
Migration Research Unit

Ima
ge

 © U
CL

 D
ig

ita
l M

ed
ia

UCL 





 

 i 

ABSTRACT 
 



  ii 

ACKOWLEDGEMENTS  
 
This dissertation would not have been possible without all the support I have received 

over the last year. I would firstly like to thank my supervisor, Professor Anne White for 

her continued support and guidance throughout the entire research project.  

 

To my friends and family that provided contacts for interviews and proofread drafts, 

thank you. A special thanks to the girls on the Global Migration course for making the 

last year so enjoyable.   

 

And finally, my deepest gratitude to those who volunteered to take part in this research 

project. Your knowledge, and honesty during interviews has been invaluable. Thank 

you for giving me your time and trusting me to share your experiences. I sincerely 

enjoyed hearing your stories.  

 

 
 



 iii 

1 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
 
 6 
6 
7 
9 
11 
12 
13 
14 

16 
16 
16 
17 
19 
19 
 
20 
20 
23 
25 
27 
28 
 
30 
30 
32 
 
36 

38 
38 
41 
 
45 
 
  46 

49 

56 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
1 INTRODUCTION............................................................................................ 
1.1 Return Migration ................................................................................................. 
1.2 The Study ........................................................................................................... 
1.3 Returning to Romania......................................................................................... 
1.4 Value of Research .............................................................................................. 
1.5 Structure of Dissertation ..................................................................................... 
 
2 LITERAUTRE REVIEW.................................................................................  
2.1 Theorising Return Migration ................................................................................ 
2.2 Integration ........................................................................................................... 
2.3 Integration and Return Migration ......................................................................... 
2.4 Transnationalism ................................................................................................. 
2.5 Transnationalism and Return Migration............................................................... 
2.6 Integration and Transnationalism: Mutually Exclusive or Mutually Supportive?...  
2.7 Research Questions............................................................................................. 
 
3 METHODOLOGY............................................................................................ 
3.1 Research Method ................................................................................................ 
3.2 Data Collection and Analysis ............................................................................... 
3.3 The Interviewees ................................................................................................. 
3.4 Ethics .................................................................................................................. 
3.5 Positionality ......................................................................................................... 
 
4 INTEGRATION, TRANSNATIONALISM AND THE HOME.................!



 

 1 

INTRODUCTION 
 

1.1. Return Migration  

Typically understood as the act of individuals returning to their country of origin; return 

migration is not a new phenomenon. However, it is only in recent years that the topic 
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causal relationships” and suggested qualitative analysis would further “unveil how their 

motivation for return is formed” (Gherghina and Plopeanu 2020: 19). To the best of my 

knowledge this is the first qualitative study that simultaneously looks at the effect of 

both integration and transnationalism on intentions of return migration of Romanian 

nationals living in the UK. It is hoped that where this dissertation can provide value is 

through a qualitative exploration that asks in which ways integration and 

transnationalism affect intentions of return migration for an understudied group of 

individuals.  

 

1.5. Structure of Dissertation 

The dissertation is structured as followed. Chapter 2 includes a review of the current 

academic literature on the theorisation of return migration as well as the topics of 

integration and transnationalism and how the two have been related to return migration 

in existing research. Chapter 3 outlines the methodology of the research. The following 

three chapters comprise of the findings and discussion of the project. Chapter 4 

discusses how integration and transnationalism result in a transformation of the 

location of ‘the home’. The chapter discusses how this transformation relates to 

intentions of return in different ways for different individuals. Chapter 5 focuses on the 

relationship between transnationalism and homesickness and how feelings of longing 

and distance can be simultaneously reinforced or remedied by transnationalism and 

how this in turn impacts intentions of return. Chapter 6 discusses the concept of return 

preparedness and how integration and transnationalism can both enhance and reduce 

feelings of being prepared and ready to return to Romania. And finally, Chapter 7 

concludes the findings in the research project.   
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LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
 

2.1 Theorising Return Migration 

In migration studies, three traditional frameworks exist to theorise patterns of 

migration. The ‘Neoclassical Economic’ approach views migration as the direct 

outcome of an individual assessment of the costs and benefits of moving, whereby 

people migrate in order to increase their productivity and maximise their earnings as 
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in contrast with outward migration, the decision to return is often more concerned with 

family ties than economic factors. 

 

The structuralist approach to migration extended these early economic models by 

emphasising the importance of the wider contexts within which migration takes place. 

It is argued that migration decisions and actions are enacted within consideration of 

the political, economic and social conditions of not just the potential destination country 

but also the country of origin (Lang et al 2016). Return migration should therefore be 

framed within the wider institutions and structures in the host country and the 

opportunities migrants expect to find if they return to their country of origin (Cassarino 

2004). The structuralist approach recognises that return is not just a result of success 

or failure in host country but intertwined in wider socio-cultural and economic contexts 

of both societies. It is necessary to consider the influence of both the host country and 

the country of origin when discussing intentions of return migration. Anniste and 

Tammaru maintain that migrant’s decision to return can be attributed to “the balance 

between their degree of integration in the host country and their level of attachment to 

the country of origin” (2014: 377).  This dissertation focuses on the attachments and 
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institutions of society through employment, housing, education and citizenship rights 

for example (Anniste and Tammaru 2014: 380). Socio-cultural integration 
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has blurred the boundaries between the acceptance of cultural difference, and an 

expectation that immigrants take on ‘British Values’ (Choquet 2017). This is reflected 

in the ‘Life in the UK’ test (Gov UK 2020), where those seeking nationality are tested 

on their English language competency as well as knowledge on British traditions and 

historical events.  

 

It is clear that immigrant integration is a complex and multi-dimensional concept, 

simultaneously “a policy objective, a theoretical concept and also the lived experience 

of migrants” (Erdal 2013: 984). I refer to integration as the process through which 

migrants adapt and become included in their country of residence. There is no ‘end-

goal’ or ‘complete integration’ but instead the evolving ties and connections individuals 

make with both formal institutions and their neighbours, friends and wider communities 

that enable them to feel they are members of the host society. Thus, ‘successful 

integration’ does not require individuals to lose their cultural or ethnic identity. 

 

2.3 Integration and Return Migration  

Overall, the existing literature on return migration agrees that integration in the host 

society and intentions of return migration are negatively related. Based on quantitative 

statistical research with ten migrant groups living in Norway, Carling and Pettersen 
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in a country; the more ties and connections they create; the more integrated they 

become within the host society; the harder it becomes to leave (de Haas and Fokkema 

2011). Studies in Germany and France show that intentions of return decrease over 

time (Dustmann 1996), whilst Bratsberg, Raaum and Sørlie found intentions of return 

are strongest during the first five years following migration (Bratsberg et al 2007 cited 

in Anniste and Tammaru 2014).  

 

However, not all research supports a straightforward negative relationship between 

integration and intentions of return. Based on research with four migrant communities 

living in Spain and Italy, de Haas and Fokkema (2011) found that whilst strong 

sociocultural integration in the country of residence weakened return intentions, the 

migrants who were highly structurally integrated were actually more willing and 
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2.4 Transnationalism 

First introduced by social anthropologists in the early 1990s (see Glick Schiller et al 

1992), transnationalism developed out of acknowledgment that despite initial 

expectations, the majority of individuals did not cut ties with their country of origin 

following migration. Transnationalism as a broad concept, recognises that actions, 

activities, relationships, communications and exchanges occur across borders. A 

transnational approach to migration recognises that migrants engage in activities, 

make decisions and develop identities, based on their familial, economic, social, 

religious and political ties that exist across national borders (Levitt and Jaworsky 

2007). 

 

Transnationalism also refers to the process through which migrants create and sustain 

ties that connect their country of origin and their country of residence (Tsuda 2012). 

“Transmigrants” (Glick Schiller et al 1992: 1), engage in transnational behaviours that 

blur the boundaries of space and time. These individuals successfully build social 

fields that bridge multiple societies, facilitating the exchange of information, 

knowledge, ideas and goods, so that transnational social fields include people who 

have never migrated themselves but remain linked to others that have (Glick Schiller 

2004). The phenomenon of transnationalism is not a novel concept, migrants have 

arguably always been transnational in behaviour and identity. But undoubtedly, as 

Vertovec (2004) argues, the introduction of modern transport and communication 
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that transnationalism is an integral part of the lives of many migrants (Levitt and 

Jaworsky 2007). 

 

In this dissertation, I use the word transnationalism to refer to the connections, links 

and relationships that migrants maintain with their country of origin. This includes  

both transnational behaviours, communications and actions that exist across borders, 

as well as transnational ways of identifying and belonging to a community outside of 

the country of residence. This distinguishes between transnational ways of being and 

transnational ways of belonging (Glick Schiller 2004). Whilst transnational ways of 

being refers to the actual practices and behaviours that people engage in across 

borders, transnational ways of belonging recognises the emotional and conscious 

connections individuals make to other locations and people (Wessendorf 2007).  

 

2.5 Transnationalism and Return Migration  

A positive relationship between transnationalism and return intentions is heavily 

inferred in the wider literature. The assumption is the more migrants engage in 

transnational activities; the more transnational their behaviour and identity; the more 

connected they are with their country of origin; the more likely they are to return (Snel 

et al 2015). For Mexican migrants living in the US, strong socio-economic ties with 

their homeland were positively related with return intentions (Tezcan 2019). Duval 

(2004) highlighted the importance of the home visit as a form of transnational exercise 

that linked to return migration amongst Commonwealth migrants living in Toronto. 

Migrants used the home visit as a method of maintaining social visibility in their home 

country and also as a method of gaining insight into the realities and changes in their 

place of origin. This knowledge played a direct role in the decision to return 
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permanently or not. By maintaining strong transnational relationships, migrants are 

able to access resources about the country of origin that facilitates their return 

(Fokkema 2011).  

 

However, the literature also highlights how migrants use transnational practices and 

behaviours to create a sense of belonging in the host society which may actually 

weaken the desire the return. Ehrkamp’s (2005) research with Turkish migrants in 

Germany showed how through the use of transnational practices such as watching 

Turkish television, or purchasing Turkish newspapers, migrants were able to feel like 

they were in Turkey without physically being there. Transnationalism exists as a 

“surrogate for travelling to Turkey” (Ehrkamp 2005: 356). Furthermore, research by Li, 

Sadowski-Smith and Yu (2018) highlighted that for highly skilled migrants employed 

at universities in the US, transnational practices were actually preferred over long-term 

return. The extent to which transnationalism triggers return still remains an open 

question (Tezcan 2018). The literature indicates that transnationalism and 

transnational activities can affect return intentions in complex and conflicting ways.  

 

2.6 Integration and Transnationalism: Mutually Exclusive or Mutually Supportive?  

When exploring integration and transnationalism together, it is important to note that 

for many years, studies of migrant transnationalism and integration “developed in 

parallel rather than in dialogue with each other” (Dahinden 2012: 120). The 

transnational turn in migration studies directly challenged earlier understandings of 

migrant integration built around models of assimilation (Teo 2011). Strong 

transnational ties were considered a “manifestation or cause of migrants inability or 

unwillingness to integrate” (de Haas and Fokkema 2011: 758), whereby sustained 
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links with countries of origin would impede successful integration into the country of 

residence (Hammond 2013). 

 

However, empirical evidence has shown that the two are in fact compatible and do 

occur simultaneously. Economic integration was shown to be strongly related to 

economic transnational practices amongst Latin Americans living in the USA (Portes 

et al 2002). For Somali migrants living in the UK, transnational activism was utilised to 

promote social integration (Hammond 2013). Erdal and Oeppen reject the idea that 

integration and transnationalism are a zero-sum game but instead describe the 

relationship between the two as “a balancing act” (2013: 983). Migrants do not choose 

between integration and transnationalism, but instead successfully integrate into the 

host society whilst simultaneously maintaining transnational ties to their country of 

origin (Schunck 2014). This is not so surprising if integration and transnationalism are 

both recognised as social processes through which individuals react to a changing 

situation as a result of migration (Erdal and Oppenen 2013).  

 

2.7 Research Questions 

This dissertation therefore incorporates both integration and transnationalism into one 

sphere of analysis by asking how the connections and ties people create with their 

country of residence, and the relationships and ties they maintain with their country of 

origin interact and influence the decision to return home. This dissertation builds on 

the existing literature by providing a qualitative perspective that asks in which ways 

does integration and transnational interact, affect, or weaken and strengthen the 

desires and plans that individuals have to return to their country of origin.  
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The research project is therefore based around the following questions:  

 

1. How does integration strengthen and/or weaken intentions of return migration? 

2. How does transnationalism strengthen and/or weaken intentions of return 

migration? 

3. Can transnational activities exist as a substitute return that is preferred to 

permanent return migration? 

4. What affect does integration and transnationalism have on the concept of 

'home' and therefore return migration? 

 

 



 

 16 

METHODOLOGY  
 
 

3.1 Research Method 

This dissertation is based on qualitative data obtained through semi-structured 

interviews. Qualitative research aims to capture the perspective and personal 

accounts of research participants, in order to understand human experiences and the 

meanings attached to it (Silverman 2016). Interviews produce rich and plentiful data, 

allowing for the voice of interviewees to be heard 
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were married or in a relationship with a partner from Romania they had migrated with 
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3.4 Ethics  

Research conducted online has the same ethical implications as face-to-face 

research. All participants were initially provided with an information sheet (Appendix 

2) that outlined the purpose and process of the study. The information sheet informed 

participants that their participation was voluntary and that they had the right to 

withdraw from the study at any time, without providing reason. By signing a consent 

form (Appendix 3), participants agreed to the interview audio being recorded and used 

within this dissertation. Two important ethical considerations for researchers are 

confidentiality and anonymity (Longhurst 2016). To ensure this, all audio recordings 

were stored on a password protected laptop that only I could access and once 

transcribed, the audio files were deleted. All names in the project have been changed 
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INTEGRATION, TRANSNAITONALSIM 
AND ‘THE HOME’ 

 
 
Return migration is often discussed as an act of ‘homecoming’, implying that the 

country of origin is fixed as the natural home (Vathi 2016). This is problematic, 

because it is often the case that migrants feel at home in a country that is different 

from where they were born (Hatfield 2010). Academics argue that ‘the home’ can be 

more than a geographically fixed place bound by national borders. The home has 

come to be understood instead as a space, “a set of feelings, social relations... an idea 

of an imaginary” (Wu and Wilkes 2017: 125
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“We have made a life. We have made a group of friends, we have a 

house, good jobs. A group of work colleagues. We feel home. We feel 

like this, and I, part of the British culture and part of the British attitude.”  

 

Maria’s quote highlights the role of both structural integration (buying a house and 

becoming employed), and of sociocultural integration (having friends and adapting to 

the norms of life in the UK) in building a sense of home. Feeling at home in the UK 

does not occur effortlessly; one interviewee described it as “hard work”. Home instead 

develops out of processes of adaptation and through establishing connections, ties 

and a feeling of belonging. It is often cited in the literature that length of residence after 

migration is an important predictor of attachment to host country (Lynnebakke 2020). 

My research also indicated that belonging and attachment to the UK becomes stronger 

over time, as mentioned by Sofia:  

 

“In Liverpool, the Scouse community, as friendly as it is, it takes a while 
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“The longer you stay here, you know you have relationships and stuff, 

it’s quite hard to imagine just cutting off from that. It's like cutting of a 

limb, and then just going back to starting fresh. Yeah, that thought was 

very scary.” 

 

I found that attachments and feelings of home in the UK directly influence future 

migration decisions. Those who described feeling most at home in the UK were the 

interviewees who had the least desire to leave. All interviewees who currently plan on 

staying in the UK agreed their positive experience had contributed to this decision. 

This was summarised by Emilia who moved to the UK to study 9 years ago:  

 

“[The UK] has given me so many things that my own country hasn’t 

given me. I appreciate this country; all these opportunities and I respect 

and love this country for this reason. By taking up my citizenship for me 

was a sense of like trying to give back something to the country that has 

given so much to me... My positive experience definitely contributed to 

that. If I had not enjoyed my time here, probably I would have 

considered moving to another country.” 

 

I argue that overall, being integrated in the UK can weaken intentions of return 

migration to Romania, by strengthening the desire that individuals have to stay. 
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4.2 Home in Romania 

Establishing a sense of being at home in the UK does not mean that attachment to 

Romania is lost. Thirteen interviewees stated that Romania still felt like home for them, 

despite not living there presently. I argue that a feeling of home in Romania is able to 

be maintained through transnationalism. The overall indication from interviewees was 

that Romania was home because it represented a place of birth and origin as one 

interviewee, Sara described:  

 

“I think there is a sense of roots... there is a sense of warmth in coming 

home. And whenever I land [in Romania], I feel it in my body, that I’m 

where I came from.” 

 

There was a notion of identity and belonging associated with Romania from 

interviewees.  One interview described it as “something that no one can take away 

from me”. Another described it as “something that cannot die”. I argue that this is 

evidence of transnationalism of belonging whereby interviewees retain an imaginative 

connection that sustains a feeling of home in Romania. Maria described that she felt 

“connected emotionally” to Romania, contributing to her decision to teach her son 

about her life there: “because you know, it’s part of us”.  Additionally, all interviewees 

were transnational in being. All maintain regular contact with friends or family in 

Romania, all visit at least once a year and all interviewees remain interested in the 

political and social climate. Tomas, who moved to the UK to study seven years ago, 

described remaining connected to Romania through sports: 
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“I’m a football fan so I still watch my football team back home every 

game. That’s still my connection to home as well. So, whilst away, I still 

keep in touch with my Romanian roots.”  

 

Lastly, family still being in Romania was frequently cited as a strong indicator for 

Romania still feeling like home. Nina noted: “every time I go back to my family and see 

them, you know that feels like home”. I argue that process of transnationalism, through 

both everyday practices and a sense of transnational identity allows for the 

maintenance of a feeling of Romania as home.  

 

A sense of being at home in Romania maintained through transnationalism influences 

future migration decisions and intentions of return. Existing research argues that 

“migrants who are emotionally attached to ‘homeland’ are more inclined to return” 

(Gherghina and Plopeanu 2020: 4). Natalia has plans to return to Romania when she 

graduates from university. She spoke of feeling at home in the UK but also that her 

friendships in Romania are what feels the most like home and the thing she values 

highest. These relationships draw her back to Romania because of “ties that are 

harder to break”. Furthermore, a sense of attachment and the maintenance of 

Romania as home means that for all but one interviewee, return to Romania continues 

to be a possibility in the future. Even the interviewees with no current plans of returning 

frequently responded with phrases such as “never say never”. One interviewee 

described having the option to return to Romania as “a safety net” if things didn’t work 

out in the UK. Tomas hasn’t dismissed return completely:  
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“It is home. At the end of the day, its home. It is familiar. Even though 

I’ve outgrown it a bit, I’m not saying no. Because there is a certain type 

of feeling you get when the plane lands.” 

 

I argue that a feeling of home and attachment to Romania is able to be maintained 

through everyday transnational practices, as well as a sense of transnational identity 

and belonging which can in turn strengthens desires to return, even if it is perhaps in 

an imagined future.  

 

4.3 Multiple Homes 

In agreement with the wider literature, I found that integration and transnationalism are 

indeed concurrent. What results from these simultaneous processes of integration and 

transnational behaviours and imaginations, is a sense for the majority of interviews 

that they now have multiple homes. As Vertovec (2009) maintains, migrants are able 

to create identities and attachments that allow them to be both ‘here and there’. All of 

the interviewees simultaneously referred to both the UK and Romania as ‘home’ in 

conversation. Emilia was aware of these multiple references:  

 

“It’s funny to say because always when I’m flying I say to my parents: 

‘I’m coming home and I’m taking this and this’, and then when I’m 

getting ready to fly back, I’m always saying without realising: ‘oh when 

I get home.’” 
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Diana, who is currently at university in London, echoed this:  

 

“There is my home [Romania], it’s where I come from and where my 

family is. It’s still my home, but London is my home because I made it a 

home for myself. Not because it was given to me as a home.”  

 

Diana’s comment clearly summarises the simultaneous interaction of integration and 

transnationalism in reconceptualising the location of home. Through maintaining a 
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4.4 Living In-Between 

Interestingly, two of the interviewees described feeling that neither the UK nor 

Romania felt like home. Laura who has lived in the UK for the last ten years, described 

this feeling as ‘living in-between’:  

 

“I talk to other Romanians, and they feel like me, they feel like Romania 

is no longer their home country, but they also don’t feel at home here, 

so they are like in between, a weird feeling.” 

 

Laura still has friends in Romania, but she describes herself as not being close with 

her family there. She indicated that not feeling at home in Romania or the UK was due 

to the fact that she felt she didn’t feel included by either society. A feeling of ‘in-

between’ was also expressed by one other interviewee, Daniel: 

 

“I guess I have been feeling a bit more at ease in the last few years 

connecting with some groups of people and finding my own place... but 

then there is like things happening, like Brexit, or, you know those sorts 

of things. Major events kind of shifting and kind of forcing you to reflect. 

I never felt at home here completely but at the same time I can’t say I 

feel at home in Romania anymore. It’s always like living in between to 

a certain extent.” 

 

This feeling of being ‘in-between’ as described by Laura and Daniel highlights the 

importance of social connections in fostering a feeling of home.  For Daniel, by making 

connections with people in London through hobbies and interests, the UK began to 
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alone, but based on the multiple ties and attachments with both countries and 

communities. As much as going back to Romania is a decision to return home, it is 

also a decision to leave home.  

 

In agreement with Al-Ali and Koser (2002), concepts of the home tend to vary even 

within one specific group of migrants. I argue that these different feelings of belonging 

directly influence the decision-making process around whether to stay or leave the UK 

and whether or not to return to Romania. For the majority of interviewees, leaving the 

UK and moving back to Romania involves leaving a home they have created, but 

because Romania is maintained as home through transnationalism, it always remains 

a possibility. Therefore, processes of homemaking in the UK and in Romania, created 

and maintained through integration and transnationalism, directly influence intentions 

of return migration whereby those who feel the most at home in the UK have the 

strongest desires to stay and those who do not feel at home in Romania have the 

weakest desires to return. And those who do not feel at home in either country also 
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TRANSNAITONALSIM AND 
HOMESICKNESS 
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Having a strong transnational connection with family in Romania can make it difficult 

to live apart from them. Several interviewees spoke of feelings of guilt from being away 

from ageing parents or missing out during special times of the year. Alina mentioned 

“you kind of feel it around Christmas... around Easter”. Additionally, Manzo and 

Devine-Wright (2014) argue that attachments to certain places can extend to more 

than just people and physical places, but also include nature and the environment. 

Missing the weather and the geography of Romania was mentioned by several 

interviewees including Natalia:  

 

N: “It was definitely missing the countryside, and the mountains and the 

seaside and the weather and stuff like that. It’s like 35 degrees right 

now.”  

 
RH: “And do you see pictures of your friends on social media going to 

these places?” 

 
N: “Always yeah! Whenever people post pictures, I just cry, like I hate 

them ... I flew to Romania one time in the summertime and I just came 

to this beach and I just stayed there for a night and then I flew back [to 

London] because it was just insane that all my friends managed to get 

together and I wasn’t there.” 

 

Natalia’s
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my sister, yeah it was a little bit sad.” Visual communication technology means that 

interviewees are able to actually ‘see’ what people in Romania are doing, heightening 

a feeling of missing out. It is often observed in research that frequent communication 

with family and friends in another country can enhance feelings of longing with 

scholars arguing that “as a result of transnational practices, the gap between ‘here’ 

and ‘there’ widens” (Bell 2016: 85). In agreement, I argue that for some interviewees, 

transnationalism enhances feelings of homesickness and longing to reunite with 

Romania, strengthening intentions of return migration.  

 

5.2 Transnationalism as a Remedy for Homesickness  

However, whilst feelings of homesickness were mentioned by interviewees, very few 

described prolonged feelings of longing and a need to physically return to Romania to 

counteract feelings of nostalgia. Whilst transnationalism can enhance homesickness, 

I argue that it is also the case that transnationalism has come to exist as a remedy for 

these feelings. Through transnational practices, interviewees felt that they were able 

to successfully maintain meaningful relationships with those in Romania and retain a 

cultural identity in the UK despite physical distance.  This is firstly achieved through 

the use of modern communication technologies, resulting in the maintenance of strong 

transnational relationships. As Emilia explained: 

 

“I have a very, very close relationship with my parents... I sometimes 

speak to my mum three or four times a day. Or I Facetime them every 

evening, so I have a very close relationship with my parents. It’s not 

easy to be away but I guess technology makes it easier, the whole 

experience.” 
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An acknowledgment of the role that technology plays in allowing interviewees to 

maintain strong relationships was unanimous. It has been argued that technology 

establishes “a virtual dimension that mimics the offline” (Sakar 2019: 235). All 

interviewees agreed that the use of modern communication technology makes the 

decision to live away an easier one, as Diana described:  

 

“I think it would be harder to not have phones and just write a letter once 
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Vertovec (2004) described communication technology as the “social glue” for 

transnational relationships. I argue that the use of fast, cheap and high-quality 

transnational communication allows for the “death of distance” (Cairncross 2001: 2), a 

bridging of the gap between ‘here’ and ‘there’ which would otherwise result in a feeling 
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Furthermore, several interviews mentioned food as something they associated with 

and missed from
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“One moment I was homesick. I couldn’t go home for Easter... so, I 

genuinely cooked all the things my mum would cook.... I sort of tired to 

recreate that here... I’m doing this because it’s a family thing and we are 

quite close to my family and it’s a nice thing to do. But yeah, definitely 

makes it closer to home. I feel like closer to family.”  

 

I argue that interviewees are able use every-day transnational practices such as 

communicating across borders with family and friends, continuing traditions, and 

consuming traditional foods so that feelings of homesickness are reduced. 

Interviewees are able to maintain strong relationships and recreate familiar 

phenomena in the UK, so that they do not feel they need to physically be in Romania 

to experience them. I argue that in this sense, transnationalism can reduce intentions 

of return migration by becoming a remedy for homesickness and a substitute for 

physical return.  

 

5.3 The Relationship Between Transnationalism, Homesickness and Return 
Migration  
 

It is inferred in the wider literature that feelings of homesickness will encourage a 

desire to reunite with previous cultural and social norms, as well as family members 

in an attempt to reduce the negative side effects of distance. This is definitely the case 

for some of the interviewees. Those with plans to return in the future cite feelings of 

reuniting with friends, family, the environment and the culture as strong motivators for 

going back to Romania. By maintaining strong links and relationships with Romania, 

transnationalism enhances feelings of homesickness. And it is also the case that for 

those who are homesick, every day transnational practices can heighten these 
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feelings, by allowing them to ‘see’ those things they miss, enhancing the effects of 

distance.  

 

However, I argue that for the majority of interviewees in this study, feelings of 

homesickness do not occupy everyday thoughts. Feelings of distance and longing are 

able to be remedied through everyday practices such as the use of technology to 

communicate across borders and the continuation of traditional cultural practices like 

religious behaviours and consuming Romanian food. Hannerz wrote that “territories 

cannot really contain cultures” (1996: 8). Transnationalism can be utilised as a 

technique that bridges the gap between Romania and the UK so that the distance 

between the two are felt less. This in turn reduces feelings of separation and 

homesickness. Interviewees who had minimal intentions of return agreed that the use 

of these transnational practices made it easier to live at a distance from Romania and 

family and friends. Transnationalism comes to exist as a form of substitute return, 

whereby interviewees are able to recreate the life they previously had in Romania 

across international borders. Overall, the interviewees experiences with 

homesickness is an example of how transnationalism can simultaneously weaken and 

strengthen intentions of return migration for different individuals in the study.  

 

 

 

.  
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INTEGRATION, TRANSNAITONALSIM 
AND RETURN PREPAREDNESS 
 
 
Jean-Pierre Cassarino first introduced the concept of ‘return preparedness’ in attempt 

to expand on the early theorisation of return migration. Return preparedness refers to 

a combination of migrants’ willingness to decide to return but also their “readiness to 

do so” (Cassarino 2008: 17). For Cassarino, return preparedness is a prerequisite of 

voluntary return, and return migration should be seen as proof of readiness. Return 

preparedness requires the mobilisation of intangible and tangible resources so that 

migrants feel prepared to successfully return (van Meeteren et al 2015). Being ready 

to return in therefore not solely dependent on the experience in the host country, but 

also on the acquisition of information about countries of origin and the perception of 

opportunities there. “To be successfully achieved, return preparation requires time, 

resources and willingness on the part of the migrant” (Cassarino 2004: 271). This 

chapter discusses how integration and transnationalism affect return preparedness for 

interviewees.  

 

6.1 Transnationalism and Accessing Information  

Cassarino argues that return preparedness stems from “the gathering of sufficient 

resources and information about post-modern conditions at home” (2004: 271). 

Motivations for outward migration to the UK were often cited as frustration with 

institutional systems in Romania, issues around political and systematic corruption, or 

not being able to access desired education or job opportunities. Therefore, for some 

of the interviewees, feeling ready to return to Romania is unlikely as long as the 

situation is unchanged. This was explained by Laura: 

6  
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“I remember when I considered it [return]. It was a few years ago and 

the government changed... he was the intelligent type kind of like 

Obama style. And he made this really nice law, to put everything on 

computers, because they still work with papers. I was shocked and a lot 

of my friends we thought: ‘oh my god, finally, things are turning and 

they’re going somewhere’.  

 

I argue that interviewees use transnationalism as a method of accessing information 

about the reality of life in Romania in order to determine whether they feel ready to 

return. When asked how they remain up to date with the situation in Romania, 

interviewees reported that they spoke with family and friends and used online forums 

and social media sites to discuss with individuals still living there. Corina responded 

that “with social media these days, I know everything. I see all the changes on the 

news and on my laptop”. All interviewees still accessed Romanian news sites for 

information, even those who had the weakest intentions to return remained interested 

in the political and social climate. Some interviewees indicated that certain news sites 

and information from the Romanian Government cannot always be trusted, so that the 

home visit to Romania is necessary for the true realities to be seen. For some 

interviewees, this results in a feeling of positive change as Natalia described:  
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“My street would be different each year starting from 2007 when we 

entered the EU. At first it was like cobble stone, then we had actual 

pavement. And then there were stray dogs, and then one year we didn’t. 

So, the change I felt. I see the changes and I’m confident in coming 

back and being part of this... most of the people I know are planning on 

coming back at some point because they see the things improving and 

are keen on being actively part of the change.” 

 

Transnational practices such as staying in touch with family members and visiting 

Romania for short trips allows interviewees to mobilise information and access the 

reality of whether life in Romania is changing. For some interviewees this encourages 

a feeling of being ready to return; seeing positive change directly influences the 

decision and intention around whether they feel they are prepared to return. However, 

for others, the opposite occurs. Laura spoke of a time she visited Romania: 

 

“I took a taxi last time from the airport...  so, this guy in the taxi asks me 

where I’m coming from. And he says: ‘oh why are you living in the UK, 

in Romania you can easily earn 1000 Euro, even more’. And I said: ‘oh 

really, I haven’t been here for a while’. You know with my friends I only 

talk about random stuff like ‘are you going on holiday?’, not about 

wages. So then later on, in the evening we had a friends group meeting 

and one girl said she has an office job and I said: ‘how much do you 

earn?’ and she said like £300 and she works really hard and that was 

supposed to be a good office job and I thought what was that taxi guy 

talking about because the reality is not that.” 
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For some interviewees, remaining connected to Romania, through visiting and 

communicating with those still living there, can create a feeling that not enough change 

has occurred and a readiness to return is reduced. As Cassarino (2004) argues, 

migrants who are prepared have had time to evaluate the realities of return and 

consider the changes which have occurred in the country of origin. Through the use 

of transnational practices, interviewees assess the reality of life in Romania in order 

to establish whether return is possible. For some this can enhance return 

preparedness and for others it can enhance a feeling that no change has occurred. 

This in turn influences their intentions of return migration correspondingly.  

 

6.2 Integration and Re-integration  

Cassarino (2004) argues that return preparedness is influenced by individual’s 

perception of the post-return conditions and potential opportunities in the country of 

origin. A significant element of the return migration experience is re-integration where 

“the old or traditional way of life must now be relearned”. (Arowolo 2002: 70). I found 

that for all interviewees, integration into the UK creates a feeling of apprehension 

around being able to successfully re-join Romanian society. Firstly, on a professional 

and structural level, interviewees spoke about the challenge of transferring the careers 

they have established in the UK and the skills they have gained through integration, 

into a different system. Eva spoke about the challenge of continuing her career in 

Romania:  
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“It’s a really difficult to be honest. I learned here, but I do civil 

engineering and you learn everything in English. So, its really difficult to 

talk to other people there who work in civil engineering about technical 

stuff because you know the terms in English. So obviously there are 

some barriers.” 

 

Maria described returning to a different medical system in Romania and concluded 

that “if I had to go back, I would struggle”. Structural integration into institutional 

systems in the UK means that interviewees feel it would be difficult to re-integrate in 

Romania and transfer their existing knowledge into systems that they are no longer 

used to.  

 

Secondly, interviewees described anticipating difficulties in readjusting to the social 

and cultural life in Romania since adapting to a different society and building a life for 

themselves abroad. Sofia
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6.3 The Relationship Between Integration, Transnationalism and Return 

Preparedness 

According to Cassarino, the act of return migration is evidence of a migrant’s 

willingness and also their readiness to return. My research is agreement. Those 

interviewees who intend to return to Romania are the ones that feel they are ready to 

do so. Hunter wrote that “transnationalism should empower prospective returnees” 

(2015: 485), enabling them to be better informed about the situation in the country of 

origin. Remaining connected to Romania through the use of transnational practice 

allows interviewees to assess the realities of life in Romania in order to establish 

whether they feel they could successfully return. The interviewees that feel ready to 

return are the ones who speak most positively of the changes they see occurring in 

the country and a feeling of excitement to contribute further. However, these ieg:T ieg:T ilgI iigI ingsA igg:T i g:II iog:T ifg:De ret 
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about new norms in the UK, they feel they have changed on a personal and social 

level so that they would struggle to relate to those still living in Romania. This is further 

enhanced by a stigma towards those who choose to leave. I argue that in this regard, 

integration in the UK directly weakens intentions of return migration by enhancing a 

feeling of unpreparedness to return.  
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CONCLUSION 
The aim of this dissertation was to ask how integration and transnationalism affect 

intentions of return migration. To answer this, I have focussed on how this occurs in 

three different ways. Firstly, integration in the UK and transnational practices with 

Romania transform the traditional notion of the home. For interviewees, Romania is 

no longer the only place with which they feel structurally, socially and emotionally 

attached and located. New jobs, houses, friends and connections with the UK means 

that the way return migration is discussed becomes more complex than a simple 

decision to ‘return home’, because most interviewees feel that they are already there. 

This establishment of multiple homes and multiple attachments through processes of 

integration and transnationalism simultaneously strengthen and weaken intentions of 

return migration for different individuals at different times in their life course, as 

connections to both countries evolve.  

Secondly, I have discussed how transnationalism can both enhance and diminish 

feelings of homesickness, simultaneously strengthening and weakening intentions of 

permanent return. For some interviewees, homesickness and a desire to reunite with 

family, friends, and familiar sights, tastes and culture is a strong factor in their desire 

to return to Romania. This is enhanced by transnational practices that allow for 

interviewees to remain strongly connected but also gain insight into what they feel they 

are missing. However, for the majority of interviewees, I found that prolonged feelings 

of homesickness were not present and didn’t result in 
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food practices in the UK, that bridge the gap between interviewees and life in Romania 

so that transnationalism can exist as a substitute for permanent return.  

And lastly, in agreement with the literature on return preparedness, I found that whilst 

interviewees may be open to the idea and willing to return to Romania, due to the 

social and political climate in the country, the majority feel they are not ready to do so. 

I have argued that interviewees use transnationalism as a method of assessing the 

realities of life in Romania and mobilising information through communication and the 

home visit in order to establish whether they feel ready to return. For some, this can 

enhance a feeling of readiness and intention to return, and for others it can encourage 

the feeling that they are not ready to do so. These notions of unpreparedness are 

enhanced by integration into the UK and the resulting feeling that interviewees would 

struggle to re-integrate to life in Romania. I have argued that this occurs on both a 

professional and structural level but also on a social and personal level that makes 

interviewees feel they would not be able to recreate the lives they have built for 

themselves abroad. This in turn, weakens intentions of return migration.   

Whilst these three findings are different in ways, they are connected by the overall 

finding of this dissertation: that integration and transnationalism affect intentions of 

return migration in multiple, complex and conflicting ways, both within a group of 

individuals with similar migration histories, and within the life course of those 

individuals themselves. There is not a simple positive or negative relationship between 

integration, transnationalism and return, but instead the consideration of returning to 

Romania becomes a decision based on changing feelings of attachment, 

homesickness and preparedness to return that are affected by processes of 

integration and transnationalism in differing ways.  
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MSc Global Migration – Initial Dissertation Proposal 

 
Working Title: 
 
The Impact of Integration and Transnationalism on Intentions of Return Migration: 
Romanians Living in London  
 
Aims and Objectives 

 
Since 1990, the population in Romania has continued to decrease, with approximately 
five million Romanians living abroad today (Otovescu and Otovescu 2019), resulting 
in labour force shortages (Frunză et al 2009). Due to the large Romanian diaspora, in 
2017, the country founded the Ministry for Romanians Abroad (MRP) with the aim of 
protecting the rights and freedoms of those Romanians who had emigrated (Burean 
2011). In a letter on behalf of the MRP, the current minister for Romanians abroad, 
Natalia-Elena Intotero, claimed that “each Romanian who chooses to live, study or 
work abroad represents a loss for Romania” (Journal General de Europe), and that 
encouraging return is a “important priority for the government”. The government has 
recently been actively encouraging Romanian nationals to permanently return through 
methods such as, raising the minimum wage (Frunză et al 2009) and creating 
entrepreneurship schemes like the ‘Romania Home - Diaspora Start Up’ which 
provides grants to Romanians who have migrated, to fund enterprises on the condition 
they start-up in Romania (EAEA 2018). In the same letter, Minister Intotero recognised 
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Research Questions 
 

1. Are transnational practices and/or levels of integration positively or negatively 
correlated with intention to return? 

2. Does socio-cultural integration have differing effects on return intentions than 
economic integration? 

3. Does the possibility of future return encourage integration/transnational 
behaviour? 

4. Can transnational practice exist as a substitute or 'imagined return' that is 
preferred to permanent return? 

5. What influence does bifocality and dual identities have on the concept of 'home' 
and therefore return migration? 
  

Literature Overview  
 
This dissertation will draw primarily on academic literature from three themes: theories 
of return migration (including economic theory, structural theory), integration (including 
assimilation), and transnationalism (including social network theory).  
 
Most of the large-scale international migration, including migration to Europe since 
1945, has been accompanied by return migration (King 1978). Return migration refers 
to the movement of migrants to their country of origin after a significant period of time 
abroad (Dustman and Weiss 2007). Return intentions are often dismissed in the 
migration narrative, as they are not indicative of actual behaviour (Carling and 
Petterson 2014). But there has been renewed interest in understanding return 
intentions from academics and policy makers alike, as temporary migration plays an 
increasingly important role in the discussion of international development (Fokkema 
2011). Traditional neo-classic economic theories that view migration as a cost-benefit 
decision would assume return migration as a symptom of “failed migration” (Li et al 
2018: 245), where migrants were not able to achieve productive success.  Whilst the 
new economic approach to labour migration views return as the logical end to a 
successful trip abroad (Li et al 2018). However, recent empirical evidence has 
highlighted that the reality of migrant’s lives is significantly more complex than 
traditional economic theories would suggest. Most migration academics now 
recognise return migration not as the end of migration, but part of the wider migration 
cycle (Li et al 2018).  
 
Therefore, this dissertation will draw on the work of Carlin and Petterson and their 
development of the “integration-transnational matrix” (Carling and Petterson 2014: 
13). According to this analytical framework, migrants’ intentions for return are 
influenced by two factors: their ties to the country of residence and their ties to the 
country of origin: integration and transnationalism respectively. Integration and 
transnationalism are now widely understood not as separate phenomena, but as two 
connected and overlapping influencers on the lives of migrants (Carling and Erland 
2014). However, integration, transnationalism and intentions of return migration are all 
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There will be at least 20 interviews with members of the public who were born in 
Romania and are currently living in London, following voluntary migration. I have 
verbal confirmation from five participants already and will use chain/referral sampling 
as a method of contacting additional participants.    
 
Timetable  
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UCL Department of Geography 
26 Bedford Way, London WC1H 0AP 
Tel: +44 (0)20 7679 5526 
Please feel free to contact me on:  
 
 
 

Participant Information Sheet 
 
This sheet provides you with information about the research project that you have 
been invited to take part in. 
 
Researcher: I am studying for a master’s at UCL in Global Migration. This is a student 
research project for my dissertation.  
 
Project Title: Returning to Romania? How does integration and transnationalism 
affect intentions of return migration? 
 
What is the project about? 
I want to learn about the plans that people may or may not have to return to Romania 
whilst living in the UK to understand which factors might affect these plans. To do this, 
I am specifically looking at transnationalism - the ties that people keep with Romania 
even though they do not live there (things like reading the news or Facetiming with 
family for example) and integration –  t4he ties that people create with the UK and how 
they adapt when they move here (learning English or working in London for example). 
I am hoping to understand how these two sets of ties and connections individuals have 
with both Romania and the UK, interact and how they may impact the decision people 
make to return home.  
 
What would you need to do? 
The project is completely voluntary, you do not need to participate. But if you choose 
to take part in this study, you will be asked to participate in an interview with myself. 
Due to current social distancing requirements, all interviews will be conducted either 
online via Skype etc. or over the phone. I will use the interviews to inform my 
discussion in the dissertation. I hope for the interviews to be relaxed and conversation-
like. We would talk about any plans you have to return to Romania and discuss the 
different factors that may influence this decision. I hope to learn from you and your 
experiences.  
 
What will happen with the data? 
With your consent, the interview audio will be recorded and stored on a password 
protected laptop that only I have access to. I will then type out the interviews and 
delete the audio file. Your identity will be anonymised in the final project.  
 
Are there any risks? 
When talking about your life history and future decisions, there is a possibility that 
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Local Data Protection Privacy Notice: 
 
Personal data is the information that relates to you and identifies you. The type of 
personal data that will be collected in the project will be: 
 

• Name and contact details (deleted after the interview is conducted). 
• Information about your experiences, opinions, etc., expressed in the interview 

you provide on the voice recording. However, the recording will be deleted, 
and the interview transcript will be anonymised so that your name will not 
appear in your interview.   

 
Further information on how UCL uses participant information can be found in our 
‘general’ privacy notice: 
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UCL Department of Geography 
26 Bedford Way, London WC1H 0AP 
Tel: +44 (0)20 7679 552 
Please feel free to contact me on: 
 
 
 

Consent Form 
 
Thank you for your interest in taking part in this study! Before you take part in research, 
the researcher must explain the purpose of the project to you. Please only complete 
this form after you have read the Information Sheet about the research project. If you 
have any questions about the project, please contact me before completing this form.  
                                                                        

 
Project Title: Returning to Romania? How does integration and transnationalism affect 
intentions of return migration? 
 
What is the project about? This is a student project that explores the role and impact of                
integration and transnationalism on individuals’ intentions to return to Romania. 

 
Do I have to take part? No, participation is completely voluntary. 
 
Can I withdraw at any time? Yes, you can withdraw at any time without giving reason. 
 
What do I have to do? You would participate in telephone/skype interviews that I will record. 
 
Will my participation in the study be confidential? Yes. I plan to record the interview audio, 
but this will be for my own analysis and the audio will not be included in the dissertation 
although it may be quoted in text. Your identity will be anonymised, and no personal information 
will be included in the final project.  
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Interview Excerpt from interview with Maria   
R: Interviewer          M: Interviewee 

 
M: We came in 2013 in January, and actually when we decided to move from 

Romania, I looked to find a job wherever I would go. English was probably a stronger 

language for me than French. We didn’t think that were going to move really across 

continents because of you know family, and not really wanting to move that far. So 

initially we moved to Ireland, it was inly because it was easier for me to find a job. But 

soon we realised that there weren’t many job possibilities for my husband. Because 

he was a police officer in Romania and was finding it difficult to re-jig himself because 

joining the police in Ireland was a lot more compilated, citizenship. but here he is a 

police officer again. So, after a couple of years in Ireland, we made the transition to 
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R: was your son born in Romania?  

 

M: he was, yeah. He’s 12. He was born in Romania; he was nearly 3 when we first 

moved.  

 

R: and do you think over time you have come to think of the UK as your home? 

 

M: Yeah. I think we already reached that point. Because I think we have made a life, 

we have made a group of friends. We have house, good jobs. A group of work 

colleagues. We feel homeQI iwgIse s.  
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M: I see the difference yeah. And in the way people drive, on the road, they just hurry 

a lot more than we need to hurry here, I think. so yeah, we went to Italy last year and 

recognised a lot of the attitudes in the Italians, I felt they were like Romanians to be 

honest. And it’s nice! they are full of energy when they are talking loudly, and you know 

they talk over each other and all this. But I think in the day to day. That would be 

stressful for me because I’m not that type of person. I would wait for you to stop 

speaking before I would. So, I think the British culture in that sense, it just fits with me.  

 

R: so, after living here, do you feel you would struggle to go back and fit into life in 

Romania?  

 

M: I would, I would yeah. And professionally I would struggle to go back as well. 

Thinking about, so I am a paediatrician and I did about a year and a half in practice in 

Romania before we moved, plus about a year and a bit of maternity leave, plus a bit 

of working. But probably about a year and a half. And thinking about what are the 

expectations of patients. I think I would struggle. Because I have, most of my 

professional life has been in England or Ireland. So, in a system that thinks differently, 

and patients that act differently, I think. And they expect, in Romania people expect a 

child with a fever to always get an antibiotic which I knew is wrong. And it would take 

me a long time to explain to people you don’t need one. You know, day to day practice 

is different. There is a lot of private practice, and there’s a lot of people need to 

contribute extra to their public insurance. We all pay health insurance here, the 

national health insurance. And we get free health care. Which is available in Romania, 

up to a certain level and then if you need anything above that you need to start paying 

for it, even in a state hospital. So, I struggle with that as well. Because there were 

some people that couldn’t afford it. And it was difficult for me to acknowledge that I 

can’t investigate or treat them properly just because they couldn’t afford it. so, I think 

yeah, if I had to go back, I would struggle.  
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technology would advance so much that we can have this interview just now. Yeah, 

but it think it does help. It’s one of the benefits, and you don’t have to access it, you 
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Research Diary 

 

DATE TASK/SUPERVISION COMMENTS 

15/04/20 Supervisor meeting 
Initial dissertation idea still 
possible just move all interviews 
online 

20/05/20 Contacting interviewees 
and arranging interviews 

People seem initially still 
interested despite circumstances  

23/05/20 
Drafting participant 
information sheet and 
consent form 

Emailed to Anne for feedback 
25/05/20 
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10/07/20 Interview #4 & 5  
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