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Abstract. In this paper, I deal with the phenomenon of Albanian return migration. I focus on the category 
of returned migrants from Greece, who own a small business in Tirana, the capital of Albania. The aim 
of the research is to explore the circumstances under which the migrants decided to return and set up a 
business. I try to analyze the reasons they engaged in entrepreneurial activities through the necessity-op-
portunity entrepreneurship approach. Some became entrepreneurs out of necessity to avoid unemploy-
ment; others because of business opportunities. Within this last group of opportunity-seizing returned 
migrants, there are some who planned their return and intended to set up a business before migrating. 
Their objectives in Greece were to save money and gain the know-how enabling them to start and run a 
business back in Albania.
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Introduction

The primary motives underpinning decisions to migrate to more-developed countries usually re-
late to poverty, economic crises or war. Migration plays a significant role in the economic growth 
of countries of destination – because of the increase in production capacity and aggregate de-
mand for goods and services (OECD, 2014); and countries of origin – thanks to remittances mi-
grants send back to their families at regular intervals. The countries of origin also benefit econom-
ically where a return ultimately takes place, as migrants in this category are considered important 
agents of social and economic change (Cassarino, 2004). They bring back their experiences from 
other countries, new ideas and ways of thinking, their savings and entrepreneurial drive (Levitt, 
1998; Turner & Kleist, 2013, p.192). 

For the above reasons, there is a growing interest on the part of origin in promoting domestic 
policies that attract migrants to return. This, has now been documented by many researchers 
(Cohen, 2009; Tsuda, 2010; Boccagni, 2011; Ho, 2011; Åkesson & Eriksson-Baaz, 2015; Kerpaci & 
Kuka, 2019; Sinatti, 2019). Policies pursued include incentives designed to attract specific groups 
of migrants (e.g. those intending to invest their savings and become entrepreneurs), by offering 
tax breaks and better access to schooling and health services (Sinatti, 2019). 

The tendency of returned migrants to opt for entrepreneurial activity is likewise demonstrated 
in a plethora of studies (Arif & Irfan, 1997; Ilahi, 1999; McCormick & Wahba, 2001; Dustmann & 
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Kirchkamp, 2002; Mesnard, 2004; Black & Castaldo, 2009; Gubert & Nordman, 2011; Kilic, Carlet-
to, Davis & Zezza, 2009; Lianos & Pseiridis, 2009; Piracha & Vadean, 2010; Démurger & Xu, 2011).
While each of these shed further light on the connection between return migration and entre-
preneurship, as well as the impact exerted on the economy of the country of origin, there was 
no exploration in depth of the circumstances under which returned migrants decided to set up a 
business in their country or move their business there from the country of destination. 

The focus of this paper is therefore on the motives that pushed or pulled the Albanian migrants 
returning from Greece to invest their money in setting up a small business in Albania. More spe-
cifically, the objective is to analyse the conditions under which these people returned and decided 
to set up a business in Tirana, Albania’s capital city, through the lens of the necessity-opportunity 
entrepreneurship approach, also referred to as ‘pull-push’ motivations (Reynolds, Camp, Bygrave, 
Autio & Hay, 2002; Maritz, 2004; Smallbone & Welter, 2004; Perunovic, 2005; Harding et al., 2006; 
Minniti, Bygrave & Autio, 2006; Hessels, van Gelderen & Thurik, 2008; Desai, 2009). The first part 
of this approach – necessity – is seen as a strategy for survival. Individuals are pushed into entre-
preneurship thanks to a variety of structural factors, such as unemployment, lack of convenient 
employment alternatives, and poverty (Schumpeter, 1974; Minniti et al., 2006). Entrepreneurship 
in fact becomes a means for the individuals involved to escape these last two consequences, leav-
ing their engagement in such activities as explicable in terms of necessity. 

The second aspect here – opportunity – relates to individuals pulled into entrepreneurship on 
account of their desire to become independent of higher authority, increase their income, as well 
as improve their social or economic status and standing (Kolvereid, 1996; Smallbone & Welter, 
2004; Minniti et al., 2006). The emphasis here is thus on the freedom of the individual to choose 
to become an entrepreneur; rather than on necessity. Opportunity-driven individuals who made 
such a choice are shown to manifest great ability when it comes to recognising opportunities on a 
given market (Baron, 2004). Prior knowledge and experience are important in this (Shane, 2000; 
Shepherd & DeTienne, 2005; Arentz, Sautet & Storr, 2013), as are such psychological factors as 
creativity, motivation, and specificity of goals (Hills, Shrader & Lumpkin, 1999; Krueger, 2005). 

Albanian migration and return migration 

Albanian migration itself was seen as a survival strategy initially (De Soto, Gordon, Gedeshi & Sino-
imeri, 2002; Kule, Mançellari, Papapanagos, Qirici & Sanfey, 2002; King & Vullnetari, 2003). When 
communism fell at the beginning of the 1990s, Albanians were motivated to leave the country in 
search of a better life in the West. This was primarily a reflection of political and economic insta-
bility at home, along with a weak legal system and high levels of unemployment (Barjaba, 2004). 
There was also a small(er) number of migrants that left Albania out of a curiosity to explore the 
West, given its status as a world very different from their own (Kerpaci, 2019). 

In most cases, migration was regarded as a temporary solution, with many of those involved 
planning their return even prior to migrating. The clear intention in such cases was to save money, 
send remittances to improve the living conditions of any family back home (Nicholson, 2001; Labri-
anidis & Lyberaki, 2004, p.90), invest in profitable activities (Puri & Ritzema, 1999, p.18; Nichol-
son, 2001), or await a suitable job opportunity arising in Albania while continuing to work abroad 
(Labrianidis & Hatziprokopiou, 2005). 

Albanian migrants maintained strong ties with their home country. Migrants living and working 
in Greece, especially (where distance was not a major obstacle), visited Albania regularly during 
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summer vacations, Easter or Christmas holidays. Apart from wanting to be close to their relatives, 
these visits functioned as opportunities for market research in regard to investment or employ-
ment opportunities. People involved sought to have some kind of financial security in the event of 
their deciding to return to Albania (Michail, 2009). 

Equally, legalisation problems, as well as initial employment instability, made long-term plan-
ning from within Greek society a near-impossibility. Indeed, various studies on the economic inte-
gration of Albanian migrants into the Greek labour market make it clear that most males worked in 
construction, agriculture, industry and tourism, while women mainly tended to work as domestic 
helpers (Iosifides& King, 1998; Hatziprokopiou, 2003; Baldwin-Edwards, 2004). 

According to Labrianidis and Lyberakis (2001) and Hatziprokopiou (2006ab), the beginning of 
Albanian migrants’ experience with migration to Greece saw them doing unskilled jobs in bad 
working conditions, and subject to exploitation by host-country employers. In most cases, people 
had no option but to accept work under these circumstances. For, in line with a status as irregular 
migrants, those involved could not aspire to work in their professions, or in general to be selective 
as regards employment opportunities. 

Beyond that was the matter of the image of Albanian migrants – as criminals (Tsoukala, 1999; 
Kourtovik, 2001; Pavlou, 2001; Vullnetari, 2007; Michail, 2009), ‘as the embodiment of poverty and 
backwardness, and as the invader and enemy’ (Kapllani & Mai, 2005). This was seen as promoted by 
the Greek media first and foremost, while it also entailed notorious police operations arresting and 
repatriating illegal migrants that became known widely as skoupa, i.e. ‘the broom’ (Pavlou, 2001; 
Triandafyllidou, 2002; Jordan, Stråth & Triandafyllidou, 2003; Kerpaci, 2019). Naturally, this had a 
negative impact on migrants’ (possibilities of) social and economic integration within Greek society. 

For their part, Michail (2009) and Kokkali (2011) noted how Albanians’ incorporation into the 
Greek labour market was apparently a (more) complex issue of inclusion and exclusion. While 
there was no actual full exclusion from either formal or informal markets, there was no achieve-
ment of full inclusion either. This reflected a complex, decades-long ‘love-hate relationship’ be-
tween Greeks and Albanians (Kerpaci, 2007). While Greeks indeed trusted Albanians to work in 
their homes, hired them at their farms and businesses, they did not want them as neighbours, 
avoided socialising in the same places, and even forbade their children to marry Albanians. 

These attitudes changed gradually, with the social integration of Albanian migrants first facili-
tated by legalisation (Kerpaci, 2007, 2019), this also improving the position on the labour market 
(Hatziprokopiou, 2006ab; Kerpaci, 2019), given the way in which better employment opportunities 
might now be taken advantage of (Baldwin-Edwards, 2004, p.54). According to Kasimis & Papa-
dopoulos (2012, p.294-295), in these circumstances, Albanian migrants in Greece were able to 
show the fastest career advancement relative to other migrant groups (followed by Bulgarians 
and Romanians). However, as this still did not denote job profiles matching either qualifications 
or experience gained in Albania, there remained a significant reason for some migrants to (seek 
to) return to their home country (Kerpaci & Kuka, 2019). Furthermore, there was no doubt that 
Albanians continued to earn significantly smaller amounts than natives of Greece doing the same 
work (Kokkali, 2011), while such career advancement as might be possible was mainly found to be 
a chance for men, as opposed to women. Given women’s usual work as domestic helpers, that lack 
of any opportunities for advancement in their case was clear (Kerpaci, 2019). 

Thus, although the overall work experience of Albanian migrants definitely improved over 
time, with increasing apparent integration into Greek society, the ongoing feeling remained one of 
being both marginalised and discriminated against (Vullnetari & King, 2011). 



Kalie Kerpaci
92

Some studies show how migrants returning to Albania were quite likely to pursue self-em-
ployment, rather than working for others (Nicholson, 2002; Kilic et al., 2009; Piracha & Vadean, 
2010; Hausmann & Nedelkoska, 2017). Other related research (Nicholson, 2001, 2002; Labrianidis 
& Hatziprokopiou, 2005) supports a linked contention that returned migrants’ work experience in 
countries of destination proved useful to establishment at home of the same type of business that 
had been worked in and provided expertise while those same people were abroad. Not always were 
they successful in their endeavours, however – as the economic and human capital accumulated by 
migrants while on migration did not always suffice to ensure success in business back home. 

In the first place, the Albania returned to now did not prove the same as the version remem-
bered from times prior to migration. Significant change had indeed occurred during the years of 
absence, with this being tantamount to a new environment in some cases – necessitating a rein-
tegration process among those returned migrants. And that reintegration – whether economic, 
social, or political – could prove a difficult process. Ways had to be found to deal with everyday 
corruption, a poor economic and employment environment, and a lack of physical and social infra-
structure (King & Vullnetari, 2003; Nicholson, 2004; Labrianidis & Hatziprokopiou, 2005; Michail, 
2009, 2013; Vathi, 2011; Vathi & King, 2011; Vullnetari, 2012, INSTAT, IOM, 2014; Kerpaci & Kuka, 
2019). People might also have lost their networks of friends and colleagues in the interim period 
(Kerpaci, 2019; Kerpaci & Kuka, 2019). Lack of a quality education system and health services were 
also significant problems encountered by returned migrants in their everyday lives back in Albania 
(Gedeshi & King, 2018; Kerpaci, 2019; Kerpaci & Kuka, 2019). 

In response to these challenges, the Albanian government has tried to promote measures fa-
cilitating the return and reintegration of Albanian migrants. Although it continues to declare that 
it has developed relevant policies and programmes, including to achieve migrants’ investment of 
their money in Albania, the observed outcomes have proved insignificant (Vullnetari, 2013). In 
practice, the government has not succeeded in either targeting migrants or implementing appro-
priate measures (Vullnetari, 2012; Kerpaci, 2019; Kerpaci & Kuka, 2019). The study carried out by 
INSTAT and IOM (2014) shows that only 15% of returned migrants declared their return and regis-
tered at the migration counters set up by the government to provide assistance. A lack of knowl-
edge about any effort by the Albanian government to supply assistance is also evident in research 
by Kerpaci and Kuka (2019) targeted at returned migrants from Greece. 

Methodology

The work detailed here has seen me seek to provide ethnographic insight into the narratives of 
returned migrants, as I analyse their experiences of becoming entrepreneurs back in their home 
country of Albania. The basis is provided by 15 semi-structured interviews I ran with migrants (8 
men and 7 women, referred to by pseudonyms), who returned from Greece and have opened small 
businesses in Tirana. Their ages range from 31 to 44 years. These people had lived and worked in 
Greece for considerable periods of time, ranging from 6 to 22 years; while their years of return to 
Albania were between 2004 and 2012. Most of the 15 were holders of degrees awarded by Alba-
nian universities – which they had gained before migrating.

Interviews were conducted between 2013 and 2014, at locations chosen by the interviewees, 
with durations ranging from 1 to 2 hours. In practice, most returned migrants elected to have me 
interview them at their places of businesses, given the way in which I would enjoy first-hand the 
opportunity to see how the given business was functioning.



Setting up a small business in Albania: Return migration and entrepreneurship
93

Semi-structured interviews provide for a better understanding of the migration experience, 
and of the factors that pushed or pulled the migrants into entrepreneurial activity back in Albania. 
Interviews of this kind also have the flexibility to accommodate additional questions or a change 
of questions as they are in progress – in line with replies given and the general direction the con-
versation takes. 

In the event, identification of the returned migrants-turned-entrepreneurs did not prove as easy 
as I had hoped, given similarities remaining between those involved and non-migrants (Ní Laoire, 
2007, 2008ab). For this reason, I used the snowball technique to form the sample. This is based 
on the principal of networking, whereby I used connections from my years of studying and living 
in Greece to lead me to other returned migrants who would be willing to participate in this study.

The decision to return and start a business in Tirana

The engagement of Albanian returned migrants in entrepreneurial activity is influenced by a mix-
ture of push and pull factors, thus in response to changing circumstances in both Greece and 
Albania. Migrants’ decisions to set up businesses upon their return can be seen as either a way 
to escape unemployment or as opportunity to maximise earnings. There are also cases in which 
returned migrants had aspired to set up a business even before their migrations. In these people’s 
cases, migration was viewed as a way to amass money and then return home.

The returned migrants decided to set up their businesses in Tirana, even though they did not 
actually hail from there. Before migrating, all had lived and worked in other Albanian cities. The 
reason for choosing Tirana to invest their savings now was mainly seen to reflect economic pros-
pects offered. A survey carried out by INSTAT and IOM (2014, p.10) shows that returned migrants 
displayed a tendency to settle in prefectures where economic development had been significant 
(such as Tirana, as the region of strongest preference, followed by Vlorë, Elbasan, Fier, and Korçë 
(in the case of migrants returned from Greece); as well as Shkoder, Lezhë, Durrës and Dibër (for 
those returned from Italy). Other recent studies (Kerpaci, 2019; Kerpaci & Kuka, 2019) have also 
reported Tirana as being viewed as metropolitan by returned migrants, with more employment or 
self-employment opportunities offered, a similar lifestyle to the one experienced in Greece, and 
better educational opportunities for students. 

This study also highlights the significance of Tirana as the right place to return to and invest. 
Meri, 40 years old, who runs her own shoe shop, and Teli, 43 years old, the owner of a small sewing 
firm, said the following:

Tirana is the centre of the Albanian economy. (…) The money is here. (Meri)

My wife wanted to settle in Saranda [a coastal city in the south] because her parents live 
there. But I didn’t agree. I thought that Tirana, as the most developed city in Albania, would 
be the best place for our business. In Saranda, there is life only during summer, whereas in 
Tirana everything is on the move. (Teli)

Setting up a business out of necessity

Many studies show that the choice to start a business made by migrants or returned migrants is 
defined by negative circumstances in the countries of origin and destination (Light, 2007; Locke & 
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Baum, 2007; Hessels et al., 2008; Aliaga-Isla & Rialp, 2013; Lintner, 2018). These studies show how 
migrants choose to become business owners, given the lack of conventional job opportunities and 
the necessity to overcome financial problems. Many Albanian migrants lost their jobs as a result 
of the financial crisis that hit the Greek economy in 2008. Indeed, of all the migrant groups living 
in Greece, it was the Albanians that were most affected (Zografakis & Kasimis, 2014, p.389). Their 
unemployment rate rose to 40% (INSTAT & IOM, 2014). 

Pier, 39 years old, and a returned migrant and owner of a small firm producing marble tomb-
stones, lost his job in Athens in 2008, and remained unemployed for a long time. He worked for 
several years as a marble technician, but searched for any job he could find and did not show any 
preferences. Unfortunately, there was nothing significant for him. He discussed with his wife the 
possibility of returning to Albania to start a business similar to what he had experienced in Greece; 
and she agreed. Together, they decided it was best for Pier be the first to move back to Albania, 
only to be followed by the rest of the family at a later date. They needed to be sure that things 
with the new business would go well, before the decision to leave Greece permanently was taken. 

I remained without a stable job in Athens for almost a year. I worked only four days a month. I 
was thinking of returning to Albania and setting up a small business (…). I had nothing to lose.  
I had the money. (…) [Also] in Tirana we had an apartment and, therefore, we didn’t have to 
pay rent. I discussed the idea with my wife. She agreed. She was aware of the fact that her 
salary wasn’t enough to cover our expenses in Athens. (…) We thought that it would be better 
if I moved there first, in order to see how things would go; then decide whether she and our 
children would join me in Albania. We didn’t want to risk the futures of our children. (Pier)   
Pier and a few other returned migrants (discussed in the following section) chose to invest in 

the same type of professional activity as had been the subject of their experience in Greece. In 
some cases, when a decision to return was taken unexpectedly (Dustmann & Kirchkamp, 2002; 
Rapoport, 2002; Démurger & Xu, 2011) and there was no significant experience in a specific job 
profile, the type of activity was selected by reference to informal market research carried out in 
Albania. Edi lost his job as a supervisor in a Greek vineyard thanks to the Greek debt crisis. He re-
turned to Albania in 2012, but remained unemployed for about six months until he decided to start 
his own business. He said the following:

We had bought an apartment in Tirana and we didn’t pay rent, but still we had other expen-
ses. (…) We had to find a solution. Our savings were running out. (…) I was thinking what to 
do with the money that we accumulated in Greece. One day I was walking through the city 
[Tirana] and I observed that in one of the main streets there wasn’t any shop selling sports 
shoes. I said to my wife: ‘This is what we will do. We will open a shop with sports shoes’. 
Some of the returned migrants started a business upon realising that the chances of being 

employed back in Albania were slim. Alba returned to Albania mainly because of nostalgia for 
home. She could not go on living in Greece in the face of continued longing for contact with close 
relatives. However, when back in Albania, she remained unemployed for almost eight months; so 
– taking advice from her brother – she ultimately decided to open a shop with women’s clothing. 
She did not aspire to self-employment on account of her not knowing how to manage a business, 
but it still seemed the best solution at the time.

When I returned here [Tirana] I didn’t think that it would be so difficult to find a job. My 
brother told me to open a shop with women’s clothes. Many people in Albania did the same 
in order to escape unemployment. For me, becoming a shop manager was something that I 
didn’t expect. In Greece I worked as a waitress, and I didn’t have any idea of how to manage 
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a small business. (…) But what could I do? I had to pay the bills. (…) So, I followed my bro-
ther’s suggestion. (Alba)
Aldi returned to Albania because he had been unable to bring his family to Greece. Family 

unification was in fact a long, expensive, and bureaucratic procedure that not many migrants were 
able to complete (Baldwin-Edwards, 2002). For Aldi, another reason that prompted him to start a 
business in Albania (apart from unemployment) was the unacceptable treatment of employees by 
their managers.

[In Greece] I was doing different kinds of jobs, anything that was coming my way. (…) I co-
uldn’t continue living alone anymore. I needed stability in my life (…) and I decided to return. 
In Albania I stayed unemployed for over a year. I found work as a seller in a big company, 
but I didn’t like the way the managers were treating us. Here in Albania, the managers or 
the business owners behave as if they are feeding their subordinates. So, I quit. I remained 
unemployed again for a while. Then I decided to start a business, an internet cafe. (…) But it 
didn’t go well. I closed it after a year and a half. (Aldi)
Another business failure applied in the case of Niko. In Albania, he remained unemployed for 

over a year until he found a job in a firm that sold medical supplies. But he remained dissatisfied 
with the way the work was being managed. Eventually, his company went bankrupt and Niko was 
unemployed again subsequently – for more than two years. Among the many jobs he had done in 
Greece was bartending, so when a friend suggested he open a café-bar, he accepted immediately. 
The plans for their joint business were ambitious.

My friend and I invested our money in a café-bar, but after one year it turned out to be a 
bad choice. Our business failed. We opened it with the idea of expanding it, (…) rearranging 
space (…) as well as adding different snacks. But unfortunately, we needed permission for 
these changes, which we couldn’t secure. They [City officials] demanded a lot of money in 
return. (Niko)
Indeed, corruption is one of the main barriers faced by returned migrants in Albania, be they 

entrepreneurs or not (Mai & Paladini, 2013; Kerpaci & Kuka, 2019). In the view of both Niko and 
Aldi, corruption was the main reason for their business failures. In Niko’s case, corruption directly 
precluded their making pre-planned and necessary changes to their business, so that it might be-
come profit-making. In Aldi’s case, the corruption was indirect, as his competitors evaded taxes, as 
well as bills for water or electricity bills, by the straightforward means of bribing tax collectors and 
city officials on a regular basis. So treated, these competitors were able to provide their services at 
a much lower price than Aldi, who found himself driven off the market.

The founding of a business as an opportunity

According to the World Bank (2019), Albania has made significant economic progress during the 
last three decades. Changing economic conditions provide more business opportunities (Baron, 
2004, 2006; Cohen & Winn, 2007; Mainela, Puhakka & Servais, 2014) that function as pull factors 
for returning migrants (Richmond, 1984; Callea, 1986). Some of those reported on here decided 
to return specifically in order to start a business. Recent economic developments in Albania, ac-
companied by lower taxes, are seen by migrants as representing a good opportunity for a firm to 
be established, or expanded with a view to earnings being maximised. The case of Klara and her 
husband offers a good illustration of how important market opportunities can prove in shaping a 
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decision to return. Entrepreneurs may make good use of their money if they are able to detect such 
opportunities (Baron, 2004, 2006). 

In Greece, my husband and I worked at home. We had a small family business [printing on 
canvas]. We did well enough, but my husband – who has a genius mind for business – tho-
ught that in Albania we would have the chance to expand our business. According to his re-
search, no one did printing on [tarpaulin] covers for trucks. Thus the demand would be high. 
(…) So we returned, and now we have our own business here. (Klara)
Altin, a restaurant chef, was at the outset reluctant to move his business from Athens to Ti-

rana. Although his earnings had been diminished by the debt crisis, he did not know how things 
functioned on the Albanian market, and was afraid to lose the sense of security he had in Athens. 
However, in the course of discussions with his friends, usually during summer vacations on visits 
back to Albania, he became convinced that his earnings would be higher. The Albanian economy 
was expanding (World Bank, 2017), while the taxes businesses had to pay were much lower than 
in Greece. In Albania, the corporate income tax rate in 2014 was in fact at 15% for Albanian and 
foreign companies established and operating in the country (MFA, 2014). That compared with the 
26% rate in force in Greece (Petrakis & Xenopoulos, 2014).

We moved here [Tirana] because (…) things looked good [regarding business activity] and 
the taxes were lower. My friends here [in Albania] always urged me to return. (…) [Eventual-
ly] I followed their advice. (…) My earnings here are higher. (Altin)
For Eli, the idea of having her own coffee shop was always an aspiration. And her work experi-

ence in Greece equipped her with the necessary skills and knowledge to achieve this:
When I was a little girl I very much liked the smell of coffee beans that my grandma roasted 
in our small kitchen. From that time on, I was dreaming of being the owner of a coffee shop 
where people enjoyed their morning coffee. [Initially] it was just a dream, but it became my 
objective when I migrated to Greece. There I worked as a waitress and as a barwoman. I 
learned a lot about how to make a good coffee and how to make people feel comfortable, 
and also how to manage (…) a coffee shop. I always had in my mind the idea of making some 
money in order to have my coffee shop. In Greece it was impossible because I worked in the 
black. I couldn’t do my papers because my employers didn’t agree to pay insurance. There I 
needed to invest more money than here, but my status [being undocumented] didn’t allow 
me to gain access to [the required] funding. That’s why I opened it here, in Tirana. (…) I had 
told my relatives who lived here to find for me a place to rent near the center. After they 
found it, I came to see it (…) and I rented it. 
According to Eli, her status as an irregular migrant was the main factor preventing her from 

becoming an entrepreneur in Greece. Irregularity of status was the source of many problems mi-
grants faced, with legalisation issues having a negative role on their economic integration. They 
also fuelled other problems migrants faced, such as racism and discrimination. In 1998 in particu-
lar, Albanian migrants came to be regarded as the main cause of rising crime rates in Greek society 
(Pavlou, 2001; Triandafyllidou, 2002; Jordan et al., 2003).

In Greece, we Albanians experienced a lot of racism (...) [the cause of which was] also the po-
licy of the Greek state. It was very difficult for us to find a job or rent a house, because of the 
negative stereotype of the Albanian migrants constructed by the media and the state. (Pier)
Within this last category of opportunity-seeking migrants, there is a small number of returned 
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migrants-turned-entrepreneurs who had pre-planned (i.e. before migrating) to set up a business 
upon their return. Within the theoretical framework of the New Economics of Labour Migration 
approach, return migration is usually viewed as ‘part of an optimal residential location place over 
the life cycle’ (Borjas & Bratsberg, 1996, p.165), whereas migration is regarded as a means by 
which future objectives can be fulfilled following return. The idea underlying this approach is that 
migrants often pre-plan their return. People decide to migrate to accumulate the economic and 
human capital enabling them to achieve their initial objectives, such as their involvement in new, 
higher-level activities following return (Thomas, 2008, p.657). In this context, the return would also 
be conditional upon the presence of opportunities in their country. The Albanian economy was 
experiencing growth from 1998 onwards (World Bank, 2017), providing many such opportunities 
for would-be entrepreneurs. As Teli mentioned: 

I left Albania because I wanted to see how businesses in Western countries were being run. 
I wanted to gain expertise and make some money, and then return to Albania and start so-
mething of my own. (…) When I met [in Greece] a Greek businessman willing to collaborate 
with me, I decided to return and start my business [in Albania]. Here the costs of production 
are lower compared to Greece.
Mira also intended to return and start her own business. After living in Greece for six years, she 

and her husband came back and opened a minimarket in Tirana: 
The return was always part of our future plans. We left the country temporarily. We didn’t 
intend to stay permanently in Greece. We wanted to make money in order to buy a house 
and start a business here in Tirana. (…) When we found a place that we liked, we rented it 
and opened our minimarket.

Conclusions

The study reported here shows that Albanian return migrants’ engagement in entrepreneurial ac-
tivities is influenced by several push and pull factors, depending on the changing circumstances in 
their country, as well as in Greece. Two categories of returned migrant-turned-entrepreneur can be 
identified. The first category of returned migrants was pushed into entrepreneurship on account of 
the need for their financial problems to be overcome. The second category entailed people being 
pulled towards entrepreneurship by opportunities they identified on the Albanian market. Within 
this second category there is a subcategory of returned migrants who had pre-planned their return 
prior to migrating. The timing of their return depended on the right opportunity being present.

More specifically, one of the main factors pushing certain migrants participating in this study to 
return to Albania was the Greek debt crisis of 2009. This had a severe impact on their employment 
and earnings. Those who lost their jobs in Greece decided to return to Albania, with the intention 
of either starting a small business or simply finding a job. Other reasons for returning to Albania 
were found to be nostalgia for home and relatives, difficulty with achieving family reunification, or 
even an inability to engage in higher-level activities (such as starting a business) in Greece. How-
ever, they also faced economic problems back in Albania, with most returned migrants remaining 
unemployed for a considerable period of time, and seeing their savings diminish. Even those who 
managed to find a job were not satisfied with the working conditions. This category of returned 
migrants did not plan or aspire to become entrepreneurs. Rather, they chose the path of entrepre-
neurship out of a need to see financial problems overcome one way or another. 
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People in this study’s other category of returned migrants aspired to become entrepreneurs. 
They achieved this goal after identifying and seizing the right opportunity in Albania. The growing 
Albanian market pulled them into returning and investing their savings in businesses in which they 
had acquired skills in Greece. But many of the returned migrants started their businesses without 
any knowledge of, or experience relating to, the specific job profile they had in Greece. They found 
the right niche and did not hesitate to invest. Others were already business owners in Greece, al-
though it was not easy for them to set up in business. The negative image of the Albanian migrant 
in Greek society, fostered and preserved by the media but encouraged by policies of the Greek gov-
ernment, hindered these migrants’ efforts to pursue their economic interests freely. Nevertheless, 
they succeeded in becoming entrepreneurs, with some deciding to return to Albania and moving 
their businesses with them. As a result of the Greek debt crisis, taxes increased and the turnover 
of businesses in general decreased; Albanian migrants saw their earnings diminish. In this environ-
ment, Albania appeared to be more business-friendly. Lower taxes, in addition to a generally good 
economic outlook, functioned as a significant incentive to return.

Within this category of opportunity-seeking migrants, there are some who had pre-planned 
their return to Albania before migrating. They were highly motivated to succeed as entrepreneurs. 
Their reason for migrating to Greece was to accumulate enough money and learn how to manage 
a business. Apart from the fulfillment of these initial intentions, their decisions to return and set 
up their businesses were also determined by detection of an appropriate opportunity at home. 

Both categories of returned migrants-turned-entrepreneurs have faced problems with corrup-
tion. However, while most of these businesses endured and continued to operate normally, a few 
were indeed driven to failure. 
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