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The Determinants  
of Return Migration:  
Evidence for Kosovo 

Abstract
Return migration represents a potentially important contributor to economic 
development for countries that are large exporters of labor. This paper provides 
an analysis of the determinants of return migration to Kosovo, a country with 
an especially high level of recent emigration. The findings of this investigation 
suggest that there is a non-linear relationship between the age of the migrant and 
their probability of returning. In addition, the more educated migrants and those 
that have acquired additional education whilst abroad are more likely to return, 
whereas recent migrants, those that possess permanent resident status and have 
their family abroad are less likely to return. As expected, the stronger the family 
ties of a migrant with their home country, the more likely they are to return. 
Finally, migrants that are expected to invest in businesses in Kosovo are more 
inclined to return. Together these findings suggest that return migration may be 
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an important contributor to economic development in Kosovo and policies are 
outlined that could strengthen this contribution. 

Keywords: return migration, education, investment, development

JEL classification: F22, J6, I25

1  Introduction1

Large scale emigration has been a key feature of Kosovo’s economy in recent 
decades and remittances account for between 10 and 15 percent of the country’s 
GDP (International Monetary Fund, 2013). There are no agreed figures for the 
number of Kosovo emigrants, though according to the 2011 Population Census 
(Kosovo Agency of Statistics – KAS, 2012a) there were nearly 400,000 Kosovo 
citizens living abroad, equivalent to around 23 percent of the total population 
(KAS, 2012b). However, this number may be considered an underestimation 
as it excludes the children of those that were born in Kosovo and live in other 
countries. Based on emigration between 1981 and 2011, the 2014 Kosovo Human 
Development Report (UNDP, 2014) estimates that there were up to 874,000 
Kosovo migrants. Whilst the contribution of remittances to development has 
been the focus of a number of studies of migrants (Bhaumik, Gang and Yun, 
2006; Shaorshadze and Miyata, 2010; UNDP, 2010, 2012; World Bank, 2011; 
Duval and Wolff 2013; KAS, 2013), it has proved difficult to establish their 
specific contribution to the home country’s economic development (Clemens 
and McKenzie, 2014). A largely neglected but potentially important additional 
contributor to a country’s economic development is the return migration 
(Clemens, Ozden and Rapoport, 2014, Dustmann and Görlach, 2015). The 
determinants of return migration have been relatively under-researched at 
country and cross-national levels, a neglect which has been largely attributed to 
1	 This article has been supported by the World Bank, to whom the authors are grateful. The views in this paper 

are those of the authors and do not reflect those of the World Bank. This paper has benefitted from the helpful 
comments of two anonymous referees.
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a lack of appropriate data (OECD, 2008; Plaza and Ratha, 2011). In this paper 
we investigate those determinants using recent survey data of intentions of return 
migration for Kosovo. 

Previous research on return migration has identified three main channels 
through which return migrants can facilitate the economic development of their 
home country. The first channel is through their accumulated financial capital 
which can be invested upon return (McCormick and Wahba, 2001; Piracha and 
Vadean, 2010; De Vreyer, Gubert and Robilliard, 2010) and facilitate the transfer 
or adoption of new technologies (Agunias, 2006; Plaza and Ratha, 2011). The 
acquired knowledge, skills and familiarity with latest technologies which can be 
utilised upon return provide a second channel (Zweig, Chung and Vanbonacker, 
2006; Mahuteau and Tani, 2011; Kuschminder and Butcher, 2012). Thirdly, 
the augmented social capital of return emigrants can stimulate economic 
development through establishing new networks and challenging and displacing 
traditional norms and values (Zweig, 2005; Black, King and Tiemoko, 2003).

Policies that target increasing the contribution of return migration to home 
country development can be classified into three broad groups. The first 
group contains policies that aim to reduce the informational, bureaucratic 
and regulatory barriers faced by potential return migrants. The second group 
provides financial or other incentives to returnees, and the final group targets 
their reintegration into society and raising their labor market productivity. 
Recognizing the potentially important role that return migrants may play in 
their home country, this study examines the determinants of return migration 
and then considers the policy implications of those findings.

The model utilized in the empirical analysis is eclectic, based on an 
amalgam of the theoretical approaches previously employed in this field, i.e., 
neoclassical economics, the new economics of labor migration, structuralism, 
transnationalism and social network theory. To empirically examine the 
hypotheses developed from these frameworks, a binary probit model is employed. 
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Three main groups of explanatory variables are included. The first group consists 
of individual characteristics of migrants (gender, age, location); the second 
consists of variables recording the experience of the migrant in the host country 
(employment status, duration of stay, acquired education whilst abroad, etc.) 
and the third group comprises variables that may measure the preparedness of 
the migrant for return (whether the migrant invested in real estate, frequency of 
visits to the home country, plans to invest in future, if they remit to the family). 

The next section outlines the theoretical framework underlying the empirical 
analysis of the determinants of return migration. The following sections 
investigate the nature of the data, explain the methodology adopted and elaborate 
the main findings. The conclusions and policy implications are outlined in the 
final section. 

2  A Theoretical Framework for Analyzing the 
Determinants of Return Migration

As noted above, return migration has previously been analyZed through a variety 
of approaches: neoclassical economics, the new economics of labor migration, 
structuralism, transnationalism and social network theory. These approaches 
will be briefly reviewed in this section and then used to develop a framework for 
specifying the econometric model. 

According to orthodox theory, return migration, in accordance with the 
assumption of individual utility maximisation, is predominantly determined 
by wage differentials between receiving and sending countries, together with 
migrants’ expectations and experience of earnings in the host country (Todaro, 
1969; Cassarino, 2004 and 2008). This suggests that return migration involves 
disproportionately those labor migrants who have underestimated the ongoing 
costs of migration or overestimated the expected benefits from migrating (Borjas 
and Bratsberg, 1996). A further reason for returning may be that relative labor 
market conditions in host and home countries may have changed in favor of 



61

Ardiana Gashi and Nick Adnett
The Determinants of Return Migration: Evidence for Kosovo
Croatian Economic Survey  :   Vol. 17   :   No. 2   :   December 2015   :   pp. 57-81

the latter. For example, Bijwaard and Wang (2013) found that unemployed 
previously foreign students in the Netherlands were more likely to return than 
those in employment. 

In addition, return migrants will include those who have only anticipated a 
finite stay in the host country, perhaps due to meeting their savings target, or 
the increasing costs associated with migration duration or completing planned 
investments in the acquisition of skills or expertise which are particularly scarce 
in their home country. According to the new economics of labor migration 
(NELM), this type of return migration is a logical outcome of a ‘calculated 
strategy’, which results from the successful achievement of goals while abroad, 
i.e., higher incomes, accumulation of savings and human capital (Cassarino, 
2004). Bijwaard and Wang (2013) found evidence of such target-setting 
behavior amongst returning previously foreign students in the Netherlands. 
The NELM theory also considers remittances as part of the ‘calculated strategy’, 
since remittances contribute to income risk diversification in the home country 
households, relax budget constraints, improve living conditions, and consequently 
enable the household to invest and hedge against risks resulting from inefficient 
insurance markets in the home country (Stark and Taylor, 1991). According to 
the NELM, when these migration-related goals are achieved, there is no reason 
for a migrant to remain abroad and hence the decision to return (Stark and 
Levhari, 1982; Katz and Stark, 1986; Cassarino, 2004). The NELM theory also 
introduces the existence of attachment to the home country. Dustmann (2003) 
and Dustmann and Weiss (2007) make the assumption that consumption at 
home is preferred to consumption abroad, other things being equal, and that 
an increase in migration duration increases the cost of forgone consumption at 
home. Consequently, the difference between the marginal benefits and costs of 
staying another period in the host country decreases (and may become negative), 
even when persisting wage differentials favor the host country. 

According to the NELM theory, another motive for migration is relative 
deprivation, implying that migration not only occurs to improve income in 
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absolute terms, but also to increase income relative to others in the country of 
origin (Stark, 1984; Stark and Yitzhaki, 1988, Stark and Taylor, 1991, Carletto et 
al., 2004). A number of micro-level empirical tests have supported the hypothesis 
that relative deprivation does increase migration propensities in sending 
communities (Bhandari, 2004; Quinn, 2006; Stark and Taylor, 1989; Stark 
and Taylor, 1991). With regard to return migration, it may be expected that the 
longer the migration duration, the greater the chances that relative deprivation 
has declined or even reversed, hence the greater the propensity of the migrant to 
return home. 

The network theory approach stipulates that return migration is more likely to 
occur in the early stages of migration, i.e., when networks in the host country are 
not yet well developed due to the small numbers and/or geographical dispersion 
of the migrants from a given home country (Massey et al., 1990). The structural 
approach to return migration argues that return is not decided solely by reference 
to the individual experience of the migrant, but also with reference to social and 
institutional factors in their countries of origin, which influence the reintegration 
process of returnees. This approach explains that the process of readjustment into 
the country of origin takes time and depends on the duration of the migration 
experience. At the same time, extending the duration of stay allows migrants 
to acquire and diversify their skills in the likelihood of utilizing them on their 
return (Dustmann, 2003). 

According to the transnationalist approach, returnees prepare for their 
reintegration at home through regular visits to their home countries (Portes, 
1999). They typically retain strong links with their home countries and 
periodically send remittances to their households. The regular contacts they 
maintain with their home country households, as well as their visits home, assist 
transnational mobility (Portes, 1999), allowing their return to be better prepared 
and organized. In line with this hypothesis, Collier, Piracha and Randazzo (2011) 
found that migrants who decided to return had a higher propensity to remit for 
investment purposes and remit more as the time spent abroad increased. The 
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literature identifies the preparedness of the migrant to return as an important 
determinant of return. The preparedness to return is determined not only by the 
willingness of migrants to return home, but also by their readiness to return, 
i.e., the gathering of sufficient resources and information about post-return 
conditions at home. Accordingly, a labor migrant whose experience of migration 
was optimal, i.e., that enabled the desired levels of investment in human capital 
and accumulation of financial capital, will have a higher level of preparedness 
than the labor migrant whose experience of migration was too short to achieve 
those levels (King, 1986; Dustmann, 2003). The strength of family ties is 
considered to play a positive and significant role in explaining the decision to 
remit and hence to return. Migrants who intend to return to their home country 
have also been found to be more likely to remit regularly and invest in their home 
country (Dustmann and Mestres, 2010, Hinks and Davies, 2015). This may 
reflect an insurance motive, as migrants consider the readjustment cost upon 
return and seek (extended) family assistance. Especially related to these latter 
two approaches is return migration following retirement from the host country’s 
labor market.

Dustmann and Görlach (2015) have attempted to synthesize the above approaches 
into a general conceptual framework for analyzing return migration based upon 
the proposition that migrants in each period compare the anticipated benefits 
from remaining in the host country with those of returning. Based upon their 
analysis, we specify a binary probit model. The probability (Pr) of a migrant 
returning home can be explained by the following model:

Pr(Y=1|Xi ) = Φ (βiXi )						                 (1)

where dependent variable Y equals one if the migrant plans to return home in 
the next five years and 0 otherwise; Φ is the cumulative distribution function of 
the standard normal distribution and βi are the parameters of the explanatory 
variables Xi. The latter consist of three groups of variables that may affect the 
probability of return migration: the personal characteristics of the migrant; their 
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experience in the host country and their preparedness for return. In the following 
section we identify the specific variables included in these three groups.  

3  Data and Descriptive Statistics 
In the absence of a recent population census, the 2009 Kosovo Migration Survey 
was conducted on a sample of households selected for the 2009 Household Budget 
Survey conducted by the Kosovo Agency of Statistics. The Kosovo master sampling 
frame was stratified by seven regions, urban and rural areas, and a systematic 
sample of Enumeration Areas (EAs) was selected with equal probability within 
each stratum at the first stage. The data set for the Migration Survey included a 
total of 2,024 households resulting in a sample of 12,314 individuals. Weights 
(expansion factors) were calculated and used in the descriptive and econometric 
analyzes in order to provide estimates that are valid at the national and urban/
rural levels. To examine the determinants of return migration, individual data 
on migrants aged 15+ are used, as reported by household heads living in Kosovo. 
Variable definitions and summary statistics are provided in Table 1.

The independent variables can be classified into three categories: personal 
characteristics, experience in host country and preparedness for return. From 
the question on the likelihood of the migrant returning in the next five years a 
dichotomous variable was created equal to zero indicating that the migrant is not 
likely or not very likely to return and equal to one if the migrant is likely or very 
likely to return in the next five years. The survey indicates that about 12 percent 
of migrants were likely to return in the following five years. 
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Table 1:  Variable Definitions and Descriptive Statistics

Continuous 
variables

Dummy 
variables

Explanatory variables Average % No. of 
observations

Individual characteristics
Gender: (1= male) 65 1,364
Migrant’s age 34 1,337
Location of migrant’s household: (= 1 urban) 31 1,424
Marital status (=1 married) 76 1,362
Secondary education(=1 if migrant completed at 
least secondary education)  53 1,330

Work as a reason for migration: (=1 migrated for 
working purposes)  55 1,328

Experience of the migrant in the host country
Employment status: (=1 employed) 58 1,364
Education acquisition while abroad: (=1 if yes) 11 1,319
Migration duration in years 11.6
Residential status: ( 1= permanent) 78 1,424
Measures for preparedness of the migrant to return
Whether migrant has family abroad:  
(=1 a migrant has a family abroad) 88 1,038

Migrant sent remittances: (=1 migrant has sent 
remittances since January 2008) 44 1,358

Expectations of migrant visiting Kosovo in next 
two months: (= 1 migrant is expected to visit 
Kosovo)

35 1,347

Migrant communicated with family at home 
within last month (=1 yes) 98 1,424

Migrant invested in real estate and/or for business 
purposes: (=1 migrant has invested in real estate/
business)

5 1,424

Migrant is expected to invest in business in 
Kosovo: (= 1 migrant expected to invest in 
business).

  14 966

Personal Characteristics

Variables for gender, age, age squared and the location of the Kosovo household 
are included in the regression model. Among the migrants, 35 percent were 
female, the average age was 34 years and 69 percent of them originated from 
rural areas. A dummy variable was created equalling one if married and zero 
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otherwise: 24 percent of the migrants were not married at the time the survey 
took place. To assess the impact of educational attainment on the probability of 
return, a binary variable was created equal to one for migrants who completed 
at least secondary education and 0 if lower than secondary education. The data 
show that 53 percent of the migrants completed secondary or a higher level 
of schooling, while just five percent completed tertiary education. A dummy 
variable is deployed equalling one if the individual initially migrated for work-
related reasons, implying that economic conditions motivated the migration 
decision. Around 55 percent of the migrants were in this category. 

Experience in Host Country

A dummy variable measures whether a migrant was employed at the time of 
the survey; nearly 60 percent of the migrants were employed in host countries. 
The data enables us to examine whether human capital gained abroad increases 
the likelihood of a migrant’s return. A continuous variable was created by 
subtracting the highest level of education of a migrant prior to migration 
from the current level of education (the question addressed was to indicate the 
highest level of education, not number of years in education). A non-zero, i.e., 
a positive number, implies that the migrant enhanced her/his educational level 
whilst abroad. Just above ten percent of the migrants were in this latter category, 
the average increase being one level of education (e.g., moving from completed 
secondary to completed higher education). To identify the residential status of 
a migrant, a further dummy variable equals one if the migrant had permanent 
resident status and zero otherwise. A large majority of the migrants in the sample 
had permanent resident status (78 percent). Potentially, this variable could have 
a positive or negative impact. It may be expected that migrants with permanent 
status have settled down and hence are less likely to return, whereas on the other 
side having permanent status could enhance their earnings and reduce their 
relative deprivation (assuming they migrated for work-related reasons). Previous 
research suggests that the former effect dominates, with, for example, Borodak 
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and Piracha (2013) finding that Moldavian emigrants without legal residency 
were more likely to return. 

Preparedness for Return

It is expected that migrants who have their close family (i.e., wife/husband and 
children) abroad are less likely to return and, to assess this hypothesis, a dummy 
variable was created equalling one if the migrant had their family abroad and zero 
if their immediate family remained in Kosovo. Nearly 90 percent of migrants 
had their close family members abroad with them.

As discussed in Section 2, previous research suggests that migrants who send 
remittances are more likely to return. To investigate this hypothesis, a dummy 
variable is deployed equal to one if the migrant had sent remittances to the 
household since January 2008 and zero otherwise. The data reveal that 44 percent 
of the migrants did remit during the reference period. It is expected that migrants 
who invest in real estate in Kosovo, i.e., buying a house/apartment, acquiring 
land for a future dwelling and/or investment in business oriented projects, are 
more likely to return. This proposition is examined using a dichotomous variable 
distinguishing between migrants that had invested in such assets (=1) and those 
that had not (=0). The data show that only five percent of the migrants had 
acquired such assets. The interviewees were also asked about the likelihood that 
each migrant would invest in a business in Kosovo. From this question a dummy 
variable was created equal to one if the migrant was likely or very likely to invest 
and zero otherwise. About 15 percent of the migrants were expected to invest in 
business in Kosovo. 

The NELM stipulates that attachment to the home country is another motive 
for return migration (Dustmann, 2003 and Dustmann and Weiss, 2007). 
Accordingly, it is expected that visits and other contacts with their home country 
to facilitate and strengthen family ties and hence are associated with a higher 
probability of migrants returning home. Nearly two thirds of the migrants 
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were expected to visit Kosovo in the following two months, highlighting that 
most Kosovo migrants are closely tied to their families at home. This high share 
of migrants expected to visit Kosovo within the following two months was as 
anticipated, given that the majority of visits from migrants in Kosovo take place 
during the summer period and the survey was conducted during May and June. 

In the theoretical section it was explained that one motivation behind migration 
may be relative deprivation, i.e., migration not only occurs to improve income 
in absolute terms, but also to increase income relative to others in the country 
of origin. From this theoretical point of view, it may be expected that the longer 
the stay abroad, the greater the period over which income has been earned, 
contributing to a narrowing of that gap. On the other hand, according to the 
network theory, return migration is more likely to occur in the early stages of 
migration, i.e., when networks are not yet well developed. To examine which of 
these propositions, if either, applies in the case of Kosovo, a continuous variable is 
included in the model measuring the length of stay abroad in years. The average 
uncompleted migration duration was 12 years. 

In common with most other studies of return migration, there are two main 
weaknesses in the data used in this study. Firstly, we do not have data on actual 
return migration, only the expectations of heads of households in Kosovo. 
Secondly, as in Hinks and Davies’s (2014) study of Romanian return migrants, 
we are not able to control neither for the initial selection into migration nor 
to investigate the possibility that the return decision is endogenous. Dustmann 
and Kirchkamp (2002) and Dustmann (2003) analyzed the determinants of the 
optimal migration duration, extracting data from a survey of Turkish immigrants 
to Germany. In the survey, migrants were asked about their return intentions 
and if the migrants responded that they wished to return to their home country, 
they were asked to specify the number of years they intended to remain in the 
host country. However, the data used in our regression analyzes do not allow 
us to calculate the optimal migration duration since intentions to return refer 
to plans of the migrant to return in the next five years and not in which year 
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he/she is thought to be planning to return. Démurger and Xu (2013) utilized a 
probit model similar to the one adopted in this paper, with migration duration 
being captured through a variable indicating the age of the migrants and the age 
when they migrated. To check whether the results from the probit estimation 
are influenced by the migration duration variable, a reduced model excluding 
the migration duration variable was undertaken. In the reduced model, the only 
change was that the communication variable became insignificant, whereas all 
the other results remained identical. 

Using data from 2012, Kotorri et al. (2013) examined the determinants of return 
migration for Kosovo, though unlike our approach the household was modelled 
as the decision-making unit. The findings of Kotorri et al. (2013) suggest that 
households with average levels of per capita income, lower shares of household 
members in employment, lower shares of females, those that consist of more than 
one member, those that have a lower level of socio-economic integration and that 
have emigrated during the war are more likely to return. Although applying a 
different estimation technique, our findings, discussed in the next section, are 
broadly similar to those of Kotorri et al. (2013). 

4  Empirical Findings: Determinants  
of Return Migration

The model is estimated by maximum likelihood and, to quantify the impact of 
explanatory variables, marginal effects were obtained (Table 2), and these are 
interpreted in this section. The chi-squared value generated by the Wald test is 
88.93, with a p-value of 0.000, implying that explanatory variables included in 
the model result in a statistically significant improvement in the fit of the model. 

The results suggest that there is no gender difference in the probability of return. 
There is a negative association between the age and probability of a migrant 
to return. However, the relationship is non-linear, i.e., the age squared variable 
has a positive sign. Following the instructions provided in Wooldridge (2002), a 
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turning point (the maximum of the function) was estimated. This is calculated as 
the coefficient of the age variable over twice the absolute value of the coefficient 
of the age squared term. The maximum function is calculated to be at the age 29, 
which implies that there is a negative relationship up to 29 years of age and then 
the relationship becomes positive.

Table 2:  Determinants of Return Migration, Weighted Results

Explanatory variables dy/dx z P>|z|

Individual characteristics
Gender: (1= male) -0.008 -0.20 0.843
Migrant’s age -0.016 ** -1.99 0.047
Age squared 0.000 *** 2.69 0.007
Location of migrant’s household: (= 1 urban) -0.014 -0.64 0.521
Secondary education( =1 if migrant completed at least secondary 
education) 0.048 * 1.80 0.073

Work as a reason for migration: (=1 migrated for working 
purposes) 0.066 ** 2.32 0.020

Experience of the migrant in the host country
Employment status: (=1 employed) -0.016 -0.43 0.666
Education acquisition while abroad: (=1 if yes) 0.043 * 1.65 0.099
Migration duration in years -0.005 *** -2.73 0.006
Measures for preparedness of the migrant to return
Residential status: ( = 1 permanent) -0.152 *** -2.78 0.005
Whether migrant has family abroad: (=1 migrant has a family 
abroad) -0.081 * -1.68 0.094

Migrant sent remittances:( =1 migrant has sent remittances since 
January 2008) -0.044 -1.23 0.219

Expectations of migrant visiting Kosovo in next two months:  
(= 1 migrant is expected to visit Kosovo) 0.127 *** 4.08 0.000

Migrant communicated with family at home within last month 
(=1 yes) 0.055 ** 1.88 0.060

Migrant invested in real estate and/or for business purposes:  
(=1 migrant has invested in real estate/business) 0.093 1.15 0.250

Migrant is expected to invest in business in Kosovo: = 1 migrant 
expected to invest in business 0.248 *** 3.66 0.000

Number of observations 563

Notes: dy/dx is for discrete change of dummy variable from 0 to 1: *, **, *** significance level at 10, 5 and 1 percent 
respectively; marital status dropped due to collinearity.

Interestingly, migrants that had initially migrated for work-related reasons were 
more likely to return compared to those that had migrated for other reasons. 
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This result is consistent with the target-setting behavior anticipated by the 
NELM approach. Also consistent with this approach is the finding that current 
employment status did not exert any significant influence on the probability of a 
migrant returning home. 

However, there is evidence that more educated migrants are more likely to return 
compared to less educated ones (albeit only at 10 percent level of significance). 
Quantifying the results then compared to migrants that possessed less than 
secondary education, those that possessed at least secondary education were 
more likely to return by five percentage points. One explanation for this is again 
that the more educated ones may receive higher incomes in the host country 
and hence achieve their targeted level of wealth accumulation earlier. Moreover, 
the more educated may have better labor market prospects in Kosovo and 
hence are more likely to return. Those emigrants who had acquired additional 
education while abroad were more likely to return, suggesting that there may be a 
significant premium in the home country from the acquisition of human capital 
in the host country. The positive association between education and probability 
to return is in line with the NELM approach, i.e., return migration being a 
logical outcome of a ‘calculated strategy’ which results from the successful 
achievement of goals while abroad, i.e., higher incomes, accumulation of savings 
and human capital (Cassarino, 2004). A positive association between return 
migration and education has been found, for example, in the studies by Nekby 
(2006) for migrants leaving Sweden, by Jensen and Pedersen (2007) for all 
immigrants leaving Denmark – which indicates that acquired education may be 
highly valued in the origin country, hence facilitating return migration – and by 
Makina (2012) for Zimbabwean migrants living in South Africa. 

Ceteris paribus, the longer the migration duration, the less likely is the migrant 
to return: other things equal, one additional year of staying abroad on average 
reduces the probability to return by 0.5 percentage points. This finding is in 
line with the network theory proposition that return migration is more likely 
to occur in the early stages of migration when networks in the host country are 
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not well developed. Additionally, this finding may reflect the inability of a new 
migrant to find a job and/or an inability to cover their higher costs of living 
in the host country. The variable distinguishing between migrants originating 
from rural and urban areas is not statistically significant. The results indicate 
that migrants with permanent resident status were less likely to return by 15 
percentage points. One explanation could be that those with permanent status are 
in a position to more easily access ‘good’ jobs in the host country’s labor market 
and benefit from education and social service provisions in those countries, and 
consequently are less likely to return. As expected, although at only 10 percent 
level of significance, migrants that had their families abroad were less likely 
to return (by 8 percentage points), which may indicate that they had made a 
decision to permanently resettle with their families. Similarly, Piotrowski and 
Tong (2012) found for migrants from Thailand that the effects of non-economic 
family-related factors were as strong in magnitude as the economic effects in 
determining the probability of return.

Contrary to theoretical predictions, sending remittances back home does not 
influence the probability of a migrant returning. However, as expected, the 
stronger the family ties of a migrant with the home country, the more likely the 
migrant is to return. The results suggest that migrants who were expected to visit 
Kosovo in the coming two months were more likely to return in the next five 
years by 13 percentage points. Similarly, migrants that frequently communicated 
with their families at home were more likely to return. These two findings are in 
line with one of the propositions of the transnationalist theory – that retaining 
strong links with their home countries, in this case regular visits, enables 
migrants to plan their return and reintegration. Similar evidence was found by 
Hedberg (2009); Bijwaard (2010) and Pungas et al. (2012). Kosovan migrants 
that expected to invest in businesses in their home country were more likely to 
return in the next five years by 25 percentage points. This finding is consistent 
with previous research, which suggests that returning migrants with accumulated 
financial capital, acquired skills and knowledge are disproportionately likely to 
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engage in entrepreneurial activities on return. By investing in the home country, 
migrants also start preparing for their return. 

5  Conclusions
One significant contribution of this study is that the evidence on the determinants 
of return migration to Kosovo is particularly supportive of the NELM approach. 
Those Kosovans who had initially emigrated for economic reasons were more 
likely to return and current employment status did not significantly affect the 
probability of return. A further novel finding is that of a non-linear relationship 
between age and the probability of return, with that probability increasing with 
age after an individual reaches the age of 29. In line with the network theory 
approach, the longer the migration duration, the lower is the probability that 
a migrant will return. In contrast with much previous research, more educated 
migrants are found to be more likely to return, as are those migrants that 
acquired additional education whilst abroad. The latter suggests that there may 
be a significant premium in the home country from the acquisition of human 
capital in the host country, hence the greater willingness to return.

In common with previous findings, Kosovan migrants that possess permanent 
status and those that have their family abroad are found to have a lower 
probability of return. Confirming one of the propositions of the transnationalist 
theory, the results suggest that the stronger the family ties of a migrant measured 
by frequent visits and regular communication with their home country, the more 
likely the migrant is to return. One rationale for this finding is that retaining 
strong links with their home countries enables migrants to better plan and lower 
the costs of their return. Empirical results reveal that migrants who are expected 
to invest in businesses in Kosovo are also more likely to return. This finding is 
consistent with previous research which suggests that returning migrants that 
have accumulated financial capital, acquired skills and knowledge are more likely 
to engage in entrepreneurial activities on return. There is no evidence that gender, 
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labor market status, location of household in the home country, i.e., rural/urban, 
or whether a migrant remits or not influence the propensity to return. 

McKenzie and Yang (2014), in their comprehensive survey of international 
research, found little empirical evidence that any of the policies targeting return 
migrants had significantly affected the level and economic impact of return 
migration. We are therefore cautious in drawing policy conclusions from our 
findings above. However, given the relatively large potential benefits from 
encouraging return migration, we make four observations regarding policy in 
Kosovo. Firstly, domestic policy should encourage, where possible, the retention of 
strong ties between emigrants and Kosovo. Policies which lower communication 
costs between emigrants and their families, lower the cost of sending remittances 
and favor remittances being utilized for investment in local production not only 
directly contribute to economic development, but are also likely to have a second 
round effect of increasing return migration. Secondly, policies should encourage 
emigrants to acquire education and training in their host country. Such policies 
include speedy and low cost accreditation of qualifications earned abroad for 
migrants returning to Kosovo. The Kosovo government should design incentive 
mechanisms facilitating the flow of migrants’ savings and investments into the 
Kosovan economy, which in turn will also be likely to positively impact their 
decision to return. The investments of migrants may also be accompanied by 
know-how and technology acquired and available in the host countries, which 
could greatly contribute to business development in Kosovo. As the dominant 
employer in the country, the government of Kosovo itself should signal the value 
it places on foreign qualifications and expertise in its own hiring and promotion 
practices. Finally, we note that McKenzie and Yang (2014) found that policies 
targeting return migration were rarely formally evaluated. We conclude that any 
major policy initiative in this area should incorporate an evaluation strategy. 
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