatives, viewed 
as an additional form of contributing to the Bulgarian society.

Keywords: sustainable return, highly qualified returnees, professional tra-
jectories, civil activism, Bulgaria

The highly qualified migration1 is the desired migration all over the world in 
the beginning of the 21st century. There is an international competition for the 
highly qualified that are called “talents”, “eurostars”, “the best and brightest” and 
this competition is encouraged through national and international policies and 
practices (Castles and Miller 2003; Koser 2007; Favell  2008; Breinbauer 2010) 
At the same time, on political level highly qualified migrants and returnees are 
recognized as agents of economic, social and democratic capital and are play-
ing an important role in the democratic consolidation of the countries of origin 

1 Highly qualified and highly skilled are used as synonyms.The definition that is used 
for them in the paper is a person with a university degree or equivalent specialization, 
obtained in the country of origin before migrating to another country, or during the 
migration period.
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(Horvat 2004, Krasteva 2014). In migration studies, most researched group of 
highly qualified migrants and mobile people are the scholars (Breinbauer 2010), 
with many studies also focusing on students, expats, medical workers, etc.

The interest in highly qualified young mobile people with experience abroad 
remains strong in many consecutive Bulgarian governments. They put in efforts 
to attract highly qualified back since the first national strategy on migration and 
integration in Bulgaria (2008-2015). One of the key questions I explored in my 
PhD thesis titled: “Return policies: comparative analysis of the highly qualified 
migration to Bulgaria and Bosnia and Herzegovina”2 was the extent to which 
these policies are successful. It addressed the role of the state and policies on the 
return processes of the highly qualified young migrants3. One of the conclusions 
of the research was that although the two cases are in different contexts (post-so-
cialist emigration management in Bulgaria vs. post-conflict migration manage-
ment in Bosnia and Herzegovina), the main force leading the processes of return 
are the returnees themselves and the formal / non-formal structures they create, 
to a different extent in each country. In the case of Bulgaria, the field research 
and online questionnaire I have conducted 8 to 10 years ago showed that the three 
main reasons for return of young highly qualified Bulgarians were: 1) completed 
education degree; 2) not willing to live abroad forever; 3) willingness to contrib-
ute to a certain sector in Bulgaria. The most interesting remains the third answer, 
which was explored further in the follow-up research as well. Within the scope of 
the transnationalism concept, explaining return as an incomplete process (Bret-
tel and Hollifield, 2008:17), respondents were also asked whether they perceive 
their return as sustainable/permanent, or as a next step in their migration trajec-
tories. Interestingly, their motivation at the time was for a permanent rather than 
a temporary stay in Bulgaria. A key tendency crystalized: they were willing to 
make a next migration/mobility step only if it is connected with personal and/or 
professional development. A notable pull factor to stay was the wish for creating 
a family, and the predominant push one – the political and economic situation in 
Bulgaria (Ivanova, 2015).

In the end of January 2020, I approached 23 of my original research respon-
dents with whom I made in-depth interviews in the period 2010-2012, and I made 
follow-up interviews with 20 of them. One of the other three I could not contact 
(e-mail bounced back), one person didn’t reply, and one said she does not want to 
do it (busy and not willing). The 20 people agreed to do either a face-to-face or a 

2 Defended in 2015 and supervised by prof. Anna Krasteva, New Bulgarian University.
3 Most of them are between 25 and 35 years old, returned to Bulgaria after being abroad 

for (further) higher education and/or first work placements, and have already been 
back in Bulgaria for 1 to 3 years at the time of interview.
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phone interview. I found out 19 of them are in Bulgaria and one is in Germany, 
doing a second post-doctorate research and living with his family there since 2014. 

I focused my follow-up interviews on four main aspects: (1) sustainability 
of the return – are the highly qualified returnees still in Bulgaria, did they have 
possibilities to re-migrate, and what is their attitude towards the return decision 
looking at it retrospectively; (2) professional realization – how their professional 
trajectories have developed through time, are they working in the same area as 
upon their return; (3) other factors of sustainable return and (4) civil activism – to 
what extend returnees participate in different forms of civil initiatives, viewed as 
an additional form of contributing to the Bulgarian society.

I. SUSTAINABILITY OF RETURN

Starting with the sustainability of return, 19 out of 20 are in Bulgaria. Most of 
them have travelled abroad since their return because of job-related reasons and 
family vacations; some of the respondents practiced a longer work-related mobil-
ity (from 3 to 5 years) and returned back again, some of the respondents practiced 
education-related mobility (MA programme, 1 to 2 years or shorter periods of 
education specialization of 1 to 2 months), some of the respondents travelled 
abroad to visit family and friends for 1 to 4 months. Thus, comparing the current 
answers with their general attitudes upon their initial return, the willingness for 
permanence and desire to stay was confirmed. One key reason and argumenta-
tion is that the respondents have families and children now and in general, they 
have created their own community/environment in Bulgaria.

Looking back and reflecting on their return decisions about 10 years ago, most 
of them are happy with their decisions. The main arguments for reconfirming 
the return decision are their career development (on a professional level) and the 
experience to be close to their family (parents) and friends (on a personal level). 
However, the scale of fulfilment with the choice vary from being so fulfilled 
with the decision that would like to hand it over to others in similar situations:  
“I affirm my opinion every day that this was the right choice, I have no doubt, 
on the contrary, even encourage other people in a similar situation to make the 
choice I made. People who have experience abroad to apply it here, what they 
have learned, especially as a mind-set / attitude and hope. Here I can give more, 
in areas that are not developed. To make experimental ideas work. [I have] a 
feeling that in the Western system this is less significant. Small things are signif-
icant here. And this is still very true for me” or being so happy because “I love 
Bulgaria and Bulgarian people”, to more moderate answers saying that they are 
happy because of the family they have now, but they feel they haven’t integrated 
in Bulgarian society yet. An interviewee explains: “Am I sorry for the choice, I 
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can’t tell, but I can’t tell I am happy either, I prefer that my son spends his life 
differently, it’s very long, I am not satisfied somehow”. 

As of today, none of the interviewees have concrete plans for longer mobility 
or permanent migration abroad, just one of them is looking for post-doc positions 
and is willing to settle somewhere else in Europe if there is a good opportunity. 
Another respondent says that she is “waiting for her child to grow-up a bit more 
and move somewhere with better education possibilities”, another respondent 
says that “having a child makes her reconsider whether the return decision was 
the right one”, comparing the social system of Bulgaria and the country where 
she studied (France). 

II. PROFESSIONAL REALIZATION OF RETURNEES

The second aspect and core for this longitudinal research is the professional 
realization of the returnees, exploring how their professional trajectories have 
developed over time. 

Here, I would like to refer to a typology / figures of returnees I have synthe-
sized in my PhD research: “Figures4 of returnees according to returnees’ pro-
fessional trajectories” (Ivanova, 2015). I defined it based on the motivation of 
the returnees to contribute to a specific sector upon their return. At the time 
of the original interviews, some of the respondents have started a job exactly 
in the professional occupations they wanted to contribute to after coming back 
to Bulgaria; in a small number of cases their attempts haven’t been successful 
(public administration) or they were disappointed  (NGO sector) and moved on 
to another category. 

The five figures of returning young people are: the returning innovator, the 
returning inheritor, the returning altruist, the returning practitioner and the re-
turning idealist. How is each of these categories characterized? The five figures 
are explained in the following table.

4 The approach of creating figures is following prof. Anna Krasteva’s concept that first 
appeared in her book “Figures of a refugee” in 2006 (in Bulgarian).
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Table 1. Figures of returnees according to returnees’ professional trajectories 
(Ivanova 2015, 2020)

Returning 
innovator 

Here, the main driving force in the professional trajectory of the returnee is the 
creation of something new; it can be a business seen abroad and a new market 
niche in Bulgaria; or a business that exists but is enriched with patterns of work 
and values acquired abroad; here I have included also the people who wanted to 
pursue academic career, because of contributing to innovative theses, research and 
teaching methodologies.

Returning 
inheritor 

This is a figure that comes back with the idea of continuing and developing the 
family business, but doing so in a modern way, with a “European spirit”, investing 
from the standpoint of values and ideas they have acquired abroad.

Returning 
altruist

Most respondents describe working in the NGO sector as a job with more freedom, 
but in Bulgaria not well paid, without regular working hours, and no sustainability 
prospects.

Returning 
practitioner 

Returning to international companies and organizations is sometimes referred 
to in literature as “non-return”, but rather as a transfer from one international 
environment to another. I call this type returning practitioner because these are 
young people who know what they want, have seen it happen abroad, and seek this 
security in a similar international environment back home. The norms and values 
are known here, the risk is generally more moderate.

Returning 
idealist 

I call those who are willing to work in public administration idealists, because they 
are the ones who believe in the change that needs to happen by making changes 
at state level. Naming this group in this way does not lead to the conclusion 
that young people of other types do not have ideals. The guiding motive here is 
precisely that the ideal is that the state can change and this can influence all its 
citizens, and the experience gained abroad and what is seen in other working state 
systems can serve as a basis for this change.

Reviewing this typology, I wanted to see whether I will find my respondents 
still represented by their original return figure and professional sector. The table 
below shows which figure originally represented the respondents when I did my 
initial interviews upon their return in 2010-2012, along with their current repre-
senting figure and professional status. 

When creating the figures during the final stage of my doctoral research, I 
have placed the returnees, oriented towards a career in Academia, in the group of 
Innovators, as they were applying or willing to apply an innovative core in their 
research projects, both in terms of topics, as well as innovative interdisciplin-
ary methodologies and new knowledge gained abroad. Reconsidering the figures 
now, I would rather distinguish them in a separate category, reflecting that for 
some of them the career realization remains stable, while for others this option 
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remains an open door and desire for possible realization. I have added a specific 
professional sector in brackets.

Table 2. Comparison of figures of returnees in 2010-2012 and 2020 (Ivanova 2020)

Figure and Occupation Upon Return
(2010-2012)

Current Figure and Professional Occupation
(February 2020)

Re
tu

rn
in

g
in

no
va

to
r

(Eco-farm) Practitioner (International company)

(Own consultancy) No job, searching position (International company/
Practitioner)

(Innovative organisation) Innovator (Two new businesses)

(Academia) Practitioner (International organizations)

(Academia) Innovator (Own business)

(Academia) Academia (Searching Post-docs abroad)

(Academia) Academia (Post-doc, Germany)

Re
tu

rn
in

g
in

he
rit

or

(Family business) Inheritor (Family business) and Innovator (Own 
start-up)

Re
tu

rn
in

g
al

tr
ui

st

(NGO, existing) Altruist (Own organisation)

(NGO, existing) Altruist (Own organisation and attempts in Academia)

(NGO sector, later Practitioner in a 
company)

Innovator (Own business – hobby)

Re
tu

rn
in

g 
pr

ac
tit

io
ne

r

(International organization) Practitioner (International organizations)

(International organization) Practitioner (Local office of a big company)

(International organization) No permanent job (searching upon new return)

(Publishing house) Practitioner (Technical operator)

Re
tu

rn
in

g
id

ea
lis

t

(Public administration) Innovator (Own company)

(Public administration) Academia (University Associate Professor)

(Public administration) Practitioner (Consultancy firm)

(Public administration) Innovator (Own therapy practice)

(Public administration) Idealist (Public administration, expert in a 
Municipality)

Considering the explanation above, here I would like to analyse what does the 
new distribution among figures show, are there more “stable” figures and where 
are the most visible differences? The first interesting observation is that only one 
of all the respondents is exactly at the same company where she worked during 
the first interview about 10 years ago. All the other 19 have changed jobs, some 
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of them moved to different sectors or changed sectors for a specific period of time 
and moved back again. In terms of figures, half of the respondents remain repre-
sented by the same figure, but all of them including the one who remains in the 
same company have changed positions, organizations, firms, created their own 
new organizations or have acquired a second job in another sector. 

Returning innovator (7)

Returning inheritor (1)

Returning altruist (3)

Returning practitioner (4)

Returning idealist (5)

Innovator (6)

Inheritor (1)

Altruist (2)

Practitioner (6)

Idealist (1)

Academia (3)

In search for a job (2)

2

2
1

1
1

2

1

3

1

1

2

1

1
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Figure 1. Change in Professional trajectories of respondents between interviews in 
2010-2012 and 2020 (Ivanova 2020)

In terms of majority of numbers, two figures are sharing the same number of 
people – Innovators (6) and Practitioners (6), as this time I choose to indicate a 
separate figure for the highly qualified who would like to work in Academia, as I 
explained above, that are 3 in the new distribution. But if they remain in the figure 
of Innovators, this figure will be the most predominant one. If calculated together 
these are the two figures where there is an increase in numbers – the Practitioners –  
members of this group were 4 and now they are 6. The Innovators (without the 
Academia people) from 4 also become 6. There is a decrease at the Idealist figure 
from 5 to 1, and in the Altruists figure from 3 become 2, the Inheritors figure re-
main the same, although its representative at the moment of the second interview 
combines the family business with the recently established start-up business, it 
is also counted in the Innovators figure. Thus, interestingly but not surprisingly, 
the majority of the people who have returned and stayed in Bulgaria are currently 
occupied with their own businesses – start-ups, consultancies, a therapy practice. 
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At the same time some of the initial Innovators found realization as Practitioners, 
because their own organisation’s aim and project intensity slowed down or for 
more security and general predictability in life. At the moment of the interviews, 
two returnees are in search for new jobs. One of them has recently terminated a 
contract as a Practitioner, and the other one has recently returned from secondary 
mobility (about a year ago) had difficult period of adaptation about 6 months and 
explains: “I felt crushed by bureaucratic things [because of interrupted health 
insurance and others]. To try to exist in the system, it was not easy, things started 
to normalize the second half of 2019, start working remotely [temporary for an 
international organization, where worked abroad] to do something, online, what 
I really like”. As concluded in the original PhD research, highly qualified mobile 
people face various challenges upon return and need time to readapt and find 
their professional and existential way back in Bulgaria. 

As mentioned above, a visible tendency is observed in the figure of Return-
ing Idealists – only one out of five is still occupied in public administration. 
The withdrawal from the public administration is explained with “corruption 
schemes”, “waste of time”, “demotivated people”, “difficult to work”, “interper-
sonal relations”, “set-up procedures”. The people from that category thus receive 
a push to create own company or occupation, or become part of the more pre-
dictable working practices in an established organization. One of the Idealists 
moved to Academia, where “set-up practices” are experienced by another highly 
qualified of the interviewed returnee. Two respondents from the figure of Ideal-
ists move to the figure of Innovators and the one to the figure of Practitioners. It 
is interesting what the explanation is of the one who remains in that category: “I 
like my job, it is dynamic, I work what I have studied for and there are possibili-
ties for development”. 

It is observed that in the NGO sector, all three people created their own pro-
fessional settings, two of them I left in the figure of the Altruists because the new 
organizations they have created are in the civil sector, and the third one has a 
business initiative. It started as a hobby and combined with an unfulfilling job in 
a company, the interviewee says: “I didn’t feel quite challenged, and everything 
I did, reports, conclusions, recommendations, the management did what they 
wanted, I told myself are you bored? I was bored. Every day I was asking myself 
when this day will be over, I realized that not everything is about the pay check, 
when my days go by in horror”.

The experiences and the opinions vary a lot, an emerged Practitioner working 
in an international organization explains: “What I do gives me a sense of a cause 
that I am useful in society, it is important to other people, I am really helping 
other people and that is important to me”.



Professional Trajectories and Factors for Sustainable Return 

46

As mentioned above, in the period between the two interviews, five out of 
nineteen of the respondents lived abroad again for a longer period of time, from 
1 to 5 years and moved back again, two of them were outside Bulgaria for edu-
cation, three for work.

In the process of second re-adaptation and career strategy, one of the return-
ees who has been abroad for work in Academia in the Netherlands and Ireland 
and returned because of completed project assignment, explains that during the 
second return didn’t even think of trying to make attempts in the public sphere, 
even more, chose a strategy to make a step back in the career realization in order 
to make a sustainable choice in the long-run. Comparing the two return experi-
ences, the respondent explains: “In 2012 I thought I could contribute for a reform 
in the sphere of my work – mental health, I collided with corruption, demotivated 
people, in the process I found out what is possible in Bulgaria. After the second 
return I didn’t search for work in the public institutions, I was demotivated, I 
didn’t go in that sphere of work to make changes, I was disappointed, it was a 
waste of time.  After the second return I wanted more permanence and security, 
I said to myself that I will make a temporary compromise, I will work under the 
level of my education, to complete a psychotherapy degree, will make a step 
back to do afterwards a step forward”. This strategy appears to be successful, 
as evaluating her current situation, the returnee explains: “since the beginning 
of 2019 I have my own practice, I am happy I am independent. I feel myself at 
the right place, in terms of life aims and professional realization”. Although the 
Innovator figure is the predominant one at the moment, she is accompanying it 
with an Academia one, and currently she is combining the two – the professional 
and academic, a visiting lecturer in one of the Universities in Sofia.

This case of combination of figures is practiced from other returnees as well. 
Another respondent who has practiced mobility for education reasons and spent 
one year for making an MA degree in Germany returned back to continue work 
in the company where she has worked before leaving to continue her higher edu-
cation. However, the professional path moved forward in a higher managing po-
sition and at the same time she has also developed a start-up initiative with a col-
league, thus combining the figures of Inheritor and Innovator. For the innovative 
start-up she explains: “I have been abroad and I have seen different companies, 
innovations that are happening there. I have a broader view and know business 
models, ideas with potential, I bring in new ideas / look into the work – to come 
up with an idea for a new project or to start your own project that is innovative, 
I have seen more than if I have stayed in Bulgaria. The idea for this start-up also 
comes from abroad; we saw it with my business partner there. It is a successful 
model, a technology we have seen abroad”.
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Another respondent who experienced secondary work-related mobility and 
came back after working in well-known international companies in Ireland chose 
the figure of an Innovator by developing her unique innovative niche that did not 
exist at the time she started. Knowing the international culture of creating a suc-
cessful business model didn’t help her before getting to know the business reality 
in Bulgaria, and because of bureaucracy reasons and national taxation system, it 
happened that she faced bankruptcy two times. Due to her broad international 
experience and spiritual practices, she found a way to start again and affirm 
a transnational business model in-between Bulgaria and United Kingdom. The 
respondent, who loves Bulgaria and her roots, saying that exactly this connection 
to the country pulled her back, explains: “In Bulgaria the moment you register a 
company and you are already in the red. VAT - the most serious whip, in England, 
there is an adaptation period. I am softer, the biting Bulgarian tone I do not have, 
they can get on your head. (People who find her to sell their products in England) 
have started using me, they don’t want to be partner with you, but expect you to 
serve their interests, they start relationships that want to take from you…”.

It is important to point out what are the factors that work for the people in the 
Innovators category. One of them developed from an Innovator with one inno-
vative organization to Innovator with two new different initiatives – one of them 
he has created on his own, and the other one together with people with similar 
interests. It is not easy, but the fact that he has a contribution in creative and 
innovative ways for the city of Sofia, makes him fulfilled and at the same time 
with eyes open for possibilities everywhere: “Most of the time I’m off with one 
foot. Most of the time I look to travel, enrich myself, recharge. For longer period 
of time I was 2 times in the USA for a month.” One of the businesses he created 
was born while visiting a European capital. Travel remains very important for 
the Innovator figure. One returnee who I find in the same company explains the 
same, the possibility to travel for leisure and to enrich yourself, as well as being 
part of an international company that is already “a state within the state”: “I 
found an environment, I came to the company as a working student, I like the 
work itself, the people. It made it easy for me, it made me go nowhere. The first 
year was a difficult one, but in the end the work contributed, we tell ourselves 
with colleagues that we are a state in the state, we are isolated, a friendly circle”.

One common denominator to nearly all respondents, both who remain in the 
same professional figure or have changed their professional occupation, is that 
they all mention in one way or another that they find meaning in the work they 
do. Most of the respondents have strong motivation to contribute to change with-
in their work. It is important to underline that in all the professional categories 
the interviewees create, implement, involve new ideas, practices, knowledge, 
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professional networks they have gained/established abroad with different inten-
sity and extent.

III. OTHER FACTORS OF SUSTAINABLE RETURN

Four main groups of factors can be outlined as other factors of sustainable 
return – 1) own family and children, 2) older parents, 3) health and 4) love for 
Bulgaria. Beside professional trajectories and possibilities to contribute in their 
professional field, the number one factor is own family – 13 out of 19 of the inter-
viewed have family and children (half of the people mention explicitly their fam-
ily and children). Family and children could be a pull factor, as one respondent 
says: “Family is the only reason to remain here”, but in some cases it could be a 
push factor as well: “From the perspective of the future, what is best for our son” 
that includes education abroad at some point.

Many of the respondents mention the possibility to be close to their parents 
as a reason to stay – health issues, getting older and need to be taken care of. 
One respondent explains: “if you have kept your parents alive slightly longer, it 
makes sense to stay here”. One or of the reasons to think of coming back is also 
the parents for the respondent who is in Germany. This is especially valid since 
half a year ago when he and his wife became parents themselves and would like 
their child to know her grandparents as well.

One of the respondents mentions her personal health that got worse because of 
the climate in the country where she lived before she returned. She explains: “My 
health is now a top priority, as are the parents”. She says that they don’t have 
plans for near future mobilities with her husband, and before coming to Sofia 
they thought that coming back to Bulgaria will solve all their problems abroad, 
which turned out to be more challenging than expected.

Two interviewees mentioned their love of Bulgaria, Bulgarian people and 
roots, and a deep feeling that this is the place where they have something to 
give. One of the respondents explains: “Something pulled me back to Bulgaria. I 
evolved as a mind-set, pulled me to the root, I had a good life, I had a good job, 
there was no human logic, it was inexplicable. It’s not because of loved ones or 
boyfriend, I don’t have those attachments. It was a purely creative impulse, an 
internal one that intensified over time”. The other respondents’ explanation goes 
in similar direction: “There are two types of Bulgarians - in spirit and in pass-
port. It is important how one person is Bulgarian in spirit. Passport ones are not 
considered part of this nation. Those in spirit seek not a profitable place, but a 
spiritual place. Those who want to raise their people spiritually, they are here”.
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IV. CIVIL ACTIVISM AMONG RETURNEES

Civil activism is mentioned as important for half of the people who explicitly 
say that they have additional civil activities. From the rest of the respondents, one 
is active in the country where she lived abroad; one has no desire to be active (this 
is the person who is looking for opportunities to move abroad again); the rest are 
mothers with many family responsibilities along their jobs, who say they don’t 
have time, however there are active ones among them as well.

The respondents who replied positively participate in the following activities:
• one of them is active in an organization that provides childcare, which 

requires much devotion in after-work hours; 
• the organizations of two of the respondents are dealing with human rights 

and legal aid; 
• one of the respondents is very active in her village with various kind of 

voluntary social activities for the old people who live there; 
• another respondent is active in her ethnic community where she contributes 

with organizing various activities to revive and preserve the traditions of 
her ancestors; 

• another returnee is active in a 3-year initiative to reduce the use of plastic 
materials and additionally plants trees;

• some returnees take part in protests; 
• one respondent mentions that she is active in charity campaigns; 
• the respondent, who currently lives in Germany, is very active online, takes 

parts in petitions, campaigns, etc.
One continuing and determinant example of activism, traced back during the 

first interviews, comes from a member of the United Ideas for Bulgaria: “I am 
still active in United Ideas for Bulgaria - I am still in the board of the organiza-
tion, we have been running a very successful project, a social entrepreneurship 
course, for several years, to train, activate young people for a more active civil 
society, we lead it in Sofia University - there were none of this kind of hands-on 
trainings there, it is within Entrepreneurship Department, the new course starts 
in March. This is an elective course for bachelor’s and master’s programmes. At 
the Faculty of Economics, about 100 people went through the course last year, 
some of them are students from that faculty - about 40, and they also took the 
exam. There are also people who are occasionally interested in the subjects, do 
not take the exam but are interested. I am very glad that I am still contributing 
to this programme, I am activating new people, I am teaching them something 
I know, they, in turn, create their own ideas, an added benefit that I can give”.
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Regarding one of the most visible forms of citizens’ activism – protests – op-
posite opinions are observed: one interviewee explains how active she is, say-
ing: “For the last 3 years I have been constantly going to protests. I live in the 
Knyazhevo neighbourhood, I made a petition, I chase the mayor to refine the 
neighbourhood, 60 signatures to cement a very long staircase. I am chasing them 
to do their job. Signing up with 60 people, a lot of pressure is needed, people are 
discouraged”. Another one does not believe in the authenticity of the protests, 
but still will go if it is becomes very necessary: “If the situation in Sofia becomes 
like in Pernik5, I will definitely go. But to do PR for someone, I wouldn’t go. Which 
party to ride the protest, secretly they cooperate, they agree, distort things, I do 
not feel the protest as such, I do not trust it, it does not seem very natural to me. 
If it is really a protest all of Pernik, Sofia, Bulgaria may have risen”.

Most of the negative aspects that make highly qualified Bulgarians consid-
er whether they should stay or go, have to do with the political situation in the 
country. This argument is backed up from both respondents from Bulgaria and 
abroad: “political situation in the state, the economic, but above all the political 
and in general its impact in all spheres of life”.  Similar comment makes the 
Bulgarian who lives abroad: “Politically - what I see happening over the last two 
years is that things are going worse. Politically, it’s worse. Economically - there 
is a development, it is better”. One other respondent points out this negative per-
spective in a gradually increasing tendency: “10 years ago there was a field for 
work, there was something to be done, and a place to do it, when there is reluc-
tance in the authorities to listen, to apply the law, it is getting worse, and we will 
work as long as we can”.

These observations are seen not only on a national, but also on a local level. 
One of the interviewees tried to make a civic forum in her village, but “the local 
babaiti (thugs) did not allow anything beyond their influence to happen, for them 
it was a threat”, then she tried to make a development plan for the village and 
took part in a competition organized by the Association of the Bulgarian villages, 
that was successful, but then nothing happened, she explains: “most likely they 
came to see the situation, talked with the local mayor and then silence”.

Civil activism is also observed across borders. The transnational approach 
and transnational ties are particularly important when it comes to civil activities. 
One of the interviewees says that she is active not here, but in the USA where she 
lived before: “I am a member of the Rotary Club, but not in Bulgaria, I am more 
active there, I have developed relationships for years, they gave me a scholar-
ship, I graduated MA, thanks to their financial support. I was invited to a Rotary 

5 At the time of the interview in Pernik (near Sofia) people protested because of severe 
water shortages and a looming water crisis.
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club here, nothing in common with the meaning and purpose, I decided not to be 
a member in Bulgaria, the meaning is not the same”.

CONCLUSION OR THE LIGHT IN THE END OF THE 
TUNNEL

Most of the highly qualified returnees and mobile people consider the devel-
opment of the economy and the possibilities for innovations as the light in the 
end of the tunnel. One of the respondents explains about the start-up innovation 
that they have developed with her business partner: “Administrative obstacles 
with different institutions, they slow you down, make work difficult, but there 
is a good atmosphere, climate for innovation, many people say that they have 
heard about this technology and that they are glad that it is already available in 
Bulgaria”. This argument corresponds well with the explanation of the Bulgarian 
still abroad, comparing that the environment and conditions in Bulgaria open a 
space for possibilities and innovation that highly qualified people could develop 
and improve their environment. At the same time, the environment abroad being 
more advanced, makes you improve yourself and expand your skills and knowl-
edge: “There are options for development here. Here the environment pulls you 
up, and in Bulgaria you have to pull your environment up. I am looking for a 
balance – to develop more, to be able to give more later”.

All twenty interviewees who took part in this follow-up research, with mi-
nor exceptions, feel connected with Bulgaria. Possibilities for development and 
expanding of their professional trajectories remain positive aspects of working 
in Bulgaria, as well as key factors for the stability of their return. Many of them 
find professional possibilities here that in their words are not possible abroad. 
Three final aspects should be mentioned here – career advancement at an early 
age, major shifts in the field of professional occupation, and combining several 
work activities at once. For the opportunity to have positions with higher respon-
sibilities at an early stage of professional career, one of the respondents says: 
“In Bulgaria Bulgarians with experience abroad can take more responsibility 
earlier, I was 28 when this happened, a director position, abroad it would take 
at least 5 more years to prove myself, here it is easier to grow faster and take 
that responsibility”. Concerning the professional shift, a respondent explains: “I 
needed to change the sphere, only in Bulgaria you can do that, get out of the 
field abruptly and enter another one and now I’m back again in my own”. And 
in terms of combining different work activities, an Innovator says: “I cannot do 
what I do here in such a scale, these three activities – what we do here is done 
by 2 companies there”.
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All these highly qualified professionals value mobility and the possibilities to 
develop and travel abroad, the possibility to go and come back, get the perspec-
tive and opportunity to compare realities, processes organization and execution 
in more than one place/city/country. I will finish with the words of an Innovator 
who has created own company that is part of a network of companies with mother 
company in a European capital. She travels on a regular basis and says: “I am 
glad to be back here and keep on building”.
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Abstract: This article reviews the mobility strategies adopted in recent years 
by the population born in Bulgaria and Romania, the two Eastern European 
countries with the highest levels of immigration to Spain. The financial and em-
ployment crisis which began in 2008, worsened in 2011 and manifested itself 
above all as an employment crisis has had a major impact on the dynamics of this 
migration flow. Reduced inflows and fundamentally, increased outflows (return, 
remigration) has reduced the stock of Bulgarian and Romanian residents by 30% 
in a very short time. Internal migration which involves changing the place of 
residence has also been reduced because the crisis has affected all Spain’s re-
gions to a greater or lesser extent. However, inter-province travel for employ-
ment reasons has increased. Internal labour migration is related basically to 
temporary job opportunities in agriculture. Immigrants resident in Spain who 
travel from one province to others are joined by their compatriots from abroad. 
This situation explains why employment and numbers affiliated to the Social Se-
curity system are increasing at a time when the census of residents is falling. The 
economic recovery detected since 2014 must not be attractive enough to reactive 
immigration.

Keywords: Spain, Bulgarian and Romanian migrants, financial crisis, geo-
graphical mobility

INTRODUCTION

Spain, traditionally a country of emigration, has received large numbers of 
immigrants in the last twenty years. Between 2000 and 2019 the number of for-
eign-born individuals went from 1.5 to 6.7 million, representing 14.4% of the total 
population (INE, 2020a). Immigration, fundamentally for work, was dominated 
firstly by Africans and Latin Americans, and then by Eastern Europeans (Recaño 
and Domingo, 2006). Immigrants from Eastern Europe became one of the largest 
collectives, spearheaded by people from Bulgaria and above all, Romania. 
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The sudden increase in immigration in the early years of the century matched 
the broad, varied job opportunities in labour-intensive industries, including con-
struction, domestic service, hotel and catering and agriculture in a phase of un-
precedented expansion, “the prodigious decade” for Spain’s economy (Oliver, 
2008). The financial and employment situation changed with the crisis that began 
in 2008 characterised by a rapid increase in unemployment and deterioration in 
living conditions especially after 2011-2012 during the “crisis within the crisis” 
(Oliver, 2013). According to the Working Population Survey (Encuesta de Po-
blación Activa – INE, 2020b) immigrants were more affected by unemployment 
than the native population in the first quarter of 2013 with 39% of the immigrant 
workforce losing their jobs compared to less than 25% of Spaniards. Conditions 
changed so migrants have had to adopt a variety of strategies, including geo-
graphical mobility to adapt to the new circumstances.

This article examines the mobility strategies of Bulgarian and Romanian im-
migrants in recent years and attempts to answer, among others, the following 
questions: What have migration patterns been like in recent years? How has the 
crisis affected inflows and outflows? Where do the people who leave Spain go? 
Are they return flows? Do they emigrate to other countries or do they come and 
go? Is travel between Spain’s provinces increasing or reducing. What are the 
reasons for this travel? What itineraries do the migrants follow? Various sources 
from Spain’s National Statistics Institute were consulted - the municipal contin-
uous register, residential variation statistics (Estadística de Variaciones Residen-
ciales – INE, 2020c) and migration statistics (Estadística de Migraciones – INE, 
2020d). These sources provide information on internal and external migrations. 
The data kindly provided by the Ministry of Work’s Department of Statistics and 
Information on contracts held by Bulgarian and Romanian workers in provinces 
other than the province where they live was used to analyze internal geographical 
mobility for the purpose of finding work. The statistics have some limitations. 
The migration results and residential variations recorded by Spain’s National In-
stitute of Statistics (INE) register movements not migrants and data from the 
Ministry refer to contracts and not workers. Depending on the case, the same 
person may migrate several times and hold two or more contracts in any given 
period and all of them are recorded in the statistics. The INE underestimates 
emigration and does not reflect the destination country for outflows from Spain, 
which are subject to individual decisions. The Ministry only provides data on 
contracts registered with employment offices. Therefore, this source of informa-
tion does not reflect all travel, as in Spain there is still much irregularity in the 
hiring of labour.
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IMMIGRANTS FROM THE EAST

The migration flow from Eastern Europe is very recent and grew rapidly. At 
the start of the century 40,000 individuals from Eastern Europe were resident 
in Spain (2% of immigrants), by 2012 there were 1.3 million (20% of the for-
eign-born population) with Bulgarians and especially Romanians forming the 
most prominent communities (Figure 1). However, the growth rate slowed after 
the outbreak of the economic and financial crisis: Spain lost its appeal and im-
migration fell drastically. Restrictions on the free movement of workers imposed 
by the Spanish government on Romanians and Bulgarians in 2007 and 2008 and 
reactivated for Romanians between July 2011 and December 2013 also had an 
influence. 

Figure 1. Eastern European-born population resident in Spain (1998-2019)
Source: INE, Continuous Register Statistics [Padrón continuo] (www.ine.es). Data 
as of 1st January. Own elaboration.

The census of Bulgarian and Romanian residents in Spain reached the high-
est numbers in January 2012 with 168,124 and 833,764 individuals respectively. 
Numbers fall from then on, due more than anything to the departure of thousands 
of immigrants who lost their jobs and whose living conditions were seriously 
affected by the persistent crisis. Eastern European immigrants were one of the 
worst affected groups, with unemployment rates higher in Spain than anywhere 
else in the European Union (Brinke and Dittrich, 2016). Males were particularly 
affected due to their heavy dependence on the construction industry. In contrast, 
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the number of women in employment and affiliated to the Social Security system 
continued to increase as shown in Figure 2. From 2014 the increase in employ-
ment and affiliation to the Social Security system indicates economic recovery. 
However, the Bulgarian- and Romanian-born population has continued to fall. 
In January 2019, Spain’s National Statistics Institute (INE) recorded 585,493 im-
migrants from Romania and 113,668 from Bulgaria which represents 29.8% and 
32.4% respectively of the numbers recorded a few years earlier. 

Figure 2. Bulgarians and Romanians affiliated to the Social Security system.  
(Between January 2000 and January 2020)
Source: Ministry of Work’s [Ministerio de Trabajo] (https://expinterweb.empleo.
gob.es/series/). Own elaboration.

Romanian and Bulgarian communities resident in Spain have similar so-
cio-demographic characteristics (Viruela, 2018a and 2018b). There is a balance 
between the sexes in both communities (just over half are women), characteristic 
of family immigration. The populations are young, with a high proportion of 
groups of working age (over half are between 25 and 49 years old), as is typical 
of labour immigration. They join the job market rapidly, the men in construction, 
industry and transport and the women in domestic service, commerce and hotel 
and catering with a significant presence of both sexes in the agricultural sector  
(Domingo et al., 2008; Colectivo Ioé and Fernández, 2010). The volume of these 
immigrants has been accompanied by rapid distribution in the territory (Virue-
la, 2008). However, as Figure 3 shows, geographical distribution in the case of 
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Bulgarians is characterised by a higher concentration in Madrid, the Mediter-
ranean coastline and Castilla y León and in the case of Romanians, Castilla La 
Mancha. 

Figure 3. Geographical distribution of Bulgaria- and Romania-born immigrants in 
2019
Source: INE, Continuous Register Statistics [Padrón continuo] (www.ine.es). Data 
as of 1st January. Own elaboration

INCREASED EMIGRATION OF ROMANIAN  
AND BULGARIAN IMMIGRANTS

The crisis cut short the expectations of progress and well-being which thou-
sands of immigrants achieved, or aspired to, during the phase of rapid economic 
growth. Conditions changed and to deal with the new situation, migrants have 
adopted a variety of strategies. Such strategies include geographical mobility, ei-
ther internal or international, although the distinction between the two is blurred 
as current flows become increasingly more complex and fragmented (King and 
Skeldon, 2010).

The economic crisis in Spain has had a severe impact on outward flows. There 
was a sudden, severe reduction in inflows in 2008, showing that Spain was no 
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longer the attractive destination it had been during the phase of economic ex-
pansion. Outflows, however, were unexpectedly modest in the early years of the 
crisis (Sandu, 2009; Mintchev and Boshnakov, 2016). Emigration became more 
significant shortly afterwards in relation to the worsening of the economic and 
employment situation in 2011-2012, the rapid increase in unemployment and the 
exhaustion of subsidies and other social benefits (Oliver, 2013; Parella and Pet-
roff, 2014). 

Several thousand migrants have left Spain in recent years. Romania shows the 
highest loss of residents in Spain: 248,271 between January 2012 and January 
2019. Losses have also been noticeable in the Bulgarian community with a loss 
of 54,546 individuals in the same period. Many of those who previously opted to 
resist the brunt of the crisis in Spain have reconsidered their alternatives and de-
cided to emigrate. Entire families with children under 15 years old have left, sug-
gesting that part of the emigration is definitive or long term. However, as Figure 
4 shows, there is a high proportion of males between the ages of 30 and 50 due to 
the severe impact of the crisis on highly masculinised activities like construction. 
It is more frequent for the unemployed head of the family to emigrate, while the 
wife remains in Spain because she continues to work and/or for the socialisation 
of their children, many of whom were born in Spain, or arrived in Spain when 
they were small.  

Figure 4. Emigration flows by country of birth, sex and age (2012-2019/1*)
Source: INE, Migration Statistics [Estadística de Migraciones] (www.ine.es). Own 
elaboration.
* Flow registered between the first quarter of 2012 and the first quarter of 2019.
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Information on the destination of those leaving Spain is highly deficient as 
not everyone who emigrates says where they are going. However, it is estimated 
that around 90% return to Romania or Bulgaria, as appropriate. (Domingo and 
Blanes, 2015). Some people choose to emigrate to another country. According 
to the statistics it is a minority choice but a growing trend (Figure 5). Western 
Europe holds a privileged position as a destination for Romanians and Bulgari-
ans emigrating from Spain for two main reasons: geographical proximity to the 
point of departure and freedom of movement in the Schengen area granted to 
all EU citizens. Favourable economic and employment conditions in Germany 
and the United Kingdom make them preferred destinations for those who do 
not want to return to their countries of origin. France and Italy are less import-
ant for Romanians and Romania is less important for Bulgarians. In addition to 
job opportunities, migrants’ choices are also determined by their experience and 
direct knowledge obtained from stays before their arrival in Spain or through 
information provided by relations and friends already settled in those countries 
(Ciobanu, 2015). 

Figure 5. Main destination countries for non-returned Bulgarians and Romanians 
(2008-2018)
Source: INE, Residential Variation Statistics [Estadística de Variaciones 
Residenciales, microdatos] (www.ine.es). Own elaboration.
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INCREASE IN INTERPROVINCIAL MOBILITY  
OF BULGARIAN AND ROMANIAN WORKERS

Internal migrations that involve changing the place of residence have also de-
creased since 2008 as the crisis has affected all Spanish regions to a greater or 
lesser extent. Furthermore, after several years of immigration, there is now great-
er residential stability and the slump in inflows and increased outflows (return, 
re-emigration) has reduced internal migration (Recaño, 2016). Nevertheless, 
Eastern Europeans show a high propensity to territorial mobility for employment 
reasons. Inter-provincial travel occurs in all sectors of activity, but mainly related 
to agriculture, especially to the increase in temporary harvest jobs for grape, ol-
ive, strawberry, citrus fruits and other agricultural products. Temporary workers 
are in a variety of different situations. Firstly, day labourers who work on one or 
other cropping season to supplement their work in other sectors and whose travel 
is more limited. Secondly, workers who work mainly in agriculture, with greater 
mobility as they work on different harvests in different regions (Díaz and Gor-
do, 2014; Viruela and Torres, 2015). As some seasons are short, for example the 
grape harvest, workers seek to combine seasons in different regions in order to 
keep active most of the year. Travelling day labourers usually follow a time-space 
sequence that is repeated each year. 

According to data from the Ministry of Work’s Department of Statistics and 
Information, the mobility of Romanians and Bulgarians has continued to increase 
since the start of the crisis (except for a brief hiatus in the most difficult years). In 
contrast, the numbers of Spanish and other foreigners finding work in provinces 
other than the province in which they lived have fallen (Figure 6). Various factors 
contribute to the greater geographical mobility of Eastern Europeans. Firstly, be-
cause their immigration is recent, Eastern European immigrants have a short em-
ployment career in Spain which limits unemployment benefits and pushes them 
to seek work in other sectors and places. Many who lost jobs in construction, 
industry and services have found work in agriculture and have become itinerant 
day labourers. Secondly, Bulgaria and Romania provided most of the foreign 
workers hired at origin in the first decade of the 21st Century (Gordo, 2008). The 
crisis put a stop to this type of hiring, but the experience established links be-
tween employers and workers. Finally, as everyone knows, the fact of being EU 
citizens facilitates the hiring process (Allepuz and Torres, 2018; Molinero, 2018; 
Torres and Gadea, 2018). 
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Figure 6. Variation in the hiring of workers in provinces other than their province 
of residence (2007= 100) 
Source: Observatorio de las Ocupaciones (2019) and Ministry of Work’s [Ministerio 
de Trabajo]. Own elaboration.

In 2018, Bulgarians held 25,500 contracts in provinces other than their prov-
ince of residence and Romanians around 188,000. These figures double and triple 
respectively the numbers of ten years ago. The high mobility of Eastern European 
immigrants is even more significant considering the considerable reduction in 
the number of residents as noted above. Furthermore, it must be emphasised that 
the figures refer to legal contracts, registered with job centres. Actual mobility is 
even higher, as there are many irregularities in hiring. The differences between 
the two collectives concern volumes and their integration in the labour market 
and the territory. The group of Romanians has more individuals in areas where 
harvest seasons mobilise a higher number of day labourers. In both cases, geo-
graphical mobility is headed by males, but the numbers of women are increasing 
as in 2018 they held 35% of inter-province contracts. 

The trajectories followed by Bulgarian and Romanian workers show they cir-
culate in different areas (Figure 7). For Bulgarians, employment opportunities 
are concentrated in the centre of the Iberian Peninsula, around Madrid and in 
Castilla y León, in the provinces of Valladolid, Burgos and Segovia and in the 
south-east, in Valencia, Alicante and Murcia Romanians tend to focus on Castilla 
La Mancha (Albacete and Cuenca, especially) and western Andalusia. More than 
half the travel takes place between neighbouring provinces. However, the mi-
grants also cover long distances. For example, trips between the Mediterranean 



Mobility Patterns of Eastern European Immigrants Resident in Spain

62

coast and Andalusia or the Ebro valley and trips linking Huelva, Segovia and 
Lleida in the case of Romanians. Workers circulate between regions with the 
marked seasonality of agricultural work. Day labourers have detailed information 
about the time of year and the duration of cropping seasons as a result of previous 
experience, either their own or that of friends and fellow nationals. Employers 
often recruit day labourers from among known individuals with whom they have 
worked in successive seasons and some of them act as intermediaries between 
farmers and workers of the same nationality (Slavkova, 2010; Sánchez and Serra, 
2017; Torres and Gadea, 2018). Compatriots are a key element in migrant mobil-
ity. Relations and friends are the main source of information for accessing work 
and they reduce the costs associated with travel.  Temporary employment agen-
cies also play a significant role in the geographical mobility of workers between 
the different regions in Spain and with neighbouring countries, especially in the 
early years of the crisis when applications from migrant workers ready to work 
abroad multiplied (Décosse and Mesini, 2018).  
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Figure 7. Main inter-provincial flows of Bulgarian and Romanian workers in 2018*
Source: Ministry of Work’s [Ministerio de Trabajo]. Own elaboration.
* Showing flows of Bulgarian workers with 100 contracts or more and those with 
500 contracts or more in the case of Romanians.

Immigrants residing in Spain who travel between regions are joined by their 
compatriots who arrive temporarily from abroad, from Romania, Bulgaria and 
even from other countries which they also pass through (Benlloch, 2016; Sánchez 
and Serra, 2017; Molinero, 2018). Inflows and outflows are not recorded in the 
statistics and mainly involve those who decided to emigrate from Spain. That is, 
they have been taken off the list of residents, but they continue (albeit temporari-
ly) in the Spanish labour market. This situation explains the increase in employ-
ment and affiliation to the Social Security system since 2014 when the economic 
situation gave signs of recovery (see Figure 2). However, job expectations must 
not be sufficiently attractive to change the trend to external migration. Of course, 
exercising the right to freedom of movement within the EU and the development 
and cheapening of transport have helped to increase travel.
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CONCLUSION

The financial crisis which began in 2008 appears mainly as an employment 
crisis, with immediate consequences on migratory flows. The sudden collapse 
in arrivals is evidence of the intensity of the crisis and the loss of Spain’s appeal 
from the early part of the 21st Century when it had the highest levels of immi-
gration in Europe and was one of the main destinations for Bulgarian and Roma-
nian emigrants. Outflows increased with the worsening situation in 2011 - 2012: 
more unemployment and more job insecurity, reduced subsidies and other social 
benefits.  

Romanian and Bulgarian communities fell by 30% or more in just a few years. 
However, most of the immigrants continue to live and work in Spain and many 
of them travel to other provinces and regions for employment reasons. The in-
ter-provincial mobility of Bulgarian and Romanian workers has increased ex-
traordinarily in the last ten years, differentiating them from the native Spanish 
population and other foreign collectives. Bulgarians and Romanians have shown 
a great capacity for adaptive mobility from the outset of the crisis. Their travel 
does not involve a change of main residence, but is related above all to the ag-
ricultural sector, varying in duration and basically between neighbouring prov-
inces and headed by males. The itineraries reflect the circular, multipolar nature 
of internal mobility and show certain spatial specialisation in relation to stabil-
ity and insertion in the territory. Bulgarians travel more around Castilla y León 
and the south-east of Spain. Romanians travel mainly around the southern part, 
Extremadura, Andalusia and Castilla La Mancha. Bulgarians and Romanians 
resident in Spain are joined by compatriots who arrive temporarily from abroad.

Internal and external mobility is promoted by job opportunities notified to 
workers by employers, by temporary employment agencies (increasingly in-
volved in the hiring of temporary workers) and by social networks. Romanians 
and Bulgarians have experience with mobility, they have widespread networks 
and resources in the territory, which gives them flexibility and enables them to 
adapt and change the direction of the flows. 
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Abstract: In 1989 when the so called big excursion begun the image of Bul-
garia changed dramatically in Europe. Assimilationist policies implemented by 
the Bulgarian Communist Party resulted with the massive expulsion of ethnic 
Turks. At that time this migration wave was called as “big excursion” by the 
communists since almost 390.000 Turks left the country for Turkey. In the follow-
ing years Bulgaria suffered loss of GDP at very large rates and became the land 
where everyone tried to run away in search of a better future. Late 1990’s and 
early 2000’s marked new period for the country where the transition to democ-
racy became more solid through the European integration process and resulting 
with the EU membership. Citizenship rights of the Turks were restored and most 
of them decided to visit Bulgaria at least as tourists in order to see their houses 
and birth places again. However, the Turks living in the villages of Rhodope 
Mountains began to use their houses in Bulgaria as summer residences. Slowly, 
houses that were abandoned during the 1989 migration were reconstructed and 
made suitable to live in again. Today, there are many Turks who are pensioners 
in Turkey and live in Bulgaria during certain period of the year due to the na-
ture and enjoying organic agriculture practices. Their presence in the region 
contributes to the local economy as it gets very busy during the summer period. 
Nevertheless, big part of these people are aging, they need special health care 
facilities in villages and other remote areas which are less accessible than the 
cities. This paper aims to analyze the situation of returnees among the Turks of 
Bulgaria and what type of problems they face during this process.

Keywords: return migration, Turkish minority, Bulgaria 
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INTRODUCTION

Return migration became popular topic of discussion again. Movement of 
people increased rapidly and today it is more complicated than it was in the past. 
Therefore, migration itself involves different character compared with the past. 
Simple change of a country due to economic, political, social or family reasons 
could be explained after having looked at the events that triggered this specific 
movement. However, return migration has different theoretical approaches that 
need to be examined with a specific case study and see to which extent it could 
explain given movement. 

The Turks of Bulgaria are mainly settled in the Southeastern and Northeastern 
parts of the country. There are some authors who defend the idea that due to their 
connection with Turkey and the Turkish nationalism, they may consider Turkey 
as motherland (Parla,2006), they are considered to be the autochthonous group 
in the areas they live in Bulgaria for centuries. It is necessary to stress this point 
here in order to explain the source and the direction of the cross-border move-
ment they did. 

Considering the Turkish minority’s culture in Bulgaria, it is fundamental to 
explain how powerful is the self-identification in terms of geographical origin. 
The culture and even some linguistic features of the Turkish minority differ from 
a region to region, as it only makes sense for the members of minority. Hence 
Turkish dialect of a person could give an idea to which region in Bulgaria this 
person belongs.  

During the cold war period, repressive policies of the communist rule in Bul-
garia created several waves of migration towards Turkey. The post World War 
II period brought communism in Bulgaria. Communists launched collectivisa-
tion campaign across the country which targeted Turks as land owners in rural 
areas. Fearing that developments in the country would deteriorate, members of 
the Turkish minority massively applied for entry visas to Turkey (Tahir, 2015). 
Another wave came between 1968-1978 with the so-called family unification 
agreement between Bulgaria and Turkey. 1989 faced another massive exodus of 
approximately 350.000 Turks partially as forced migration and partially volun-
tary from Bulgaria to Turkey. Although some of them returned back to Bulgaria 
in 1990, following the mismanagement of the transition process in Bulgaria, mi-
gration to Turkey continued to be popular during 1990’s again. 

Soon after the restoration of the consitutional rights of the Turkish minority, 
some members who settled in Turkey began to visit their houses and their rela-
tives in Bulgaria in the first half of 1990’s. To understand the nature of movement 
it was very interesting to observe that some people were still trying to migrate to 
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Turkey by illegal means since Turkish consulates in Bulgaria drastically reduced 
issuing tourist visas.  

In the beginning of 2000’s the visits of the Turkish minority to their place of 
origin got more often and for longer period. Some even renovated the old houses 
they had to leave a decade ago. Meanwhile, they began to visit the country with 
their grand children that are born and raised in Turkey. Thus, it took the form 
of introducing the culture and birthplace to grandchildren. Today the number of 
people doing the same practice count approximately 150.000 people in the South-
eastern part of Bulgaria. Therefore, it needs to be evaluated comprehensively and 
specified to which extent it is return migration with its theoretical explanation. 
Such flow and circulation of people creates new opportunities but also certain 
challenges to a country especially if they are focused in a specific area. 

This work shall analyze the so-called return migration of the Turks of Bulgar-
ia after almost 15-20 years they have spent in Turkey. Discussing the only aspect 
of the movement would help to understand the nature of this return migration and 
perhaps the limits of theoretical framework in return migration literature.  

UNDERSTANDING AND THEORIZING  
THE RETURN MIGRATION

Migration with its past and contemporary meaning passed significant stages, 
considering the effect it has on transforming societies. An increasing cross-bor-
der movement followed with mutual interactions continues to shape not only so-
cial structures but also policies that regulate migration process. Scholars tend to 
make distinction between past migrations and contemporary versions claiming 
that today there is massive movement almost in every part of the planet (Gabac-
cia, 2015). Continuity and extend of the migration turn it into a phenomenon per 
se, where every case study has to be analized differently within its framework. 
In order to make such analysis one has to consider his theoretical approach and 
the limits pertaining. 

Research on migration is getting diversified and many concepts might change 
quickly considering the speed of movement today. Contemporary situation makes 
it necessary to conduct research on migration. However, previous research was 
mostly focused on one way movement and ignored the return migration amid 
other problems. In an article published at the Annual Review of Antropology 
in 1980, Gmelch defined return migration “as a movement of emigrants back to 
their home countries to resettle”(Gmelch, 1980). This definition has an emphasis 
on home country and the intent to return for resettlement purposes are the key 
elements of the return migration. Nevertheless, making certain definition created 
some questions if every type of movement back to the country of origin would 
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be identified as a return migration. Without focusing on the intent and solely on 
the nature of movement Gmelch moved further to identify additional forms of 
movement from one’s homeland that occur second or third time as re-emigra-
tion. Furthermore, he found a relationship between re-occuring migration and 
seasonal migration and described it as circular migration (Gmelch, 1980). This 
is a type of migration that does not have to occur between two points but might 
have other destinations as well where the migrant returns back to his place of ori-
gin. Gmelch’s description of return migration tackles “cross-cultural boundaries” 
where he does not count internal migrations in a country in which labour force 
moves seasonally from rural areas to big urban centers for work and comes back 
after the end of seasonal jobs (Gmelch, 1980). 

The initial stress on crossing boundaries shows that return migration occurs 
when someone resturns to his country of origin after a significant period of stay 
abroad. What makes it more relevant is the intent to leave in the first phase. Some 
might leave the country with an intention to return while others might leave it 
indefinitely. Prvious research in the field of migration focused only on the first 
stage of the movement that tackled only the leaving process of the country of 
origin. Speaking about return migration gives an idea that there is a reference 
to temporary migration (Dustmann & Weiss, 2007). Another aspect of return 
migration is people returning to their place of origin with their own will after 
having spent significant period abroad. The length of the stay is important since 
not every visit to a foreign country qualifies as migration. 

Meanwhile, another point that could be added to the discussion of return mi-
gration is the main reason that caused the initial stage of the migration where pull 
and push factors became important (Kunuroğlu and the others, 2018). Reference 
to the push and pull factors must be made especially when we need to give an 
overview about the first stage of the movement when migrants leave their country 
of origin. In the case of the Turkish minority in Bulgaria, it is obvious that com-
munist government wanted to get rid off the Turkish minority members espe-
cially those who participated in protests and opposed name changing campaign 
imposed on them (Mahon, 1999). This might be considered as the push factor, 
while Turkey being the kin state and eager to accept them becomes the pull factor 
in this case. In the case of the Turkish minority in Bulgaria the push factor is very 
important because almost all have left the country without an intent to return or 
at least they did not have such hope for the time being due to political structure 
in Bulgaria (Tahir, 2015). Some sold their houses and lands by thinking that they 
will never be allowed to return to their place of origin, while others left the keys 
of their houses to the relatives who stayed after them (Korkmaz, 2019). 
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IN SEARCH OF A COMPREHENSIVE THEORETICAL  
APPROACH FOR THE RETURN TO BULGARIA

When we discuss return migration time spent abroad becomes also relevant. 
As it was expressed before, not every visit in a foreign country can be called as 
migration. At least the return stage of it needs to be tackled separately along with 
the length of the stay. Scholars argue that studying emigration stage becomes 
extremely important to understand considerations on permanent or temporary 
movement (Bovenkerk, 1974). However, it would not be possible to understand 
these intentions without looking at particular cases. Considering the case of the 
Turkish minority in Bulgaria, it is obvious that people left the country without an 
intention to return. Movement of this kind could be identified as forced migra-
tion and expulsion (Betts, 2014). Nevertheless, there were two groups of people; 
first group who were expelled by the government and second who obtained entry 
visas to Turkey. Perhaps it could go beyond the scope of this work to discuss the 
connection between political and human aspects of the forced displacement. 

Following the migration movement to Turkey, within a year some people re-
turned back to Bulgaria (Parla, 2006). Post communist developments in the coun-
try allowed fertile ground for returns as the new democratic regime denounced 
undemocratic behaviour of the communist rule and the so-called “revival pro-
cess”. This example shows that one must also count political factors as a facilita-
tor for the return migration. 

Finally, when it comes to describe return migration there are different ap-
proaches. Sometimes one approach could explain the whole story. However, there 
are some cases where different approaches need to be adopted in order to explain 
the nature of movement. To chose a theory that fits best our case study a compre-
hensive fieldwork took place. But going more into the field made it necessary the 
adoption of several theories since one is able to explain the first migratory move-
ment while the second explains return stage (Bakewell, 2010). With the Turks of 
Bulgaria the return migration or at least partial return could be traced after 10-15 
years spent in Turkey. For some this was enough time to gain right to pension in 
Turkey and then return to Bulgaria would become easier. Examining the cases of 
family members who returned to Bulgaria makes it necessary to adopt different 
approaches to the story. The nature of the return simply brings back the discus-
sion to the first stage of the emigration from Bulgaria. Because going back to the 
motives of emigratory phase would help us to define the best approach. 

The most popular approaches that are being used for contemporary return 
migrations are neoclassical economics and the new economics of labour migra-
tion. While neoclassical economics sees return as a result of failure to achieve 
goals with the migration, new economics of labour migration tends to see return 



Understanding the Degree of Difference in Return Migration

74

as a result positive result with maximized remittances. The new economics of 
labour migration makes positive emphasis on the migration process by seeing 
the return as an accomplishment of the planned   migration (Farrell et al., 2011, 
Bakewell, 2010). The strong reference on planned strategy related with economic 
aims makes both approaches irrelevant in our case study. Although occured in 
late 1980’s, the main motive behind the migration to Turkey were the authori-
tarian policies of the communist regime connected with the revival process in 
Bulgaria rather than potential economic gains (for more information on the treat-
ment of the Turkish minority during the communist rule in Bulgaria please refer 
to Korkmaz, 2019). 

Structural approach and transnationalism would be accepted as the two most 
relevant approaches for the current case study as they provide some degree of 
explanation for the return migration in Bulgaria that is taking place in the last 
twenty years. Structural approach analyzes return migration not only from the 
perspective of the returnees, but also from the aspect of social and institution-
al conditions in the countries of origin (Cassarino, 2004). Reintegration of the 
returnees and policies adopted by the state to ease this process are the subjects 
of structural approach. Regarding the Turkish minority in Bulgaria, once their 
expulsion to Turkey took place everybody thought that this was forever. Howev-
er, with the fall of communism, democratic rights of the minority groups were 
restored an deven those who left the country voluntarily were allowed to return 
and restore their Bulgarian citizenship. Nevertheless, there were not any social 
projects that aimed the reintegration of the returnees in the country since even 
today they are mainly elderly people who got right for pension in Turkey. The 
fact that they have fixed income from Turkey makes it easier for them to return 
in their villages. Scholars conducting research on migration might consider the 
retirement as maximization of goals with the first migration step (Klinthall, M., 
2006). While this might be true for the migration that took place in the post 1990 
period, unfortunately it does not provide an explanation if we consider the real 
motives behind 1989 exodus. It can be argued that consistency of the migration 
movement towards Turkey and the reasons of return among the Turks should be 
considered individually. But so far, returnees as pensioners are the ones that had 
to leave the country as a result of expulsion and the big migration wave in 1989 
until 1990.  

During the fieldwork in the villages of Kardzhali, we met Mehmet abi (abi is 
a word used to address older brother in Turkish) from Benkovski, who returned 
to his village in 2010. He was among the first to leave for Turkey in 1990 with his 
family and went to Turkey with an immigrant visa. He explained that he searched 
for job that offers him social security and which was easy to find at that time in 
Istanbul. After having worked for fifteen years he managed to get in pension. 
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Mehmet abi was visiting Bulgaria regularly. He still has relatives there who nev-
er left the country. His visits first began in the summer of 2000 and slowly he 
increased his period of stay from one week to one month during the summers. 
He made reconstruction in his house to make it available for the rest of his fam-
ily. His two children got married in Turkey and he has four grandchildren now. 
According to him the biggest joy for his grandchildren is their visit in the village 
where they can spend almost all summer. Mehmet abi and his wife are spending 
six months in their village house and the rest of the year they go back to Turkey. 
Every year from March until September they are back in their village in Bulgaria. 
They find this as a unique opportunity also to introduce their children with their 
place of origin. 

Traveling in the municipality of Kirkovo, we reached another village which 
had well maintained houses and its settlers are only the members of the Turkish 
minority. When we approached the cafeteria we saw group of old men in their 
fifties and sixties who were comparing the life standard in Turkey and Bulgar-
ia. One of them was Salih abi. He said that with his twenty years of registered 
working stages in Bulgaria he is still awaiting for pension, while he worked only 
fifteen years in Turkey he gained right away without waiting until 65 which is the 
actual age for retirement for men in Bulgaria. His story was similar to Mehmet 
abi. He said that his wife is together with him in the village and that they are 
working on the house and preparing it for their grandchildren’s visit. 

Walking down the village during the summer one might think that people 
never left. Sometimes in one village it is possible to have nearly 30-50 families 
who experience such seasonal migration tendency. However, since their migra-
tion is not connected to any paid activity and they are staying in the houses where 
they were born or raised, these cases would be classified as return migration. 
Because they themselves call it as return to the village. 

Transnationalism and existence of transnational families might provide an-
other explanation for the return migration of the Turks of Bulgaria. However, the 
identity aspect of the transnationalism would not be totally corresponding the ex-
ample of the Turkish minority as Turkey is their kin state. Transnational identities 
are being formed during the migration process in the host country. Nevertheless, 
in transnationalism, identity acquired abroad does not have any comflict with 
the identity in the country of origin (Cassarino, 2004). In the case of the Turkish 
minority returnees in Bulgaria, this aspect might be questioned, because if we 
consider the return as permanent one and include their grandchildren in the con-
cept, there could be some problems in the future for those children who do not 
have the chance to interact with the Bulgarian community in the country due to 
lack of linguistic knowledge. 



Understanding the Degree of Difference in Return Migration

76

Transnationalism has another feature that fits perfectly with the current case 
study that examines the return to Bulgaria. Transnationalists claim that returnees 
are preparing their reintegration in the country of origin through regular visits 
they make and return happens when there are enough financial resources and 
information that provides the return is favourable for them (Cassarino, 2004). 
Hence the visits Turks made to Bulgaria followed with the restoration of citi-
zenship provide enough information how the return to the country will happen. 
Fieldworks in the villages where the return takes place show that, returnees are 
usually pensioners, who obtain their pensions in Turkey and they are being ac-
companied by other family members only during the summer months. 

THE RETURN OF THE TURKS OF BULGARIA AS A CASE 
THAT EVOLVES: CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES

The case study of our work is in Kardzhali, an area predominantly settled by 
the members of the Turkish minority. Some of the villages got deserted, schools 
and village health centers closed down as a result of emigration in 1990’s. For 
the purposes of this work the return migration that is examined is the one that 
takes place after 2000. The initial stage in the post 1990 process is a different 
step, because back in 1989 and 1990 almost 360.000 Turks left Bulgaria for Tur-
key (Yalimov, 2002). Soon after the restoration of the democratic regime in the 
country some Turks decided to return back to Bulgaria. However, following the 
economic decline in the country and severe economic crisis that led to hyperin-
flation, emigration from the country became a trending topic. For the members 
of the Turkish minority Turkey turned to be the most popular destination and the 
flow continued until the end of 1990’s. Therefore, it is of utmost importance to 
make distinction between the two types of migration. 

Second half of 1990’s witnessed the first signs of return migration among the 
members of the Turkish minority who left the country in 1989. Almost every year 
during the summer months they began to make short visits to their villages in the 
Kardzhali area. At the beginning these visits were of a short time like a week or 
two weeks, since this was mostly arranged in line with the annual paid vacation 
allowed from work place in Turkey. Beginning with 2000’s new migration pat-
tern becomes especially popular among the settlers of the Turks of Bulgaria and 
their descendants in Turkey. 

Analyzing this return would not be complete without tackling its effect in the 
places of return. Because return migration brings certain economic effect-mostly 
positively- in the place of return (Farrell, et la., 2012). Areas where return migra-
tion took place saw an increase in the employment, as returnees hire people for 
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daily jobs and some cases they may transfer new knowledge and experience from 
the places where they come. 

The increasing number of returnees creates also some pressure on the institu-
tions of the country of origin. Large outflow of people and especially working age 
generation abroad created big challenges for the rural areas in Eastern Europe 
(Klein-Hitpass, 2016, Lang, T. et al., 2016). Now after a period of stay in a for-
eign country, the return is also having some impact on the local institutions and 
businesses. In the case of Bulgaria, the country is trying to respond to some de-
mands. Having large number on people returning to their place of origin creates 
certain challenges especially when some services such as education and health 
care provided by the state do not exist anymore. During the years of communism 
Bulgaria managed to build extensive educational and healthcare facilities cover-
ing every single village, even the ones that are placed in remote areas. Transition 
period in 1990’s witnessed unprecedented flow of people who left the country for 
different motives. Eventually, this resulted with cuts in many cervices provided 
to the citizens by the state. With the return migration in process there is need to 
activate such facilities even temporarily during the summer months since this is 
the time when population in the villages grows almost ten times than its actual 
number for the rest of the year. 

In addition to the settlement and structural perspective of the return migration 
there is also emotional part of it. In cases where forced migration or exodus took 
place, if returnees are first generation then they might have some emotional feel-
ings attached to the place of return. Transnationalism provides an explanation as 
to how return creates opportunities for family members to introduce the culture 
and emotional aspects of the daily in the place of origin to their younger genera-
tions (Skrbiš, 2008). Once they find a chance to visit the country and places they 
grew, this allows them to transmit the history and memories they have to their 
children and grandchildren. With the Turks of Bulgaria, due to some bitter histor-
ical events, sometimes it may have negative aspects to include but they take the 
opportunity to convey their message and memories to the younger generations 
either in the form of short visits or longer return migrations.  

CONCLUSION

In analyzing the case with the Turks of Bulgaria one feels the need to make 
distinction on the period when migration took place and the time spent in Turkey. 
For the purposes of this work the group chosen to be evaluated are the ones sub-
jected to exodus. During the last years of communism and the years following 
the transition period in Bulgaria, not only the members of the Turkish minority 
but also ethnic Bulgarians left the country in search of better life. However, what 
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makes unique the case with the Turkish minority and their return is the reason 
behind their initial migratory stage. While return could be best described with 
new economics of labour migration if retirement is considered as the miximiza-
tion of the goal at migration stage, the main reason behind first migratory wave 
makes it impossible to make such conclusion especially for the returnees of 1989 
expulsion. 

Apart from those that were subject to forced migration, during 1990’s mem-
bers of the Turkish minority continued to emigrate from the country and their 
first destination was Turkey. Perhaps part of the motives were economic while 
others had in mind deserted villages where it had the feeling that there is no fu-
ture for them anymore. The signs for their return to the country shows the same 
pattern as the returnees of the forced migration. Again it is only elderly who 
are on pension in Turkey and who have stable income to sustain themselves in 
Bulgaria. The young generation does not consider returning since their work and 
basis of life is located in Turkey. Also considering the villages and rural areas as 
a place of return does not seem very appealing to young generations since job 
opportunities are very limited. 

The complexity and continuity of the migration from Bulgaria to Turkey and 
the primary motives the are driving it requires the use of different theoretical 
approaches to tackle the return migration of single ethnic group. Although re-
turnees are usually pensioners, they bring their grandchildren with them and 
the population of the villages is growing during the summer months. For their 
motives of return, pensioners usually indicate that the nature and rural life has 
attracted them the most while they also enjoy gardening and agricultural activ-
ities for organic vegetables. This situation of course brings the attention to the 
structural dimension of the return because the presence of elderly population in 
areas, where there is limited access to healthcare facilities, Bulgarian institutions 
need to increase their services in areas where returnees settle. 

Perhaps another conclusion of this work is to observe the situation with the 
grandchildren of the returnees. They only stay with grand parents during the 
summer months and they go back to Turkey for the rest of the year. If we think 
reintegration as a necessary step of return migration, Bulgaria needs to provide 
facilities for language learning in these areas. Knowing that the old generation 
had their education in Bulgaria and speaks Bulgarian to express themselves, 
young generation lacks such skills and this may result with the interruption of 
the contact in long prospect. 

This study draws attention that further research needs to be made especially 
on the potential of growing return migration in Bulgaria and how it functions in 
different regions. As a member of the EU Bulgaria needs to use more efficiently 
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resources for regional development that could help attract younger populations 
for return. 
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Abstract: The article analyzes the current status of the Bulgarian community 
in Albania and the ongoing migration processes towards Bulgaria. The author 
takes the position that Bulgaria should be open to Bulgarians in Albania in any 
case and at any time, but not to press them to settle in Bulgaria at any cost. The 
optimal solution is to promote the circular, mainly seasonal migration of Bulgar-
ians from Albania to Bulgaria. In this way, this population will continue to live 
in its native places, but it may be Bulgaria’s demographic, labor and geopolitical 
reserve.

Key words: Bulgarians in Albania, circular and seasonal migration, educa-
tional migration, gross domestic product by purchasing power

The migration interaction between countries with their own diasporas is be-
coming increasingly relevant in view of the ability of these overseas compatriots 
to participate in resolving a number of important problems such as labor market 
shortages or demographic crises in their historic motherlands.

Bulgaria has two main types of Bulgarian overseas communities. The first 
group was made up of ethnic Bulgarians who inhabited lands that in the past 
were part of the Bulgarian state, but nowadays have remained outside it for vari-
ous political reasons. The second group was formed by Bulgarian citizens left the 
country after the democratic changes of 1989 for economic reasons. Both groups 
represent the new Bulgarian diaspora.

The Bulgarians in Albania are representatives of the first group. This is the 
historical diaspora. The migration model of Bulgarians in Albania created over 
the years is interesting because they are one of the oldest Bulgarian communities 
in the Balkans, existing since the time of the First Bulgarian Empire. At the same 
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time, they are the most recent officially recognized Bulgarian community – in 
2017 the Albanian Parliament officially recognized them as a national minority.

In the period from 1944 to 1989, Bulgaria was dominated by national nihilism 
in state policy towards Bulgarians abroad. For this reason, the governing factors 
in Sofia today often do not have detailed information about different Bulgarian 
overseas communities and do not know what policy to pursue towards them. In 
some cases, the migration policy toward the new Bulgarian diaspora is mechani-
cally applied to representatives of these historical communities.

Today’s Bulgarian authorities have no developed vision for their migration 
policy towards the historical Bulgarian communities. Therefore, it is important to 
clarify who the Bulgarians in Albania are and what their specifics are.

They are mentioned in the texts of many European travelers in the 18th and 
early 19th centuries (Beauchamp, 1822; d’Istria, 1859). The Bulgarians Chris-
tians in Albania have identified themselves as Bulgarians after 1870, following 
a plebiscite (istilyam) that was held under the control of the Ottoman authorities 
and the Ecumenical Patriarchate. Until 1913 they had Bulgarian schools and wor-
shipped in the Bulgarian language in their churches (Traychev, 1923).

After the liberation of Albania in 1913, representatives of the Albanian author-
ities recognized the existence of the Bulgarian minority in the region of Korcha 
(Korça). For example, in 1919, Konstantin Cekrezi, secretary of the International 
Control Commission for Albania, established in 1913, whose primary task is to 
build the administration of the newly created state, describes the two Bulgarian 
villages of Drenovo and Boboshtitsa (Boboshtica). It also presents the population 
east of the town of Korcha as predominantly Bulgarian (Chekrezi, 1919).

In 1918, during the First World War, the French and the Austro-Hungarian 
wartime authorities organized and conducted official censuses of the Albanian 
population (Bourcart, 1922; Seiner, 1922). The French administration registered 
1924 ancient Bulgarians who were Orthodox Christians in the villages Drenovo 
and Boboshtitsa in the Korcha region and noted that all the villages in the Mala 
Prespa area in the neutral zone are populated by Macedonian Bulgarians (Fac-
simile 1).
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Facsimile 1. Part of a statistical publication on the census carried out by the French 
administration in 1918 of the population in the Korcha Autonomous Region.
Source: Bourcart, J. Les confins albanais administrés par la France 1916-1920 (1922).
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At the same time the Austro-Hungarian administration registered both Chris-
tian and Muslim Bulgarians in the Pole region and Muslim Bulgarians in the 
Gora region1*.

From the interwar period, there are two important documents related to the 
Bulgarians in Albania. The first one is the result of the Second Balkan Confer-
ence in 1932, when the delegations of Bulgaria and Albania signed a final proto-
col. Its first article states that the “Albanian delegation recognizes the existence of 
a Bulgarian minority in Albania”. Art. 3 states that “the Albanian delegation un-
dertakes to contact its government to allow the opening of Bulgarian schools in 
cities and villages where the Bulgarian population is predominant. The education 
in these schools will be in Bulgarian and Albanian will be a compulsory subject”.

The second document was created by the Secret Service of the Ministry of 
the Interior in the prefectures of Korcha and Debar. It contains statistics on the 
number of settlements in the two districts inhabited by Bulgarian speaking per-
sons (“Bulgarophones”) in 1935. According to this document, 11,261 Bulgari-
an-speaking people live in Pole, Golo Bordo, Mala Prespa and Vurbnik (4153 
Christians and 7108 Muslims) (Facsimile 2).

1 * Due to the political controversy between Bulgaria and Austria-Hungary, the Aus-
tro-Hungarian wartime authorities are seeking to reduce the number of the Bulgarian 
population. They register some of the Christian Bulgarians in the Pole area as Bulgar-
ians, but the Muslim Bulgarians in the Gora area as “Macedoslavs”. For this category, 
Fr. Seiner reports: “6754 people are registered (by census takers, n.a.) as Macedoslavs. 
They are a compact mass in the Gora region, district of Zhuri, in the far northeast of 
the governed area. On closer examination, they were willingly declaring themselves as 
Bulgarians. The same thing happened further south, namely in district of Kreise Dibra 
(Dolni Debar), where 206 people form a small language island; 537 other Macedoslavs 
were counted in this district”.
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Facsimile 2. Statistics of the Secret Service of the Ministry of the Interior of the 
Kingdom of Albania since May 1935 on settlements, number of houses and persons 
speaking Bulgarian.
Source: Central Archives of Albania, AQSH, F. 152, V. 1935, D. 310, fl. 21.
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It is important to mention that during the period from 1878 to 1944 the Bul-
garian authorities always regarded this population as Bulgarian. 

During the communist regime in Bulgaria no interest was shown in this pop-
ulation, so the question of Bulgarians in Albania began to become relevant only 
after the democratic changes in both countries. In 1992, after 48-year break, at 
the initiative of the Bulgarians in Albania, the first contacts with Bulgaria were 
established. Since 1999, Bulgarians in Albania have registered 6 organizations 
that operate today. In 2015, Bulgarian language studies began in Albania. Cur-
rently there are 3 Bulgarian schools: in Tirana, Korcha and Bilishta. The total 
number of Bulgarian pupils in Albania in the period 2015-2019 is 729. In 2017, 
in less than a week, 4500 signatures were collected (850 from the Mala Prespa 
region, about 1000 from the Gora region, and the remaining 2650 from Golo Bor-
do) with a request for official recognition of the Bulgarian minority. The petition 
was presented in the Albanian Parliament and the European Parliament and the 
matter was finally resolved with the adoption of the Minority Protection Act on 
October 13, 2017.

The deepening contacts between Bulgaria and Bulgarians in Albania are a 
prerequisite for the emergence of new migration movements. During the period 
2011 – 2019, a total of 8351 certificates of Bulgarian origin were issued by the 
State Agency for Bulgarians Abroad to Albanian Bulgarians (Fig. 1).

Figure 1. Certificates of Bulgarian origin of Bulgarians from Albania issued by the 
State Agency for Bulgarians Abroad for acquisition of Bulgarian citizenship and 
permanent and long-term residence in Bulgaria during the period 2011 – 2019.
Source: State Agency for Bulgarians Abroad Administrative Reference (2020)
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There is increasing interest among Albanian Bulgarians in acquiring Bulgari-
an citizenship. For the period 2001 – 2019, 9 235 people of Bulgarian origin from 
Albania applied for Bulgarian citizenship, and 3656 have acquired it. According 
to the statistics of the Ministry of Interior in Sofia for the period 2009 – 2019, 
325 Bulgarians from Albania have obtained a permanent residence permit in 
Bulgaria.

At present, the largest group of Bulgarians migrating from Albania to Bulgar-
ia is for the purpose of education. Between 1993 and 2019, 968 Bulgarians from 
Albania applied for study in Bulgarian universities, 706 of which were admitted 
to students. 46 doctoral students and 17 graduate students were admitted to uni-
versities in Bulgaria (Fig. 2).

Figure 2. Candidates and admittees of Bulgarians from Albania in the period 1993 – 2019
Source: Almanac “Rodolyubets” (2018) and Ministry of Education Administrative 
Reference (2020)

In the last few years, there has been a debate between the Bulgarian institu-
tions and Bulgarian society at large on whether Bulgarian citizenship should be 
granted to the Bulgarian diaspora. A proposal has been made to introduce the 
condition that Bulgarian citizenship should be granted only to those who return 
to Bulgaria.

This discourse poses a problem for Bulgarians in Albania because they have 
never left it and they do not need to “return”.

So what they have to do to fit into the vague Bulgaria’s migration policy?
According to one of the leaders of the Bulgarian community in Albania Hax-

hi Pirushi, Chairman of the Society “Prosperitet Golo Bordo”, “we, Bulgarians 
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in Albania do not want to move to Bulgaria. We want to be recognized as Bul-
garians, but to work where we are in Albania, where our grandparents’ lands 
are. There are many things that can be done between Albania and Bulgaria. The 
winter tourism in our area can be developed and much can be done about it. If 
Bulgarian business enters there, Bulgaria will benefit economically. But Bulgaria 
will gain much more by helping Bulgarians in Albania. It will be good for both 
us and Bulgaria”.

How can the demographic problems in Bulgaria, the needs of the Bulgarian 
economy for labor force, the various aspects of the Bulgarian national interest 
and the specific interests of the Bulgarians in Albania be solved?

In any case and at any time, Bulgaria should be open to Bulgarians in Albania, 
but not to press them to settle in Bulgaria at any cost.

From the past, the migration pattern of gurbet (seasonal labour migration 
for profit or livelihood) has remained among Bulgarians in Albania, as well as 
among other Bulgarian communities in the Balkans, such as those in the Repub-
lic of Northern Macedonia, Kosovo and Serbia. For example the bylaws of „St. 
John the Baptist Association “, founded in 1929, which brings together Bulgari-
ans from Albania living in Bulgaria, stated that its members were “all Bulgari-
ans: gurbetchii (seasonal labour migrants), refugees and settlers from Golo Bordo 
and Pole - living in Bulgaria”. Putting the gurbetchii on the first place shows that 
it was the most widespread form of migration of Bulgarians from Albania to 
Bulgaria at that time.

Due to the deep traditions of this migration model, it is practiced today more 
widely in Bulgaria by Bulgarians in Serbia, because they are closest to the Bul-
garian border and therefore have less travel costs.

The pragmatic approach of Bulgaria is to encourage seasonal and other tem-
porary labor migration within its territory. The knowledge of the Bulgarian lan-
guage, even in an archaic dialectal form, facilitates employment opportunities. 
Bulgarians in Albania have good construction, agricultural and culinary skills. 
Some of the young Albanian Bulgarians have a good education. With these labor 
skills, they would find successful temporary or seasonal jobs in the Bulgarian 
economy, without having to leave their historical habitations forever. This type of 
seasonal and temporary labor migration can be facilitated by the construction of 
the Pan-European Transport Corridor No. 8, which should connect the Adriatic 
to the Black Sea via Albania, the Republic of Northern Macedonia and Bulgaria.

Taking into account Albania’s greater remoteness from Bulgaria, we can ex-
pect this type of seasonal migration to take on a larger size when Bulgaria’s 
gross domestic product by purchasing power reaches about 65-70% of the EU 
average. Over the last three years, the Bulgarians in Albania make circulating 
(mainly seasonal) migrations to Greece at 68% of gross domestic product there, 
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compared to the EU average. Another country where Bulgarians from Albania 
today mainly migrate is Italy. In 2018, its gross domestic product by purchasing 
power is 96% of the EU average. (Fig. 3).

Figure 3. Gross domestic product by purchasing power of Albania, Bulgaria, Italy 
and Greece for the period 2007 – 2018

Considering that in the period from 2007 to 2018 the gross domestic product 
in Bulgaria by purchasing power has increased from 41% to 50% of the EU av-
erage and if the same growth rates are maintained, then such more significant 
seasonal migrations of Bulgarians from Albania to Bulgaria can be expected in 
about 10 years.

The period until then should be considered preparatory and Bulgaria’s efforts, 
until the time of its occurrence, must be directed towards preserving the Bulgar-
ians in Albania as a labor, demographic and geopolitical resource and deepening 
and consolidating its relations with them.
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Abstract: This report examines the underlying complexities in the decisions 
of Bulgarian migrant workers to remain in the UK or leave following Brexit1. 
Based on an online questionnaire survey of 361 Bulgarian citizens working in 
the UK, comprising migrant employees/entrepreneurs, unemployed and those out 
of the labour force, in different regions in the UK, different age groups and pro-
fessions in 2019, the report studies the implications of the Referendum outcome 
for migrants’ experiences on the UK labour market, including the observable 
and perceived changes in attitudes of their colleagues, British people, employers 
and customers, where applicable. The data suggests that gender, age, length of 
stay in the UK and labour market integration are important determinants of the 
decision to remain in the UK or leave, either for Bulgaria or another destination. 

Key words: Bulgarian migrants, UK, Brexit, host labour market integration

INTRODUCTION

The aim of this report is to highlight some of the intentions of the Bulgarian 
citizens, residing in the UK at the time of the survey, for changes in their place 
of residence, particularly their plans to return to Bulgaria after the official exit 
of the country from the EU. It should be noted that at the time of the survey, this 
date was set at 31 March 2019.  

Bulgarian migrants’ socio-economic position in the UK as well as their level 
of labour market integration and access to social services and state health support 

1 At the time of finalising this report, the UK and the whole world are being ravaged 
by the coronavirus pandemic. This has muddled the role of BREXIT in any return de-
cisions, compounding the complexities involved through job losses as well as newly 
emerging shortages in the agricultural sector of the UK. 
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are considered the main factors shaping their intentions to leave the country fol-
lowing BREXIT.

The UK Office for National Statistics (ONS, 2017) estimated that 71,700 Bul-
garian citizens were resident in the country between 2014 and 20162. In the same 
period, Bulgarians and Romanians made up approximately 11% of all EU citizens 
in employment in the UK. Of the Bulgarian citizens aged 16 to 64 years, resident 
in the UK, some 85% were employed, 2% were unemployed, 13% were econom-
ically inactive; 5% of them were inactive due to studies. The main employers for 
Bulgarians were the distribution, hotels and restaurants industry (employing 20% 
of Bulgarian citizens) and the construction industry, which employed 23% of the 
Bulgarian workforce in the country. One in five Bulgarian citizens were estimat-
ed to work in the construction industry (ibid). 

According to the most recent data released by the ONS (2019), based on the 
Annual Population Survey (APS), in the period June 2018 - June 2019, Bulgar-
ians ranked 24th among the 60 most common countries of birth in the UK. An 
estimated 16,000 of them were holding dual nationality, British-Bulgarian while 
98,000 were Bulgarian nationals and 1,000 were Bulgarians of other nationality. 

The EU Settlement Scheme (EUSS) enables resident EU, other EEA or Swiss 
citizens, and their family members to obtain UK immigration status. The Scheme 
launched in full operation on 30 March 2019, following two testing phases. Ap-
proximately 150,000 Bulgarian citizens have applied for settlement or pre-settle-
ment status (91% of the Bulgarians eligible to apply) (Home Office, 2020).

SAMPLE AND SAMPLING STRATEGY

An online survey of Bulgarians living and working in the UK for at least a 
year was conducted in the period February–April 2019. The questionnaire was 
designed to capture their demographic characteristics, experiences of life and 
work in the UK and their access to social support and health services, with a 
particular focus on  the impact of the Referendum of June 2016.  Multiple entry 
points and snowballing within these were used to access a diverse range of re-
spondents. The link to the questionnaire was publicised through regional Face-
book groups, Bulgarian community associations, language schools, ethnic shops, 
dance formations as well as personal contacts and cold calls in public spaces. 
Such a non-probability sampling strategy excludes the possibility for a represen-
tative sample of the Bulgarian population in the UK. Nevertheless, the utilisation 
of a wide spectrum of contacts and access routes to respondents has compensated 

2 file:/Living%20abroad%20dynamics%20of%20migration%20between%20the%20
UK%20and%20the%20EU2.pdf
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to a great degree for the lack of sample randomness. The final sample includes 
respondents with a diverse range of socio-demographic characteristics in terms 
of regions of residence in the UK, citizenship status, age, education and duration 
of stay in the country as well as labour market status (e.g., students, employees, 
self-employed and out-of-the labour force).  

A section in the questionnaire focused on the labour market integration of the 
respondents, distinguishing between employees, self-employed and those out of 
the labour force.  Employees were asked questions about their sector of employ-
ment, position and work conditions i.e., hours of work, monthly income, their 
employer’s nationality, career  development, time spent on the job alongside job 
and income satisfaction. Self-employed respondents were asked about the nature 
of their business as well as the time of operation in the UK. Those who were 
unemployed at the time of the survey were asked questions about their last job, 
their access to state support and satisfaction with it and, the duration of unem-
ployment. Inactive individuals were asked about their reasons for being out of the 
workforce, their length of inactive stay and main source of income. All respon-
dents, where applicable, were asked questions about their experiences of changes 
towards them in the attitudes of local people, colleagues, employers and clients, 
following the Referendum of June 2016 and the BREXIT negotiations with the 
EU at the time. 

PROFILE OF THE SAMPLE 

The final sample comprised 361 respondents, with partially or fully complet-
ed questionnaires. Some of them were reluctant to answer questions on income, 
work, immigration status and their plans for leaving or staying in the UK after 
BREXIT. 

Table 1 below presents their main socio-demographic characteristics. The ma-
jority (just under ¾) of the responders were women. The age distribution was 
even in the 25-54 age groups and over 10% of the participants were under 24 
years of age. There were no particular differences in the age distribution between 
men and women, with the exception of the 25-34 age group, which included 40% 
of the men surveyed and 24% of the women. Nearly 10% of all women (n=24) 
were over 55 years of age compared to only three men in this age group. It seems 
that women in this age group are more likely than men to use social media and 
participate in online surveys. About 60% of the respondents had completed Uni-
versity education (of them, almost two thirds were women), ¼ - secondary spe-
cialized education, nearly 15% - secondary education and less than 1% were of 
lower educational level. The majority of respondents (80%) had completed their 
education in Bulgaria and 18% in the UK. The variable on ethnic origin won’t be 
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included in the analysis as only a fraction of the respondents (5%, n=18) self-iden-
tified as ethnic minority Bulgarians. Twelve of them were Bulgarian – Turks, 
three – Bulgarian-Roma and another three of  ‘other’ Bulgarian origin. 

Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics

    Number %

Gender

Male 97 26.9

Female 258 71.5

Prefer not to say 5 1.4

No answer 1 .3

Age Group

18- 24 40 11.1

25-34 101 28.0

35-44 104 28.8

45-54 85 23. 5

55+ 28 7.8

No answer 3 .8

Highest Level of 
education

No formal or primary education 3 .8

Secondary 53 14.7

Secondary vocational 87 24.1

University degree 128 35.5

Post-graduate (MSc., PhD, Post Doc) 89 24.7

No answer 1 .3

Country where 
education was 
obtained

Bulgaria 286 79.2

UK 65 18.0

Other country 9 2.5

No answer 1 .3

Ethnic origin

Bulgarian 343 95.0

Bulgarian-Turkish 12 3.3

Bulgarian-Roma 3 .8

Other 3 .8

Source: Online survey, February – April, 2019

The respondents in the sample were residing in all regions of the UK, except 
Northern Ireland (Figure 1). Most of them were in London (about 1/3) and the 
South East of England (25%).
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Figure 1. Region of residence in the UK
Source: Online survey, February-April, 2019

All respondents were asked questions about their immigration status in the UK 
and their expectations about the implications of Brexit for job security, political 
change, immigration procedures, currency fluctuations, deteriorating attitudes of 
employers and British citizens. Respondents were also given the opportunity to 
point out other consequences that they expected to see after the UK’s exit from 
the EU. Particular emphasis was placed on their plans after BREXIT – whether 
to stay or leave the UK, whether they intend to change their place of residence 
and work, and whether they intend to apply for British citizenship. In light of the 
purpose of this report, it is also of considerable interest to answer the questions 
regarding their plans to return to Bulgaria or settle in another, third country.

BULGARIANS IN THE UK AND THEIR POSITION  
IN THE BRITISH SOCIETY

The majority of the respondents in the sample (95%) had resided in the UK for 
more than two years. Some 30% had been in the country for over 10 years, 24% 
- between six and 10 years and 42% - between two and five years. About three 
fourths of the respondents were living with their families and 28% of them were 
living with young children, under 18 years of age.

Moreover, of the 120 who answered that they had underage children, 100 were 
living with them in the UK. Of all respondents, 54 (15%) answered that they lived 
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in their own homes and ¾ - rented by a private owner. Nearly 1/3 declared that 
they had an excellent level of English (written and spoken); only 17% indicated 
basic written English and 14% - basic spoken English.

Over half of the respondents (53%) confirmed that they participated in the last 
three years, personally or by a member of their family, in various forms of edu-
cational services - primary, secondary or secondary vocational school, college, 
university, language and other courses. Over the same period, more than two 
thirds of the study participants or their family members visited their GP at least 
once and more than 15% - five or more times. Half of the respondents used other 
health services and 18% used social services for them or their families.

Crucially important for the integration of Bulgarians in the UK is their par-
ticipation in the labour market. Of the 329 respondents, two-thirds were em-
ployed and 21.5% were self-employed. The unemployed were 8.2% and out of the 
workforce - 2.4%. This means that about 90% of all respondents in the survey 
were employed in the UK at the time of the research. The breakdown by major 
socio-demographic characteristics and by labour market status is shown in Ta-
ble 2. As expected, the distribution by age and employment status indicates that 
most individuals who were outside the workforce or unemployed were young, 
below 24 years of age. They were more likely to be still in the education system 
or to have recently graduated. Similarly, the share of the unemployed was highest 
among the graduates of secondary specialized education and those who had re-
ceived their education in Bulgaria.

Quite expectedly, there were significant differences in the employment status 
of respondents who had been in the UK for a year or less compared to those who 
had been in the UK for a longer period. In the first group, the unemployed were 
28% and out-of-the workforce - 7%, which was almost 3.5 times higher compared 
to all respondents (Table 2).
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Table 2. Distribution of respondents by employment status and socio-demographic 
characteristics

Socio-demographic Characteristics
Employee

Employment Status (%)

Self- 
employed

Unemployed
Out of the 
work force

Total 67.5 21.9 8.2 2.4

Gender
Male 66.7 24.1 8.0 1.1

Female 67.4 21.2 8.5 3.0

Prefer not to say 80.0 20.0 - -

Age group

up to 24 60.0 5.7 17.1 17.1
25-34 77.8 15.6 5.6 1.1
35-44 67.0 28.9 3.1 1.0
45-54 65.4 22.2 12.3 -
55+ 45.8 41.7 12.5 -

Highest level of 
education

No formal or primary 
education

66.7 33.3
- -

Secondary 66.7 22.2 4.4 6.7

Secondary vocational 54.5 28.6 14.3 2.6

University degree 71.8 20.5 6.8 0.9
Post-graduate (MSc., PhD, 
Post Doc) 73.3 17.4 7.0 2.3

Country where 
education was 
obtained

Bulgaria 64.3 23.6 10.1 1.9

UK 75.8 17.7 1.6 4.8

Other country 100.0 - - -

Total number of 
years in the UK

≤1 year 42.9 21.4 28.6 7.1
2-5 years 70.4 17.6 9.2 28.0
6-10 years 65.5 28.7 5.7
More than 10 years 68.6 22.1 5.8 3.5

Source: Online survey, February – April 2019



Post-Brexit Plans of Bulgarian Citizens in the UK

98

BULGARIANS’ EXPERIENCES OF THE CONSEQUENCES OF 
BREXIT AND THEIR PLANS FOR LEAVING VS. STAYING IN 
THE UK

Of the 361 respondents in the sample, 224 said they had been in the UK during 
the EU Referendum on 22 June 2016, and 74 had arrived in the country after that 
date. The remaining 63 did not respond. It would be insightful to find out whether 
Bulgarians who were in the UK at the time of the Referendum had noticed any 
changes towards them by employers, colleagues, clients and the British public. 

The results show that the majority of the respondents (over 70%) did not notice 
any changes in the attitudes of employers, clients and colleagues. About 55% did 
not notice any changes in the attitudes of the British public. As far as any changes 
were noticed, these were articulated as “rather unsupportive”, with this tendency 
being particularly pronounced in their interactions with British citizens - about 
one fourth of the respondents answered that they had noticed negative changes in 
the locals’ attitudes towards them (Table 3). 

Table 3. Attitudes towards the Bulgarians in the UK after the Referendum (in %)  

 
If you were in the UK at the time of the Referendum, have you noticed any 
changes in the attitudes of:

  Employers Colleagues  British people Clients

Yes, supportive 3.1 2.3 5.4 3.2

Yes, neutral 4.9 3.2 9.0 2.3

Yes, unsupportive 12.1 11.1 25.3 9.5

No 71.4 75.5 54.8 69.7

No answer 8.5 7.9 5.4 15.4

Source: Online survey, February – April, 2019

Overall, even though they did not feel much change in attitudes towards them 
after the Referendum, the expectations of the Bulgarians were for changes in 
social, economic and political terms. Figure 3 shows the relative proportions of 
those who answered positively that they expected changes in the respective areas. 
The largest share (over 40%) of those surveyed had concerns about changes in 
the exchange rates, job security and the immigration procedures. About one third 
said that they expected the attitudes of the British people towards foreigners to 
worsen and unfavourable political changes to come. Slightly over a quarter of 
respondents (27%) indicated that they expected a deterioration in the attitudes of 
employers towards foreigners.
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Figure 3. Concerns after Brexit
Source: Online survey, February – April, 2019

It would be interesting to find out which socio-demographic groups were more 
likely to expect change. Table 4 summarizes the relative proportions of those 
identified in different groups. Where are the biggest differences? First of all, 
more men than women had indicated job security, political changes, changes in 
the exchange rate and the immigration regime. 

Older respondents were less likely to be concerned about job security, polit-
ical changes or a deterioration of the employers’ attitudes towards them. More 
than 50% of the graduates from UK Universities said that they expected political 
changes, changes in the exchange rate and the immigration regime, as well as a 
deterioration in British attitudes towards foreigners.

In terms of the length of stay in the UK, there is evidence to suggest that those 
who had resided in the country the longest were the least likely to expect any 
changes following Brexit. This could be interpreted to some extent as an indica-
tor that they felt well integrated and were not concerned about social, political or 
economic consequences. It is expected that the unemployed would be more likely 
to expect job insecurity for migrants and a deterioration in employers’ attitudes. 
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Table 4. Distribution of respondents by their concerns after Brexit and socio-
demographic characteristics (in %)

Socio-demographic Characteristics

Concerns after Brexit

Security 
of Work

Political 
Changes

Immigration 
Regime

Currency 
Volatility

Worsening 
of 
employers’ 
attitudes 
towards 
foreigners

Worsening 
of British 
attitudes 
towards 
foreigners

Total 41.3 33.0 40.2 42.4 27.1 36.8

Gender

Male 45.4 40.2 44.3 48.5 28.9 40.2

Female 39.5 29.5 37.6 39.9 25.6 34.5

Prefer not to say 40.0 60.0 80.0 40.0 60.0 80.0

Age group

up to 24 42.5 50.0 57.5 40.0 45.0 40.0

25-34 46.5 33.7 41.6 47.5 26.7 41.6

35-44 37.5 29.8 32.7 43.3 26.9 29.8

45-54 45.9 29.4 35.3 41.2 20.0 36.5

55+ 25.0 25.0 53.6 28.6 28.6 46.4

Highest level of 
education

No formal or 
primary education

33.3 - 33.3

Secondary 43.4 32.1 45.3 41.5 26.4 35.8

Secondary 
vocational

54.0 40.2 39.1 41.4 32.2 39.1

University degree 30.5 28.1 35.9 45.3 25.0 32.0

Post-graduate 
(MSc., PhD. Post 
Doc)

42.7 34.8 46.1 41.6 27.0 42.7

Country where 
education was 
obtained

Bulgaria 40.9 28.7 38.5 40.2 26.6 33.9

UK 38.5 53.8 50.8 53.8 32.3 50.8

Other country 70.0 20.0 20.0 30.0 10.0 30.0

Total number of 
years in the UK

≤ 1 year 64.3 28.6 42.9 42.9 28.6 57.1

2-5 years 43.3 30.7 45.3 43.3 28.7 38.0

6-10 years 44.3 34.1 37.5 47.7 34.1 43.2

10+ years 33.0 35.8 34.9 36.7 19.3 27.5

Employment 
status

Employee 45.0 35.1 41.0 48.6 27.5 37.8

Self-employed 31.9 30.6 45.8 37.5 30.6 45.8

Unemployed 70.4 40.7 44.4 44.4 37.0 40.7

Out of  the work 
force

50.0 75.0 75.0 37.5 37.5 50.0

Source: Online survey, February-April, 2019
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ATTITUDES TOWARDS LEAVING THE UK AFTER BREXIT

The main theme of this study was to reveal the respondents’ attitudes towards 
changes regarding leaving the UK after Brexit as well as about changing their 
jobs and their place of residence. Of all the respondents to the question “After 
the UK  exists from  the EU, do you plan to stay in the UK?”, almost two-third 
answered “yes” and “rather yes”, and only 12 answered in the negative.

About 14% did not decide at the time of the survey and another 18% did not 
respond (Table 5). This shows that despite the changes that respondents were 
expecting to one degree or another as well as the changes in their attitude after 
Brexit, they were not inclined to leave the UK. Moreover, the majority of the re-
spondents did not intend to change their place of employment and their place of 
residence. which shows that the Bulgarians were well integrated and the expected 
political, social and economic changes would not greatly affect their current life.

Table 5. Intentions to leave the UK after Brexit

 

After the UK exits from the 
EU, do you plan to stay in 
the UK?

Do you plan to change 
your current job?

Do you plan to change 
your place of residence?

Number % Number % Number %

Yes, for sure 139 38.5 30 8.3 14 3.9

Perhaps yes 94 26.0 32 8.9 23 6.4

I have not decided yet 50 13.9 68 18.8 57 15.8

Perhaps no 8 2.2 63 17.5 95 26.3

No, for sure 4 1.1 37 10.2 43 11.9

No answer 66 18.3 131 36.3 129 35.7

Total 361 100.0 361 100.0 361 100.0

Source: Online survey, February - April, 2019

It is of particular interest to analyze the answers to the question “If you plan 
to leave the UK, where do you plan to go?”. Some 64% answered this question 
and the remaining 36% did not answer. Of those who answered. 43% said they 
were returning to Bulgaria. About a third of those leaving the UK said that they 
were planning to move to another EU country and 18% were planning to move 
to the US or Canada. Only 6% indicated other non-EU countries as their next 
destinations (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Intended designations after leaving the UK
Source: Online survey, February – April, 2019

Who are the Bulgarians in the UK? Who, if they leave, would return to Bul-
garia? Firstly, it should be noted that with the increase of age and residence in 
the UK, the proportion of those who would prefer to move to Bulgaria increases. 
Nearly three-fourths of the Bulgarians over 55 years of age and half of those who 
had resided in the UK for over 10 years had indicated Bulgaria as a country they 
would live in. Also, 58% of the self-employed and 63% of the respondents with 
secondary education indicated this possibility. It is expected that those who had 
been educated in Bulgaria would be more likely to return than those who had 
been educated in the UK or a third country. It could be concluded that younger 
and better educated individuals who had resided in the UK for five years or more 
were less likely to move to Bulgaria. This would mean in practice that, despite 
state efforts to attract young professionals back to our country with the help of 
various incentives, this measure would still be not very popular among the Bul-
garian respondents in the UK (Table 6).
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Table 6. Distribution of respondents by their intended destination after leaving the 
UK and socio-demographic characteristics (in %)

Socio-demographic Characteristics

If you plan to leave the UK, where would 
you go?

Bulgaria
Other EU 
country

USA or 
Canada

Other 
country 
outside 
EU

Total 43.1 32.8 18.1 6.0

Gender

Male 39.7 34.9 19.0 6.3

Female 44.2 31.9 17.8 6.1

Prefer not to say 40.0 40.0 20.0 -

Age group

18- 24 43.8 25.0 21.9 9.4

25-34 34.8 37.7 21.7 5.8

35-44 42.4 33.9 16.9 6.8

45-54 44.4 33.3 16.7 5.6

55+ 76.5 17.6 5.9

Highest level of 
education

No formal or primary education - - 100.0 -

Secondary 63.9 16.7 13.9 5.6

Secondary vocational 44.6 32.1 17.9 5.4

University degree 37.2 35.9 20.5 6.4

Post-graduate (MSc., PhD, 
Post- Doc)

37.7 39.3 16.4 6.6

Country where 
education was 
obtained

Bulgaria 46.7 30.4 16.8 6.0

UK 31.0 35.7 26.2 7.1

Other country 16.7 83.3 - -

Total numbers of 
years in the UK

≤ 1 year 20.0 30.0 40.0 10.0

2-5 years 39.6 35.1 19.8 5.4

6-10 years 46.9 28.1 20.3 4.7

more than 10 years 51.1 34.0 6.4 8.5

Labour market 
status

Employee 38.8 37.5 16.9 6.9

Self-employed 58.3 22.9 16.7 2.1

Unemployed 43.8 18.8 31.3 6.3

Out-of-the work force 20.0 20.0 40.0 20.0

Source: Online survey, February – April, 2019.
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CONCLUSIONS

This report examined Bulgarian’s experiences of Brexit and their intentions 
to change their place of work and residence, particularly their plans to return to 
Bulgaria, following the country’s official exit from the EU. The results showed 
that the majority of the respondents did not notice any significant differences in 
the attitudes of employers, colleagues, clients and local people. Where any such 
differences were reported, these were articulated as “rather unsupportive”. Gen-
der variations were observed in the reported concerns following Brexit. More 
men were worried about job security, unfavorable political changes and changes 
in the exchange rate as well as tightened immigration controls. Our data sug-
gested that those who had resided in the country the longest were least likely to 
expect any alterations following Brexit. Two-thirds of the sample were hoping to 
remain in the UK after the country’s departure from the EU. Older Bulgarians, 
who had spent years away from their home country, were most likely to consider 
repatriation. 

At the time of finalising this report, the UK and the whole world are being 
ravaged by the Covid-19 pandemic. This has muddled the role of Brexit in any 
return decisions, compounding the complexities involved through job losses as 
well as newly emerging shortages in the agricultural sector of the UK. Future 
research should focus on these issues whereby it keeps up with the dynamics of 
our current times. 
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BULGARIAN RETURN MIGRANTS:  
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Abstract: The paper presents some preliminary results obtained during the re-
alization of Research Project: “Return Migrants: Segmentation and Stratification 
of Economic Mobility” (2017-2020) supported by Grant No.DN05/6-14.12.2016 
by Bulgarian Science Fund. These results have been derived from a dataset 
generated by a questionnaire survey among Bulgarian migrants conducted in 
2017 after their return – temporary or permanent – to the home country. On 
the basis of the respondents’ statement that evaluates the achievement of their 
migration aims, possible interaction is explored between this achievement and 
the socio-economic profile of the interviewed migrants. For this purpose a bina-
ry logistic regression model has been estimated involving demographic, social, 
economic, and migration experience independent variables. The major results 
are discussed outlining further directions of a more comprehensive study of the 
determinants of the achievement of migration goals by return migrants.

Key words: return migration, migration aims, Bulgaria

INTRODUCTION

Since the last two waves of EU enlargement (2004 and 2007) the expansion of 
the phenomenon known as return migration, often related to the so called circular 
(repeated) migration, in the CEE countries. Bulgaria is not an exclusion of these 
processes, however, short-to-medium term irregular labor migration prevailed 
during the EU accession period. There is a common understanding that the in-
ternational migration of Bulgarian citizens during the decades of market transi-
tion was to a large extent in the frame of intra-European cross-border mobility 
(Mintchev and Boshnakov, 2007; Mancheva and Troeva, 2011; Markova, 2010;). 
The existing studies either evaluate the phenomenon in a general way based on 
summarized statistical information – as far as such exists – or based on ques-
tionnaire surveys among Bulgarian migrant community (Mihailov et al., 2007; 



Bulgarian Return Migrants: Segmentation by Accomplishment of Migration Aims

106

Markova and Reilly, 2007; Mintchev et al., 2012). So in the last two decades the 
empirical research on Bulgarian international migration has utilized various indi-
vidual and household surveys being a detailed source of information on potential, 
return, and circular migration issues. The scarcity of relevant information on 
these topics motivated recent research utilizing the advantages of questionnaire 
survey instrument integrated with theoretical keystones of return migration. This 
way, several aspects of this phenomenon have been in the focus of both conceptu-
al and empirical studies (Ruspini et al., 2016; Mintchev et al., 2017; Nonchev and 
Hristova, 2018; Zareva, 2018; Bakalova and Misheva, 2018).

This paper presents selected results for an empirical study based on survey data 
collected by a questionnaire survey conducted in October-November 2017. Inter-
views have been conducted among 604 Bulgarian citizens that have been selected 
by implementing an initial random selection of households followed by purposive 
allocation of respondents that match the target definition. The unit of observation is 
defined as: (i) individual of 18 or higher age; (ii) who has been at least once abroad; 
(iii) for a period of at least 3 months; (iv) during the last 10 years period: 2008-2017; 
(v) with a purpose of work abroad; and (vi) resided in Bulgaria at the survey mo-
ment. Bulgarian citizens that have been abroad for 3+ months however for purposes 
of leisure (tourism, vacations), medical treatment, or other personal issues were 
excluded from the scope of the survey. Descending from the chosen respondent, 
one or two additional respondents (return migrants) have been identified by snow-
balling. The overall goals of the survey were to provide a detailed picture of this 
community as allocated at the end of year 2017, particularly about the profile of 
Bulgarian return migrants, their experience abroad, satisfaction from the migration 
move(s), and their intentions for possible remigration.

In light of the aforementioned research project goals, a wider concept was de-
ployed in order to define a return migrant, namely: someone that has been abroad 
to work (i.e. having labor migration experience) who has returned – for one rea-
son or another – and resides in the host country at the time of the interview. This 
provides a variety of options for segmentation of return migrants which can be 
achieved in several dimensions – by the length of their period of stay (short-term 
/ medium-term / long-term); by their willingness to leave again (stayers / movers); 
for movers: by the desired horizon of their next move (short-term / circular, long-
term / permanent). 

RESEARCH FRAMEWORK AND DATA

This paper suggests empirical results obtained from the analysis of a simple bi-
nary segmentation by the declared achievement of the goals of external migration 
(yes/no). The goal of this analysis is to identify the main characteristics of return 
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migrants that significantly correlate with the individual evaluation of migration 
goals achievement. A targeted selection of variables has been constructed for each 
of these characteristics in order to incorporate them into a binary response causal 
model. In order to test for significance of the effect of each variable on a net basis 
(i.e. other things equal) a binary logistic regression model is adopted in the current 
study. This model has been estimated in the following nonlinear form:
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The estimates of the model parameters  are obtained by the maximum likeli-
hood estimation method using the sample data. The dependent variable is con-
structed as a log-odds ratio of the probability of declaring “1=Yes” (for achieve-
ment of goals) against the probability of declaring “0=No”, and is modelled as 
a linear function of the selected independent variables. This way, the reference 
category for this model is the subsample of respondents that have evaluated their 
migration goals as “not achieved”. 

Each quantitative characteristic (age, number of children; length of the stay 
abroad, etc.) has been transformed into one or more binary variables for appro-
priate scale intervals. Each qualitative characteristic has been introduced into 
the model by a set of binary variables for particular categories, leaving one as a 
reference category of respondents. Table 1 presents the frequency distribution of 
respondents by all characteristics included in the binary logistic regression model 
by appropriate set of independent variables.

A special interest for the analysis of the determinants of the achievement of 
migration goals is focused on some basic characteristics of the migration experi-
ence captured during the questionnaire survey. It is expected that the differences 
between the respondents by these variables will have a significant impact on the 
perceived achievement of the goals of external migration conducted in a recent or 
somewhat more distant past. The chosen individual characteristics are:

• the length of stay abroad (total for all periods of the visits abroad) – two 
dummy variables are defined for differentiating the short-term migrants 
(up to 12 months: reference group) from those with length of stay: (a) 1-3 
years; (b) over 3 years;

• indication for relations with migration networks – availability of family 
members or close acquaintances that are still abroad;

• expectation of pension from foreign country when reaching the retirement 
age (reflecting labor relations in the official economy, with respective social 
insurance);

• saving of a part of the earnings made abroad (reflecting a success of 
intended generation of migrant remittances).
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Table 1. Frequency cross-tabulation of respondents by personal characteristics and 
achievement of migration goals 

Achievement of goals: No Yes Total

Gender Male 52.7% 60.4% 54.6%

Female 47.3% 39.6% 45.4%

Age group Up to 30 18.0% 21.4% 18.9%

31-40 21.3% 26.0% 22.5%

41-50 20.7% 23.4% 21.4%

51-60 16.7% 16.2% 16.6%

Over 60 23.3% 13.0% 20.7%

Marital status Single 22.8% 26.6% 23.8%

Married 59.4% 60.4% 59.6%

Divorced 12.1% 11.0% 11.8%

Widow/er 5.8% 1.9% 4.8%

Children No 72.9% 60.4% 69.7%

Yes 27.1% 39.6% 30.3%

Education level Basic or lower 17.8% 24.7% 19.5%

General secondary 19.6% 15.6% 18.5%

Vocational secondary 38.2% 40.3% 38.7%

Higher 24.4% 19.5% 23.2%

Ethnical group Bulgarian 83.1% 79.9% 82.3%

Turkish 7.8% 9.1% 8.1%

Roma 8.2% 9.7% 8.6%

Other 0.9% 1.3% 1.0%

Length of stay abroad Up to 1 year 46.2% 63.0% 50.5%

(total, all periods) Over 1 to 3 years 21.3% 22.7% 21.7%

Over 3 years 32.4% 14.3% 27.8%

Family members / No 31.8% 36.0% 34.9%

friends abroad Yes 68.2% 64.0% 65.1%

Pension expected No 92.9% 81.8% 84.6%

from abroad Yes 7.1% 18.2% 15.4%

Saved part of the No 58.4% 38.4% 43.5%

earnings abroad Yes 41.6% 61.6% 56.5%

About three-fourths of the respondents declared achievement of their migra-
tion goals. However, particular divergence between the frequency distributions 
of migrants in the sub-samples of “achieved” and “not achieved” is observed 
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for the educational level (basic or lower education: 25% of the achieved, 18% of 
the non-achieved), availability of children in the family (40% of the achieved, 
27% of the non-achieved), the length of stay abroad (up to 1 year: 63% of the 
achieved, 46% of the non-achieved), and especially the successful saving of earn-
ings abroad (62% of the achieved, 42% of the non-achieved).

Table 2. Results of the estimated binary logistic regression model
Dependent variable: Achievement of migration goals (1-Yes; 0-No)

Independent variables (dummy) B Exp[B]

Gender (female) 0.288 1.334

Age (up to 30) -0.558 0.573

Age (31-40) -0.637 * 0.529

Age (41-50) -0.705 ** 0.494

Age (51-60) -0.574 0.563

Married 0.247 1.280

Educational level (basic or lower) -0.758 ** 0.469

Educational level (secondary general) 0.054 1.055

Educational level (secondary vocational) -0.399 0.671

Children in the family (yes) -0.636 *** 0.530

Ethnical group (Turkish) 0.177 1.193

Ethnical group (Roma) 0.387 1.472

Length of stay abroad (1-3 years) 0.210 1.233

Length of stay abroad (over 3 years) 0.882 *** 2.415

Family members/friends abroad (yes) -0.230 0.794

Expected pension from abroad (yes) 0.534 1.706

Saved earnings abroad (yes) 0.868 *** 2.382

Intercept (beta-0) 1.181 *** 3.257

No. of observations 604

Nagelkerke R square 0.151

Source: Author’s calculations. 
Notes: Critical levels of significance for Wald’s test: * 0.10; ** 0.05; *** 0.01.
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The results from the estimated regression model are presented in table 2. 

Socio-demographic profile

A large share of the variables introduced to control for the possible effects 
of the socio-demographic profile of return migrants do not show any significant 
effect on the odds ratio of the probability for migration success (approximated by 
„migration goals achievement”). However, aside from lack of net effects, another 
possible source of insignificance could be the interaction between independent 
variables leading to a loss in statistical significance of one parameter or another, 
or reaching the limit for marginal significance (e.g. for two age groups – age up 
to 30: p-value=0.120, age 51-60: p-value=0.108).

• Result for gender did not indicate any significant net association with the 
perceived achievement of the goals abroad (p-value[female]=0.18) – it could 
be inferred that, other things equal, the achievement (or not achievement) 
of migration aims among women cannot be differentiated from the one 
among men (reference category).

• The marital status and ethnical group (self-defined) do not reveal any 
significant correlations with migration goals achievement – particularly, 
for: (a) married migrants, as opposed to non-married; (b) migrants indicated 
to belong to particular ethnic group (limited to Turkish or Roma) compared 
to the reference category (Bulgarian).

• Statistically significant results are obtained for the age groups, particularly 
for migrants in the middle ages (31-40 and 41-50), when contrasted to 
those in the reference group (over 60). The negative signs of parameters’ 
estimates show lower probabilities for classification into the target group 
(i.e. achieving the goals) for individuals in any of these 2 age groups 
compared to the oldest migrants (reference group). In other words, lower 
satisfaction is evaluated with the middle-aged migrants as compared to the 
oldest ones. The parameter estimate for “age up to 30” dummy variable is 
also negative and numerically close to the aforementioned two, however, 
due to its insignificance similar conclusion should not be derived for the 
youngest contrasted to the eldest migrants.

• A clear result is obtained for the dummy variable “children in the family 
of return migrant” (a negative and strongly significant parameter). Its 
transformed value (0.53) shows that the odds ratio for migrants from 
families with children is about half of the odds ratio for those from families 
without children (reference group). It could be assumed that relatively 
more frequent perception of “non-achievement of migration goals” among 
migrants from families with children is induced by a variety of problems 
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associated with international migration of parents, e.g. absence of a parent 
(or even both) from home for some periods during their stay abroad.

Migration experience

Two of the variables which should reflect aspects of the migration experience 
of respondents do not show any significant associations with the achievement of 
the goals abroad as well. Lack of net effects is observed for „availability of family 
members or friends abroad” and for „expecting pension from foreign country“. 
These empirical results justify the conclusion that – in the framework of this 
study (data recorded for the particular sample of return migrants, and variables 
selected in the model) there is no significant difference between the odds ratio for 
the probability of goals achievement:

• for return migrants that still have a „close contact“ abroad, compared to 
those without such a contact;

• for return migrants expecting a pension from abroad (i.e. due to working 
with a contract involving pension insurance) contrasted to those not 
expecting such pension.

The other two characteristics of migration experience reveal their hypothe-
sized net effects on the perception of goals achievement abroad.

• Clear result is obtained for the dummy variable „saving abroad” – a positive 
and strongly significant parameter. The transformed value of its estimate 
(Exp[B]=2,38) shows that the odds ratio for migrants who saved part of 
their earnings abroad is almost 2.4 times higher than the odds ratio for 
migrants without such savings. There is certain evidence in support of the 
hypothesis that migrants succeeded to save money during their stay abroad 
– residing in Bulgaria during the survey – indicate much more frequently 
„achievement of migration goals“ compared to those who did not succeed 
to save.

• Similar result – as a direction and strength of its effect – is observed for 
the dummy variable “length of stay abroad: over 3 years”. When opposed 
to the migrants with shortest total period of stay abroad (up to 1 year: 
reference category), the odds ratio for those with longest period of stay is 
estimated as 2.4 times larger than the odds ratio for migrants with shortest 
period. In other words, for individuals with longest migration experience 
the ratio of probabilities to have “goals achieved” vs. “goals not achieved” 
is about 70:30 compared to the analogical ratio of probabilities for the 
migrants with shortest experience abroad. This result identifies the second 
significant determinant of the success of external migration (approximated 
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by the achievement of goals) among the variable  reflecting the migration 
experience of return migrants.

FINAL REMARKS

The paper presents a short selection of results from the empirical analysis of 
return migration phenomenon conducted on the basis of questionnaire survey 
data for the sample of return migrants interviewed at the end of year 2017. Using 
a binary logistic regression model a set of significant determinants of migration 
success – approximated by the perception of “migration goals achievement” – 
has been identified. The results confirm the importance of the age variable – 
other things equal, the advancement of the age of return migrant is associated to 
higher chances for perceiving the migration goals as achieved. The probability 
for achievement of the aims of external migration is definitely lower for migrants 
with lower educational level as well as for migrants from families bringing up 
children (contrasted to the reference categories: migrants with higher education, 
and such with no children). On the other side, those who have stayed abroad 
for longer periods (over three years) as well as those succeeded to save part of 
the earnings abroad have significantly higher chance to perceive their migration 
goals as achieved, compared to the migrants with shortest migration experience 
and to the migrants without savings from abroad. There is no doubt that the study 
of such interdisciplinary and complex phenomenon needs further exploration and 
utilization of the richness of the dataset as well as the variety of theoretical con-
cepts and ideas seeking to explain the behavioral patterns and attitudes of return 
migrants.
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Abstract: The paper explores the social inequalities and mobility of return-
ing migrants. Their social stratification is conceptualized through the concept 
of their socio-economic status. Different dimensions of the social stratification 
are examined, with the main focus on economic (income, employment, property), 
educational and qualification inequalities between returning migrants. The ver-
tical (ascending and descending) economic and social mobility of the remigrants 
throughout the migration cycle and its individual phases is also traced. The so-
cial and economic effects of the migration carried out are analysed through the 
self-assessments of the return migrants’ financial and social status.

Key words: social stratification, socio-ecocnomic status, inequalities, 
mobility

1. STRATIFICATION, SOCIO-ECONOMIC MOBILITY AND 
MIGRATION: THEORETICAL APPROACH 

Qualitative and quantitative differences among returning migrants, reflecting 
their diversity and social segmentation, are also translated into social definitions 
of migrants (legal and clandestine, employed and unemployed, poor and wealthy, 
educated and uneducated, qualified and unskilled, etc.). These differences and 
social definitions are termed with the concept of “social differentiation”. The so-
ciological aspect of the differentiation is related to the fact that it becomes the ba-
sis for social grouping and formation of various real or “imagined” social groups 
with specific social characteristics (identity, interests, values, cultural specifics, 

1 This report has been prepared based on information obtained within the project “Re-
turn migrants: segmentation and stratification of economic mobility”, funded by the 
National Science Fund, Ministry of Education and Science, Competition for financial 
support of fundamential research – 2016. 
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lifestyle, etc.). The differences alone, however, do not express social inequalities, 
but social differentiation is a prerequisite for their formation and construction 
of social hierarchies (Stoyanov, 2016). Inequalities are hierarchically arranged 
differences that divide and place people in different positions in the public sys-
tem. The hierarchy of the social differences forms the vertical structure of 
the stratification – some social positions, roles, groups, individuals are placed 
“higher” than others, i.e. relationships of inequalities arise between them. The 
different hierarchical levels of social stratification are determined by the extent to 
which certain common qualities (income, property, education, power and many 
others) are held. Social differentiation and social hierarchy are seen as ma-
jor categories describing social stratification (Stoyanov, 2016). The position of 
the people in the stratification system determines their social-economic status, 
which is interpreted as a synthesis (syntetic) dimension of the various societal 
and economic inequalities. 

In the context of the perceived theoretical conceptualization, several dimen-
sions can be distinguished about the relationship of social stratification to the pro-
cesses of international migration in general and with remigration in particular.

Firstly, societal and economic inequalities in sending and receiving coun-
tries build on the common structural framework of migration processes on 
the macro-level. Back in the classic economic interpretations of international 
migration, a fundamental explanatory principle is that the differences in the lev-
els of wages in countries with low wage and high labour supply lead to the move-
ment of people to countries with high wages and labour shortages.

This idea is developed in the widespread model of “push-pull” migration fac-
tors, linked to broader structures of inequalities between developed and devel-
oping countries. The push factors operating in the country of origin (poverty, 
unemployment, low standard of living, political repression, military conflicts, 
etc.) and the pull factors in the destination country (better incomes and job per-
spectives, better education and social system, political freedom, etc.) are often 
decisive for the scale, intensity, forms and trajectories of migration processes.

Secondly, the subjective way in which socio-economic inequalities be-
tween countries are perceived has a significant impact on the characteristics 
of international migration. The objective parameters of inequalities in the send-
ing and receiving countries cannot explain a number of migratory phenomena. 
For example, countries with similar structural economic conditions send and/or 
attract a very different number of international migrants. Research shows that 
migrants do not react mechanically to unequal pay and the possibility of finding 
a job abroad. The new economic theory of labour migration, for example, intro-
duces the idea of a family strategy and emphasizes the interdependence between 
migrants, their families and their place in the stratification system. Families urge 
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their members to work abroad not only to gain higher incomes, but also to in-
crease them in comparison with other reference communities, to reduce their 
relative poverty or to improve their comparative social situation. It is the way in 
which a person perceives his socio-economic status in comparison with others 
and the aspirations formed on this basis, explains the desire to seek a better life 
elsewhere and to take the risks associated with migration (Mо, 2011). The realiza-
tion that better living conditions exist than in the home country is one of the main 
reasons for migration, and modern information and communication technologies 
enormously intensify this process.

Thirdly, the very possibility of migration becomes a stratification crite-
rion and specific dimension of the social status. The “globalization” of the mi-
grating people and the “locality” of the attached for various reasons to a certain 
place people, are transformed into their unequal social characteristics. Differ-
ent countries of residence and domicile provide unequal opportunities for edu-
cation, professional career and personal fulfilment. A hierarchical structure is 
being built not only of the people, but also of the countries that are beginning 
to perceive themselves as status unequal. Thus, the main migration flows are 
channelled from countries/regions perceived as “poorly developed” and provid-
ing fewer opportunities, to “more developed” and with better life chances (Lee, 
1966). The “status” of the state is also projected on private and family status, and 
migration is also beginning to be interpreted as providing higher prestige and 
social security for migrants and their families (Stark 1991).

Fourthly, at a micro level, social inequalities form and trigger different 
motivational structures of migration movements, including permanent or 
temporary returns. Although emigration is defined as a spatial relocation of 
people between countries, it is linked to economic and social mobility of mi-
grants, which cannot be realised in the home country or can be much more ac-
complished abroad. Migration movements are conditioned by the positions of 
those who commit them in the social stratification system and are directly linked 
to the economic and social mobility of migrants in several dimensions:

1. Migration is driven by motives for upward economic and social mobility; 
2. Migration is a mechanism for social mobility through changes in different 

status characteristics of migrants;
3. Migration movements result in changes in the socio-economic status of 

migrants and stratification structures.
For example, among returning migrants in Bulgaria dominate three main mo-

tives for initial departure – a desire for a better pay (69.0), to find a better job 
(38.4%) or a job at all (19.5%), a striving for a higher standard of living (27.8%). 
Additional motives of emigration are those of the family, which are derivatives 
of the leading economic motives. They reflect the “extension” of migration 
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movements among the family members, relatives and friends of the initial mi-
grants: “to support my family or other relatives in Bulgaria” (32.0%), “to join my 
parents and/or loved ones” (19.0%). The individual and intergenerational upward 
educational mobility is the third most effective motivational factor for emigration 
– “to provide a better education/future for my children” (6.3%) and “to get the 
desired education” (4.0%).

Fifth, an essential dimension of the stratification analysis is the con-
struction of social typologies of returning migrants who have a hierarchical 
structure, reflecting the relationship of social inequality and differences in 
their socio-economic status. Certain categories of migrants are perceived as 
“desirable” or “undesirable” and are addressed differently from national migra-
tion policies. The educated, highly skilled and deficit migrants in the national 
labour market are those who are mostly targeted by the programmes to attract 
and return. In this context, the process of social mobility produced by migration 
movements can be traced; the degree of success in the realization of the initial 
intentions of those leaving the country; the occured changes in the economic and 
social status of returning migrants; the effectiveness of return policies.

2. SOCIO-ECONOMIC INEQUALITIES AND MOBILITY OF RE-
TURNING MIGRANTS 

The analysis in this report is focused on the vertical social stratification of 
returning migrants through the prism of their socio-economic status. its interre-
lation with different dimensions of social stratification is examined, with a key 
focus on economic (income, employment, property) and educational qualification 
inequalities among the returning migrants. The vertical (upward and downward) 
economic and social mobility of remigrants in the overall migration cycle and its 
individual phases is also tracked. Their social hierarchy is primarily conceptual-
ised by their self-assessments of their own financial, economic and social status, 
on the basis of which social typologies of non-homogeneous groups of returning 
migrants are constructed.

Income stratification and mobility

The monitoring of the dynamics of personal gross monthly income (before the 
first departure, in the first destination country and after the last return to Bulgar-
ia) to the greatest extent allows for the assessment of the impact of the migration 
movements carried out on the financial status of returning migrants.
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Table 1. Dynamics of personal gross monthly income of returning migrants before 
the first departure, in the first destination country and after the last return to Bulgaria 
(% of all respondents) 

Personal income 
before the first 
departure

Personal income in 
the first destination 
country

Personal income 
after the last return to 
Bulgaria

Without income 21,0 6,3 18,0

Up to 800 48,7 3,5 41,6

801-1600 8,3 28,0 17,5

1601-2400 0,7 24,5 2,2

Over 2400 0,3 19,5 1,3

No answer 21,0 18,2 19,4

The data gives reason some conclusions to be drawn:
Firstly, the migration to the first destination country leads to a signifi-

cant restructuring of personal incomes. The share of the respondents in the 
higher incomes strata is significantly increased, as the proportion of people with 
a monthly income of more than 1600 BGN increased repeatedly – from 1% to 
44.5%. Respectively, the share of people with personal monthly income up to 800 
BGN decreased from nearly 70% to about 10%. The proportion of migrants with 
income in the range 800-1600 BGN is also increasing from 8.3% to 28%. The 
main economic effect of the initial departure of the country, which also cor-
responds to the dominant economic motives for migration, is the significant 
increase in personal income.

Secondly, it is important to emphasise that the increase in personal income 
takes place despite the fact that in the first destination country, the majority 
of emigrants (56.1%) receive a lower pay compared to the locals who hold a 
similar position.

A higher remuneration is received by 11.6% of the returning migrants. At the 
same time, more than half of the migrants (51.2%) assess that their professional 
qualifications are at the same level as their local counterparts, and 25.8% even 
consider that it was higher than their’s.

Thirdly, return from migration is accompanied by a real reduction in 
personal income compared to income in the host countries. The structure of 
personal income at the last return to Bulgaria is commensurate with that of the 
first departure, albeit with some decrease in the share of the returned with the 
lowest incomes to 800 BGN – from 70% to 60%. A slight increase is also record-
ed in the share of those with higher incomes (over 1600 BGN) – from 1% to 3.5%. 
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This conclusion is in line with the finding that the main reasons for returning 
to Bulgaria are not economic.

Employment and labour mobility of the returning migrants 

The nature of employment is an essential dimension of every system of social 
stratification. Migration movements of returning migrants are linked to signifi-
cant changes in the employment structure of returnees before the first departure, 
in the first country of destination and at the last return to Bulgaria (Table 2). 

Firstly, there is a significant increase in the employment of migrants. 
The share of full-time employees increased in the first destination country from 
52.0% to 72.8%, of part-time workers – from 3.3% to 14.6%, and the share of 
unemployed decreased from 27.4% to 6.1%. There is also a growing share of 
employees with an employment contracts – from 52.3% to 62.9%, but still every 
fifth (24.6%) work without a contract. These findings confirm the conclusion that 
finding a job is a prime motive for first leaving the country to both unemployed 
and working Bulgarians before their first departure abroad.

Table 2. Dynamics of main employment of returning migrants before the first 
departure, in the first destination country and after the last return to Bulgaria (% of 
all respondents)

Employment before 
the first departure

Employment in the 
first destination 
country

Employment after the 
last return to Bulgaria

Employed full-time 52,0 72,8 47,0

Employed part-time 3,3 14,6 3,5

Student 7,1 1,2 2,5

Retired 5,1 0,8 11,9

Businessman/ 
entrepreneur 

2,0 0,7 5,8

Freelancer/ self-employed 1,7 2,8 3,5

Unemployed  27,8 6,1 25,2

No answer 1,0 1,0 0,7

Secondly, since the last return to the country, the employment structure 
of remigrants has generally deteriorated compared to their stay abroad. One 
in four of them is unemployed, and the share of employed (full or part-time) de-
creases from 87.4% to 50.5%.

Thirdly, the share of those engaged mainly in their own business is in-
creased, with 7% of all respondents stating that they had started one after 
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returning to Bulgaria, and 6.5% of all migrants put their savings in it. The share 
of freelancers and self-employed also increased double from 1.7% to 3.5%.

Fourthly, among the returned migrants, the share of the retired is more 
than twice as high (11.9%) compared to the time before the first departure 
of the country.

Property inequalities of the returning migrants

An idea of the property inequalities among the returning migrants gives the 
data in table 3.  

Table 3. Dynamics of property owned by the returning migrants before the first 
departure, in the first destination country and after the last return to Bulgaria (% of 
all respondents)

Property before the 
first departure

Property in the first 
destination country

Property after the last return 
to Bulgaria

Apartment 37,9 4,6 40,5

House 24,2 3,1 26,5

Office 0,7 0,5 0,9

Business premises 1,9 0,2 2,1

Land 5,6 0,0 6,0

Do not own 28,8 90,8 23,3

No answer 0,9 0,8 0,7

Changes in the property owned by the remigrants after their last return 
to Bulgaria are relatively limited compared to that before their first depar-
ture. The share of those owning an apartment and / or house slightly increased 
– from 62.1% to 67.0%. Only 8.4% of the returnees have any property in the host 
country. At the same time over 90% of the return migrants do not own any prop-
erty in the first and last destination country. This circumstance verify the hypoth-
esis that a more sustainable nature of the return to Bulgaria could be expected.

Educational-qualificational inequalities and mobility of the returning 
migrants 

The educational structure of the returning migrants is relatively stable and is 
not significantly influenced by the migration movements carried out.
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Table 4. Level of education of returning migrants before the first departure, in the 
first destination country and after the last return to Bulgaria (% of all respondents)

Education before the 
first departure

Education in the first 
destination country

Education after the 
last return to Bulgaria

No education 1,0 1,0 0,8

Elementary 1,3 1,3 1,3

Primary 17,2 17,2 17,2

Secondary general 20,2 19,7 18,5

Secondary vocational 36,4 36,1 35,4

Tertiary education/college 3,8 3,6 3,3

Higher bachelor’degree 9,6 10,1 10,9

Master’s degree 9,8 10,1 11,1

PhD/Doctor of sciences 0,5 0,7 1,2

No answer 0,2 0,2 0,2

The most considerable is the share of returning migrants with secondary (gen-
eral and vocational) education, which slightly decreases by 2.7% at the expense 
of people with higher education. The share of returning migrants with higher 
education slightly increased (from 19.4% to 22%) and the share of people that 
possessed a scientific degree doubles (from 0.5% to 1.2%). These are mostly the 
people whose main motive for migration is to increase their education (4%). The 
share of respondents without education, with elementary and primary education 
is practically unchanged.

More substantial changes are recorded in terms of skills acquired by 
returning migrants and improvement of their qualification. The most sig-
nificant effect in terms of mastering a foreign language was pointed by half of 
the returning migrants (49.9%). Acquisition of teamwork skills was reported by 
30.2% of the respondents. Nearly one in five remigrants (19,2%) believe they have 
upgraded their skills during their stay abroad and one in ten has created new 
business contacts. At the same time, one quarter of the returnees do not indicate 
any positive change in their skills. 

3. SOCIO-ECONOMIC INEQUALITIES AND STATUS OF THE 
RETURNING MIGRANTS 

The overall structure of the surveyed returning migrants in terms of gross 
monthly incomes of their households is presented in table 5.
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Table 5. Gross monthly household income of returning migrants (before tax 
deduction) (% of all respondents)

Income level %

Up to 800 BGN 20,9

801-1600 BGN 35,8

1601-2400 BGN 10,3

Over 2400 BGN 9,9

No income 1,2

No answer 22,0

The average monthly income of the respondents who stated a specific value 
of their income (57%) is 1340 BGN and its variance is 816 BGN. The lowest 
registered value is 85 BGN and the highest is 5915 BGN. The median income 
is 1200 BGN, which corresponds to the average income of the whole Bulgarian 
population.

An additional idea of the income stratification, which takes into account the 
size of the household, gives the restated income of a member of the household.

Table 6. Average monthly income per household member (before tax deduction) (% 
of 345 respondents, who indicated their income)

Income level %

Up to 300 BGN 23,8

301-600 BGN 45,2

601-900 BGN 18,8

Over 900 BGN 12,2

The average monthly income of a member of the household of returning mi-
grants is 564 BGN, with a relatively large variance of 403 BGN and a median 
income of 500 BGN. The lowest reported value is 21 BGN and the highest is 3500 
BGN.

A specific economic effect, characteristic of returning migrants, is the accu-
mulation of certain savings while staying abroad, which was reported by more 
than half of the respondents (56.5%). The structure of these savings is shown in 
table 7. 
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Table 7. Structure of the savings from the stay abroad of returning migrants (% of 
341 respondents, who indicated that they had such savings).

Amount of savings %

Up to 5000 BGN 19,9

5001-10000 BGN 21,7

10001-20000 BGN 15,2

20001-50000 BGN 4,1

Over 50000 BGN 2,4

No answer 36,7

The average amount of savings is 10 026 BGN. Among those who indicated 
the amount of their savings (120 people), the highest is the share of savings be-
tween 5000 BGN and 10 000 BGN – 39.2% The share of returning migrants with 
savings up to BGN 5000 is 35.8% and over 10 000 BGN – 25%. Five respondents 
have declared savings of over 100 000 BGN and the largest registered amount of 
savings is 160 000 BGN. 

More than half of the respondents who have savings spend them for repairing 
or buying a home (58.6%). A significant proportion of the remigrants (56.5%) use 
their savings to support their families/relatives and pay off loans (their own or of 
their relatives / friends). 8.2% of the surveyed persons invest their savings in the 
education of their children and 6.5% of them start their own businesses. 

Almost every tenth does not spend their savings and/or keep them for the time 
after their retirement. It should be taken into account that 15.4% of returning 
migrants can or are already receiving a pension linked to their work abroad, and 
roughly more so (16.9%) do not yet know whether and what an amount of pension 
will be awarded to them.

Within the perceived theoretical conceptualization of social stratification, so-
cio-economic status is interpreted as a summary dimension of the various societal 
and economic inequalities. Based on the self-assessment of their financial and social 
situation, several categories of returning migrants can be distinguished (Table 8).

Table 8. Self-assessment of the financial status of the returning migrants (% of all 
respondents)

Financial status %

1 – poor 10,8

2 30,8

3 52,0

4 3,5

5 – rich 0,2
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Returning migrants, according to their self-assessment, are concentrated pri-
marily in the middle range of the financial hierarchy. One in ten perceives him-
self as “poor” and approximately one-third (30.8%) place themselves closer to 
this group. Those who perceive themselves as “rich” or above average are 3.7% 
and are not among the actively returning migrants.

The self-assessment of returning migrants’ social status coincides very much 
with the self-perception of their financial status. The share of remigrants placing 
themselves in the middle and higher ranges of the social status hierarchy is grow-
ing slightly (respectively by 3% and 2%).

Table 9. Self-assessment of the social status of the returning migrants (% of all 
respondents)

Social status %

Lowest social status 9,3

2 26,2

3 55,0

4 5,5

Highest social status 0,2

The integral effect of the migration movements on the socio-economic situ-
ation and the quality of life of returning migrants according to their self-assess-
ments is presented in table 10. 

Table 10. Comparative self-assessment of the quality of life of returning migrants 
after their last stay abroad (% of all respondents)

Comparative self-assessment %

Better 23,3

Worse 33,4

Mo change 39,2

No answer/ can not assess 4,0

Returning to Bulgaria as a whole is more likely to be associated with a dete-
rioration in the quality of life compared to the last destination country. Upward 
social mobility is subjectively perceived by approximately one quarter of the re-
turning migrants (23.3%) and downward – by about one third (33.4%) of them. 
About 40% of returnees do not report any change in their standard of living upon 
return.
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Abstract: The present report reviews issues, related to the compensation of 
employees and the workers’ remittances of emigrants. Data based on information 
from international institutions and from the Bulgarian National Bank, regarding 
the relative shares of the said pair of items in GDP, is provided. On the basis 
of information from an empirical sociological study, carried out in 2017 within 
the framework of the project entitled: “Returning Migrants: Segmentation and 
Stratification of Economic Mobility” (financed by the Scientific Research Fund 
of Bulgaria under contract No. DN 05/6 dated 14/12/2016) the profile of individ-
uals supporting their relatives, who remained in home country, is outlined. An 
answer is sought to the question of what drives the active remittance behaviour 
of the returning migrants during their stay abroad. Indication is provided of the 
purposes, for which the remittances are used and the types of businesses they 
generate.

Keywords: return migration, compensation of employees, worker remittances

1. INTRODUCTION

The economic impact of financial transfers from abroad may be tracked in 
two ways. At macro-level – by using data from the balance of payments of the 
respective country (primary and secondary income) and at micro-level – using 
data from empirical studies. The international institutions and national statistics 
provide information regarding the transfers, received from abroad, in regard to 
two items – “compensation of employees” and “workers’ remittances of emi-
grants”. The compensations and transfers of emigrants are implicitly incidental 
to the modern global economy. There are a total of over 272 mln. migrants world-
wide (generally speaking). In 2019 they transferred a total of USD 706 bn, 78% of 
which was channelled into lower-income economies (WBG, 2019). 



Vesselin Mintchev

127

The financial transfers are performed in “corridors” among the major “send-
er” and “recipient” countries. According to World Bank data for 2018 the top five 
sender countries were respectively the USA (with over USD 68 bn of remittanc-
es made and compensation of employees on average per year), the United Arab 
Emirates, Saudi Arabia, Switzerland and Germany. The top five positions for the 
recipient countries are occupied by India (with about USD 80 bn in transfers from 
abroad), China, Mexico, the Philippines and Egypt. From Eastern Europe among 
the top ten sender countries is Russia (with slightly over USD 20 bn) and among 
the recipients – Ukraine (with USD 14.4 bn) (WBG, 2019).

In 2018 Bulgaria received about USD 2.4 bn, which placed it in eighth position 
in terms of the volume of funds, received from abroad among the countries of 
Eastern Europe and the post-Soviet area. By way of comparison, the remittances 
from migration, received in Romania, amounted to USD 5.2 bn and in Serbia – to 
USD 4.3 bn (WBG, 2019). At the same time more than USD 220 mln were trans-
ferred out of Bulgaria. The funds transferred out of Romania and Serbia reached 
respectively – USD 435 mln for Romania and USD 297 mln for Serbia (WBG, 
2019). In itself this shows that for many households in the Balkans as a whole, 
the transfers from abroad are of primary importance not only for maintaining an 
acceptable way of life by local standards, but for their very survival.

As for the empirical studies, they are being conducted mainly with the view to 
make an assessment of how and where specifically the remittances from abroad 
are used in this country (Mintchev et al., 2016). They allow also to assess the 
amount of the remittances, received from abroad (Mintchev and Boshnakov, 
2006; Mintchev, 2009; Mihailov et al., 2007; Mintchev et al., 2012) based on an 
assessment of the number of the so-called “current” and “returning” migrants 
on average per household and the share of costs and respectively of the workers’ 
remittances and the savings in the income, received by the Bulgarian citizens, 
staying abroad. Based on this methodology the amount of savings and the work-
ers’ remittances by Bulgarian migrants from abroad was estimated at about 800 
mln Euro in 2007 (the year of Bulgaria’s accession to the EU), at 1.3 bn Euro in 
2011 and at about 1.7 bn Euro in 2013 (Table 1).

As to the geographic distribution of the remittances among the groups of re-
gions based on development level1 – according to assessments from 2013 nearly 
half (48%) of the remittances were made to the regions of group ІІІ. Those are 
the regions at risk of relegation into the depression-prone group ІV. They include, 

1 The development levels of the regions are assessed using the so-called “Helvig meth-
od”, also known as the “Wroclaw taxonomic method”. Zdzislaw Helvig, the author 
of the method, devised it for the purposes of international comparisons. The method 
is also suitable for measurement of the intra-territorial differences in individual coun-
tries. (Boshnakov et al., 2017, p. 94).
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for example, Blagoevgrad region, Dobrich, Shumen etc., i.e. regions, which in 
terms of their development level are situated, tentatively speaking, between Ve-
liko Tarnovo and Pleven, on the one hand and Razgrad and Montana – on the 
other hand. They lag behind the leaders Sofia, Varna, Stara Zagora and Plovdiv 
(group І). The group of well-developed regions attracts 31% of the remittances, 
while the group of the so-called depression-prone regions has the lowest share of 
the remittances from abroad (7%) (Mintchev et al., 2016).

Table 1. Estimated amounts of the remittances by Bulgarian emigrants from abroad

2007 2011 2013

Average monthly income, Euro 810.3 896.6 1,606.1

Average duration of the stay abroad 13.8 months 18.2 months 14.8 months

Relative share of the current expenses abroad 45.40% 42.40% -

Relative share of the money remittances 44.30% 31.20% 37.2%

Average annual amount of the savings abroad 
(total), Euro 157,825,386 586,620,923

-

Average annual amount of the remittances from 
abroad (total), Euro 657,791,954 694,102,266

-

Savings and transfers by current and returning 
migrants (total), Euro 815,617,340 1,280,723,189 1,741,796,358

Source: Calculations of the author using data from: Mihailov et al., 2007; Mintchev, 
2009; Mintchev et al. (2016).

Further on in this paper macroeconomic assessments will be provided of the 
effect of the workers’ remittances, as well as data from an empirical study under 
the project “Returning Migrants: Segmentation and Stratification of Economic 
Mobility” concerning the transfers of monetary resources and their usage for the 
development of business.

2. MACROECONOMIC ASSESSMENTS OF THE MIGRANTS’ 
REMITTANCES

Europe is diverse in terms of “dependence” on workers’ remittances by mi-
grants. The states of Western Europe are not dependent on them. Those countries 
have a positive migration balance. The situation in Eastern Europe and in the 
Balkans is different. Dependence on the remittances by migrants is great and the 
risk of the so-called “Dutch disease” in this connection – quite real. The migra-
tion balance in most of those countries remains negative.
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Based on the universally accepted methodology of the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF, 2010) the financial transfers by emigrants contain two items. The 
first includes the funds, remitted by residents in the host country, who are staying 
there for 1 year or longer, to households in the country of origin (private cur-
rent transfers). The second line item reflects the revenues of individuals, staying 
abroad for less than a year (remunerations/compensation of individuals employed 
abroad).

The workers’ remittances by Bulgarian emigrants and the compensation of 
employees are accounted for in the balance of payments of this country after 
1996. Despite the potential issues, which the methodology of accounting for the 
workers’ remittances and the compensation of employees applied by BNB (BNB, 
2015) could raise in itself, the stable growth in both items is worth noting. Work-
ers’ remittances of emigrants increased from about Euro 718 mln in 2010 to about 
Euro 1,1 bn in 2018 and the compensation of employees (the so-called short-term 
emigrants) – from Euro 290 mln to more than Euro 850 mln (figure 1).

The financial remittances, received from the top 10 countries, from where 
transfers to Bulgaria are being made, amount to 82-83% of the monetary funds, 
received in this country from emigrants. Based on BNB data, in 2018 about 20% 
of the workers’ remittances were received from Germany; 18.6% – from the 
USA; nearly 12% – from Spain; and 8.6% – from Great Britain. The data shows 
that the remittances from Spain declined dramatically after 2010 and those from 
Germany increased several-fold (figure 2).
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Figure 2. Geographic structure – workers’ remittances of emigrants (mln Euro)

Source: www.bnb.bg. (20/02/2020)
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Figure 2. Geographic structure – workers’ remittances of emigrants (mln Euro)
Source: www.bnb.bg. (20/02/2020)

The relative weight of both items of the balance of payments as a share of GDP 
is within the range of 2.5 and 3.5% (figure 3). This is higher than in countries 
like Greece (0.9%) and Romania (1.9%), but significantly lower than in Kosovo 
(15.1%), Bosnia & Herzegovina (10.5%) and even Croatia (4.6%). Despite their se-
rious amounts and importance for many households, both items have no serious 
weight as a relative share of GDP (and also of Bulgaria’s exports).
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The decline in the influx of FDI during the global financial crisis and there-
after resulted in a paradoxical – in our view – situation – in 2014 and in 2018 
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the compensation of employees and the workers’ remittances by migrants as a 
total exceeded three-fold the foreign direct investments in Bulgaria. It may be 
expected that the workers’ remittances would gradually start to play an essential 
role for the development of business initiatives in various regions of this country 
(figure 4).
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On the other hand, the compensation of employees and the workers’ remit-
tances are an expression not only of the selflessness and solidarity of the emi-
grants with their relatives, who remained in Bulgaria. They are an indicator of 
sorts of the social connections between the Diaspora and the country of origin. 
The workers’ remittances from abroad have a broad scope of impact. They bring 
financial and other benefits to households, having “current” or “returning” mi-
grants. As time goes on they become a serious factor for the modernization of the 
home country (various contacts, “first-hand” information, and new social and po-
litical experience) (Xenogiani, 2006). At the same time, as for example a number 
of World Bank analyses show, the compensations and the workers’ remittances 
from abroad also have some undesirable effects. “The overseas support” very 
often de-motivates the search for jobs or the starting up of business (Quillin et 
al., 2007).
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3. INVESTMENT AND ENTREPRENEURIAL ACTIVITY OF 
THE RETURNING MIGRANTS.

The economic activity of the returning migrants may be assessed using infor-
mation, obtained from sociological empirical studies. Based on information from 
the project “Returning Migrants: Segmentation and Stratification of Economic 
Mobility” an evaluation can be made to what extent the returning migrants sup-
ported their relatives, who remained in the home country, what part of them sup-
ported their relatives by sending them money and what are the economic activi-
ties, which those of the remigrants are choosing, who develop their own business 
(Nonchev and Hristova, 2018; Mintchev and Boshnakov, 2018; Zareva, 2018).

Two main topics are reviewed in the next section: 1. Support for relatives, who 
remained in Bulgaria; 2. Entrepreneurial and investment activity of the returning 
migrants.

3.1. Support for relatives, who remained in Bulgaria

Economic motives predominate among the motives, which incentivize Bul-
garians to emigrate. The support for relatives, who remained in this country, via 
workers’ remittances or otherwise, is among the positive effects of migration. 
The remittances from abroad are of such a great importance for many households 
in Bulgaria, as to lead to a “Dutch disease” effect (Bourdet and Falk, 2006) – a 
loss of competitiveness of the domestic economy due to loss of interest of part of 
the local workforce in the labour market in the country of origin.

The data, shown in Tables 2 and 3 indicates that more than half of the respon-
dents stated that they had supported their relatives, by providing money or other-
wise – irrespective of whether this concerns the first or the last migration desti-
nation. Among those who supported their relatives in Bulgaria, it was indicated 
in over 88% of the cases that they did so by remitting money, while in between 
5% and 9% of the cases they supported their relatives by sending them goods or 
seeking employment for them. Support for the relatives did not vary substantially 
by the sequence of the destination – be it first or last country of migration.
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Table 2. Support for relatives, who remained in Bulgaria – first and last destination

Did you support members of your 
family during your first migration?

Did you support members of your 
family during your last migration

Number % Number %

Yes 321 53.1 50 53.8

No 278 46.0 40 43.0

Did not know/answer 5 0.8 3 3.2

Total 604 100 93 100

Failed to respond 511

Table 3. Ways of support for relatives in Bulgaria – first and last destination

First country of migration Last country of migration

Responses % of cases Responses % of cases

N % N %

Sent them money 283 82.0 88.2 42 73.7 84.0

Sent them goods for sale 17 4.9 5.3 4 7.0 8.0

Searched for job opportunities 16 4.6 5.0 5 8.8 10.0

Other 17 4.9 5.3 2 3.5 4.0

Failed to respond 12 3.5 3.7 4 7.0 8.0

345 100.0 107.5 57 100.0 114.0

The attitudes in favour of supporting relatives who remained in country of or-
igin are similar among returning migrants – whether males or females. Yet males 
account for about 59% among the returning migrants, who are supporting in 
some form their relatives residing in Bulgaria and females account respectively 
for 41%. While the share of males only who support their relatives exceeds 57%, 
the share of females who remit money, goods or otherwise support their relatives, 
is some 10% lower: 48%.

From the data, shown in Table 4, it is evident that the younger the respondents, 
the weaker the attitudes in favour of supporting relatives in Bulgaria and con-
versely – with the advancement of age the commitment of the migrants to their 
families, who remained in Bulgaria, increases. The share of individuals under 
the age of 30 or from 30 to 40 years old among those, who are supporting their 
relatives, is in the range between 12% and 19%; while among the older ones (40 
– 50 years old) – above 25%. And vice versa – among those, who are not actively 
supporting their relatives, the relative share of younger generations is significant-
ly higher.
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Interesting information is also derived from the analysis of the remittances of 
money by age groups of remigrants, made on the basis of data from the survey of 
the Bulgarian Diaspora and the returning migrants, conducted in 2011 with the 
support of the Scientific Research Fund2. Then the majority (61.2%) of returning 
migrants under 30 years old stated that they had not made remittances. The in-
dividuals from 31 to 45 years old transferred money most often – 42.6% of them 
remitted funds regularly and 20.4% – irregularly. Among those over 45 years 
old nearly a half – and 45.5% more precisely – were making regularly workers’ 
remittances (Christova-Balkanska and Mintchev, 2012, page 236).

Table 4. Support by emigrants for relatives, who remained in Bulgaria, by 
demographic characteristics

Does not provide support Provides support Total

Gender

Male 42.70% 57.30% 100.00%

Female 51.80% 48.20% 100.00%

Total 46.90% 53.10% 100.00%

Age

Up to 30 years old 64.90% 35.10% 100.00%

31-40 years old 52.90% 47.10% 100.00%

41-50 years old 36.40% 63.60% 100.00%

51-60 years old 36.00% 64.00% 100.00%

Over 60 years old 43.20% 56.80% 100.00%

Total 46.90% 53.10% 100.00%

Family status (in the first country)

Single 66.50% 33.50% 100.00%

Married/Has Partner 36.10% 63.90% 100.00%

Divorced 45.30% 54.70% 100.00%

Widowed 38.10% 61.90% 100.00%

Total 46.90% 53.10% 100.00%

Number of children in the household

0 50.60% 49.40% 100.00%

2 This concerns the scientific research project entitled: “The Bulgarian Diaspora in West-
ern Europe: Transboundary Mobility, National Identity and Development”, implemented 
under contract No. DID 02/21 of 17.12.2009 and annex to the contract dated 15.12.2011 
between ERI at BAS and the Scientific Research Fund, “Ideas” Programme.
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Does not provide support Provides support Total

1 38.10% 61.90% 100.00%

2 37.00% 63.00% 100.00%

3 60.00% 40.00% 100.00%

Total 46.90% 53.10% 100.00%

Ethnicity

Bulgarian 48.30% 51.70% 100.00%

Turkish 49.00% 51.00% 100.00%

Roma (Gypsy) 30.80% 69.20% 100.00%

Other 50.00% 50.00% 100.00%

Total 46.90% 53.10% 100.00%

The singles and respectively the married individuals differ materially in terms 
of attitudes in favour of supporting their families in Bulgaria. More than 63% of 
married individuals support their relatives, while almost as many (66%) of the 
singles are unwilling to do so. Respectively, while the share of married individu-
als among the returning migrants, supporting their relatives who remained in this 
country, exceeds 65%, the said value for the singles is just 20% (Table 4).

It should also be underlined that the Roma are the most dependent on the sup-
port coming from abroad – more than 70% of the Roma, returning from abroad, 
had supported their relatives in this country. Among Bulgarians, among the 
Turkish community and the so-called “others” the share of individuals, support-
ing their relatives, amounted to about 50-51% (Table 4).
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Table 5. Support by emigrants for relatives who remained in Bulgaria, broken down 
by level of education, income and length of stay abroad

Does not provide 
support

Provides support Total

Level of education (prior to the first migration)

General and lower 37.0% 63.0% 100.0%

Secondary general school 48.4% 51.6% 100.0%

Secondary specialised school 43.6% 56.4% 100.0%

Higher education 61.7% 38.3% 100.0%

Total 46.9% 53.1% 100.0%

Level of income

Under BGN 800 47.1% 52.9% 100.0%

From BGN 800 to BGN 1,200 32.5% 67.5% 100.0%

From BGN 1,200 to BGN 2,000 45.9% 54.1% 100.0%

Over BGN 2,000 54.3% 45.7% 100.0%

Failed to respond 57.9% 42.1% 100.0%

Total 46.9% 53.1% 100.0%

Length of stay abroad

Up to 1 year 57.0% 43.0% 100.0%

From 1 to 3 years 42.0% 58.0% 100.0%

More than 3 years 32.1% 67.9% 100.0%

Total 46.9% 53.1% 100.0%

The situation regarding the returning migrants with various education degrees 
is interesting (Table 5). The highest share of respondents, who are supporting 
their relatives, is observed among individuals of lower education and the lowest 
such share – among higher education graduates. This data confirms the findings, 
made during a previous study of the transfer behaviour of the Bulgarian Dias-
pora and the returning migrants (Christova-Balkanska and Mintchev, 2012, p.p. 
234-235). A similar pattern is observed among returning migrants, grouped by 
income – the higher the income, the lower the support for relatives, who remained 
in the home country. On the other hand, the share of individuals in the lower 
income groups is higher in comparison to the share of those who earn higher 
incomes, among the returning migrants who supported their families.

The individuals who support the families and relatives, who remained in Bul-
garia, are most numerous among the remigrants, who stayed abroad for longer 
periods of time (67.9%), while this share among the people, who stayed abroad 
for less than 1 year, is lower (43%). This is not in conflict with the widespread 
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opinion that the support for the relatives who remained in the country of origin 
declines as time goes on. Those opinions are valid for the permanent migration, 
while this case is clearly one of circular/seasonal mobility, which has become a 
permanent source of income for many households in this country.

At the same time, it should be pointed out that more than 56% of those polled 
in 2017 stated that they were able to save during their stay abroad. They saved 
about BGN 12,000 per individual returned. The amounts most commonly saved 
were between BGN 10,000 and BGN 20,000 – 33% of the respondents. Those 
who saved less – up to BGN 5,000 and from BGN 5,000 to BGN 10,000 account-
ed for 26-28%. Those who saved more – in excess of BGN 20,000 and BGN 
50,000 were between 2 and 6% (Table 6).

Table 6. Breakdown of the remigrants by savings from employment abroad

Number %

Up to BGN 5,000 25 26.0

From BGN 5,000 to BGN 10,000 27 28.1

From BGN 10,000 to BGN 20,000 32 33.3

From BGN 20,000 to BGN 50,000 6 6.3

From BGN 50,000 to BGN 100,000 2 2.1

In excess of BGN 100,000 4 4.2

Total respondents 96 100

Failed to respond 508

Total polled 604

The effect of the remittances as such is more clearly visible from the com-
parison of the annual monetary income per household with a returning migrant, 
compared to the income per household in the country of origin – a substantial 
difference in the income distribution is found (Table 7). The first three income 
deciles (30%) of the households in Bulgaria had an income of up to BGN 7,300, 
whiles the income of the top 27% of the households with a returning migrant, is 
up to BGN 9,600. Besides, if the top 5 deciles of the households in this country 
had an income of up to BGN 10,166 per year, approximately the same share of the 
households with a returning migrant had incomes of up to BGN 14,400. The dif-
ference is not negligible – clearly employment abroad provides incomes, which 
are not feasible on the local labour market.
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Table 7. Monetary income per household with a returning migrant, compared to the 
monetary income per household in this country in 2017

Monetary income (BGN) per household 
with a returning migrant

Monetary income (BGN) per 
household on average 

2017 Cumulative percent 2017 Deciles
Cumulative 
percent

up to 2,400 2.2% up to 5,392 10% 10%

up to 4,800 8.0% up to 6,713 10% 20%

up to 7,200 17.2% up to 7,370 10% 30%

up to 9,600 27.2% up to 8,783 10% 40%

up to 14,400 53.4% up to 10,166 10% 50%

up to 19,200 73.7% up to 11,469 10% 60%

up to 24,000 83.6% up to 13,167 10% 70%

up to 28,800 87.1% up to 15,329 10% 80%

up to 33,600 93.5% up to 17,604 10% 90%

Calculations based on ESI data, 2017 and NSI.

3.2. Economic (business) activity of the returning migrants

One of the most important issues, which is being examined in research litera-
ture, is that of the usage of monetary resources, received from abroad. Typically, 
the information on the usage of the remittances from abroad comes from empir-
ical sociological surveys (Mihailov et al., 2007; Mintchev and Boshnakov, 2006; 
Mintchev et al., 2016; Boshnakov et al., 2017). Such information was also ob-
tained from the study conducted at the end of 2017 as part of the project entitled: 
“Returning Migrants: Segmentation and Stratification of Economic Mobility”.

In nearly half of the cases (48.5%) the respondents indicate that they use the 
funds received from return migrants for some home improvement; in 38.6% of 
the cases the funds, remitted by the returnees are used for financial support of 
their relatives, who remained in Bulgaria. The “purchase of a place to live” comes 
third (13%). One in ten prefer to hold on to their savings. The option of “starting 
my own business” is quoted in nearly 7% of the cases (figure 5). While it is not 
among the most popular options for using the funds, remitted by the remigrants, 
the “own business” is a sufficiently visible option for the returning individuals 
and their relatives.
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Among those who launched their “own business” not only the development 
of trading outlets stands out (35.7%), for example opening of an apparel store, 
a cosmetics store etc, but also commitments in the production sphere (23.8%), 
such as in manufacture of orthopaedic footwear, furniture, doors and windows. 
Investments into various kinds of services (21.4%) and transportation (11.9%) 
follow (See Figure 6).
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Figure 7. Numbers of employees in enterprises, established by remigrants

In the majority of cases (52.4%) those developing an own business have no hired 

employees, their business is based on “self-employment” (especially widespread in the cases 

of transportation and hairdressers’ services, for example). “Up to three hired employees” is 

quoted by ¼ of the respondents and “from 3 to 9” – by 19%. Only one respondent stated that 

he employed more than 10 people in his business (Figure 7). Clearly, here this is not a case of 

development of business and of attracting investments into the country of origin, but of plain 

survival of the households, engaged mainly in circular or seasonal migration.

4. CONCLUSION

The effects of the workers’ remittances of emigrants are multi-faceted. They may be 

assessed at macro-level, using data from the balance of payments of the countries under review, 

as well as on micro-level, using information from sample surveys. Bulgaria is among the top 

ten countries of Eastern Europe and the post-Soviet area by amounts of compensation of 

employees abroad and workers’ remittances of emigrants. The relative share of the workers’ 

remittances in the GDP of this country is up to 3.5% – significantly lower than the shares of the 

remittances in countries such as Albania and Bosnia and Herzegovina (9-10%), but higher than 

in Greece and Romania (1-2%). It should be underlined that over the last decade the remittances, 

received from emigrants, significantly exceed the foreign direct investments in this country.

The profile of the returning migrants, who supported their relatives (and sent most 

frequently remittances during their stay abroad), is a specific one. Those are mainly individuals, 

who stayed abroad for lengthy periods of time (between one and three and for more than three 

years), who have more modest incomes and lower education. They are typically older, married 

and have children. While the remigrants, who less often supported their relatives remaining in 

Bulgaria, are in practice their “exact opposite”. They tend to be younger (up to 40 years of age), 

I work alone
52%Up to 3 employees

26%

Over 3 to 9
19%

10 and more
3%

Figure 7. Numbers of employees in enterprises, established by remigrants

In the majority of cases (52.4%) those developing an own business have no 
hired employees, their business is based on “self-employment” (especially wide-
spread in the cases of transportation and hairdressers’ services, for example). 
“Up to three hired employees” is quoted by ¼ of the respondents and “from 3 to 
9” – by 19%. Only one respondent stated that he employed more than 10 people in 
his business (Figure 7). Clearly, here this is not a case of development of business 
and of attracting investments into the country of origin, but of plain survival of 
the households, engaged mainly in circular or seasonal migration.

4. CONCLUSION

The effects of the workers’ remittances of emigrants are multi-faceted. They 
may be assessed at macro-level, using data from the balance of payments of the 
countries under review, as well as on micro-level, using information from sam-
ple surveys. Bulgaria is among the top ten countries of Eastern Europe and the 
post-Soviet area by amounts of compensation of employees abroad and workers’ 
remittances of emigrants. The relative share of the workers’ remittances in the 
GDP of this country is up to 3.5% – significantly lower than the shares of the 
remittances in countries such as Albania and Bosnia and Herzegovina (9-10%), 
but higher than in Greece and Romania (1-2%). It should be underlined that over 
the last decade the remittances, received from emigrants, significantly exceed the 
foreign direct investments in this country.

The profile of the returning migrants, who supported their relatives (and sent 
most frequently remittances during their stay abroad), is a specific one. Those 
are mainly individuals, who stayed abroad for lengthy periods of time (between 
one and three and for more than three years), who have more modest incomes and 
lower education. They are typically older, married and have children. While the 
remigrants, who less often supported their relatives remaining in Bulgaria, are in 
practice their “exact opposite”. They tend to be younger (up to 40 years of age), 
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have a superior education degree (secondary specialized or higher education) and 
respectively command higher incomes. They are typically single and are staying 
abroad for periods of less than 1 year.

The business, at which remigrants and their families are oriented, most often 
implies “self-employment” (for example they create small retail outlets, develop 
taxi-cab and hairdressers’ services). Gradually small and medium-sized enter-
prises for the manufacture of furniture, doors and windows etc. are springing up. 
The profile of the remigrants, who more actively support their relatives, as well 
as the types of business, which they aim to develop, indicates that this is a case of 
mainly circular (seasonal) migration, owing to which many households are able 
to survive.
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Abstract: The paper focuses on sustainability of return migration within the 
broader frame of returnees’ reintegration “back at home”. Building on the un-
derstanding that it is important to deeply understand how return and reintegra-
tion are conceptualized and interconnected, and what they entail both socially 
and economically, we start with a reflection on current definitions of return and 
reintegration. Proceeding from the recognition that there is no single type of 
return or integration, we highlight the crucial importance of reintegration for 
the sustainability of return. On the basis of this discussion we develop a model 
for analyzing the linkage between sustainability of return and the reintegration 
of returnees “back at home”. The model is empirically tested through an in-
dex-based tool and data from a national representative survey among return 
migrants in Bulgaria. 

Keywords: reintegration, return migration, sustainability of return

INTRODUCTION

There is a growing recognition that migrations are not one-way and/or one-
off acts, but may include a return back to the country of origin. Yet, the question 
of returnees’ reintegration “back home” mostly evades political, public and to 
some extends even academic attention. Typically concerns about integration – 
especially in some of the Western European EU countries – are in relation to 
foreigners from third countries where visible distinctions in identity, language, 
culture, religion make their integration into receiving societies more problemat-
ic and conspicuous. However, with the intensification of migration processes in 
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the last decades of XXth century, there is a growing tendency of migrants going 
“back home” to their countries of origin. Oftentimes the reality of return diverg-
es sharply from what returnee have dreamt of and their nostalgic homesickness. 
Oftentimes many things “back at home” have changed and thus it could be dif-
ficult for the returnees to find their place in the home country. “At home” is an 
imagined destination for returnees, because it doesn’t exist in the same way they 
remember it and expect to meet. Thus, ironically, returnees continue to be for-
eigners and strangers, but now in their homeland.

Already back in 1940s Alfred Schuetz eloquently and movingly wrote about 
the discrepancy between expectations and reality of return. His sociological es-
says “The Stranger” and “Homecomer” represent vivid literary images of mi-
grants and the social and psychological problems they face. Especially in “Home-
comer”, Schuetz reexamines Homer’s epic poem “Odissey” and Odysseus’ return 
home where he “expects to encounter an environment he has known and - as he 
seems to still know closely, and which he simply has to take for granted in or-
der to navigate it.” (Schuetz: 1945). In reality after return, the opposite happens 
because Odysseus is not the man he was before leaving, and home, friends and 
family he returns to are not the same. 

The discrepancy between Odysseus’ expectations and real experience match-
es that of a migrant returning home to find out that everything has changed in 
ways he is not familiar or comfortable with. The personality of the migrant has 
also changes while he was abroad. Thus, there is a double clash – one between 
migrant’s memories and expectations and encounter with reality “back home” 
and the other between the image of him retained by his relatives and friends and 
returnee’s changed self. Comparing the figures of the stranger (an emigrant) and 
the homecomer (a returnee), Schuetz emphasizes that while the emigrant is to a 
great extent prepared to face challenges in a new, alien and different environ-
ment, which he will have to tame, the returnee expects to meet the familiar en-
vironment, the things as they used to be and believes that he only needs to come 
back and take it as it was, accept as it is. The returnee relies more on memories 
– “so he feels: and because he feels, so he will suffer the typical shock described 
by Homer” (Shuetz 1945).

Schuetz’ homecomer (or returnee) illustrates a whole range of returning mi-
grant’s problems and charts areas of return migration research: returnees’ re-
integration, factors facilitating social inclusion, impact on local communities, 
expectations, problems and outcomes of the process of reintegration.

The issue of sustainability of return and its relation to returnees’ re-integra-
tion is not of purely theoretical significance. On the contrary, for countries like 
Bulgaria with a huge a steady out-flow of migrants in the last three decades, the 
question of keeping returnees “back home” has significant political and practical 
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relevance. Suffice to mention the negative demographic tendencies in Bulgaria. 
Indicatively, a recently published report by the Ministry of Labor and Social Pol-
icy (Ganeva; Vasilev, Dimitrov; 2019) reveals continuous decrease of population 
in working-age and aging of the workforce with subsequent adverse impact on 
labor supply, on employment and ultimately on Bulgaria’s potential GDP. Fur-
thermore the report reveals a structural shortage of qualified employees with sec-
ondary education and a structural surplus of employees with primary and lower 
or with higher education. Therefore, since emigration is one of the major causes 
for the deteriorated picture, return migration has been in the focus of a number 
of government documents and strategies. Moreover, the positive effects of re-
turn do not concern solely work force but also encompass transfer of knowledge, 
skills and human capital. However, the benefits of return could not be tangible if 
migrants’ stay “at home” for short periods, which are perceived rather as prepa-
ration for next emigration. In the light of the demographic crisis, return migra-
tion and sustainable long-term stay are considered both desirable and beneficial. 
Hence, there is need to research further the issue. 

RESEARCH OUTLINE: DEFINITIONAL ISSUES, RESEARCH 
GOALS, HYPOTHESIS AND METHODOLOGY

If migration theories vary on definition on migration – its reasons, effects, 
duration, direction and scope, the definitions of return migration are even less 
unambiguous. There is no universally accepted definition of “return migration” 
and “returnees”. 

United Nation Statistic Division gives a definition of return migrant, com-
monly used in researches. It states that returning migrants are “Persons returning 
to their country of citizenship after having been international migrants (whether 
short-term or long-term) in another country and who are intending to stay in their 
own country for at least a year.” (UN; 1998) Return is seen as part of the complex 
migration process and – importantly – not as the end of the process. Cassari-
no (2004) defines returnees as persons returning to their country of origin after 
being international migrants (whether short or long term) to another country. 
Returns may be temporary or permanent. Cassarino also highlights the impor-
tance of migration cycles on migrants’ decisions to return: the stage before return 
(preparation), the return and after that the reintegration at home. Other authors 
like Stark (1993), consider the family as main reason to return. Even more than 
emigration, the return is directed by family based decisions, including problems 
of adaptation. All definitions suggest that there is no single pattern of return, nor 
can a migrant’s return be depicted and explained by one or two simple criteria. 
On the contrary, returning migrants form a rather diverse group consisting of 
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individuals with different migration experiences, varied personal characteristics, 
attitudes towards return, settling and re-emigration and hence different chances 
of reintegration “back home”.

The paper aims at describing and clarifying the linkage between two import-
ant factors of return process: reintegration at home and sustainability of return. 
We hypothesize that returnee’s problems with reintegration at home (mainly at 
the labor market) could lower the sustainability of return and drive the migrants 
back to re-emigration in search for a better life abroad. 

Methodologically we “reverse” the Cassarino’s cycles and measure reintegra-
tion “at home” through preparedness for leaving (re-emigration) again. To do so 
we develop an index of re-migration connecting evaluation of reintegration after 
the return to the preparedness for future re-emigration for the evaluation of rein-
tegration and hence for better targeting of reintegration policies and measures in 
time and variety. Therefore, we first address the problems of reintegration of re-
turnees based on a representative survey of the returnees conducted in Bulgaria, 
then provide a theoretical model for describing and analyzing the sustainability 
of return as part of reintegration, and finally develop a reintegration index and 
test it on data from sociological surveys of remigration.

The research builds on data from national representative survey conducted in 
October 28 – November 20, 2017 in Bulgaria within the “Returning Migrants: 
Segmentation and Stratification of Economic Mobility” (RMSSEM) Project 
DN05/6 (hereinafter referred to as “the Survey”), financed by Bulgarian Science 
Fund. The Survey covered adult Bulgarian citizens (18+) who had worked abroad 
for more than three months during the last 10 years (2008-2017). The survey 
registered both permanent and temporary return without, however, considering 
short returns for holidays, family meetings, medical treatment and similar. Bul-
garians staying abroad for more than three months for leisure, tourism, vaca-
tions etc. were also excluded from the survey scope. The sample of the study is 
constructed in two steps: first, random route selection of respondents starting 
from initial random address; second, a variant of the “snowball” sampling, in 
which the respondents provide the interviewer with contacts to persons from 
the target group. The selection of potential respondents from the target popula-
tion was carried out according to predetermined quotas of gender, age, education 
and ethnic self-determination. Each respondent must comply with the following 
requirements: to meet the criteria of the target group and the quota; be an adult 
Bulgarian citizen; be the only one surveyed in the household. The planned sam-
ple size was 600 individuals and the completed sample includes 604 respondents 
distributed in 60 units with 10 persons interviewed in each. In order to achieve 
the planned interviews, 1218 contacts have been implemented by applying both 
respondents selection methods. The average number of people interviewed by an 
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interviewer was 13.42. The data collection method was a face-to-face interview 
at the respondent’s home. In studying the reintegration of returning migrants, the 
research focus is on legal mobility and voluntary return. The problems of forced 
returns are not taken into account. Illegal forms of migration, such as human 
trafficking and other undocumented migration are also not addressed. 

RETURNEES’ REINTEGRATION „BACK HOME“

According to IOM, there are three dimensions of reintegration: social, eco-
nomic, and psychosocial (Graviano et al., 2017). Furthermore, reintegration is 
shaped on three levels: the individual level (such as the experiences of the mi-
grant abroad, or the return motivation – from “crisis” to “achievement”), the 
community level (which may be welcoming or adding further challenges), and 
the structural level (the general situation – legal, economic, etc. – in the country 
of origin) (Cassarino 2004; Graviano et al. 2017). 

European Commission Research Unit defines migrants’ reintegration in the 
society of their country of origin or habitual residence as re-inclusion or re-in-
corporation of a person into a group or a process. (Latek; 2017) It also points out 
that successful reintegration is highly dependent on the opportunity to develop 
an income generating activity, access to social networks, and on psychosocial 
health. Indeed, a poor perspective for economic self-sufficiency, lack of family 
and community ties, and feelings of shame, failure and anxiety, may hinder the 
reintegration process.

IOM also defines what a successful reintegration is: “when returnees have 
reached levels of economic self-sufficiency, social stability within their commu-
nities, and psychosocial well-being that allow them to cope with (re)migration 
drivers.” (Battistella 2018 ). 

Cassarino (2014) advocates an approach which replaces the whole notion of 
reintegration with the expression “access to opportunities” in the countries of 
destination and of origin: “opportunities to find a job, to transfer one’s own skills 
and social rights, to stay mobile, to start a family, to realize one’s own life plans 
…  are all contingent on adequate if not optimal conditions.” 

According to the data from the Survey mobility and migration experience 
do not lead to active participation in the labor market of about 25% of returning 
migrants. This is the relative share of people who indicated that they were unem-
ployed at the time of the Survey. Also 21,9% of returnees stated that they needed 
help upon their return to find a job (Q32 What type of support did you need upon 
your last return to Bulgaria?). Hypothetically, such a high percentage of return-
ees may not seek employment because they have savings from their work abroad 
and are not pressed to find a job. The survey data contradict such a hypothesis, 
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since the average stated amount of savings is EUR 669 (average of the answers to 
question Q13A Please, specify the approximate amount in BGN of your savings 
gained from working abroad). About 3,5% of the returnees are self-employed 
and 5,5% have declared that they own a business. Retirees are 11,8% and return 
students are 2,5%. Figure 1 illustrates the income shares of return migrants.
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The survey data on unemployment, income and savings lead to the assump-
tion that the main reintegration problem of Bulgarian returnees is related to the 
labor market. 

Another specific aspect of the reintegration process concerns the children of 
the migrants who have returned. According to Eurostat data, fewer than 134,000 
children with Bulgarian citizenship reside abroad in 2019 (Statistics explained, 
Eurostat, 2019). According to the Survey, about 30% of those returning to Bul-
garia have one or two children under 18 years old. Migration can be traumatic 
for children when they are forced to return with their parents, especially in cases 
when they are nationals of the receiving country, have adapted to the language 
and culture of the host society and attended school for several years (Children 
born abroad cannot be even considered to return – for them “the return” is in 
fact a migration to a new country). The desire and ability of parents to ensure 
that children attend school and grow up within the home country culture, deter-
mine the decision and time to return. The reintroduction or initial introduction 
of children into the homeland (in fact the country of the parents) might pose 
problems. In particular, because of language difficulties and the incompatibility 
of education systems, children sometimes need to repeat at least one school year 
in order to adapt to local schooling. The stress of relocation does not bypass the 
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elderly, for whom counseling services should be available not only in terms of 
employment, but also in dealing with family problems and imbalances in the new 
environment.

Another key problem for returning migrants is housing. Housing was identi-
fied as a major challenge back in the 1970s (King 1978) and in an IOM study on 
returns (Graviano et al. 2017). Not all migrants have retained the accommodation 
they had before they left or are able to invest in buying a home upon their return. 
Supporting returnees, especially in the first months after their return, is an ef-
fective measure to achieve long-term return. Existing researches points out that 
many migrants are actually aiming to invest in homes in their country of origin 
while abroad, although this is not the case for everyone. 

Data from the Survey show that return migrants in Bulgaria mostly own real 
estate, but around 27% do not own a place to live and might need help if there are 
additional problems with paying a rent. Table 1 illustrates the share of ownership.

Table 1. Ownership of real estate on the last return to Bulgaria: RMSSEM survey 2017

  Number of respondents Percentage share

Apartment 283 46,9%

House 145 24%

Office 1 0,2%

Land 7 1,2%

Nothing 163 27%

Total 604 100

Therefore, the objective of housing policy should be to offer social housing 
and/or housing subsidies for maintenance or rent available to returnees, as well 
as information, advice and support in the return process on the housing market 
or state aid options.

SUSTAINABILITY OF RETURN

The socio-economic effects of migrant’s transfers are profoundly researched 
and there are various assessment methods to estimate them. In the case of re-
turnees, when reintegration problems are possible – with finding a job, fitting 
into community and restarting a network of kinships – the study of effects is 
more complexed. One thing is undisputable – the sustainability of return is 
achieved when the returnee doesn’t emigrate again and doesn’t have plans to do 
it (Minchev & Boshnakov, 2018). The sustainability of return can be considered 
from three main standpoints (Black; Koser & Munk, 2004):
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• The subjective perception of returnee about their actual situation and plans 
to migrate;

• Objective elements for measurement of the returnee situation;
• Socio-economic consideration, both in receiving and sending countries.
Subjective perception can be regarded as subjective assessment as part of pub-

lic well-being where the formulation of an “economy of happiness” recognizes 
the context (for example, comparing one’s own income with that of colleagues or 
friends abroad) as a strong and influential variable in the choices made (Sedlar-
ski, 2018). In case of returnees the subjective perception is substantially based on 
comparison: “before (abroad) and now (at home)”, “me (before I left and now) and 
the others (family and friends)”, “migrants and non-migrants”. 

The objective characteristics are those measurable and evidence based vari-
ables of socio-economic status. In case of returning migrants these refer to the 
stage after return at home, with some extension of time in order to avoid the first 
month of return when the status is still being stabilized. 

Returnees are part of a circular migration process of leaving-return-leaving 
again, which concerns socio-economic variables in sending and receiving coun-
tries. With the intensification of information exchange through social networks 
that migrants create during their stay abroad, it becomes increasingly easier to 
compare the countries’ potential opportunities for better quality of life. Indica-
tors for socio-economic development may improve in both sending and receiving 
countries but it does not necessarily mean that the migration flow between them 
will cease. Various research results reveal that the change in economic develop-
ment of sending countries does not change the scope and direction of emigration 
flow (Myers 1967).

Detailed operationalization of main standpoints of sustainability of return is 
shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Elements and dimensions of sustainable return of migrants *

Physical Socio-economic Political-security

Subjective perception 
of returnee

(Lack of) desire to 
re-emigrate

Perceived 
socioeconomic status

Perception of safety, 
security threats

Objective conditions of 
returnee

Proportion of 
returnees who (do not) 
re-emigrate

Actual socio-economic 
status of returnees

Actual persecution 
or violence against 
returnees

Aggregate conditions 
of home country

Trends in levels of 
emigration

Trends in levels of 
poverty and well-being

Trends in levels of 
persecution, conflict 
and violence

* Source Black et al. (2004, 25)
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Migrants’ subjective evaluation of the pros and cons of the migration process 
in an important issue in the overall debate on migration and return migration in 
particular. Change of qualifications can be objectively measured. Assessing, how-
ever, whether these changes are beneficial to migrants can only be made through 
revealing returnees’ subjective perceptions. The same applies to the sustainabil-
ity of return in terms of its duration and returnee’s attitudes towards re-emigra-
tion. The Survey data reveals the subjective perception of the returnees of their 
current situation. Figure 2 represents the distribution of returnees’ answers to the 
question “As a whole, how do you live since you are back in Bulgaria, compared 
to the country of your last stay abroad?”
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Figure 2. Subjective perception of return – RMSSEM survey

Compared to the last country in which they resided (five countries were most 
often cited in the survey: Germany, England, Greece, Spain, USA), most respon-
dents indicated that there was no change – their life did not differ from before. 
Of course, comparisons are generally more difficult than individual indicators 
dimensions (health, finances, housing, etc.), but the overall feeling of 41% of re-
turnees is ambivalent. As one of the respondents in the in-depth interviews con-
ducted within RMSSEM project states: 

“Not progress, but completely normal, as before.” Male, 40 years, Town of 
Saedinenie, 1 year in England

Return is described as “a step backwards” mainly for economic reasons like 
income, but it is also understood as “a regress in a way of thinking and mentality 
in Bulgaria”. Assessing the current situation also takes a broader time perspec-
tive. It is normal the returnees’ subjective perception of their current situation 
to be rather ambivalent given also the fact that investments are made for future 
prosperity like starting a new business. 
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Savings and income are two objective indicators available in the survey. Com-
bined, they describe a picture of a low level monetary indicators. This is con-
firmed by reternees’ assessment of their position in the stratification system of 
Bulgarian society – most of the returning migrants perceive themselves rather in 
the middle and lower strata of the society (see Figure 3). 

Figure 3. Subjective perception of return migrants’ social status (RMSSEM Survey)

The largest part (50%) states their social status as average. The low and rather 
low subjective assessment of social status is undoubtedly influenced by the com-
parison that migrants make with their stay abroad. Their migration experience 
in some of the most developed economies in the world and countries with high 
levels of prosperity (the largest groups of returning migrants in the study are 
from the USA, England, Germany), affects negatively the self-assessment of their 
status.

Comparative sociological approach to return migration can reveal returnees’ 
situation at home through the answer of the question - whether and to what ex-
tent they differ from the population in the homeland, which in a way is the new 
receiving country, since, upon return, processes of adaptation of migrants to the 
new environment begin taking place. It is almost as if returnees are in a new en-
vironment because, as they have changed, from the migration experience so has 
the environment from which they left: relatives, friends, labor market conditions, 
political environment, etc. Table 3 compares the distribution along several indi-
cators of the population in Bulgaria to the one among returning migrants (as in 
the Survey data).
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Table 3. Socio-economic indicators: overall population in Bulgaria vs. returnees

Indicator Population in Bulgaria 2018 г.* Return migrants**

Gender

Men 48,5% 54,6%

Women 51,5% 45,4%

Education

Basic and lower 17,2% 19%

Secondary 24% 18,5%

Secondary vocational 32% 35,4%

High 27,8 23%

Place of residence

Town 73,7% 88%***

Village 23,3% 12%

Average age 44 46 

Unemployment 6,2% 25%

* Source: NSI Demographic and Social Statistics, 2018
** Source: Representative National Survey of Returning Migrants
*** The distribution of the educational attainment of returning migrants up to 100% 
is as follows: with scientific degree 1%, no education 1%, no answers 2%
**** The place of residence in the survey is grouped by sections for large, small 
town, Sofia and countryside. For comparative purposes, since the NSI data are for 
city / village, the values from the study on the return of migrants are summed up.

It is believed that migration and consequently return migration are typically 
more of a male endeavor. However, Survey data reveals that gender differences 
are not significant – 54% of the returnees are men, and 45% are women while 
population in Bulgaria is 48% men and 51% women. Comparatively, the return 
flow has a smaller proportion of university graduates and of the average general 
education level. This may be explained by the better integration of migrants with 
higher education in the labor market in foreign countries, but also by the greater 
need for advanced economies by lower-skilled professionals (Piore 1979). 

Significantly more of the returned migrants live in towns (88%), while only 
73% of the population in Bulgaria lives in towns. This covers both regional cities, 
like Sofia, and small towns with less than 10,000 inhabitants. The revealed trend 
towards “urbanization” of migration has been confirmed by other studies in Eu-
rope (Kaczmarczyk 2013). 
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INDEX OF RE-EMIGRATION

The index is aimed at identifying the probability of sustainable return versus 
risk of emigration of returnees from different social groups. The index builds 
theoretically on the assumption that while economic factors are crucial for the de-
cision of re-emigration or sustainable return, other factors such as social ones (eg. 
social status) and subjective ones (person’s perceptions of one’s status)  should 
not be ignored as motivators of intention (respectively decision) for re-emigra-
tion. The complex nature of migration processes requires taking into consider-
ation variable factors of return and remigration. For an adequate and full-fledged 
description of re-emigration possibility it is not sufficient to rely on respondent’s 
declarations or subjective interpretations. First, because declared intentions do 
not automatically entail real action. Secondly, because objective “push & pull” 
factors alone (income, job, and owned property) are not sufficient to drive the 
returnees back abroad. Hence, a reversion of the process of Cassarino’s migration 
cycles allows to analyze the intentions and preparedness of returnees to leave 
Bulgaria taking into account all variables available in the survey – both objective 
and subjective ones, and thus to clarify possibilities for sustainability of return 
or remigration.

Certain limitation of the index should be mentioned. First, the index should 
not be considered as universally applicable. As a tool it can adequately applied 
within context similar to the situation in Bulgaria (i.e. a combination of low levels 
of direct threat for person’s life with not very favorable socio-economic situa-
tion). Logically, in such circumstances, economic factors form the core of the 
index but above mentioned non-economic factors should also be included. Sec-
ond limitation is that the proposed index builds only on data from the RMSSEM 
survey. The index does not include macro-scale indicators (related to aggregate 
conditions of home country) – it is based solely on survey data and representative 
information about the returnees in Bulgaria. Third limitation concerns the val-
idation of the index, which needs further research and additional data about the 
dynamics of the process.  

Index Methodology 

The index is cumulative, i.e. it is a sum of its consisting elements. This is so 
because the motivation for staying or re-emigration is multileveled and could 
consist of different motives. All the included variables are recalculated to dichot-
omies where 1 means presence of the factor staying  and 0 means its absence. 
The overall index of staying is calculated as a sum of all the variables with the 
exception of economic variables which have the same scale but are with higher 
(double) weight as they form the core of the index. 
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The dichotomies permit not only fast calculation of the index but also allow 
to circumvent the NA (no answer) cases as the index is based on the principle 
that there are two conditions: presence of the factor for staying (marked as 1) and 
everything else (including the lack of answers, which is marked with 0). 

The challenge is to recalculate the real variables of the survey in the dichoto-
mies. Table 4 represents this process: on the left side is the index variable and on 
the right is the explanation how the variable is calculated. 

As Table 4 shows, three main groups of factors are included in the index: eco-
nomic factors, other social factors and personal or subjective factors. 

Table 4. Re-emigration index structure and explanation

Index variable Explanation Weight

Economic factors

Own business in Bulgaria 
Having own business is a factor for staying in 
long-term. 2

Own property in Bulgaria: house, 
apartment Lower costs of living and adaptation back home. 2

Possession of another property 

Although other types of property have less 
weight they are still considered as source of 
profit and higher  sustainability of return 1

Job in Bulgaria As the main source of regular income 2

Is the income of every member of the 
household higher than the poverty line

A complex variable, recalculated on the base of 
the average income per household member 2

Savings from abroad 

Lower the reintegration process and could be 
used through the first months of return or as an 
investment 2

Other social factors 

Subjective socials status: defined as 
above the average 

The selfdefining variable of one’s social status is 
used as opposite to the average income 1

Is the respondent married/in a 
relationship

Having family/ relationship is considered as high 
motivator for staying but also could be a “push” 
factor for leaving 1

Children under 18 years old

Return with children reckons high preparedness 
of return, which is a strong factor for 
sustainability of return. 1

Durability of stay in Bulgaria: is the 
last stay of the respondent in Bulgaria 
longer than 5 years 

The larger the person is in the country – the 
better adaptation and the more intense kinships 
ties he has, which is a factor for staying. 1
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Index variable Explanation Weight

Subjective factors

Return due to family reasons 
Including reasons related to  children, caring for 
older or sick parents/relatives 1

Nostalgia as a factor in the 
respondents decision to return to 
Bulgaria 

Homesickness and nostalgia are emotional 
factors with strong relevance for return and 
prolonged stay ät home. Cannot be defined as 
“leave” factor. 1

Inability to/Unsuccessful integration 
abroad as a factor of return to Bulgaria

The lack of adaptation is in a way opposite to the 
nostalgia (not being able to stay abroad instead 
of having the desire to depart) but also can lead 
to lack of desire for re-emigration 1

Completion of initial emigration goals 
as a factor of return to Bulgaria  

If the person achieved the goal that make him/
her emigrate in the first place  then the desire to 
leave Bulgaria again is smaller 1

Respondent’s desire to stay in Bulgaria 

The desire to stay/leave is basic subjective factor 
but could be misleading if taken into account 
with greater index weight than 1 because of the 
possible difference between declared intentions 
and real actions. 1

The index interval is between 0 and 20 points. The higher the index value, the 
higher the probability of staying (sustainability of return). The colored intervals 
are as follows (see Fig. 4): 

The red sector: high risk of re-emigration, respectively low probability of 
staying in Bulgaria (low sustainability of return). The index value interval is 
between 0 and 5. This group is considered as practically potential re-emigrants 
who are about to leave the country but for several reasons have still not departed. 
In short, this group has too few reasons to stay. 

The orange sector covers the group of returnees with lower risk of re-emigra-
tion than the red ones, but still with low probability of staying in Bulgaria. The 
index value interval is between 6 and 10. While this group is considered also 
with high risk of re-emigration, it can be influenced by different policy measures 
especially if they are connected to socio-economic factors.

Marked in yellow is the group with average risk of re-emigration and average 
probability of staying in Bulgaria. The index value interval is between 11 and 15. 
While the probability of staying “at home” for this group is higher, especially 
for those with values higher than 12, the risk of re-emigration still exists. In this 
group the non-economic factors could become the possible motivator for staying 
or re-emigration, so the policies should be dedicated to such opportunities. 
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The group marked in green consists of cases with very low risk of re-emigra-
tion and very high probability of staying “at home”. The index value interval is 
between 16 and 20. The group is the exact opposite to the red one, “green” re-
spondents would not re-emigrate except in some emergency situations. 

Figure 4. Re-emigration index distribution in the Survey

The extremes of the index (0 and 20 points) are considered as highly improb-
able in reality and yet they cannot be excluded from the index. 

As Figure 4 indicates, more than 50% of the respondents are concentrated in 
the orange and the lower values of the yellow group. For these cases, despite the 
fact that the still high risk of re-emigration, there is a chance for applying policy 
measures for improving reintegration results thus leading to higher sustainability 
of return. Still there is a significant group of returnees who “failed” the reintegra-
tion and need to be tackled with urgent reintegration measures. 
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CONCLUSION 

The analysis confirmed the understanding that probability of re-migration is 
in inverse proportional relationship to the success of returnees’ re-integration 
“back home”. Furthermore, re-integration upon return or consequent re-migra-
tion depends on number of factors allocated in three different planes – economic, 
social and psychological. 

Reversing Jean-Peirre Cassarino’s model of migration cycles and building on 
Black et al conceptualization of sustainability of return, we develop a model of 
probability of staying vs. re-migration. Using a complex set of variables we de-
velop an index of staying/re-migration and fill it with data from national repre-
sentative survey of return migrants to Bulgaria (RMSSEM 2017). 

The developed index and its application to the data from the RMSSEM 2017 
have further implications for the identification and development of re-integration 
policies and measures. First, the application of the index to the empirical data 
from the Survey provides a picture of the situation with returnees’ re-integra-
tion “back home”, the sustainability of their return and hence the probability of 
re-migration. Furthermore, the delineation of several groups of returnees along 
the continuum “staying in Bulgaria – re-migrating again” allows for more precise 
tailoring of policies and measures targeted to specific groups. In groups with 
high probability of re-migration it is necessary to proceed with a selected variety 
of instant and urgent measures such as financial assistance for housing, finding 
appropriate job or micro-credits. The largest group – the returnees who consider 
re-emigration but still are closer to staying “at home” needs to be targeted with 
long-term reintegration measures, such as carrier (re-)orientation, (re-)qualifica-
tion programs, or entrepreneurship education. The group of “stayers” needs fur-
ther research in order to grasp the set of factors of successful re-integration and 
identify the most efficient re-integration practices.
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LOOKING TO THE FUTURE: THE BULGARIAN 
HIGHER EDUCATION SYSTEM AS A DETERRENT TO 

BRAIN DRAIN

Atanas Dimitrov, PhD
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Abstract: The education sector, as many other areas of the public life in Bul-
garia, has also been worsened over the course of the 21st century. This is espe-
cially visible at the tertiary education level, where poor government decisions, 
declining number of students and а severe national and international competition 
resulted in adopting controversial practices among higher education institutions. 
All this makes foreign universities look all the more attractive to many youth, 
which contributes to the brain drain from the country. Therefore, the present 
paper examines existing lacunas and flaws at the tertiary education level by an-
alyzing publicly available documents and data. It then suggests measures aimed 
at deterring prospective students from studying abroad and respectively from 
emigrating, while trying to attract Bulgarian emigrants and students abroad to 
return to Bulgaria to study and consequently work and live in the country.

Key words: brain drain, higher education, emigration, ethics, integrity

INTRODUCTION

Brain drain affects many countries globally in both positive and negative 
terms. The Republic of Bulgaria is not an exception, although as a predominantly 
sending state the emphasis has been primarily on the negative aspects, which is 
not surprising given that since 1989 some two million Bulgarian citizens have 
left the country for mainly economic reasons. The accession of Bulgaria to the 
European Union (EU) has not changed drastically the situation and as a result the 
extreme population decline (due also to other demographic processes) has seri-
ously hit the country in economic, political, social and cultural terms. 

Unfavourable structural conditions are often considered to be among the main 
push factors, leading to the emigration of human capital in general (Cavallini 
et al., 2018). In the case of Bulgaria apart from the fact that the country is the 
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poorest one in the EU and has a high risk of poverty or social exclusion, other 
push factors such as political instability, the lowest life expectancy among the 
member states (Eurostat, 2019), widespread corruption and the low quality of 
the state health and education systems have also contributed to the brain drain 
over the last three decades. All these unpleasant features suggest that the highly 
educated emigration, including those leaving for educational purposes, will very 
likely continue with the same path in the years ahead, unless proper measures are 
put in place.

Some of the government efforts to attract less skilled workers from other 
countries with a Bulgarian diaspora, which is mainly determined by the demo-
graphic processes aimed at overcoming some shortages, may be understood as a 
lack of political will to attract the highly skilled and educated as well as to create 
impetus for those who are about to leave the country for reasons different from 
the economic ones such as for education purposes.

At the same time higher education in Bulgaria is facing a host of challenges 
such as budget issues and student enrolment trends, and thus the relations with 
the business and the state funding are seen as the areas of particular interest. 
However, other issues such as poor ethics and integrity within the system of 
higher education (though not limited exclusively to it) as well as the low admis-
sion and exam requirements have remained as a whole an untouched field. All 
these matters are of utmost importance and their adequate solutions will possibly 
make pursuing higher education in the country more competitive and attractive 
in terms of quality and career opportunities. In this way, higher education could 
serve as a deterrent factor, in a positive light, for those who are motivated to emi-
grate for educational purposes due to the existing lacunas and flaws in the higher 
education system in Bulgaria, that is, enrolled and prospective students, and at 
the same time, it could and should be seen as a future pull factor for brain drain 
from other countries to Bulgaria, including both Bulgarian and foreign citizens. 
Taking into consideration the above-stated, for the purposes of this paper brain 
drain comprises both those with a higher education degree and those in pursuing 
of such a one abroad.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The term brain drain usually is understood as emigration of human capital, 
which in many cases is narrowed to that of educated and highly qualified citizens 
from less developed in economic terms regions and states. Throughout the years 
this phenomenon has been related by scholars to mainly negative effects in the 
countries of origin. Although such conclusions are much more presented in ear-
lier studies, highlighting, for example, their meaning in military and economic 
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terms (Grubel and Scott, 1966), today they are not entirely excluded, especially in 
states that are heavily affected by demographic changes such as those in Eastern 
Europe. Often the negative effects derive from the fact that many highly qualified 
emigrants have received their formal education in the country of origin, paid by 
the taxpayers (Bhagwati and Hamada, 1974; Docquier and Marfouk, 2006). Also, 
this issue is closely related to the human capital in general, which is regarded as 
an important determinant of economic growth (Schulz, 1971; 1981 cited in Haque 
and Kim, 1995), especially in developing countries. In addition, the emigration 
of highly skilled and educated individuals is viewed as contributing to increased 
inequality at the international level, with rich countries becoming richer at the 
expenses of the poor ones (Docquier and Rapaport, 2012). 

In addition, education is one of the push factors for emigration when it comes 
to the countries of origin and at the same time one of the pull factors when we see 
the brain drain issue from the perspective of the destination country. Concerning 
this, Giannoccolo (2004) rightfully notes that the education is not only important 
in terms of welfare, but affects other factors as well such as development, growth 
and innovation. Therefore, reforms of the education systems are often seen as a 
measure to tackle brain drain (Körner, 1998).

In Bulgaria the issue of brain drain has been regarded mainly from a coun-
try of origin’s point of view, that is, predominantly in a negative aspect: loss of 
human capital, potential economic losses and a population decrease. Low wag-
es, poor employment chances and working conditions of scientists and research-
ers are usually indicated among the main factors responsible for the brain drain 
(Bobeva, 1993, in Gächter, 2002). According to Zlatanova (1991) this started 
immediately after the end of the communist rule, when there were not many 
opportunities for scientific career due to the leading role of workers and peasants 
in the previous decades and the related general lack of understanding of science 
and intellectual work.

However, it should be noted that while many Bulgarian emigrants leave the 
country for mainly economic reasons, others do that motivated by different fac-
tors, focusing on the quality of life in the broader sense of the term, which does 
not necessarily mean only economic benefits. In other words, as Giannoccolo 
(2004) points out, “the quality of the education system, the availability of infra-
structure, cultural and social life and a health care system” are also important for 
those leaving their countries of origin. 

Furthermore, the seemingly never-ending period of democratic changes since 
1989 has also contributed to the emigration of highly educated Bulgarians. In this 
regard, Zlatanova (1991) states that Bulgaria “has lost its intellectual elite”, while 
Gächter (2002) notes that the number of scientists and engineers diminished be-
tween 1990 and 1994 from 9000 per million people of working to only 2,200. 
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In addition, the obsolete in some aspects education sector and its overall low 
quality is seen as a main push factor for many prospective students to pursue a 
higher education degree abroad. In this line of thought, Maeva (2010) suggests 
that the quality and prestigious education provided by British universities and 
colleges was a main reason for the higher number of Bulgarian students in the 
United Kingdom after 2007, while Andonova et. al (2018) note that the slow pace 
with which the education sector in Bulgaria is reformed means that the brain 
drain will very likely remain a severe economic and social issue in the foresee-
able future. 

Yet, there are scholars who doubt the negative economic effects of brain drain 
over the country. Gächter (2002), for example, states that Bulgaria has not expe-
rienced serious brain drain, while suggesting that the country should focus on 
remittances from emigrants. However, it is worth mentioning that whereas these 
remittances are significant for many developing countries and seen even as the 
biggest foreign investment in the case of Bulgaria, it is difficult to indicate what 
part of remittances are being sent by highly skilled emigrants. In this respect, 
we can also suggest that the role of those currently enrolled in higher education 
institutions abroad is very limited and to some extent even reverse. 

 When speaking of brain drain, it is also noteworthy taking into consideration 
the so-called “brain waste”, that is, the emigration of highly skilled workers who 
in the host country are either unemployed or employed in a job not requiring their 
high skills, which usually may happen due to the lack of prior information for the 
respective national context in economic terms (Pires, 2015), and which is the case 
of many Bulgarians as well.

THE BULGARIAN HIGHER EDUCATION SYSTEM AS A 
PUSH FACTOR FOR BRAIN-DRAIN 

Since the end of the communist regime, many Bulgarians have emigrated to 
a number of Western countries for educational purposes. For instance, in Ger-
many this pattern has been a distinctive feature of the Bulgarian emigration to 
the country in general and especially in the 2000s (Kovacheva, 2014). The inter-
est towards tertiary education abroad has not changed even after the accession 
to the EU and despite some improvements in recent years in Bulgaria, mainly 
in economic terms, studying at foreign universities is still а popular choice for 
many. In fact, the number of the so-called Apostille Certificates of Secondary 
Education that the Ministry of Education and Science issues, and which are usu-
ally seen as a suggestion for the number of high school graduates who leave for 
educational reasons, in 2014 – 2018 was between 10% and 17% of all graduates in 
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the respective academic year (Georgieva, 2019), confirming the strong interests 
towards pursuing tertiary education abroad.

Some may suggest that many students would return to their home countries, 
however, this is related mainly to Western states and those who have already a job 
waiting for them in the country of origin. In the case of Bulgaria, many of those 
that choose to pursue a higher education degree abroad, indeed do this initially 
with the idea to come back, however, intentions declared at an early stage or even 
prior to leaving often differ from actions after graduation. Actually, higher edu-
cation is considered to be one of the principal features of permanent emigration, 
for many students remain in the host country once they complete their studies 
(Martin et al., 1988 in Dodani and LaPorte, 2005), which is the case of many 
Bulgarians too. The reasons for this are various: from the lack of the same career 
opportunities back home to the bond one creates while studying abroad with the 
host country and community. More often than not there is a mixture of factors be-
hind one’s decision not to return. A similar trend can also be seen within Bulgaria 
– while at the beginning a lot of students become part of the domestic migration 
for educational purposes and sometimes even for economic reasons, in many 
cases after graduation the economic opportunities in the host city in respect to 
their home place are leading.

Today the main factors for highly educated Bulgarians to emigrate do not 
differ significantly from those in the early 1990. They remain predominantly eco-
nomic and career related ones. In fact, the Strategy for development of higher 
education in the Republic of Bulgaria for the 2014-2020 period (2014) states that 
the low salaries discourage researchers and academic staff, putting them at a 
disadvantage compared to their EU counterparts.

Although some improvements have been made, the higher education system 
in Bulgaria is still facing a host of interrelated challenges such as the declining 
number of the students in recent years, the way in which the state educational 
institutions are funded, including lack of sufficient resources and bad financial 
management, as well as the strong competition between many universities offer-
ing seemingly similar curricula. It can be stated that in some cases all this results 
in controversial and unethical academic practices that further lower the quality 
of the higher education in the country. This, in turn, has a demotivating effect 
on university teachers and both enrolled and prospective students. The latter and 
the related low admission and grade requirements against the background of the 
declining number of students can be considered a further impetus for more young 
people and their families to choose to pursue higher education abroad, especially 
in case they have the financial opportunities to do that. 

The persistent interest towards tertiary education in other countries could also 
be interpreted as a distrust in the Bulgarian education system in general. As a 
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matter of fact, external evaluations of the education sector, such as PISA, point 
out serious problems within it (OECD, 2019) and although their results and inter-
pretation may be questioned when it comes to generalizing, they do can be taken 
in consideration in terms of prospective students 

Furthermore, in recent years there has been a widespread perception in Bul-
garia that obtaining a tertiary education degree in the country is insufficient in 
itself for one to be considered highly educated. Such perceptions are determined 
by the previously mentioned admission and grade requirements, poor ethics and 
integrity among both students and teachers as well as by the high number of uni-
versities in the country offering similar undergraduate and graduate programmes 
against the background of severe negative demographic processes. Despite im-
portant differences may be found in this regard depending on the higher ed-
ucation institution, including single faculties and departments, the universities 
are expected to put more efforts to fight such general assumptions regarding the 
education they provide.

It should also be noted, however, that many of those that emigrate for educa-
tional purposes as well as the children of emigrants living and studying subse-
quently abroad, do acquire their skills and professional qualifications in the host 
country (Meyer and Brown-Luthango, 1999). This, in turn, is another feature in-
dicating that the Bulgarian higher education system should be reformed in order 
to attract prospective students, including international ones as well. 

PREVENTING BRAIN DRAIN THROUGH HIGHER 
EDUCATION 

Over the last two decades, several Bulgarian governments expressed their 
intention to reverse the brain drain issue, however, most of the measures were 
very limited in scope and eventually turned out to be ineffective. One of the 
reasons for that is that they were mostly focused on one particular aspect, while 
neglecting others, that is, ignoring the fact that brain drain is not determined 
by one single factor, but by a host of circumstances, including in both the home 
and host countries. For example, currently Bulgaria has а low unemployment 
rate, especially in Sofia and Plovdiv, where most of the economic activities are 
concentrated, however, it can be stated that this and the higher wages today com-
pared to previous years are not going to mitigate significantly the brain drain in 
the narrow sense and as it can be seen in figure 1, the emigration in the broader 
sense in the near future.
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Figure 1. Number of Bulgarian emigrants (2012 – 2018)

Data: National Statistical Institute of the Republic of Bulgaria
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Furthermore, many of the measures to fight the negative impact of the current 
demographic processes have been recently aimed primarily at attracting ethnic 
Bulgarians from countries such as Moldova and Ukraine, and not necessarily 
highly qualified Bulgarian citizens from the so-called Western world, for many 
of which the economic impetus and the home nostalgia may not be sufficient. 
The quality of life from a political and social point of view is important as well 
and thus, much more should be done in this direction in order for the Bulgari-
an politicians to succeed in turning brain drain into brain gain. As Dodani and 
LaPorte note (2005), those involved, for example, in science and research need a 
context and conditions characterized by adequate “political decisions, funding, 
infrastructure, technical support, and a scientific community”. In other words, 
the availability of both high-quality education and career opportunities, com-
bined with appropriate wages and recognition, are key to mitigating brain drain 
and respectively retain and attract potentially and already highly qualified indi-
viduals. Thus, nowadays the career opportunities fit only to a certain extent these 
preconditions. 

Taking into consideration the above-stated, higher education can be both a 
pull and a push factor for emigration, and therefore, has the potential to be one of 
the tools to mitigate the negative effects of brain drain, mainly by retaining more 
graduates in Bulgaria. How to do that is a question without one single answer, 
as the measures could be various, depending on the context and the resources at 
disposal. For example, some would suggest relatively restrictive measures aimed 
at limiting to a large extent the brain drain from the country. One particular idea 
in this direction calls for students using state funding, after graduation to work 
for a certain period in the country before having the right to do that abroad, 
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otherwise they would have to reimburse the tuition fees and other related costs 
(Stattev, 2019). Despite the potential economic and other benefits for the state of 
implementing such ideas, however, they are seen mainly in a negative aspect, es-
pecially in terms of liberty of choice, and are proven to be ineffective and leading 
to more challenges for the respective country in the long run. Beine et al. (2001) 
among others note that “the imposition of barriers to the international mobility 
of skilled-labour, arguing, for instance, that human capital has been partially 
publicly financed, could end up with opposite effects and result in a decrease in 
the long-run level of human capital”. Therefore, the efforts should be focused on 
preventing brain drain by attracting and not by restricting. 

More government investments in education are another possible measure for 
improvement of the sector, and thus to possibly attract other Bulgarians and for-
eigners for whom currently pursuing tertiary education in the country is not their 
first choice. Yet it would be doubtful whether additional state funding would 
result in more students and graduates to remain in the country, if other important 
push factors still persist and contribute to the probability of leaving of the edu-
cated (Beine et al., 2001).

Furthermore, although the expenditures for the tertiary education level have 
increased over the last few years, this has not resulted in visibly higher quality of 
the education provided or further motivation for the academic staff. In fact, over 
the last few years the state spending on higher education has led to reducing the 
quality of the education requirements, lack of long-term plans for research, as 
well as to unmotivated academic personnel who cannot rely on stable income and 
predictable career development (Georgiev & Velushev, 2019). Besides, along with 
the expenditures in question, the inflation has also increased, especially in terms 
of house prices and utility bills, against the background of the low wages of the 
academic staff in a number of higher education institutions, including in some 
of the most prestigious ones. In addition, in the period 2009-2017 the monthly 
scholarships for full-time PhD students at the national level was 450 BGN1, be-
fore reaching the amount of 500 BGN in 20182, which is less than the minimal 
wage in the country and certainly could be a further impetus for some to pursue 
such a degree abroad.

As stated above, the higher education systems could be a successful tool for 
preventing brain drain from the country, at least to a certain extent. Nowadays, 

1 1.00 BGN = 0.511 EUR
2 Decree No. 90 of the Council of Ministers of 26.05.2000 (Art. 8 (3) (amend. - SG 

55/08, in force from 01.07.2008; amend., SG 19/08, effective from 01.01.2018) on the 
terms and conditions for granting scholarships to the students, doctoral students and 
specialists from the public higher schools and scientific organizations (in Bulgarian), 
available at: https://www.mon.bg/bg/58
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most of the measures implemented by the universities, are rather related to the 
competition between them, and thus aimed at establishing relations with the busi-
ness by launching or focusing on certain undergraduate or graduate programmes, 
which are expected to provide the respective business with the necessary qual-
ified personnel. An example in this regard is the information technology (IT) 
sector, which over the last few years has been in constant need for employees, 
and thus several universities and private companies currently provide education 
programmes related to it. As a matter of fact, many consider the development of 
the IT sector to be one of the proven successful measures to fight brain drain, 
as it not only attracts highly qualified professionals, but also creates incentives 
for people outside the sector to remain or respectively to return (Hope, 2018). In 
addition, this was one of the reasons for the state to decide to introduce changes 
in the funding of higher education institutions. However, as noted before, it is 
unlikely that many highly educated Bulgarians will return to Bulgaria due to 
improvements only in economic terms.

It is also necessary to be mentioned that some initiatives in terms of reducing 
the potential and/or the current negative impact of brain drain could be success-
ful in one or more sending countries, whereas they could be found insufficient 
or not appropriate in others. In this respect, most of the examples of states where 
highly qualified emigrants have returned, are of Western countries. This, in turn, 
makes some comparisons with Bulgaria, a former communist country, unrealis-
tic and put in doubt the application of certain measures if the national context is 
not taken into account. Therefore, while in government documents as well as in 
statements by both government and academic figures, higher education is recog-
nized to lack orientation to the needs of the labour market, which to a large extent 
is true for certain occupations, this should not be considered the main problem of 
the higher education system in Bulgaria. 

In fact, other push factors such as never-ending reforms and widespread cor-
ruption also contribute to the brain drain. In terms of the latter, Gächter (2002) 
states that economic improvements along with successful anti-corruption mea-
sures in the country will likely lead to significant return flows. In this line of 
thought the higher education system can promote anti-corruption measures by 
launching such undergraduate and/or graduate programmes. Some steps in this 
direction have already been made, but in order to change the situation at the 
national level and have the possibility to measure the effects of it in a few years 
from now, education programmes focusing on anti-corruption, as well as on in-
tegrity and ethics should be adopted in more universities. For instance, anti-cor-
ruption university modules aimed at combating corruption through education are 
currently developing within the Education for Justice (E4J) initiative of the Unit-
ed Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC, 2020), and thus, they could be 
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used as a useful tool and a basis for teaching by lecturers in Bulgaria. The same 
applies for other E4J modules such as those on Integrity and Ethics, which are 
multi-disciplinary and can be integrated even in non-ethics courses, reflecting at 
the same time the national context. 

Given the above-stated, the issues of ethics and integrity in the education field 
usually receive far less attention by institutions and scholars, and yet it can be 
stated that their lack or limited presence further lower the quality of the system. 
In turn, as noted before, they could be considered as another significant push 
factor for emigration for those interested in obtaining a higher education degree 
and the career opportunities that it leads to.

In addition, in recent years lowering the requirements of the admission tests 
and semester exams at the tertiary level is a common practice more often than 
not. It can be stated that very likely the reason for such practices is the fact that 
state subsidy is tied to the number of enrolled students in a given university. 
Although recently some changes have been introduced in terms of state funding 
such as the importance of the professional fields and the evaluation for accred-
itation, in general the quality of the education provided remains questionable. 
In other words, the public universities are strictly dependable on state funding, 
which affects negatively the whole education system. 

Therefore, in a country, considered to be the most corrupt one within the EU 
(Transparency International, 2019), as well as with the lowest media freedom 
ranking among its member states (Reporters without Borders, 2019), and where 
the examples of ethical standards to follow, including in political terms, are hard 
to be found, introducing ethics and integrity education at the tertiary level could 
lead to significant positive changes. Rice and Webb (2017) note, that by teaching 
and upholding high ethical standards, the universities have the potential to help 
the students develop themselves professionally making the proper ethical choic-
es, while benefiting the society. This and the personal examples of academic staff 
in this regard will be an important signal for many of those who are considering 
continuing their education abroad.

Last but not least, higher education should be used by Bulgaria in the way 
other countries have been using it: as a soft power in order to create a bond be-
tween the international students and the state, including strong relations with 
other countries. In this regard, for example, as Bista (2015) notes, the US Ful-
bright Act of 1946 makes of education a central pillar of international relations 
and public diplomacy. 

With respect to the above-mentioned, the higher education system should be 
more open to foreigners, including from less developed countries. One of the rea-
sons behind this is that focusing mainly on how to convince Bulgarian emigrants 
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to return could be ineffective in the long run and does not give any guarantee in 
terms of higher birth rates, which in the end will also be essential. 

Admittedly, when speaking of foreigners from less developed countries, one 
may take into consideration refugees and migrants as well, and suggests that Bul-
garia, for example, could take advantage of the refugee relocating programmes in 
the EU and the refugee and migrant flows in general. However, a relatively small 
percentage of the asylum seekers in Bulgaria are in possession of a higher educa-
tion degree or high school graduates (State Agency for refugees with the Council 
of Ministers, 2019), which combined with the existing language barrier means 
that, at least currently, the main focus should be placed on attracting prospective 
students living in their home countries or such ones that are already enrolled in 
undergraduate programmes in host states, certainly without denying the right of 
the those granted protection to pursue a higher education degree in the country.

CONCLUSION

Brain drain will very likely continue to create challenges to the economic, po-
litical, social and cultural life in Bulgaria. Nonetheless, it seems that researchers 
and emigrants have been more interested in the topic than several Bulgarian gov-
ernments, which could be seen in the measures to fight brain drain implemented 
so far. Therefore, in order to possibly limit the brain drain from the country, the 
focus should be broader, that is, to include not only predominantly economic 
incentives, but a lot of other factors as well: from career opportunities to institu-
tions and society free of corruption. 

Concerning this, the higher education system could play its role, and although 
some improvements in certain higher education institutions, a host of challenges 
to this education level in Bulgaria still persist. Admittedly, providing world-class 
education in the home country could end up in making no significant difference 
in terms of brain drain if not combined with other measures. However, it is worth 
mentioning that the skills and knowledge that foreign-born graduates acquire 
in the host country usually do not migrate back to that of origin (Dodani and 
LaPorte, 2005), hence this is one more reason for Bulgaria to improve the quality 
of its higher education system, including in terms of ethics and integrity, and take 
advantage of both national and international students.
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