Studia Securitatis Journal Vol. XIX, No. 2/2025 https://doi.org/10.54989/stusec

THE EMERGENCE AND DEVELOPMENT OF RETURN MIGRATION
INTENTIONS AMONG ROMANIAN MIGRANTS IN CANADA

Florentin-Titov GHERGHE!
https://doi.org/10.54989/stusec.2025.19.02.09

Abstract:

The dynamics of Romanian return migration have long been overshadowed by the
scale of emigration; they are becoming visible as communities abroad mature. The migrants
consistently consider returning, and this intention is classified into various types, such as
permanent return (often upon retirement) or re-migration (subsequent departure, indicating
failure to reintegrate). Although nearly half of the study participants in Canada view
returning positively, few have concrete plans, demonstrating the importance of objective
factors in the decision to return.

The decision is a “complex cocktail” of factors of attraction like the opportunity to
invest remittances in property and the desire to enjoy a lower cost of living in retirement. In
contrast, reintegration is strongly hindered by deep dissatisfaction with institutional quality
in Romania, perceived as being marked by corruption and a lack of meritocracy.
Subjectively, a constant factor is the emotional cost of uprooting, such as homesickness,
which acts as a powerful force of attraction. However, upon returning, migrants often
encounter social mistrust and mental differences, making social reintegration challenging
and increasing the likelihood of re-emigration.

Keywords: return migration; remittances; migrant capital; institutional quality; social
reintegration; re-migration

Introduction

Return migration is defined as the process by which international migrants return to
their country of origin or place of birth after spending time abroad. This movement may be
permanent, temporary, or circular, and it involves multiple dimensions, including economic,
social, cultural, and political aspects®. Return migration is not an isolated event, but rather a
diverse process that produces uneven and unequal social effects.

The concept of return migration

The main definitions of this concept can be summarized by starting with George
Gmelch, who was among the first sociologists to analyze return migration as a phenomenon
of the modern era. In previous centuries, migration involved one-way journeys from which
migrants did not return®. He considered return migration to be poorly understood and difficult
to quantify*. In cases where individuals do not succeed in readjusting or achieving socio-
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cultural integration within the host environment, re-emigration constitutes a temporary
solution to the challenges of adaptation and belonging’.

Russel King defines this phenomenon as the return of a person to their place of birth
as a natural stage in the migration cycle and not just the “end” of the migration experience?.
In contrast, Jean-Pierre Cassarino considers return migration as a strategic phenomenon,
planned in advance by migrants and influenced by the social, economic and human capital
they accumulate abroad®. In his conceptual revisitation of return migration, Cassarino frames
the phenomenon not merely as the end of a migratory cycle but as a strategic and planned
component within the broader process of mobility. The return migration should be
understood as part of a “calculated strategy” developed at the household level, where
migrants consciously plan their migration projects with clear economic and social objectives
in mind*. Considering these three definitions of the concept, which are not mutually
exclusive, return migration can be generated by a migrant's need, a natural progression, or a
strategic approach predicted from the beginning.

Theories of return migration

In order to explain the dynamics of the return migration, we can see several key
theories based on objective or subjective factors. If we apply the neoclassical economic
theory, the return migration is seen as a failure to integrate economically in the host country
or a rational decision to maximize income in the origin country (e.g., due to wage
differences)’ 6. At the same time, the new economics of labor migration theory emphasizes
that migrants often plan to return from the beginning. They intend to accumulate savings or
acquire skills abroad to improve the welfare of their households at home”.

The structural theories emphasize institutional and systemic barriers in host societies
(e.g., discrimination, legal insecurity, or social exclusion) that push migrants to return,
regardless of personal desire® °. The transnationalism theory explains return migration by
stating that migrants maintain strong ties to their home and host countries. This leads to fluid
identities and sometimes cyclical or repeated return migrations. Links to the home country
help migrants receive support and later send back remittances. Return migration is not always
final, but rather part of a broader transnational life strategy'® !'. The theory of sociocultural
integration emphasizes a negative correlation between the degree of migrants' integration into
the host society and their intentions to return to their country of origin. In other words, the
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more deeply migrants become embedded in the sociocultural fabric of the destination
country, the less likely they are to consider returning home. This inverse relationship has
been supported by various studies' 2.

The last theory we have retained for this article is the psychological and identity-
based theory, focusing on belonging, nostalgia, and cultural or religious identity as core
motivators for return, even when economic conditions are favorable abroad?.

Types of return migration

Types of return migration that have been analyzed include permanent return migration
with the aim of reintegration into the country of origin*, temporary return for a limited time
followed by departure® ©, forced return due to extreme situations such as war, economic
crises, and social crises’, planned return®; repetitive migration involving departure and return
to the same countries of origin and destination while maintaining transnational connections’;
and return migration associated with identity, cultural, and religious connections'’.

The Return Migration of the Romanian Citizens

Regarding the migration of Romanians abroad, estimates of the size of the
phenomenon are still poorly documented, as it is difficult to separate return from circular
migration. Early studies (2000-2002) highlighted a circular migration, with large cycles of
departure-return, but later the trend was towards settling in the host countries. The economic
crisis of 2008 increased intentions to return, but intentions did not always translate into actual
returns'!. Most migrants plan to return to Romania at some point. The prospect of returning is
a constant presence in the life of a migrant. As with the decision to emigrate, the decision to
return is influenced by a complex mix of factors'?>. Romanian emigration after 1989 is a
relatively recent phenomenon, as are similar trends in other Eastern European countries.
These trends accelerated after these countries joined the European Union but then declined.
Many Romanian emigrants are young and active in the labor market. Conditions in their
country of origin are not always conducive to returning, considering economic development,
employment prospects, and practical or nominal support for returning'? ',
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Return migration among Romanian communities has become a subject of study and
analysis, especially since Romanian institutions have made it an objective in recent years', if
you compare with the years 1990 — 2000°. Martinescu and Moisescu's analysis of the
Romanian diaspora in Switzerland reveals that the Romanian state lacks a strategy for
communities residing outside its borders. The state's sole objective is to bring these
communities back, which is an unrealistic goal that disregards the current nature of
migration®. This situation is exacerbated by the lack of trust that Romanians living abroad
have in Romanian institutions.

The return intentions among Romanian migrants in some countries like United
Kingdom tend to diminish over time, with many shifting focuses toward formalizing their
residence abroad, trend which is largely driven by persistent structural issues in Romania,
such as economic and political instability, low wages, limited job opportunities,
dissatisfaction with the healthcare and education systems. While a minority initially intended
to return, the majority either abandoned these plans or returned briefly only to migrate again
due to inadequate income opportunities*. Measuring return migration is inherently difficult,
as much of it occurs spontaneously and is not officially documented, despite the availability
of data on forced and voluntarily assisted returns. Ciobanu (2015) also points out that return
migration is complex to quantify due to the varied and often repeated migration experiences
of individuals®.

Reports by international organizations specializing in migration indicate that the
intention to return is very low among Eastern European emigrants. A 2019 OECD report
states that fewer than 10% of Romanians in Spain and 30% in Italy, the two European
countries with the highest Romanian immigration, have expressed an intention to return
(OECD, 2019). These migrants expressed high levels of uncertainty about Romania's
immediate future and cited family considerations, such as having children who are fully
integrated into the host society. Some revealed plans to migrate to other European countries if
economic conditions become unfavorable in their first country of settlement®.

Migration networks contribute to migrants leaving the host country. These networks
are a form of social capital that plays a role in return migration by connecting migrants,
former migrants, and potential migrants through a set of interpersonal relationships between
countries of origin and destination. These networks transmit and continuously update detailed
information about conditions in both countries. If reintegration fails due to structural
problems in the country of origin, the same networks that facilitated initial migration may
support re-migration intentions, transforming social capital into a factor of continuous
mobility.
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Since 1990, Romania has experienced a significant demographic impact from
emigration, with 18.2% of its population emigrating, placing it seventh in the EU in this
regard. After 1990 the ideology has changed within the active population towards the
migration ideology, especially the international migration for work or as a life project!.
According to Eurostat data, 2022 marked an exceptional statistical event as it was the first
year in which the net migration balance of Romanian citizen wages was positive. That year,
approximately 190,000 Romanian citizens returned to the country, exceeding the estimated
175,000 emigrants, resulting in an increase of about 15,000 people’. However, D. Sandu
interprets this positive balance with reservations in the context of a lack of relevant statistical
data’.

Additionally, part of this influx is attributed to migrants with extensive experience
abroad who are approaching or have reached retirement age. Returning for retirement
indicates completion of the migration cycle (accumulation of savings) rather than a direct
response to domestic labor market opportunities. The return intentions are shaped by
economic, social, and integration-related factors, according with the World Bank. A larger
gap between current earnings in the host country and predicted earnings in Romania reduces
the likelihood of return. Thus, better wages abroad act as a strong pull factor keeping
migrants from returning. On the other hand, having close family members in Romania-
especially children or parents-and sending remittances significantly increases the probability
of return®,

Methodology
The research is empirical, exploratory in nature, based on the collection of primary
data and through it we aimed to collect mainly qualitative data from a population that is
difficult to identify exactly’. The sociological survey was the central method of data
collection, being implemented in two stages, using the questionnaire and the interview as
instruments
Questionnaire
The questionnaire was designed to capture migration experiences, integration in
Canada and maintaining ties with Romania. It was administered online via the Google Forms
platform, for rapid distribution, accessibility for the target population and automatic data
extraction. Its construction followed the neutral formulation of the questions to avoid
influencing the answers, being structured into thematic sections as follows:
- Introductory data - status in Canada, membership in migratory generations, period and
region of emigration, educational level;
- The emigration experience - reasons for leaving, Canada's attraction factors, social
and professional integration;
- Relations with Romania - maintaining family, friendly, professional and
administrative contacts; perception of Romania; symbolic and cultural ties;
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- Identity and belonging - self-identity definition (Romanian vs. Canadian), the
importance of citizenship, the role of language and traditions, future intentions, plans
to return to Romania or migrate to other states;

- Final mentions - possibility of participating in in-depth interviews and
recommendations from other respondents.

The main methodological objective in developing the questionnaire was to obtain
objective answers. The questions were designed to influence respondents as little as possible
and avoid tempting them to alter their answers. Through participatory observation, we found
that certain topics affect people emotionally, and their reaction to a question's content or
formulation can alter the entire questionnaire or lead them to refuse to complete it.

Interview

As mentioned, the research was designed to obtain qualitative data, which is why a set
of interviews was organized to complement the opinion poll. The interviews aimed to identify
patterns of meaning, motivation, and social representation related to emigration to Canada.

The semi-structured interviews aimed to deepen the qualitative dimensions, such as
motivations, migration objectives, and the relationship with Romania. Open questions
allowed the participants to freely express themselves, while a guide with ten themes offered
the possibility of subsequent analysis.

We conducted 22 interviews with participants selected based on the questionnaire and
their voluntary expression of interest. Due to the limited availability of individuals willing to
participate in an interview, the only selection criterion was being a Romanian citizen or a
person originally from Romania who has been living in Canada for at least one year. The
interviews were conducted via videoconference using Google Meet or Zoom, depending on
each person's preference, and the day and time were mutually agreed upon. The average
interview lasted one hour. The discussions were based on a guide with ten issues to be
addressed. The researcher took notes on the conclusions in real time. The interviews were not
recorded, and this was made clear to the participants from the beginning to encourage more
honest answers. In the first stage of the data analysis, the text was reviewed and ordered
according to the ten themes in the interview guide. Then, the relevant text segments were
labeled by thematic category. The interviews were conducted with selected individuals from
the questionnaire respondents who expressed their availability and provided contact details.
The interviews complemented the data set collected through the questionnaire by addressing
sensitive and deeper themes with a segment of the population open to discussing them. This
population was given the opportunity to express themselves more freely than in the context of
a question’.

The target population consists of adult Romanian citizens or individuals of Romanian
descent who have lived in Canada for at least one year. Based on the main waves of
emigration to Canada and their age, we currently encounter first-, second-, third-, and fourth-
generation Romanians. First-generation Romanians are those who emigrated themselves.
Second-generation Romanians are the children of parents who came to Canada. Third-
generation Romanians are the grandchildren of those who emigrated. Fourth-generation
Romanians are the great-grandchildren of those who emigrated. We used a non-probabilistic
sampling method with the “snowball” and “pyramid” techniques, considering the available
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resources and accessibility of target population members' 2. First, an initial list of 100
subjects was created. The subjects were diverse in terms of profession, seniority in Canada,
generation, and age. The first set of messages and links to the questionnaire were sent to these
subjects. The initial list of contacts was made up of people known personally to the
researcher, as well as representatives and members of Romanian associations and people met
at various events of the Romanian community in Ontario during the preceding period.
Subsequently, based on email addresses recommended by some of the respondents, we
distributed the questionnaire in two subsequent stages. After three stages, we received 160
completed questionnaires.

At the end of the questionnaire, each respondent had the option to agree to participate
in an interview. In this way, the 22 people who were interviewed were selected. It should be
noted that, of the 32 people who expressed willingness to participate in an interview, only 22
could be organized.

Return Migration to and from Canada

In the context of the return migration of Romanians from Canada, it is useful to
examine whether there is a phenomenon of definitive departures among Canadians and
permanent residents that could influence the Romanian community, given that the study is
conducted in a state demographically shaped by immigration. Return migration from Canada
to the countries of origin of its immigrants is becoming increasingly relevant in the current
context of economic pressures and the housing affordability crisis. This process is not
marginal; it reflects the limits of the Canadian integration model, which attracts skilled labor
but does not always retain it in the long term. According to data published by Statistics
Canada, we can see that, between 2014 and 2024, approximately one-quarter of all
immigrants to Canada will leave at some point, and the figures show an upward trend. For
example, in 2014, out of 260,308 immigrants, 65,222 (25.05%) left Canada. By the end of
2024, out of 483,654 immigrants, 118,409 (24.48%) left Canada®.

Immigrants Net emigration e Emigrants s Returning emigrants «««««+«:« Linear (Retuming emigrants)

2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024
Immigrants 260308 271,867 296385 286537 | 321.054 341,174 184594 406,046 437612 471817 483654
Net emigration 54,956 36,566 56,772 43,832 37,915 35,791 19,235 39,161 358570 64080 64,452
Emigrants 65222 68945 97473 104,013 97035 90460 60407 83357 110,172 | 117367 118409
Returning emigrants 37,004 39436 @ 353,065 60,181 | 59,120 54,669 41,172 44,196 51,602 53,287 | 53,957

Figure 1. Estimates of the Components of International Migration in Canada*
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This statistical data confirms a problem with the Canadian immigration system: it is
good at attracting migrants, especially skilled labor, but not at retaining them in the long
term. However, Canadian authorities also quantify return migration separately in the same
table. This movement of people who have previously emigrated to other countries can be
observed as they return to Canada. Although this trend is also upward, a reduction in the
intention to return is observed because the ratio of emigrants to returnees is changing. In
2014, 56.73% of emigrants returned to Canada, but this percentage is expected to decrease to
45.56% by 2024

A 2024 opinion poll conducted by Ipsos in collaboration with the Canadian
Citizenship Institute reveals that over a quarter of immigrants intend to leave Canada within
the next two years. This indicates an emerging trend of remigration, either by returning to
their countries of origin or by relocating to other developed countries®. Theoretically, this
phenomenon can be understood within the framework of the circular mobility paradigm?.
According to this paradigm, migration is no longer a linear process, but rather a reversible
dynamic determined by the cost-benefit ratio of integration.

For many Canadian immigrants, returning temporarily or permanently to their country
of origin is not a failure of adaptation but rather a rational strategy to maximize economic and
social capital as the cost of living in major Canadian cities (e.g., Toronto, Vancouver, and
Montreal) becomes prohibitive. In this sense, return migration emerges as a form of
rebalancing mobility, reflecting the tension between the promise of the Canadian prosperity
model and the labor market's structural realities. These trends call into question the
sustainability of Canada’s immigration model based on numerical growth. Without effective
skills retention and development policies, Canada risks experiencing reverse brain drain,
wherein human capital acquired within the Canadian system is reinvested in the economies of
origin. This phenomenon is already observable among immigrants from South Asia, Eastern
Europe, and Latin America.

Return migration is an essential phenomenon in contemporary international mobility
dynamics. In Canada, it manifests relatively consistently. Romanian citizens are likely
familiar with it. Recent migration studies show that return migration involves economic,
cultural, and psychological factors that influence the decision to return and its impact on
communities of origin and destination®. Constant returns can create identity and cultural
pressures that reactivate ties with the country of origin and generate processes of reevaluating
one's migratory trajectory®. Additionally, this dynamic contributes to the “fluidization” of
spatial and identity belonging. In this context, the place of residence is not perceived as
definitive but as part of a broader transnational journey®.

Studies on the Romanian diaspora support this perspective, emphasizing that many
Romanian migrants in Canada maintain active ties with Romania through remittances,
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investments, and participation in cultural and political projects' (D. Sandu, 2010). Thus,
return migration becomes a factor of cohesion or indirect influence on those who remain in
the destination country. The migration of Romanians to Canada must be contextualized
within a specific temporal framework, which is often linked to one's professional career. Is
Canada perceived as a permanent destination for Romanians who immigrated here, or as a
place for economic and professional growth with the intention of returning upon retirement?
This model is found in the paradigm of circular or temporary migration and is supported by
international bodies such as the OECD and the IOM. However, it remains to be studied as far
as Romanians are concerned.

Return migration is not just a personal choice; it is also part of a well-defined
migration project. In this project, the accumulation of financial, human, and social capital
abroad is strategically used for reintegration in the home country®. This type of migration
requires rigorous planning, investment in property or businesses in the home country, and
careful management of the transition between two sociocultural spaces. The decision to
return is often influenced by factors such as the desire to be close to family, high living costs
after retirement, and a sense of belonging to the culture of origin. From this perspective,
Canada is seen as a space of opportunity but not necessarily as a permanent “home,” as
evident from the migration data published by Canadian authorities.

Data on the Return Migration of Romanians from Canada

Although return migration is often underestimated in public discourse, it is present
within the Romanian community in Canada. Although official statistics on the scale of return
migration are lacking, this study aimed to capture community members' perceptions and
intentions regarding returning to Romania.

Assuming that most Romanians who settled in Canada intended to stay long-term,
often without a concrete plan to return, we included a question about this possibility in our
survey. The question offered respondents five distinct answer choices designed to capture
their intentions and attitudes toward relocating, specifically in relation to Romania.

The first option - “Yes, this idea has always existed for me, but I've never really
thought about it” - reflects a latent or subconscious inclination toward returning, without any
active planning or reflection.

The second choice - “I intend or wish to return/move at some point, but I don't have
such a plan yet” - signals a more conscious desire to return, albeit without concrete steps
being taken.

The third option - “I am going to return/move back to Romania in the near future” -
denotes a clear and immediate intention backed by a specific timeline or plan.

In contrast, the fourth response - “No, returning/moving to Romania is not an option
for me” - expresses a definitive rejection of the idea of return.

Lastly, the fifth option - “I intend to move from Canada to another country, but not to
Romania” - introduces the possibility of migration but explicitly rules out Romania as a
destination, indicating a transnational mobility preference unrelated to repatriation. Together,
these response categories provide a nuanced picture of migration intentions, ranging from
passive thoughts to firm decisions.

! Dumitru Sandu, Lumile sociale ale migratiei romanesti in strainatate, Editura Polirom, Bucuresti, 2010, p. 134
2 Francesco P. Cerase, Op. cit., p. 261
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Figure 2. Intentions and Attitudes Toward Relocation'

This question targeted the idea of returning to Romania as part of Romanian migrants'
identity, as well as an expression of potential life changes in the medium or long term. It is
worth noting that nearly half of the respondents (46.5%) stated that they categorically do not
consider returning to Romania. In contrast, 41.88% of participants admit to considering the
idea, either as an intention or an abstract desire, but without concrete plans. Only 2.3%
indicated a firm intention to return to Romania in the immediate future. This distribution
shows that return is not completely ruled out for a significant part of the Romanian diaspora
and retains a “mental presence” as a future possibility, albeit one that is poorly outlined.

| intend to move from Canada, butnotto

Romania, butto another country Yes, thisidea has always existed for me,

5.63% ;’:x; but I've neverreally thought aboutit.
G 18.75%
Mo answer f'{"f,'f’/‘:ﬁ
4.38% )
| intend orwish to return/move at
some point, butl don't have such
No, returning/moving to Romania is aplanyet
not an option for me 23.13%
45.63%

| am going to return/moveback to Romania
in the near future.
2.50%

Figure 3. Intention to Return to Romania?

We used the independence test (y%*) to see if the intention to return is related to the
emigrant generation to which the respondent belongs. The variables regarding emigrant
generation were grouped into the following categories: 1946—-1989, 1990-1999, 2000-2007,
and after 2008. The variables regarding the intention to return to Romania were grouped into
the following categories: not returning, intending but without a concrete plan, considering it,
and other options. The results of the chi-square test applied to the emigrant generation and
intention to return data were as follows: y> = 18.14844, df = 12, p = 0.111257017. These
results suggest that the generation of emigration does not significantly influence the intention

! Author's research
2 Author's research. Data was collected between March and September 2024
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to return to Romania. This leads us to conclude that motivations for returning are determined
by other individual factors, such as level of integration, socioeconomic status, current age,
family situation, and sense of transnational belonging, rather than the historical period of
emigration. Additionally, the absence of a significant association between the variables may
indicate stability in attitudes within the Romanian diaspora, suggesting that perceptions
related to returning remain consistent regardless of the time of departure.

We tested for an association with the cultural identity and integration variable (self-
definition as Romanian or Canadian) and found that Romanians in Ontario, Canada,
regardless of their self-identification. While the statistical test did not show a significant
association between cultural identity and return intentions, the distribution of responses
suggests a pattern worth exploring further. Respondents who identify more strongly as
Romanian tend to express greater openness to the idea of returning, including higher levels of
abstract interest (“Yes, this idea has always existed for me...”), intentions to return without
specific plans, and even firm intentions to return in the near future.

By contrast, those who self-identify as more Canadian show a concentration of
responses in the category rejecting return migration, as well as a higher proportion indicating
plans to relocate to countries other than Romania. This gradient from Romanian to Canadian
identity aligns with a decrease in emotional or practical ties to Romania, as reflected in return
migration intentions. Although the statistical test (y> = 18.15, p = 0.111) suggests this
association is not strong enough to be statistically significant, the emerging pattern in the
chart points to a soft correlation that may warrant further qualitative or longitudinal
investigation.

rather Canadian 11% 11% 5% |
4 6% |
3 23% 26% ; 6% |
2 33% 33% - 11% |
rather Romanian 35% 41%

B Yes, this idea has always existed for me. but I've never really thought about it
m ] intend or wish to return, but I don't have such a plan yet

I am going to return in the near future

No, returning/moving to Romania is not an option for me

m] intend to move from Canada, but to another country

Figure 4. Return Intentions by Cultural Identity!

To complement the quantitative data, we conducted in-depth interviews to explore the
extent to which the idea of returning exists in personal and collective discourse. Respondents
reported that they have recently begun hearing more frequently about Romanians returning to
the country, especially upon retirement. While these observations cannot replace statistical

! Author's research. Data was collected between March and September 2024
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data, they reveal an emerging perception in the community: returning is no longer seen as
unusual, but rather as a growing option within Romanian social networks in the diaspora.

Respondents identified a possible turning point as the onset of the pandemic. Travel
restrictions, job market instability, and social isolation have led some to reevaluate the
decision to live permanently outside of Romania. It is important to note that none of those
who presented such examples were able to provide data on a significant flow of people. They
stated that, until a few years ago, they had rarely heard of such cases.

Objective Factors Influencing Return Migration

“Is it worth returning to Romania?” This is one of the key ideas that emerged from
interviews summarizing one of the most relevant dilemmas faced by Romanians in Ontario.
This question reflects a personal inquiry and an implicit analysis of the ratio of the costs and
benefits of returning. This analysis is formed through a realistic prism in the context of
migratory experience as the next stage after having the opportunity to leave for Canada.
Return migration is rarely a simple geographical return. The attractiveness of Romania is
composed of a sum of objective and subjective factors, each of which has particular
relevance, as I observed among the Romanian community members I met. For example, for
people approaching retirement age, the standard of living and the healthcare system are of
high importance, while for young people, the opportunity to study or start a business is more
important.

A central aspect highlighted in the interviews is the idea of return as a future
opportunity, similar to the opportunity to leave for Canada. This logic suggests that returning
is not perceived as regression but as a potential strategic reconfiguration of life, a new
beginning in a place offering concrete and symbolic benefits, whether economic or identity-
related. Based on the data collected from the interviews, we can delineate several categories
of objective factors that influence the decision to return.

Economic and Livelihood Factors

The lower cost of living in Romania is becoming a comparative advantage, especially
for Canadians approaching retirement who have accumulated resources. The possibility of
investing in real estate or retiring in a more favorable financial context is often discussed.
Return migration is often a staged decision made at the end of one's working life as a strategy
to retreat to a familiar and seemingly more accessible environment. The decision to return is
no longer based on career opportunities, but on quality of life in the context of old age.

Examples:

“Today's Romania is attractive in terms of living standards for many Romanians who
are not connected to Canada” (U., who emigrated in 1985).

“I see people returning, investing in property, and retiring...” (D., who emigrated in
2001).

From the discussions held during the interviews, it was found that the sale of a house
in Canada brings in enough money to purchase three similar properties in Romania. The
difference between the two real estate markets is significant. Some Romanians in Canada
have invested their earnings in a home purchased over time. They see such a move as an
opportunity to maintain their housing comfort and have money for maintenance or alternative
investments in Romania.

Institutional and Administrative Factors

Objective factors such as the quality of public administration, meritocracy,
professional ethics, and civic sense influence migration. In our case, however, these factors
are mentioned as major obstacles. A lack of predictability and persistent bureaucracy or
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administrative corruption perpetuates the perception of risk associated with reintegration into
the Romanian system.

Examples:

“I could live in Romania if there were more professional ethics and civic sense.” (1.,
who emigrated in 2001), and “Services have improved, but there are still situations that
remind you of the previous period” (L., who emigrated in 1999).

The results of the opinion questionnaire show that the political and administrative
situation in Romania was the main factor that determined emigration, with almost half of the
respondents (49.69%) mentioning it as a determining factor. By comparison, only 26.71% of
respondents considered the economic situation a determining factor of emigration, and
26.09% considered the social situation a determining factor. For Romanians in Ontario,
Canada, institutional and administrative factors inhibit return migration, changing perceptions
that reforming Romanian institutions takes time and requires solid examples. Discussions
during the interviews reflect that Romanians in Canada are aware of progress and reforms in
Romania. However, their expectations and demands are high.

Educational and Professional Factors

Education is a priority for younger generations, but not as much for those who
immigrated mid-life and spent 10 or 20 years in Canada. For young people, the decision to
return is closely linked to professional development opportunities and adequate conditions for
practicing in specialized fields. Educational migration is not motivated by a rejection of the
Romanian system, but rather by a lack of resources for advanced training. This leaves room
for a possible return, conditional on institutional changes.

Examples:

“I went to study abroad not because I disliked studying in Romania, but because there
were no resources or conditions to improve. I wanted to study something unavailable in
Romania and return there.” (A., arrived in Canada in 2023)

“I believe Romania has valuable people. I would return at the first opportunity that
benefits me and Romania as a whole” (D., who emigrated in 2001).

Although the interviews reflect individual situations, identifying common elements
allows us to pinpoint systemic causes (objective factors) that influence the decision to return.
In the examples presented above and in other accounts, we find several categories of
objective factors. Starting with economic and professional factors, continuing with the
institutional environment in Romania, and ending with factors related to the active life cycle.
The statement, “I see people coming back, investing in property, and retiring there,” confirms
the hypothesis of cumulative return factors. In this case, return is not an early return to the
labor market but rather a completion of the migratory cycle. People take advantage of the
savings they accumulated to settle in their own property and benefit from a lower cost of
living at retirement age.

The statement that “today's Romania is attractive in terms of living standards for
many Romanians not tied to Canada” suggests that Romania is becoming a viable or even
preferable retirement option in light of its own financial stability and Western living
standards. Essentially, while a high material standard of living attracts those with resources,
the quality of institutional life and civic space remains the greatest obstacle to definitive and
productive reintegration. This transforms the intention to return into a time-conditioned
movement or one vulnerable to re-emigration.
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Subjective Factors Regarding Return Migration

Returning to Romania is not a simple, rational decision based on economic or
institutional indicators. Rather, it is shaped by a set of intangible factors—psychological,
affective, and symbolic, which manifest in contradictory discourses, experiences, and
decision-making mechanisms. The most frequently encountered subjective factor in the
interviews is nostalgia, the longing for Romania, family, an idealized past, and the emotional
familiarity of childhood places. In the analyzed discourses, longing functions as a
compensatory value in the face of the diaspora's material advantages: “We are happy every
day, but if you add everything up, you get a minus, and that minus is the longing for
Romania, the uprooting.” (O., who emigrated in 2017).

This “difference in emotional balance” reflects the psychological cost of migration.
This cost is felt more intensely as the duration of the stay abroad increases and as the life
cycle approaches retirement. The most relevant ideas collected during interviews from this
point of view are: “The future is Romanian—that's where we want to be in a few years!” (D.,
who emigrated to Canada in 1995), and “Nostalgia sometimes grips me” (D., who emigrated
to Canada in 1995). One of the long-term effects of migration is the reshaping of personal
and cultural identity, which often creates a sense of belonging to two worlds: the one of
origin and the adoptive one. “I feel more at home in Europe than in Canada” (D., who
emigrated in 2001), and “When I retire, I am drawn to the land” (C., who emigrated in 2003).

These statements express symbolic relationships with “home,” transcending
geography and being built on cultural, value, and emotional compatibility. Return is not just
physical, but also an attempt to reintegrate identity and resolve inner discomfort. For some
migrants, the return is blocked not by Romanian realities but by psychological mechanisms
that are unconsciously activated to justify the decision to emigrate. These mechanisms
manifest as a generalized rejection of Romania or selective comparisons with the success of
others.

“Romania has nothing good. It's my way of reassuring myself that I made the right
choice” (V., who emigrated in 2008). (V., who emigrated in 2008)

“Many didn't make it in Canada and are envious of those who stayed.” (U., who
emigrated in 1985).

“Romania was and still is the punching bag of the Canadian community. Romanians
compare Romania 25 years ago with Canada today” (R., who emigrated to Canada in 2008).

These types of responses reveal the process of justifying the decision to migrate and
avoiding regret, even in the face of partial or perceived failure to integrate. This
psychological mechanism serves to justify the initial migration decision and diminish feelings
of regret or failure. Similarly, there is pressure from communities in the country of origin to
demonstrate material success, even through superficial symbols. This can intensify the
feeling of “not being at home anymore.”

During the discussions, we find emotions such as envy towards acquaintances who
have prospered in the country, which illustrates a problem of social comparison. The success
of those who remained in Romania (often based on advantages from the European internal
market or quality social networks) calls into question the benefits of migration, creating
tension within migration networks. For long-term migrants, “home” becomes a complex
concept situated between emotional and cultural spaces. Thus, return is not only seen as a
return “to origin,” but also as re-entry into a space that is perceived as more valuable than
North America:

“In Europe, I feel more at home than in Canada. I feel closer to the culture and
society. I think I would feel much better there” (D., who emigrated to Canada in 2001).

150



Studia Securitatis Journal Vol. XIX, No. 2/2025 https://doi.org/10.54989/stusec

“In a few generations, nationalities will no longer exist.” (P., who emigrated in 1980).

These statements reflect the effects of globalization and cultural alienation. The space
of origin seems easier to assimilate than the space of adoption, even if the material reality
does not confirm it. Migrants reposition themselves in the transnational space, redefining
“home” culturally, and showing a preference for social spaces with stronger cultural and
historical affinities. Return is often mediated by how migrants are perceived in Romania.
There is a persistent fear of stigmatization, labeling, or marginalization fueled by differences
in mentality and lifestyle.

“When I returned, they were surprised that I wasn't wearing expensive jewelry.” (C.,
who emigrated in 2003).

“I want people to consider us Romanians as well” (V., who emigrated in 2008).

“I expect people in Romania to be friendly. I want sympathy.” (R., who emigrated to
Canada in 2002)

These statements highlight the desire for reintegration into the symbolic community
but also the risk of social exclusion of returnees, who are often considered “strangers in their
own country.” Migrants who return to Romania for short visits often feel like “strangers at
home.” They are categorized as different, and are even blamed for the problems of the
system. Meanwhile, they expect empathy and respect from their fellow Romanians, and want
to be treated as “friendly.”

A significant phenomenon identified in the interviews is social remittances, which are
the transfer of norms, values, and behavioral models from the destination country to the
country of origin. These remittances create higher expectations for Romania that are not
always met. “We think very differently from each other now” (D., 1995); “Those from
abroad are a loss, but also a gain” (V., who emigrated to Canada in 2008). These new values,
such as meritocracy and civic sense, conflict with Romanian social norms, creating
differences in perspective that complicate social reintegration.

The difference in vision between migrants and their acquaintances who stayed behind
can erode the sense of belonging, complicate reintegration and reinforcing the impression of
an irreversible break between the two worlds.

Conclusions

Return migration in the case of Romanians in Ontario, Canada, is present only as a
voluntary return and according with the findings these no data regarding semi-voluntary,
forced, temporary, or post-conflict relocation.

Return migration involves valuable economic and human capital. Returnees bring
financial resources, such as remittances and savings, as well as human capital, including
knowledge, international networks, and professional experience. This potential human capital
can contribute to the development of entrepreneurship in Romania, and it is part of the
transnationalism theory. Data retrieved from interviews emphasize the evolving connections
with Romania from departure to the present.

Additionally, return migration should not be viewed solely as a permanent relocation;
it can entail regular visits, seasonal migration, or commuting between Canada and Romania.
These practices support active transnationalism, maintaining a permanent connection with
both spaces.

On the other hand, structural theories help us understand why some Romanians are
willing to wait and maintain the possibility of returning in the future due to institutional and
systemic barriers in Romania. Throughout the interviews, we discovered that social
remittances, the transfer of norms, values, and standards from Canada to Romania, generate a
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critical attitude expressed through disappointment with its institutions and civic space. These
high expectations create a difficult threshold for Romania to reach and increase uncertainty
regarding reintegration.

The return migration of Romanians from Canada is influenced by objective factors
that act as both attraction mechanisms (e.g., cost of living, property, and the private education
system) and barriers to reintegration (e.g., the quality of institutions, the lack of meritocracy,
and bureaucratic dysfunction). However, even when there is an objective attraction to
Romania, the sustainability of the return is fragile. The lack of real progress in key areas,
such as administration, infrastructure, and the professional environment, often makes the
return transitory or exposes it to the risk of re-emigration.

The most significant objective barrier mentioned in the interviews relates to the
quality of governance, as well as social and professional norms. The lack of meritocracy and
civic sense and the conditioning of return on the existence of a “professional ethic and civic
sense” directly manifest institutional and social dissatisfaction.

Administrative inconsistency and the “reminder” of systemic inefficiency, as seen in
the comment, “Services have improved, but there are still situations that remind you of the
previous period,” indicate that superficial improvements in public services (e.g., bureaucracy)
have not completely eliminated systemic problems and difficulties in reintegration. The
persistence of these “situations” maintains a high level of risk perceived by returning
migrants.

The interviews suggest that Romanians with a long history abroad and accumulated
capital intend to return, but this intention is based on life cycle factors and their own
economic stability (e.g., housing and pensions). In contrast, the sustainability and
stabilization of the return are called into question by objective institutional factors.

While return migration can be analyzed through economic or institutional lenses, the
decision is often influenced by emotional factors and unresolved identity conflicts. Nostalgia,
longing, uprootedness, and the need for recognition are recurring elements that fuel the
motivation to return.

In parallel, the symbolic pressure of migratory success, mentalities, and the
stigmatization of returnees can inhibit or postpone return migration.

Despite the aforementioned objective factors, return migration is not simply moving
between two states; it involves navigating two emotional worlds, two identities, and two
value systems. Therefore, we must acknowledge the presence of psychological and identity-
based theories focusing on belonging, nostalgia, and cultural identity in the Canada—Romania
returns migration paradigm. After conducting interviews, we concluded that people view
return largely sentimentally and less objectively. During the discussions, most respondents
treated the idea of return emotionally, hiding behind it a mixture of feelings and less objective
appreciations.

Subjective factors often serve as the final catalyst for the decision to return, taking
precedence over economic difficulties, at least in the case of migrants with stable financial
resources. Despite material success, the psychological cost of uprooting generates a “minus”
that strengthens the intention to return, especially when considering retirement.

Our research suggests that the return migration of Romanians to Canada is more of a
latent potentiality than a numerical reality, present in the collective imagination, but not
realized in action. This concept coexists with complex realities related to integration,
stability, age, and social networks. Therefore, return remains an open option influenced by
individual factors rather than classic migration patterns.
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The decision to return is rarely permanent or purely rational. Structural and

institutional barriers, such as weak governance, a lack of meritocracy, and bureaucratic
inefficiencies, undermine the sustainability of return migration and increase the risk of re-
emigration. Concurrently, emotional and identity-based motives, such as nostalgia, a sense of
belonging, and unresolved cultural connections, often supersede economic considerations,
particularly among individuals with stable financial situations.
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