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rienced by migrants returning to Hungary before, during, and after their stay abroad.
Sussman’s (2011) cultural identity change
model is used as a theoretical framework to
which two factors, ‘skills’ and ‘family status’
are added. Although identity change plays an
important role in the success or failure of return, reintegration, and reemployment of returnees, to date this has not been studied in
Hungary in detail. According to the research
results, Hungarian returnees can be categorised into the same four groups as distinguished by Sussman (2011). Returnees in the
affirmative identity group are found to be
mostly low skilled migrants unable to integrate
into the host society; as such, reintegration
after their return is relatively easy. The members of the subtractive and additive identity
groups can better integrate into the host country as they feel less attached to their native
country than the affirmative group, but this
causes various reintegration issues. The group
of global identity shifters has the most natural
reintegration process. Based on the research
results, it is recommended that Hungarian return migration policies and initiatives should
give greater consideration to these reintegration differences.

Introduction
The emigration of manpower from both East-Central Europe and Hungary has
exacerbated what is commonly known as the brain drain problem (Glaser–Habers
1974, Nadler et al. 2016, Siska-Szilasi et al. 2016). Return migration is not unprecedented in Europe; there have been many waves of migration and remigration
throughout history, but this process reached significant numbers after the EUaccession of East-Central European states and after the more developed member
states of the EU opened labour markets (Fassmann et al. 2014). Since the enlarge-
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ment of the EU in 2004, the free movement of workers has caused a significant
number of emigrants (in millions) to leave East-Central Europe, creating complex
problems related to the emigration of highly skilled workers such as physicians
(Lados–Hegedűs 2016, Boros–Pál 2016, Glorius 2018). Evidence of re-emigration
consists of different emigration or immigration flows, interpreted as circular migration (Illés 2018). The mobility of the various actors taking part in voluntary migration flows is increasing because of international socioeconomic transformation,
through the increasing embeddedness into transnational networks or the growing
number of migrants with multiple citizenships. For example, professionals belonging to the management team of transnational companies, or various migrations for
transnational family reunification, also contribute to the mobility of migrants (Conway–Potter 2009, Sussman 2011, Illés–Kincses 2012).
The main objective of this study is to explore the characteristics of identity
change of Hungarian emigrants with different work experiences, skills and
knowledge before emigration, during and after their return. The study not only
touches upon changes in identity that can be observed among returnees as a result
of the different migration phases but also how the identity change process and the
return are influenced by marital status, the type of work abroad and level of education.
Available relevant international and Hungarian literature was duly taken into account in this study. We used data on the Hungarian migration in the statistical analysis. Emigrants’ return and the related identity changes were explored through an
interview survey. A total of 48 in-depth interviews were carried out with highly and
partially lower skilled individuals who returned to Hungary between 2012 and 2015
after a 1–10 year-long stay abroad. The snowball sampling technique was used for
the selection of interviewees. However, given the sample size of our qualitative
research, only approximate conclusions can be drawn.

The definition of return migration and its theoretical approaches
Since the 1980s, the scientific research on return has become increasingly significant
in migration studies (Glaser–Habers 1974, Gmelch 1980, Cassarino 2004,
van Houte–Davids 2008, de Haas 2010, Nadler et al. 2016). To date, the primary
concern of Hungarian social geography has mainly focused on emigration in terms
of several different migration processes, such as migration of refugees to Europe
(Kocsis et al. 2016, Farkas–Dövényi 2018). Studies on return migration, its individual and social aspects, and the practical, economic-development utilisation of this
phenomenon (Kovács et al. 2013, Lados–Hegedűs 2016, Csányi 2018) are even
rarer. However, similarly to emigration and remigration, labour mobility has also
increased in Hungary since 1990, including inland or cross-border commuting on
a daily basis or less often (Illés–Kincses 2012, Kovács et al. 2015).
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The phenomenon of remigration is diversely defined and interpreted in several
different theoretical frameworks (Gmelch 1980, Cassarino 2004, OECD 2008, van
Houte–Davids 2008, Sussman 2011, Lados–Hegedűs 2016). The concept of returnees can also be interpreted in many ways. In our research, re-migrants are members
of the economically active population aged 15 years and older who voluntarily returned to their country of origin after spending a certain amount of time as migrants
in another country. Some researchers highlight the inaccuracy of placing returnees
in a homogenous social group (van Houte–Davids 2008), as in the case of emigrants
and their diasporas (Sinatti–Horst 2014, Sik–Szeitl 2016).
The effects of the return migration, the relationship between returnees, and the
development of the home country are judged differently in the literature. The related countries’ policies are also assessed differently (Cassarino 2004, Rédei 2007,
van Houte–Davids 2008, de Haas 2010). Return migration may cause multiple effects on different scales, such as a macro-level geographical scale (nation, region,
urban or rural area) and a micro-level scale (individuals, family). We identified some
positive effects such as the labour market use of material, intellectual, and relational
capital obtained abroad; remittances; contribution to modernisation in the form of
technological and other innovations; and confidence building between members of
the society (Rédei 2007, OECD 2008, Klein-Hitpaß 2016). Our findings indicate
that returnees may also face negative effects: for example, they may find it difficult
to reintegrate into their homeland’s economy and society, and their material prosperity and ‘success stories’ may give rise to envy. These factors can trigger circular
migration and the emigration of newer groups (Gmelch 1980, OECD 2008,
van Houte–Davids 2008).
The generally interdisciplinary theories related to remigration (Cassarino 2004,
Smoliner et al. 2013, Kunuroglu et al. 2016) can be grouped in several ways. Most
migration theories seek to answer questions such as the emigration decision, its
motivations, the development of social networks, the existence or absence of links
between the receiving and the home country, and the mobility of capital obtained
abroad. In a foreign environment, many different influences affect individuals’ decisions, habits, and identity. However, migratory theories focus less on the personality
of migrants, their identity, and their identity change (Sinatti–Horst 2014). Nevertheless, identity and identity change can have a significant impact on one’s future migration decisions (Berry 1997, van Houte–Davids 2008, Sussman 2011). Individual
resource mobilisation and preparedness are inherent factors that influence the success of emigration and remigration (Cassarino 2004). In our empirical research, we
found that most of the emigrants and returnees tried to prepare for and plan their
migration decisions, albeit with differing levels of awareness.
Analysing the identity change of returnees is not a mainstream theory in return
migration research, but there are several cases in the literature (Gullahorn–
Gullahorn 1963, Berry 1997, Sussman 2011). Sussman’s (2011) cultural identity
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model underlines the shifts in the personal attributes of migrating individuals from a
socio-psychological approach. The model examines the strengths and changes of
one’s attachment to the home and host countries during the whole migration process (before and during emigration, after return), focusing on migrants’ cultural
adaptation in the host country while maintaining their home identity. This theoretical construct helps us understand the identity changes of returnees, categorise them,
and hypothesise the future migration decisions of returnees, that is, the probability
of their settlement in the home country or the possibility of re-emigration. Sussman
created the model based on a group of Hong Kong returnees. However, groups of
returnees from America and Europe were also evaluated. We note that the homeland’s historical and social context plays an important role in returnees’ experiences
of cultural transition, which must be observed in the model’s application. According
to our research, there is generally no significant negative prejudice against returnees
in Hungary.
According to Sussman (2011), the adaptation to the host cultural values takes
place in different ways while abroad. The Cultural Identity Model defines four different returnee identity group types (and shifts), which express a relationship to the
identity of the country the returnees were originally from. It is difficult to distinguish between these group types, and the spatial comparisons based on the model
are difficult to achieve with only a few identity change studies performed globally to
date. Both macro- and micro-level factors determine each type: the characteristics of
the sending and receiving countries, the extent to which emigrants should be attached to the home country’s values, the generational differences among returnees,
and the family roles. All these factors can have considerable influence on which
group returnees from the same period and country may belong.
The affirmative identity shifters are firmly attached to their home culture identity
while abroad, as they feel much better in their native country and are not so adaptive towards the host country’s social values and culture. However, members of
other two model groups may experience significant stress upon return. The return
of the additive and subtractive groups occurs differently. Subtractive returnees are not
intimately tied to the culture of either the home or the host country, and they try to
learn as many new things as possible during their work abroad. However, due to
stress after return, they often become alienated from their host and home countries.
In several respects, the additive returnees resemble the subtractive group; the main
difference between the two groups is the relationship to their home country cultures. The additive returnees retain and practice their own culture and traditions, but
they are much more open to new influences experienced in the host country and
usually adopt certain elements (e.g. attitude, work ethics, lifestyle). After returning,
despite the stress involved, their connections with the host country will be retained.
If changing their cultural identity after returning is difficult, then the re-emigration
of the additive group is also possible (Sussman 2011).
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The author refers to the fourth, less common group as global identity returnees.
Such individuals can carry multiple identities. They can follow and adapt individual
cultural samples according to their current working and living conditions. However,
this is neither facilitated by the mixing of cultural values from the home and the
host country, nor by the development of a bicultural strategy. Members of this
group consider themselves world citizens, so they can flexibly and quickly adapt to
social requirements anywhere abroad. They are moderately positive about their return and ready to move abroad in the future for a shorter or longer period.
In our study, we held interviews with 48 returning Hungarian migrants. We also
analysed the type of foreign employment held abroad, and the returning individuals
were classified as lower and highly skilled. In our grouping, we assumed, partly because of their qualifications, migrants in lower-level jobs abroad are usually at
a lower level of language skills than those working in higher positions.

The European and Hungarian characteristics of return migration
The following findings relate to the territorial characteristics of the migration. In
Europe, the brain drain process is a migration from the East to the West. Unfortunately, there are no reliable statistical data on the level of emigration and return
migration, as with other migration processes (Blaskó–Gödri 2016, Horváth 2016,
Bálint et al. 2017), partly because those who actually reside abroad also include those
who have left the country for less than a year and will therefore not appear in the
statistical data. In many cases, the European Union Labour Force Survey data are
used to interpret return migration. However, this survey examines the labour market
situation of the population, and while it comprises data on previous employment
abroad (more precisely a year ago), its applicability is very limited in the study of
return migration. To date, the characteristics of returnees have not been studied in
great detail. In the case of people returning to their post-socialist states, work experience in Western Europe, new skills acquired, and technical knowledge learnt
abroad are appreciated in the homeland’s labour market (Smoliner et al. 2013).
Opinions differ regarding the financial profitability of returning migrants upon returning to their home country. Revenues of migrants returning to the homeland are
usually higher compared to their revenues before emigration (Lang–Nadler 2014).
Following the enlargement of the European Union that began in 2004, millions
of East-Central Europeans left their homeland given the possibility of the free
movement of labour (see Table 1). In 2017, more than 8.5 million people from
East-Central European region countries lived in other EU countries. Most of the
EU regions affected by emigration are in the former socialist countries (Eurostat
2019). In absolute numbers, more people have migrated from Romania, Poland, and
Bulgaria, and fewer people have migrated from relatively advanced countries such as
the Czech Republic, Estonia, and Slovenia. In terms of the number of emigrants,
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Hungary ranks fifth among post-socialist countries. In addition, the proportion of
emigrants in the entire home country’s population is also an important indicator.
The number of emigrants per ten thousand home country citizens is the highest in
Romania, Lithuania, and Latvia, while it is the lowest in Hungary, Slovenia, and the
Czech Republic. Irrespective of its extent, emigration can cause serious problems in
many countries, such as shortage of skilled workers.
Table 1
The number of East-Central European emigrants
living in the European Union*
Country/Region

2004–2007

2008–2011

2012–2015

2016–2018

Romania

389.2

859.8

1,198.7

1,622.9

Lithuania

172.4

499.7

819.0

1,179.1

Croatia

765.5

564.5

758.8

1,077.8

Bulgaria

231.4

375.5

596.2

1,068.6

Latvia

90.8

194.7

652.7

941.6

Poland

158.1

313.2

472.4

638.9

Estonia

189.5

280.9

436.9

628.3

Slovakia

180.3

251.7

407.2

621.5

Hungary

82.7

104.8

256.5

433.0

Slovenia

161.6

126.6

197.1

298.7

55.2

60.6

81.0

149.5

218.1

385.3

576.5

817.0

Czech Republic
East-Central Europe

* The number of citizens living abroad per 10 thousand inhabitants.
Source: Own calculation based on the Eurostat (2019) database.

The proportion of people returning to East-Central Europe has increased significantly since 2004 (see Table 2). During the 2008 global economic crisis, especially
in 2008–2009, a mass return migration occurred in most post-socialist countries,
and since 2012, the number of returnees has begun to increase along with the increase in emigration. We found the highest rates are among Romanian and Lithuanian returnees.
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Table 2
The share and number of returnees to East-Central Europe
Country/Region

Proportion of returnees, %a)
2004–2007

2008–2011

2012–2017

Number of returnees per 10 thousand
inhabitants
2004–2007

2008–2011

2012–2017

Romania

no data

92.1

88.4

no data

64.6

67.0

Lithuania

68.8

79.9

76.6

14.9

23.3

56.1

Estonia

39.1

50.0

51.8

6.1

13.2

38.3

Poland

87.0

90.8

55.4

2.5

30.8

31.5

no data

72.0

58.5

no data

34.5

29.2

Hungary

8.1

9.7

50.0

2.1

2.9

26.0

Croatia

92.8

60.7

50.9

34.4

16.7

14.3

Slovenia

9.1

12.8

17.6

8.5

14.2

13.3

Bulgaria

96.0

no data

39.7

2.0

0.0

12.0

Slovakia

no data

18.8

52.0

no data

2.2

6.0

2.9

28.3

13.1

2.0

17.6

5.0

20.3

61.8

59.8

3.1

25.1

32.1

Latvia

Czech Republic
East-Central Europe

a) In the given period, the proportion of citizens returning home compared to the average number of immigrants in a year.
Source: Own calculation based on the Eurostat (2019) database.

In 2016, more than 43% of Hungarians in EU countries lived in Germany, 21%
in the United Kingdom, and 16% in Austria. The proportion of Hungarian citizens
working abroad is not high compared to the other countries in East-Central Europe.
Nevertheless, it is important to note that the rate of Hungarian emigration has increased three-and-a-half times since 2001 (Gödri 2015).
Greater human and relational capital provision will further increase the potential
for emigration. Hungary is at the forefront of European countries with mediumlevel migratory tendencies. The three most significant potential destinations are
Germany, Austria, and the United Kingdom (Sik–Szeitl 2016). The majority of emigrants are young males, generally aged 20–39 years. Furthermore, the proportion of
people with higher education and the proportion of unmarried people is greater
than that of the remaining population (Blaskó–Gödri 2016). Similar to emigrants,
the aforementioned groups are in the majority among the returnees (Horváth 2016).
Migration intention is the highest among young people, particularly the 21–30 age
group (Siskáné Szilassi–Halász 2018).
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Returnees originally from Central and Eastern European countries are more likely to start their own business than those who remain, but unemployment rates may
be higher in their group (Martin–Radu 2012, Horváth 2016). To date, only a few
studies have been conducted to analyse the regional-local spatial characteristics of
return within the home country (Kincses 2014, Apsite-Berina et al. 2018). According to the 2011 census (Kincses 2014) and the 2016 micro-census data (HCSO
2018), returning Hungarians adopt certain attitudes after their return when choosing
their place of residence. They settle down mainly in the agglomeration of Budapest,
in the vicinity of Lake Balaton and in more populous cities and towns outside Central Hungary. According to Kincses (2014), only 31% of homebound migrants returned to their previous residences, which were presumably important to them. This
phenomenon can be observed in other East-Central European states, including
Poland, especially among highly qualified returnees (Klein-Hitpaß 2016).
In parallel with the migratory wave, the number of returning Hungarians has
continuously increased. For instance, according to the Eurostat (2019) data,
32,557 people returned in 2015, which accounts for 56% of all immigrants (excluding refugees) in Hungary. This rate has just been approaching the East-Central European average in the recent years. However, considering the statistical errors, we
can conclude that the actual figures may be considerably higher.
Several programmes and initiatives tackling brain drain were implemented to
minimise the negative effects of emigration and support return migration at various
geographical scales (e.g. at the national, regional or local level) (Kovács et al. 2013,
Lados–Hegedűs 2016). Currently no comprehensive migration policy dealing with
out and return migration in the European Union exists (Kálmán 2016, Nadler et al.
2016). The majority of relevant short- and medium-term national policies and initiatives supporting return migration were developed and implemented in the 2000s.
Evaluating the relatively new and delayed East-Central European initiatives is complicated (Kovács et al. 2013, Boros–Hegedűs 2016, Kálmán 2016).
A complex and comprehensive migration strategy has not yet been developed in
Hungary; however, some initiatives focusing on specific target groups or areas of
migration have been implemented. One of the most well-known and successful
initiatives is the ‘Lendület’ (‘Momentum’) program founded by the Hungarian Academy of Sciences in 2009, which aims to re-attract young Hungarian researchers who
have left the country. Another initiative is an NGO called ‘Gyere Haza Alapítvány’
(‘Come Back Home Foundation’), which was founded in 2010. In 2013, it expanded
its services to offer online and personal support to those out-migrants wishing to
return. We can identify several retain-type programmes in the health care system or
the Act CCIV of 2011 on National Higher Education. In 2015, the so-called ‘Gyere
Haza’ (‘Come Back Home’) program was launched to re-attract young, higher educated Hungarians living in London and offered re-employment after return; the
program ended in 2016 (Lados–Hegedűs 2016).
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Characteristics of Hungarian returnees and their identity change
Main characteristics of interviewees
For the interview survey, returnees were divided into two groups according to their
foreign work experience: lower and higher skilled returnees (see Table 3).
The grouping was based on the hypothesis that emigrants working in jobs beneath
their qualifications may return with less useful foreign work experience. Most of
them, due to incomplete foreign language knowledge, were not or only partially
integrated into the host society, and therefore their cultural identity and emotional
attachment to their homeland remained relatively strong (Sussman 2011). Other
influential factors included the length of stay abroad and marital status. The interview survey was based on Sussman’s (2011) cultural identity change model, which
compared foreign work experience and marital status. This method, along with a
complex analysis of return migration, projects future migration strategies.
Similar patterns highlighted by international and national research were extracted
from the interviews (Martin–Radu 2012, Horváth 2016). The majority of the sample
comprised of men aged 20–34 years with a high level of education. The United
Kingdom and the United States were overrepresented among the target countries,
while Germany and Austria were underrepresented. Diverse migration paths illustrate the differences between returnees. Highly skilled returnees were more likely to
have migrated greater geographical distances to achieve their goals and were likely to
live in two or more countries.
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Table 3
The personal data of highly skilled interviewees, 2012–2015
Interview
number
I1
I2
I3
I4
I5
I6
I7
I8
I9
I10
I11
I12
I13
I14
I15
I16
I17
I18
I19
I20
I21
I22
I23
I24
I25

male
female
male
male
male
male
male
male
male
female
male
male
male
male
female
male
female
female
male
male
male
male
male
male
male

25–29
25–29
30–34
30–34
30–34
25–29
30–34
25–29
30–34
20–24
25–29
25–29
30–34
25–29
20–24
30–34
15–19
30–34
25–29
25–29
40–44
20–24
25–29
25–29
25–29

I26

male

25–29

I27
I28

female
male

25–29
20–24

Gender

Agea)

Highest level
of education
PhD
PhD
PhD
PhD
PhD
university
PhD
PhD
PhD
college
PhD
PhD
university
university
university
PhD
university
PhD
PhD
PhD
PhD
PhD
university
PhD
university
high-school
graduation
university
college

ISCO
categoryb)
ISCO-21
ISCO-21
ISCO-21
ISCO-21
ISCO-21
ISCO-36
ISCO-21
ISCO-21
ISCO-21
ISCO-36
ISCO-21
ISCO-21
ISCO-21
ISCO-21
ISCO-24
ISCO-21
ISCO-25
ISCO-22
ISCO-21
ISCO-21
ISCO-21
ISCO-24
ISCO-13
ISCO-21
ISCO-26
ISCO-21
ISCO-36
ISCO-24

Target country/countries
USA
USA
Germany
USA
USA, Netherlands
United Kingdom
Belgium, United Kingdom
United Kingdom
Australia
United Kingdom
United Kingdom, Italy
United Kingdom, Switzerland, Germany
Kazakhstan
Ireland
United Kingdom
Denmark, Japan
France
USA
United Kingdom
Czech Republic
USA
USA
Luxembourg
USA
Luxembourg
Belgium, United Kingdom, Germany,
Spain
Luxembourg
United Kingdom

(Continued on the next page.)
At the time of emigration.
b) Foreign work experience by International Standard Classification of Occupations’ (ISCO) categories: ISCO1 = Legislators, senior officials, and managers; ISCO-2 = Professionals; ISCO-3 = Technicians and associate
professionals; ISCO-4 = Clerks; ISCO-5 = Service workers and shop and market sales workers; ISCO-6 = Skilled
agricultural and fishery workers; ISCO-7 = Craft and related trades workers; ISCO-8 = Plant and machine operators and assemblers; ISCO-9 = Elementary occupations. For the detailed classification structure, see
https://www.ilo.org/public/english/bureau/stat/isco/
a)
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(Continued)

Interview
number

Gender

I29

male

20–24

I30

male

25–29

I31

male

25–29

I32
I33
I34
I35

female
male
male
male

20–24
40–44
50–54
20–24

I36

male

20–24

I37

female

25–29

I38

male

30–34

I39

female

20–24

I40

female

25–29

I41

female

25–29

I42

female

45–49

I43

male

25–29

I44

male

30–34

I45

male

40–44

I46
I47

male
male

25–29
25–29

I48

male

30–34

Agea)

Highest level
of education
professional
training
technical
school
technical
school
college
university
college
college
technical
school
college
technical
school
university
professional
training
college
technical
school
technical
school
university
technical
school
university
university
technical
school

ISCO
categoryb)

Target country/countries

ISCO-51

United Kingdom

ISCO-71

Germany, Ireland

ISCO-71

Kazakhstan

ISCO-41
ISCO-93
ISCO-93
ISCO-93

United Kingdom
Germany
Germany
Ireland

ISCO-93

USA, United Kingdom, Sweden

ISCO-42

United Kingdom, Ireland

ISCO-93

Netherlands, Germany

ISCO-51

Spain, United Kingdom

ISCO-51

United Kingdom

ISCO-51

United Kingdom

ISCO-51

USA

ISCO-51

United Kingdom

ISCO-51

Estonia

ISCO-75

Germany

ISCO-51
ISCO-51

United Kingdom
United Kingdom

ISCO-93

Austria

a)

At the time of emigration.
Foreign work experience by International Standard Classification of Occupations’ (ISCO) categories: ISCO1 = Legislators, senior officials, and managers; ISCO-2 = Professionals; ISCO-3 = Technicians and associate
professionals; ISCO-4 = Clerks; ISCO-5 = Service workers and shop and market sales workers; ISCO-6 = Skilled
agricultural and fishery workers; ISCO-7 = Craft and related trades workers; ISCO-8 = Plant and machine operators and assemblers; ISCO-9 = Elementary occupations. For the detailed classification structure, see
https://www.ilo.org/public/english/bureau/stat/isco/
b)

In our opinion, the possible benefits of foreign work experience, that is, whether
returnees are able to profit from emigration after return, depend on the type of
foreign work. On one hand, those who worked in hospitality, construction, and
food industry or had other manual jobs abroad (ISCO 4–9) were lower skilled mi-
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grants. On the other hand, those who worked as researchers, IT professionals, engineers, or doctors (ISCO 1–3) were identified as highly skilled migrants.
The sample’s gender distribution indicates that the majority are male, which correlates with the literature (Horváth 2016). Those who emigrated with their family or
as singles had different migration paths.
Lower skilled migrants returned with less useful work experience. Foreign language knowledge was typically not a primary requirement for those who worked in
trained jobs, which means they worked with other Hungarians or immigrants from
other countries who did not speak a foreign language.
Lower skilled migrants had more problems integrating in the host country than
their highly skilled counterparts due to lack of language skills and unfamiliar working conditions. Their social relationships were superficial and fragile, and they broke
after return. The main motivation for their emigration was a higher salary and accumulation of financial reserves abroad, as shown in previous studies (Martin–Radu
2012, Lang–Nadler 2014). They mainly held trained jobs abroad and were overqualified for their foreign jobs: ‘Together with my partner, we planned to earn enough money for a
house during our time abroad. It seemed completely absurd that we could have achieved this if we
had stayed home (in Hungary)’ (Mária1, female, unskilled worker). Another interviewee
said the emigration plan was ‘very easy. I could barely afford to pay for my home. It was much
easier and more convenient to support them from abroad (…) though, we had a hard time living
apart. Fortunately, it only worked for a while, after a while, my family moved ’ (Zoltán, male,
butcher).
Those who had a higher level of education were categorised as a special subgroup; they did not work in their profession abroad and were overqualified for their
foreign jobs. This may be regarded as brain waste (Személyi–Csanádi 2011). They
could not return with newly acquired professional skills, but improved their language skills, which seemed to be beneficial after return.
Preparing for return was more common for highly skilled returnees, but not typical for all of them. The majority regarded emigration as temporary. Their main
motivation was to improve their standard of living, financially (Horváth 2016) or
professionally (e.g. career development). According to a young researcher who
worked abroad for five years: ‘In my profession, especially in the institute where I worked
before, it was an unspoken expectation that a young researcher would go abroad to learn new methods for some years. It is thought to be a good way to start your career, and after the return, it might
be also beneficial for your institution’ (Zsolt, male, researcher). Highly skilled returnees
worked in multicultural environments where they had colleagues from all over the
world. Job advancement in their foreign workplace was achievable, depending on
their knowledge and previous work experience. However, despite prosperous career

1

The names of interviewees have been changed.
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paths, several interviewees stated they could only reach a certain position as immigrants; the host country’s citizens occupied senior positions.
On the other hand, lower skilled migrants did not prepare as intentionally for
emigration as highly skilled migrants. They usually made a quick decision to move
abroad, even though many of them did not speak the language of the host country.
Our study showed that family ties were one of the most important motivations
for Hungarians to return, in the same way as in previous studies (Martin–Radu
2012, Lang–Nadler 2014). According to the interviewees, family could be regarded
as positive not just as negative motivation (e.g. return because of the death of a
close relative). The fear of their children’s assimilation led some interviewees to
return home: ‘I loved my foreign, well-paid job, but I always planned that my children would
grow up in Hungary as Hungarians’ (Gergő, male, translator). Another returnee had a
similar response: ‘We always spoke in Hungarian to each other when we were at home. But
later, my children started to answer in English and refused to switch to Hungarian. Then I realised
we spent enough time abroad (…) The environment was very inspiring to my children, but I did not
want to see them losing their Hungarian identity’ (Péter, male, researcher). This statement
was reflected in other cases of families moving abroad.
Family did not influence emigration or return for single people because they
stayed in contact with their relatives: ‘Interestingly, there were friends and other relatives
whom I spoke with more frequently, via Skype, than before my emigration (…) Of course, after
some time, it was not regular’ (János, male, waiter).
Identity change of returnees
Among the four groups of Sussman’s (2011) identity change model, affirmative
identity shifters formed the smallest group, similar to other international results.
Those who had the worst working conditions abroad, the so-called 3D jobs (dirty,
dangerous, difficult) (Gregory et al. 2009), were lower skilled migrants who left their
families at home: ‘Hungarians did not have a good reputation at my foreign workplace. We
received the hardest tasks. Our superiors treated us in this way’ (Géza, male, construction
worker). They experienced return as a real relief and did not mention significant
obstacles during re-integration. Their return may be regarded as a permanent migration decision.
Subtractive identity shifters were migrants who had lower skilled jobs abroad and
emigrated with their spouse, children, or other family members. The expectation of
higher wages and potential savings motivated them to leave the country. Their limited language skills did not particularly improve during the emigration. In the sample, subtractive and additive migrants were one of the most common identity types,
somewhat different from Sussman’s (2011) results which stated that subtractive
migrants are the most common.
The meagre language skills of subtractive migrants determined their foreign
working conditions. On one hand, they worked with other immigrants with basic
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foreign language skills, so they could not properly learn the host country’s language.
On the other hand, there was a native Hungarian atmosphere (mainly in trained
jobs). Their families were generally closer to each other, which hindered integration
in the host country. There were several obstacles following their return, such as reemployment in the Hungarian labour market. They could not utilise their foreign
work experience after their return. Major barriers were migration plans made before
the return that subtractive migrants were unable to fulfil, such as starting a family
and having a stress-free, calm life without financial problems.
For subtractive and additive migrants, family was the most important motivation
for return. Hence, the decision to move back was against their intentions and caused
negative feelings about returning. Some who returned for family reasons mentioned
clear migration plans for the future: ‘Our children wanted to come back. We did not want to
be separated from each other, so we followed them. When they finish secondary school, we [the
parents] are sure to go abroad again because I cannot find any suitable job here’ (Zoltán, male
butcher).
According to these negative factors, lower skilled returnees are more likely to
leave the country again, except for affirmative identity shifters; this suggests that
subtractive, and to some extent, additive interview partners have found their reintegration as difficult as other European and non-European returnees (Sussman 2011).
Hence, they could be regarded as potential circular migrants (Illés–Kincses 2012,
Martin–Radu 2012).
Additive identity shifters fell into two sub-groups: lower skilled single people and
highly skilled married people. The former sub-group included those with university
degree who worked in underqualified jobs abroad. They tried to acquire as many
new skills as they could during emigration in order to be more successful in the
labour market after return. They mentioned their improved language skills (usually
English or German) and multinational work experience. The latter sub-group returned with more skills and knowledge that could be beneficial in the labour market,
but like with the subtractive returnees, they returned for external reasons (e.g. family): ‘I would have gladly stayed abroad, but my child did not feel comfortable there (…) I chose my
family over career (…) But on my own, I would not have returned. Nevertheless, as for my current
workplace, I do not have anything to complain about’ (Tamás, male, researcher).
According to the Sussman’s (2011) identity change model, the most successful
returnees are the global identity shifters, who changed the most during the migration process. Similarly, our study found that returnees with a global identity were the
minority. They are mainly highly skilled single migrants and could improve both
their professional and personal life abroad. During their emigration, they were able
to acquire a new identity. One of them commented, ‘First, I would position myself as
a European, second, a Budapestan, and third, a Hungarian’ (Szabolcs, male, translator).
Highly skilled returnees experienced smoother re-employment in the Hungarian
labour market than their lower skilled counterparts did due to their newly acquired
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skills (e.g. management skills, technological know-how) and because they did not cut
ties with former employers. Furthermore, as a result of emigration, almost all of the
interviewees with global identity were able to achieve career development. Their
decision to return was not affected by family reasons as in the case of the members
of the subtractive or additive groups.

Conclusion
In this paper we analysed the identity change of Hungarian returnees based on
Sussman’s identity change model. Statistical data on emigration and return migration
are very limited, but according to these databases, the importance of both processes
in Hungary is increasing. Our interview survey showed that the identity change
model and classification could be adapted to Hungarian returnees. The original
model did not include family status and foreign work experience in the evaluation of
return migration, but we added these factors to our model. According to the results,
highly skilled returnees were able to utilise their foreign work experience, and their
broadened social and professional networks may be beneficial in the labour market.
They faced fewer obstacles during the return process and self-assessed a more successful return than lower skilled returnees, who returned with less useful work experience and who could not develop skills useful for the labour market. They face
more difficulties during reintegration in the home country and regard their return as
less successful. Family status could affect the return of both lower and highly skilled
migrants. Having a child or the fear of children’s assimilation may motivate people
to return. We can conclude that identity change should be considered during decision making and implementation of return initiatives. Moreover, foreign work experience, newly acquired skills and knowledge, and various family-related aspects (e.g.
adequate social services) should be considered and adopted in the context of initiatives supporting return migration.
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