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Beyond Remittances: Knowledge Transfer among Highly Educated Latvian Youth Abroad 

Russell King,* Aija Lulle and Laura Buzinska 

 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

Young, tertiary-edu ated e ig a ts see the sel es, a d a e see   thei  ho e ou t s 
government, as agents of economic and social change, especially if they can be incentivized 

to return home. In this paper we examine whether this hypothesized positive impact is 

realized, taking the case of Latvia, a small peripheral country in north-east Europe, formerly 

part of the Soviet Union but since 2004 a member-state of the European Union. We build 

our analysis on data from an online questionnaire (n=307) and from narrative interviews 

(n=30) with foreign-educated Latvian students and graduates. In moving beyond 

e itta es, hi h a e the ai  ele e t i  the theo  a d poli  of ig atio s 
o t i utio  to de elop e t, e e a i e k o ledge t a sfe  as a fo  of so ial 

remittance , eaki g do  k o ledge i to a a ge of t pes – embrained, embodied, 

encultured etc. We find that students and graduates do indeed see themselves as agents of 

change in their home country, but that the changes they want to make, and the broader 

imaginaries of development that they may have, are constrained due to the limited scale of 

the market and the often non-transparent recruitment practices in Latvia. Policy should 

recognize and respond to various barriers that exist to knowledge transfer and return. 
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Introduction 

 

For a small, peripheral European country like Latvia, young, highly educated migrants are 

potential agents of economic and social change in their home country. Their contribution to 

change and development is conventionally thought of as taking place via three mechanisms 

– the t o ‘s  of e itta es a d etu , plus othe  o t i utio s f o  the diaspo a i  
terms of investment and the channeling of new ideas. This is how most scholars 

operationalize the link between migration and home-country development in what has 

come to be known as the migration–development nexus (for a selection of relevant 

literature see de Haas 2010; Faist et al. 2011; Lucas 2005; Van Hear and Sørensen 2003). 

 Within the migration–development nexus, remittances have taken center-stage, 

consistent with the neoliberal philosophy of individual initiative and the concomitant retreat 

f o  state pla i g. Defi ed as u e t p i ate t a sfe s f o  ig a t o ke s ho a e 
o side ed eside ts of the host ou t  to eside ts i  the o ke s  ou t  of o igi  

(World Bank 2011: xvi), remittances are usually conceived of as financial flows transmitted 

via banks or money transfer operators such as Western Union or conveyed cash-in-hand by 

migrants on return visits to their family members. Rather than overseas aid packages, 

foreign investment or state-managed development plans, remittances are thought to be a 

more effective means of bottom-up  development, directing resources to those who are 

most needy and deserving. Remittances are a central plank of the so- alled e  e o o i s 
of ig atio , he ei  the  a e o st u ted as a  effe ti e oute out of po e t , e a li g 

oth thei  e efi ia ies  su i al f o  pe iodi  hu ge  a d disaste , and providing a means 

for investment for a more prosperous future (Black 2009; Lucas 2005: 145–206; Taylor 

1999). 

 Financial remittances are not, however, our main focus in this paper. Our first step in 

o i g e o d e itta es  is to e isit Pegg  Le itt s i po ta t o ept of social 

remittances, defined by her as the ideas, eha iors, identities and social capital that flow 

from [migrant] receiving- to sending- ou t  o u ities  : . Despite the se i al 
status of Le itt s  pape , ei fo ed  e e t efi e e ts Le itt a d La a-Nieves 

2011, 2013), there have been rather few empirical studies of how this important concept 

plays out in practice. Precisely how do migrants and returnees imagine and effect social and 

economic change in their home countries? What are the barriers, both perceived and 

objective, which they have to overcome in order to achieve their aspired role as 

development agents? 

 In this paper we are particularly interested in knowledge transfer (Williams 2007a) 

from tertiary-educated migrants, specifically from Latvian graduates who have undertaken 

some or all of their higher education abroad. Our guiding research questions are the 

following. How do young, tertiary-educated migrants imagine and practice knowledge 

transfer across international borders which correspond to economic, social and cultural 

boundaries? What a e thei  diag oses of Lat ia s de elop e t eeds a d oppo tu ities, a d 
how do they envision their own contribution, both in terms of their ego-centered career 

development and their more altruistic concern for their countr s futu e? 

 Our paper proceeds as follows. In the next section we provide some further context 

to the case-study of Latvia. We put forward the notion of an evolving Latvian student and 

g aduate diaspo a, e o e t o  the ou t s e e t politi al histo y and its 

peripherality within the European Union, and we summarize recent migration trends. The 

succeeding section is conceptual: here we describe the main theoretical notions associated 
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with knowledge transfer as part of social remittances, including distinctions between 

different categories of knowledge (embrained, embodied, encultured etc.), as well as the 

Aristotelian concept of phronesis as a pragmatic response to local values and dynamic 

complexity. A section on data and methods then follows. Two surveys underpin our 

empirical analysis: an online questionnaire survey of Latvian graduates who have studied 

abroad (N=307), and a series of in-depth interviews (N=30) to the same category of research 

participants. Drawing on findings of this dual research design, empirical results are 

presented under three headings: imaginaries of development; return and knowledge 

transfer; and the social, cultural and ethnic boundaries that have to be confronted and, 

ideally, traversed. In the conclusion we return to the original research questions, evaluate 

the extent to which they have been answered, and draw out the wider lessons of our 

Latvian case-study. 

 

Latvian students and graduates abroad: a resource for development? 

 

Like the other so- alled A  ou t ies hi h joi ed the Eu opea  U io  i  its ajo  easte  
enlargement in 2004 (Estonia, Lithuania, Poland, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary and 

Slovenia), Latvia has experienced significant emigration of young people in the last decade 

and more. According to the most recent census (CSB 2015), more than 220,000 people 

emigrated from Latvia during 2001–2011, a significant share of the total population of 2 

illio . Th ee e e ts i  the ou t s e e t politi al history have shaped the evolution of 

this ig atio : the fall of the I o  Cu tai  a d Lat ia s su se ue t i depe de e f o  the 
Soviet Union in 1991, its accession to the EU in 2004, and the 2008 economic crisis. The 

most important of these events was EU accession, which opened up a new migratory space 

into which Latvians were free to move, although they were only free also to work initially in 

the UK, Ireland and Sweden. The subsequent years were a period of large-scale emigration 

and also return, accompanied by healthy inflows of remittances which boosted GDP per 

apita a d the ou t s o e all fi a ial ala e. The post-accession boom years were, 

however, abruptly halted by the global and European economic crisis which hit Latvia 

severely when its banks failed and the government had to seek financial support from the 

International Monetary Fund and the European Commission. It is true that there has been a 

strong recovery of the Latvian economy since 2010, but some attribute this to the 

combination of austerity and emigration, rather than reflecting true, output-driven growth 

(Sommers and Woolfson 2014). 

 From the perspective of the UK and Ireland, the two main destinations for recent 

Latvian migration, the main image is of low-skilled workers doing essential but often casual 

and low-paid jobs in agriculture and food processing, on construction sites, in hotels and 

catering, and in domestic cleaning. However, a growing number of migrants are university 

graduates, as well as emigrating students who move abroad to compete their education. 

Whilst the ethos of f ee o e e t ithi  the EU is o e of the Co u it s fou datio al 
canons which can hardly be challenged, there are concerns in Latvia about the loss of such a 

significant share of the key developmental resource of human capital, especially at a time 

when Latvia is experiencing absolute demographic decline – the population was 2.3 million 

in 2001, falling to 2.0 million in 2011. Students, too, are a diminishing national total, 

dropping from around 130,000 students in universities and other third-level institutions in 

the boom years of 2004–2008 to 86,000 in 2014 (MoES 2015: 31). This sharp decrease in the 

number of students enrolled in Latvia should be seen in the light of three factors: the very 
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low birth rate, continuing emigration, and the effect of the crisis which makes it more 

difficult for students and their families to fund their studies. 

 The growth in the number of Latvian students getting their qualifications abroad 

mirrors global and European trends in international student migration. This form of 

migration grows at a quicker pace than the growth of total global migration, and this is 

reflected in the appearance of several major studies on the international mobility of 

students (see Alberts and Hazen 2013; Bilicen 2014; Brooks and Waters 2011; Byram and 

Dervin 2008; Gérard and Uebelmesser 2014). According to the International Institute for 

Education (IIE 2015), international student numbers rose from 2.1 million in 2001 to 4.5 

million in 2014. The main drivers of this increase have been the prestige and career-

relevance of a qualification from a more advanced  university system; increasingly open, 

integrated and compatible educational systems for foreign students, enabling easier 

mobility; competition amongst national university systems and individual institutions for the 

est a d ightest  stude ts f o  a ou d the o ld; a d the ge e al ise i  glo al 
interconnectedness economically, socially and culturally (Findlay 2011).  

 The common interpretation of international student migration – apart from being a 

global multi-billion dollar industry – is that it is a win  situation for students who are able 

to expand both their academic knowledge and their cultural horizons which may, in turn, 

increase their opportunities for better careers. The question then arises as to the location of 

their subsequent careers: abroad or back in the country of origin? Surprisingly little is known 

about the career outcomes of foreign-educated graduates who return to their home 

countries, particularly within the European context. Evidence may, indeed, be contradictory. 

A study by Di Pietro (2013) on Italian graduates found that studying abroad increased the 

possibility of being in employment three years after graduation. Conti and King (2015), on 

the other hand, found that Italian graduates who had either studied and/or worked abroad 

were fearful of returning to Italy because of the high likelihood of unemployment and their 

loss of the networks and personal contacts thought necessary to get a graduate-level job. 

 Given the developmental potential of foreign-educated graduates, what Michael 

Coll e   alls e ig atio  states  ha e espo ded  pa i g o e atte tio  to thei  
e t a-territorial  populatio s. I  additio  to the t o ‘s  e tio ed ea lie  e itta es 

and return), the third prong of the migration–development nexus – mobilizing the 

diaspo a  – e o es a ke  fo us fo  poli , espe iall  he  the diaspo a  o tai s a high 
proportion of highly educated and therefore potentially creative and wealthy individuals. It 

is also i te esti g to ote, i  passi g, ho  states i easi gl  deplo  the te  diaspo a  to 
denote their emigrant populations, even those who, like students, are recently emigrated 

and who therefore do not fulfil the prototypical definition of a diaspora as a long-standing, 

multi-generation and rather settled population (cf. Cohen 2008: 2–4). Whilst some would 

sa  the ph ase stude t diaspo a  is a  o o o  e ause stude ts a e likel  to e recently 

departed, onwardly mobile and lacking a true diasporic identity, the flexible use of the word 

diaspora chimes with its modern-day extended meaning whereby it is used more as a 

metaphor rather than as a specific historical-geographical formation (Brubaker 2005). 

 Latvia is one of several Central and Eastern European countries which are anxious to 

attract back young and highly educated migrants, and which are concerned about the scale 

of the brain drain in a context of future economic planning with a shrinking supply of 

qualified graduates. The main policy document produced by the Latvian government is its 

Return Migration Support Plan for 2013–2016 (Ministry of Economics 2013), which 

proposed eight strands of policy and support for returning migrants: 
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 improving the quality of relevant information in state institutions and streamlining the 

bureaucratic side 

 improving communication about job vacancies in Latvia 

 priority for attracting back the highly skilled 

 teaching Latvian language to the children of migrants 

 suppo ti g the hild e s ei teg atio  i to Lat ia  s hools he  the  etu  ith thei  
parents 

 expansion of ties between the government and the diaspora 

 state companies cannot ask for Russian language as a prerequisite for job hiring 

 broaden the categories of those who can apply for repatriation support 

 

A ninth strand was added later: 

 

 better recognition of foreign diplomas. 

 

Alongside the policy plan were key statements by government officials. Daniels Pavluts, 

Minister of Economics at the time, put it like this in a 2012 statement: 

 

We want to give a clear message to Latvian nationals around the world that their 

future is in Latvia. We have to develop a return migration plan with clearly defined 

activities, funding for such activities, and a timetable.1 

 

The i iste  a ou ed that his d ea  is that half of all e ig a ts ould etu ,  ut this 
target was then adjusted to 100,000 in 20 years. 

 At first sight, the timing of the plan was opportune, coming when the economic 

recovery from the crisis was well under way. And there was a democratic ring to the policy 

process which was open to any citizen to submit suggestions. But, inevitably, the policy was 

harshly criticized for its elitist and ethno-centric nature – note its pro-Latvian, anti-Russian 

references, and its priority for the highly skilled. Moreover, the targets were unrealistic, and 

less than a year after the launch of the plan the government changed the rhetoric to a more 

individualistic, neoliberal emphasis, as Pavluts subsequently argued in a 2013 interview: 

 

 The aim for the plan was never to persuade anybody to come back; not in a direct 

a , at least. That ould e i i al… to ask people to o e a k if the e a e o 
real grounds for that. The plan was oriented towards people who had already made 

their decision to return; who know what they will do upon return and how they will 

make their living. The aim of the plan was to put pressure on the government 

institutions to collaborate and provide the necessary educational, social and 

employment services for those who do return.2 

 

  One of the few concrete activities which have been implemented to promote return 

of the highly skilled is an internship programme for graduates to work in Latvian 

government departments and institutions. The programme received 143 applications from 

20 countries, and so far six people have been selected to work in Latvia in summer 2015. 

  Latvian President Raimonds Vejonis also put his weight behind the general policy of 

mobilizing the Latvian diaspora, portraying emigrant professionals as a resource which 
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should be tapped into to help the country to flourish, especially from an entrepreneurial 

perspective. Addressing the World Latvians Economics and Innovation Forum in 2015, he 

said: 

 

 Your location abroad should be seen as an opportunity for development which 

allows Latvian entrepreneurs to use your experience and knowledge, opening up a 

better cooperation with Latvia… Perhaps a good part of those of you who are here, 

are the first representatives of Latvia  e t ep e eu s i  ou  ou t ies of eside e… 
Nobody can know the market and its opportunities better than you. In the 

meantime, you understand Latvian traditions and the business environment in 

Latvia. But you can also see Latvia from outside and therefore you can sometimes 

detect needs and problems even more clearly, and what is needed for the economic 

development of our country. Therefore I ask you to build ties and collaboration with 

Latvia-based entrepreneurs which will give an impetus to them to develop as 

important players in the world.3 

 

 This appeal to patriotic feelings also represented an elitist selection, this time 

ta geti g o l  e t ep e eu s. Lat ia s sele ti e diaspo a mobilization strategy reflects 

broader concerns about the way such policies, if uncritically celebrated, can perpetuate or 

even exacerbate inequalities – as has been demonstrated in other geographic contexts 

(Larner 2015; Smith and Gergan 2015). And rather than patriotic fervour, survey data display 

a starkly different picture amongst the broader Latvian emigrant population. An internet 

survey of 14,000 Latvian emigrants worldwide carried out by the Institute of Philosophy and 

Sociology of the University of Latvia in 2015 revealed that trust in the government was 

atast ophi all  lo  IP“ . O  a s ale –10 (most negative to most positive), the 

average assessment of the Latvian government was 1.5, with 56% of respondents awarding 

the lowest rating of 0. By compariso , the espo de ts  assess e ts of the go e e t of 
the countries where they were residing was 5.9.  

 No quantitative research exists on return trends of Latvian students and graduates 

from abroad. We do know that from all emigrants who left during 2001–2008, some 40% 

returned (Hazans 2011). But of course some, possibly many, could have re-emigrated – as 

many Polish returnees from Britain did when they found that conditions were still tough in 

Pola d White . I  Kaha e  a d Fa o s  study on the migration of young people 

from the new (i.e. post-2004) EU states, one of the key findings was that younger migrants 

tend to stay for a shorter time abroad, and this holds for Latvia too. In the rest of this paper 

we will therefore treat Latvia as a rather typical example of knowledge transfer and return 

migration, not only for other Central and East European countries but also in other global 

contexts where countries have, relative to their size, large cohorts of young and highly 

educated people living abroad. 

 

Data 

 

Our target population for this study was composed of Latvian university students and 

graduates who had completed (or were still undergoing) all or part of their tertiary-level 

studies abroad. The sample included both those who were still studying or working abroad, 

and those who had returned to Latvia. This target-population definition was kept 

deliberately broad in order to capture the variety of experiences of highly educated Latvians 
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studying and working abroad and back home across a range of life-stages and age ranges 

from 18 to 35 years old. 

 Rather than follow conventional definitions of international students  as those who 

have crossed an international border for the purpose of study following prior education in 

another country, or of foreign students  as defined on the basis of citizenship, we adopted 

a more flexible definition based on the notion of diaspora. We approach Latvian students 

and recent graduates who live abroad as a form of highly educated diasporic youth. At 

different ends of this flexible spectrum we find the Latvian graduate who goes abroad in his 

or her mid-20s to research a PhD, and the child of Latvian labor migrants who is taken 

abroad by her/his migrating parents at a young age and then pursues third-level studies 

abroad. 

 To some purists, this use if the term diaspora  violates its classic meaning of a 

historically embedded ethnic population scattering characterized by trauma, loss, exile, and 

desire for return to a common ancestral homeland Cohen 2008: 1–19). Rather, we follow 

B u ake s conceptualization of diaspora as a community of practice  (2005: 12), including 

the notion of a young  diaspora or a diaspora-in-the-making  (cf. Mai 2005). Or, to be 

more categorical, we quote Esman (2009: 14) who, wishing to transcend the classical 

concept heavily influenced by the Jewish case, defines diaspora as a migrant community 

that maintains material and sentimental linkages with its home country, while adapting to 

the environment and institutions of the host country . 

 The primary data examined in this paper come from two sources. The first is an 

internet-based questionnaire survey carried out in February–March 2015 and distributed via 

the webpage of the Centre for Diaspora and Migration Studies of the University of Latvia. 

Here we analyze written responses to three open questions which were formulated as 

follows: 

 

1. What are your plans for the future? 

2. I a t to use  k o ledge…. 
3. I want to emphasize…. 
 

The idea was that, outside of the simple quantitative and factual data collected by the 

questionnaire, respondents (who numbered 307) would have space to express their plans, 

thoughts and ideas freely. This approach yielded abundant and highly reflective and 

opinionated responses. Respondents provided recommendations about Lat ia s futu e 
development and engaged in a dialogue concerning their personal experiences and views of 

both abroad and, more particularly, their home country and its development needs. 

 Altogether the respondents represented 26 countries as their current place of 

residence. The largest group were those who had already returned to Latvia (63). Of the 

remainder, 55 responded from the UK, 26 from Sweden, 24 from the Netherlands, 23 from 

Denmark, 17 from Germany, 13 from Finland, 12 from the US, and smaller numbers from 

several other countries.  

 The survey respondents were disproportionately made up of women (75%) – at first 

sight, a rather marked deviation from the gender balance that we ideally sought. But 

actually, there is a female majority amongst graduating students both in the EU as a whole 

(60% in 2012; Eurostat 2015) and in Latvia (65% in 2014; MoES 2015: 33); so the bias is less 

serious. In terms of age distribution, 70% of respondents were aged 18–29, the remainder 

over 30 years of age. 
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 The second source of primary data consists of 30 semi-structured interviews with 

Latvian students and graduates who were studying, or had studied, abroad. Interviews were 

conducted either face-to-face or via skype, and lasted one hour on average. They were 

a ied out i  the i te ie ee s la guage of hoi e – Latvian, Russian or English – and were 

tape-recorded subject to informed consent. The interview phase of the research 

immediately followed the online questionnaire, and took place between March and July 

2015. Interviewees were partly recruited from the database of surveyed respondents from 

the questionnaire (who were asked to indicate their willingness to be available for in-depth 

interview), and additional interviewees were reached by a snowballing method. For the 

latter, no more than two contacts given by one interviewee were used in order to ensure 

access to different social networks. 

 Compared to the online survey, the interview sample was more gender-balanced: 16 

females and 14 males. Included in the interview survey were students and graduates at 

a helo , Maste s a d PhD le el, i  o de  to t a e diffe e t le els of e ai ed k o ledge 
and different educational life transitions. We excluded, however, those who had been 

abroad only as exchange students, since this form of student mobility does not result in a 

final degree qualification from abroad. 

 The interviews were designed to elicit qualitative biographical data from the 

participants, who were encouraged to tell their stories  in a roughly chronological 

sequence across three life-stages: their background, upbringing and early education in 

Latvia; their experiences of study and (if relevant) work abroad; and their experiences since 

return to Latvia (or for those still abroad, their attitudes towards and plans for return). A key 

purpose of the interview was to elicit their own diagnosis of the problems and potentialities 

of development in Latvia, and how they envisioned their possible contribution to the 

development process. Obviously we did not, in the interview dialogues, use terms like 

social remittances  or embrained  and enculturated  knowledge; but we found that 

i te ie ees  a ati es, based both on their experiences and their opinions, could be easily 

framed within this conceptual terminology. 

 According to our preferred theoretical optic, we distinguished which type of 

knowledge our respondents were giving meaning to. We also identified different types of 

boundary (economic, social and cultural) that had to be crossed in order for the knowledge 

transfer to take place. These boundary categories will structure some of our empirical 

analysis below. First we examine the more general and often idealized imaginations that 

respondents and interviewees articulated when talking about development  in Latvia and 

their own actual and imagined return to the homeland. 

 In what follows, any names are pseudonyms. Data from the online survey (S) and the 

interviews (I) are indicated thus, together with gender (F or M) and the country/ies of 

current and past residence as a student or worker. 

 

Imaginaries of development: from idealized returns to disillusionment 

 

Survey respondents and interviewees often expressed idealized imaginaries of their return 

and the knowledge contribution that they envisaged themselves making to the home 

country. In doing so they articulated, either explicitly or implicitly, a particular model  for 

Lat ia s de elop e t; a d the  usuall  sa  the sel es as age ts of a positi e i pa t of 
migration – both on their own personal development and the development of their 

homeland. But this framework reveals that development is not purely an economic process 
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but is also socially and culturally inscribed. In a paper in an earlier issue of this journal, 

Thornton et al. (2015: 69) stated that developmental idealism is a cultural model – a set of 

beliefs and values – that identifies the appropriate goals of development and the ends for 

achieving these goals . In post-socialist Latvia these beliefs, values and goals  are no longer 

socialist but neoliberal. As we shall see in this section, whilst the research participants were 

able to identify the goals and mea s fo  Lat ia s de elop e t, the  e e ot al a s 
allowed  to achieve these ambitions, partly because of what they perceived as their 

externally ascribed identity as returnees  and as foreign-educated . 

 The first set of quotes below illustrates the optimistic, positive cause–effect impact 

imagined by the participants, a d the e essit  fo  the Lat ia  go e e t to k o  its 
diaspo a  Dze o ska . 

 

 I would like to emphasize that these kinds of efforts [for the state to communicate 

with the student diaspora] should be welcomed, because knowledge gained from 

outside can be very effectively integrated into the labor market in Latvia, bringing in 

new ideas and, probably, giving benefits to business in Latvia (S, F, UK).  

 

Other respondents idealistically emphasized how the Latvian state should use  them as 

valuable developmental resources, not so much for investment purposes but more in the 

field of knowledge transfer. Latvian students abroad could be asked to take part in 

voluntary research work, or giving guest-lectures, and other forms of collaboration with 

partner organizations in Latvia  (S, F, Sweden). In the words of another student: 

  

It is important for the Latvian government to know its people who study abroad or 

who have recently graduated. Then the state could find professionals with a specific 

educational profile or specialization which is not available in Latvia (S, F, UK and 

Denmark). 

 

In the final quote in this series which expresses the rather unproblematic, or perhaps we 

should better say, unproblematized, version of highly educated emigrants as development 

agents for their countries or origin, we find a stark argument for the normalcy and 

desirability of emigration, challenging the notion of sedentary normativity  by which 

people who emigrate are seen as somehow deviant : 

  

In every developed county there should be a layer of people who want to explore 

the world and gain the best and what it gives them, and then return with that 

experience and new thoughts (S, M, UK). 

  

Contrasting these positive imaginaries of Latvian development are some harsher and 

more complex realities. First, there are barriers related to ascription – who you are and how 

you are perceived and categorized – which apply to both migrants and return migrants in 

their respective locational contexts of social and organizational emplacement (Williams 

2007a: 369–370). 

 Nagel (2005: 208) emphasizes that ascription can apply to all migrants and not only 

the lower-skilled to whom it is usually thought to be most relevant. Criteria for ascription 

a e usuall  uilt a ou d the ig a ts  status as strangers  or newcomers , or their specific 

(visible) ethnicity and difference : the case of Indian  or African  doctors in the UK health 
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sector is commented on by Raghuram and Kofman (2002). For Latvian students and 

workers, their ascribed characteristics – often implied rather than asked outright – related 

to their generic Eastern European-ness  but also to their unknown  nature as part of a 

small, little-known, almost exotic  country. Katrina, aged 28, who has a degree from a 

prestigious British university and who now works in emerging markets in the financial sector 

in London, saw her Latvian ethnicity as an asset: 

 

 In my work I am never treated as second- lass; I e ei e e t a help if I eed it… he e 
there are no other Latvians at my level. I am exotic, I feel special. And actually Latvia 

is a e  good topi  fo  s all talk, to ai tai  o e satio s…  
 

As her own account suggests, Katrina, who came from a wealthy family background in 

Latvia, saw herself as an exception – one of the very few Latvian high-flyers in the City of 

London. For most of the others in our research, the main difficulty was dealing with their 

ascribed identity as Eastern Europeans. This came out less in the academic spaces of higher 

education, where they often were studying in an international environment, and more in 

the workplace, especially if the work was casual, low-skilled employment, where the 

ascription of being a migrant was more salient. Consider the case of Laura, a music student 

who, like many Latvian (and other) students, had to take part-time employment to support 

herself during her studies. Laura did casual work in bars and cafés and encountered envy 

and sarcasm from her local  British workmates: 

 

 There are always some girls [at work] who had negative attitudes. Oh you are 

studying, and you sing so well, and you also have a child, and you are fit. But who do 

you think you are, coming from Latvia? … I just took all this gossip stuff too 
pe so all ; that s h  I ould t sta  lo g i  that t pe of o k. 

 

And later in the same interview, 

 

 I always had to resist and object to those who took it for granted that Latvia is a 

backward Eastern European country. I always try to point out that Latvia is actually 

more a Nordic than an East European country. 

 

 The real surprise comes, however, when the highly educated migrants return to 

Latvia and discover that yet again they are the victims of certain types of ascription. This 

surprise arises because it is assumed that it will be easier to overcome any prejudice 

towards returnees because they already possess, as a result of their pre-emigration 

upbringing and earlier lives in Latvia, at least some of the embedded and encultured 

knowledge of their home country. Participants become aware of these ascriptive barriers on 

visits home, or when they start to look for a job, or from the stories of others who have 

returned and faced difficulties. They discover that time spent abroad, and the possession of 

foreign  credentials, are often obstacles rather than assets for getting a decent job in 

Latvia. The respondent below describes how she anticipated a penalty  for her foreign 

experience, and attributed her success therefore to luck : 

 

 I returned to Latvia, because I found a job in my field: it was pure luck. I would have 

moved elsewhere if I had found a job [in another country], because in principle, I did 
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not expect that any employer in Latvia would be interested in giving a job to a 

Latvian who was studying abroad (S, F, UK, returned to Latvia). 

 

More common was the reaction of other respondents who fear such ascriptive 

categorization of thei  fo eig  e pe ie e a d ti e a a  as a ajo  obstacle preventing 

their return: 

 

 I  Lat ia it s ha d to get a ell-paid job if you have been abroad and away from the 

local job market. Nobody wants to give a job to someo e ho does t ha e 
experience in Latvia (S, F, Canada). 

 

 Those who studied abroad are usually treated with suspicion, and not fully accepted 

afte  his o  he  etu … I thi k e eed to ha e a  e pa di g ho izo  a out hat a 
person gains when they study abroad (S, F, Netherlands). 

 

 The final sentence in the previous quote hints at a prescription for what the home 

country ought to do to broaden its welcome and appreciation of returning students with 

their foreign  (but often very useful and relevant) qualifications. At the same time, there is 

an awareness that a (foreign) university degree is not a simple passport to a good job or an 

indicator of the requisite skills. What is needed – as suggested in the quote below – is a kind 

of matching  process so that both sides – the returning graduate and the home country – 

can gain. 

 

 Those positi e, ou g people that Lat ia eeds, a e t just so e he e out the e i  
the universities abroad. A university degree is not an indicator of their skills and 

experience, which of course, go along with knowledge. If the Latvian government 

continues with a rigid selection mechanism for a specific area of young people with a 

specific course of higher education, it will lose a lot of human potential from those 

who have talents and who have been abroad (S, M, Austria). 

 

In the final quote in this section, another survey respondent, this time a returnee, observes 

how those who have returned and who, because of their absence abroad, lack local 

contacts, tend to stick together as a group. 

 

 I have observed that young graduates with foreign diplomas, they sometimes 

socialize togethe … the k o ledge that the  sha e e ai s ithi  the i le of these 
people. At a national level – in business and in politics – a local education and 

experience is often more valued. This is due to the fact that a return migrant, 

irrespective of the quality of his or her education, lacks local contacts. A person with 

a foreign diploma is a suspicious  outsider – you never know how he or she will use 

his or her knowledge. Our  people with our  education are preferred (S, F, Latvia). 

 

 To sum up, we find that respondents and interviewees are aware of the ascriptive 

criteria that are assigned to them, both abroad and at home. Some see these ascriptions 

largely in positive terms. Students and graduates with foreign qualifications and experiences 

are imagined as boundary spanners and as a resource as a result of their embrained 

k o ledge. Ho e e , egati it  also featu es st o gl  i  so e pa ti ipa ts  espo ses a d 
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narratives, expressing pessimism over the possibilities of knowledge transfer due to various 

obstacles and boundaries. The most important of these boundaries is the economic one.  

 

Return, knowledge transfer, and economic boundaries 

 

A o di g to Willia s  a  f a e o k, etu  ig a ts al ead  possess so e a d 
encultured knowledge about their home country, and this should make it easier for them to 

transfer knowledge gained during their studies and work experience abroad. And indeed, 

the uestio  of etu , eithe  a tual o  possi le, featu ed p o i e tl  i  ou  espo de ts  
written and oral reflections. Virtually all of these paid homage to the general neoliberal 

economic discourse which is now hegemonic in Latvia, as it is in the other post-socialist 

countries of the EU. Return is associated with terminologies of progress which, it is claimed, 

will change the rusty  thinking in Latvia with its heritage of Soviet-era relationships and 

ways of doing things. Particular attention in the questionnaire answers and interview 

narratives is given to the introduction of new social norms and modern Western  

standards in education, public administration and business, with the returnees casting 

themselves in the role of key agents of change. The following quote exemplifies the 

idealistic, almost revolutionary, youthful stance of a recent returnee railing against the 

deade i g i flue e of the e ai ed U““‘  o  olde  people s i ds a d attitudes: 
 

 [I returned] to develop this country. Who else, if not young people? Older people 

ha e the U““‘ i  thei  i ds a d these lo ki g e talities do t allo  the  to 

develop progressive thinking on things which have been developed long ago in 

Europe and other places of the world (S, F, Latvia, returned from UK). 

 

 This quote is interesting in that it draws a triple boundary: a geographical one 

between Europe  (meaning Western Europe) and Latvia, still afflicted by the heritage of its 

membership of the USSR; a generational one between youth  and older people , the 

former progressive and European , the latter the repository of Soviet-style mentalities; and 

a historical one between the socialist era, when Latvia was part of the Soviet Union, and the 

post-socialist era of democratization, independence and market-led economics. Let us 

explore these multiple boundaries further with the help of our informants and some 

references to key literature.  

 As “te i g et al. :  poi t out, the t a sitio  f o  o u is  to apitalis  
in Central and Eastern Europe ep ese ts pe haps o e of the oldest e pe i e ts ith 
neo-liberal ideas in the world today, demonstrating vividly the policies and practices 

associated with this market-led ideolog . The eoli e al p oje t, fo  these ou t ies as fo  
othe s, ests on a theory of political economy which promotes markets, enterprise and 

private property, restructures regulation into more limited forms, and reduces the role of 

the pu li  se to  a d elfa e  (2010: 2). Finally, neoliberalization is a social project too – 

p edi ated o  eje tio  of the o u ist  so iet  a d o  the p o otio  of the i di idual, 
especially as an enterprising individual. Once again, in the words of Stenning et al. (2010: 

, the p oje t of eo-liberalism rests on the cultivation of neo-liberal subjectivities 

which seek to promote an individualizing ethics of autonomous self-improvement and to 

e ode o u al a d so ial elatio ships . 
 At first blush, both the Latvian state and its economic planners on the one side, and 

the young graduates with experience of emigration on the other, subscribe to this neoliberal 
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imaginary. The young people, in any case, have lived most, even all in some cases, of their 

lives in the post-socialist period and have little or no direct memory of the Soviet era. 

Certainly we have multiple instances of our respondents aspiring to contribute their 

accumulated knowledge, expertise and initiative for the market-economy style of 

development in Latvia. Two examples follow below. Note that these are male voices, like 

most of the respondents who echo this neoliberal economic theme. 

 

 At this moment I am in London because this is the center of the world in many 

se ses… But I ill etu  soo . I a  su e a out  o it e t to i est i  Lat ia. I 
am convinced that I can help Latvian society to become more organized and I have 

my ideas about how to do that. I hope there will be more people like me who are 

ready to invest their knowledge in Latvia (S, M, UK). 

 

 I work in a new enterprise in Riga. I use my knowledge here in a very direct way. 

Honestly, I believe that my [specific] knowledge and training was the only reason 

why I was asked to join this specific team. The company I am working for is 

developing technological solutions for education and my diploma is specifically in 

information technologies for education (S, M, Latvia, returned from Sweden). 

 

He e, the , a d espe iall  i  the latte  uote, e ha e a good e a ple of the at hi g  
exercise referred to earlier, where distinctive embrained and embodied knowledge (i.e. 

both theoretical and practical) is transferred as an innovation – on this occasion from 

nearby Sweden. 

 But other respondents were more explicit in drawing a distinction between the 

public sector, where some of the old Soviet-era work cultures – and personnel – survive, 

a d the p i ate se to  hi h is o  the o e ha d see  as o e ope  ut o  the othe  still 
beset by too many regulatory constraints. The next two quotes illustrate this. 

 

 I am very skeptical about working for the public sector. This is what I am currently 

doi g afte   etu  to Lat ia, ut I e tai l  do ot i te d to sta  he e. Ma e [I ll 
get a job] in the private sector, in fields such as information technology – this 

[referring to the work culture] is different (S, F, Latvia, returned from UK). 

 

 There are no attractive regulations for businesses, particularly for small businesses in 

Latvia. One can dream about investments from the young and talented, but the 

reality is that there is a small market, inefficient bureaucracy, and lack of support 

and incentives from the state if a person wants to launch a business (S, F, Latvia, 

returned from Germany). 

 

 Particularly in the second quote above, there is explicit reference to another aspect 

of the economic boundary between Latvia and the stronge  a d la ge  Weste  
economies – that of the small size of the market in Latvia. Not just the market for products, 

but also the opportunities for profitable investment and for specialized jobs. This is part of 

the syndrome of economic and geographic peripherality in Europe. From the three Baltic 

states ou d to I ela d, Po tugal a d G ee e, all s all ou t ies o  the edge  of Europe, 

the small size of their economies leads to restrictive opportunities for internationally 

educated returnees. In a study on the emigration of Irish graduates, King and Shuttleworth 
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 ote a out the t u ated  atu e of the I ish labor market, especially for 

specialized graduates, who simply could not find jobs in their field. Academia is a good 

example of this truncation of opportunities. There are very few openings available in 

universities and higher-level research institutions in small, peripheral countries; and those 

that the e a e ofte  get take   i side  a didates ho ha e sta ed lose to thei  
pat o s  a d etworks of power and decision-making. The following quote sums up this 

situation: the informant would like to return to Latvia, but there is an extreme paucity of 

work opportunities for the very highly educated – those with a PhD. 

 

 I will finish my PhD and then a postdoc, but then I will look for a job abroad. In Latvia 

it is virtually impossible to get academic positions from outside. There is a lack of job 

opportunities. Besides, universities in Latvia have their own insider trading and do 

not want to cha ge this s ste . But I ould lo e to li e a d o k i  Lat ia… “, M, 
USA). 

 

 In sum, the economic boundary between Latvia and the major economies of the EU 

– to which its young, aspiring migrants have migrated for study and work purposes – 

remains indelible, at least for the time being. Certain basic facts of geography – the 

ou t s lo atio  a d s all size – cannot be changed, and these are elements which are 

shared with its Baltic neighbors, Estonia to the north and Lithuania to the south. Although 

this is not a comparative paper, it is worth noting briefly the similarities in migration 

d a i s et ee  the Balti  t iplets  a d the o o  fea s of a p o le ati  de og aphic 

future: an aging, shrinking total population due to the mutually reinforcing factors of large-

s ale e ig atio  of the ou g a d a lo  a d de li i g i th ate, a d the isks of ai  
d ai  (Lulle 2013).  

 

Social, cultural and ethnic boundaries: recruitment and power relations 

 

Alongside the more objective and measurable economic boundary lie other boundaries of a 

more intangible nature; these are social, cultural, and ethnic. These have to be traversed 

both on migration and return, but are especially challenging for the first-time migrant. Many 

respondents and interviewees re a ked o  o e o  o e of th ee a ke s  of thei  
distinctive ascribed identities when they moved abroad: their names, their accents, and 

thei  looks . While a es a d a e ts, as immediate signifiers of being a foreigner, were 

e tio ed  oth ou g e  a d o e , looks  e e a pa ti ula  o e  fo  o e , 
ho said that the  ould easil  spot  a Lat ia  o  Easte  Eu opea  o a  at u i e sit  o  

at work. Recognizable features – in the eyes of some of the interviewees who discussed this 

issue – included attention to hair and make-up, bodily poses and deportment, and smart 

a d st lish lothes ut ith a te de  to li g . Afte  so e ti e li i g a oad, these 
markers can fade, as Alina relates below: 

 

 After living abroad I have changed my views significantly. I think that a beautiful 

person can be beautiful from within, not from outfits. I know that in many Eastern 

European countries people are judged from how they look, and they pay a lot of 

atte tio  to thei  appea a e he  the  go to u i e sit  o  to the offi e… hoosi g 
se  outfits… I d ess asuall  o … a d  a e t has faded a a  I, F, I ela d a d 
UK). 
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 Ali a s uote hi ts at the e ha is  of so ial e itta es Le itt 1998) which occurs 

when these changed attitudes are conveyed to those whom Gawlewicz (2015) classifies as 

significant others  (relatives, close friends etc.) in the home society. Here, in the country of 

origin (in our case Latvia, in the study of Gawlewicz, Poland), there are entrenched attitudes 

to a ds isi le  i o ities, ge de  issues ota l  the o je tifi atio  a d dis i i atio  of 
women), gay people etc., which can be contested by the broader experience of returning 

migrants. Lat ia is a e  hite  ou t . As a esult, ost i fo a ts spoke a out thei  
experiences of diversity abroad very positively; and that they could not imagine anything 

like this in Latvia. Laura, whom we already quoted, described how, as a result of studying 

and working in the UK, I had to lea  a out issues I as ot i te ested i  efo e, su h as 
ho  Lat ia t eats its i o ities, o  a out politi s i  Lat ia . Lie e, ho had studied at a 
British university and was now, at the time of the interview, working for an advertising firm 

in London, described visiting Latvia with her British boyfriend, whose father is from the 

Middle East: fo  elde l  au ties i  ‘iga, this as like the e d of the o ld  to ha e a 
o f ie d of a diffe e t  eth i it . A d Maija, ho had o e to London ten years earlier 

to study music, was even more outspoken about racism and the narrow mentality in Latvia: 

 

 I eall  like the Lo do  e talit . He e people a e just so ope - i ded… I just 
cannot stand that narrow- i ded ess i  Lat ia… e e thi g is so small in those 

heads, he  I talk to people the e… I eall  loathe a is , this is o e of the ai  
thi gs I dislike a out Lat ia. I a  a jazz usi ia … half  f ie ds a e la k. 

 

 In their revisiting of the concept of social remittances, Levitt and Lamba-Nieves 

(2011) acknowledged that the flow of social remittances is not merely developed one-way 

(from the developed  host country to the less-developed  ou t  of ig a ts  o igi , ut 
multi-directional and circular, following the trajectories of the migrants. Hence migrants 

take with them embrained knowledge and embodied expertise which can be of use to the 

host society, even if some of these qualities may be exaggerated by their ascribed  nature. 

For Polish migrants in the UK, Gawlewicz (2015) shows how they are constructed as 

experts  who carry a distinctive knowledge and aptitude regarding certain types of 

specialized labor, as ell as ei g as i ed the ge e al la el of ha d o ke . 
 Several of our respondents mentioned that, when they entered the education 

system abroad, they found that they had a higher level of mathematical skills than the local 

students. This can be regarded as a distinctive field of embrained knowledge for a migrating 

student aiming at high achievement, and perhaps can compensate, at least initially, for their 

lack of fluency in the local language of instruction. In the case of Gunta, who had gone to 

study in Ireland, her mathematical knowledge was brokered in exchange for help in writing 

her essays:  

  

 I think that the math was much better taught in Latvia. Many of my course-mates at 

university asked me to help with statistics and calculations, but they helped me with 

essays in English. Often, with my essays, I thought I wrote it fine, but a native-

speaker would rack thei  ai  a d the  sa  Wait a i ute… al ight, I thi k I 
u de sta d hat ou ea . A d the  he o  she e ites  se te es o pletel ! 
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 Since a successful return to Latvia is mainly related to employability, the ability of 

the educated returnee to navigate the ho e ou t s e uit e t p a ti es is u ial fo  
knowledge transfer and career development. Two theoretical frames are mobilized in this 

dis ussio . The fi st is Le itt s  otio  of systems of practice – for instance, how local 

organizations function in terms of how they evaluate foreign-acquired qualifications and the 

weight that hirers may put on personal contacts and local knowledge. As Waters (2006) has 

shown for Hong Kong, students who study abroad do so not only to acquire degrees from 

i te atio all  a edited, e e  o ld- lass  u i e sities, hi h e ha e thei  jo  
prospects back home or elsewhere in the global graduate labor market; they are also 

encouraged, and financed, to do so by their middle-class parents in order to preserve and 

i ease the fa ilies  so ial status th ough the a u ulatio  of alua le fa il  ultu al 
apital  ia a Weste  deg ee ualifi atio .  

 The second theoretical notion is the phronetic approach discussed by Hargreaves 

(2012), wherein attention is devoted to the ope atio  a d i te pla  of alue a d po e  i  
spe ifi  setti gs  :  – in other words, an understanding of, and a willingness to 

accept or work within, the constraints set by local ways of doing things. This is highly 

relevant to the Lat ia  ase he e the so iall  situated, e ultu ed k o ledge of ho  
thi gs a e do e  i  Lat ia is a halle gi g o sta le fo  those ho ha e studied a oad a d 
aspire to return. Returning graduates seeking jobs have to contend with entrenched power 

relations and so risk losing out to those with local knowledge and personal connections. 

 Here follow three informant voices which express different forms of reaction to 

these socio-cultural barriers: the first is almost a cry of exasperation; the second articulates 

a desire to change things in the unreformed public sector; and the third reflects a different 

view, which is that of those who have returned and who feel so fundamentally changed by 

their experience abroad that they end up by sticking together with those of similar 

migratory background. 

 

 My disappointment whilst working in Latvia was too big for me to want to return. 

Espe iall  e ause of people s attitude. I ould etu  to Lat ia agai , ut o l  to 
start my own business, not to work for others (S, F, Germany, returned to Latvia but 

then moved abroad again). 

 

 I want to change the work culture in the state sector. In many offices the systems are 

outdated, inefficient and corrupt. I understand that perhaps I am a bit naïve but I 

really hope that those of us who have been abroad could start changing this system 

it  it. F a kl … this is the o l  oti e fo  e to sta  i  Latvia and not to 

emigrate again (S, F, Latvia, returned from Sweden). 

 

 To return is quite complicated. When I visit Riga from time to time, I feel that I think 

and see things differently from those who have been living in Latvia all their lives. I 

have changed and I feel I no longer fit into this society. I guess if I return for good 

one day, I may find a common language only with others who have lived and 

obtained their education abroad (S, F, Canada). 

 

 Within Latvia, the most important and sensitive cultural boundary is the one 

between true  Latvians and the largest ethno-linguistic minority group, the Russians, who 

make up nearly a third of the population. Russophones who have emigrated face additional 
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barriers when they contemplate return, since this group, formerly well-placed during the 

Soviet era, now sees itself as disadvantaged in the more nationalistic post-Soviet years. Even 

if, in most cases, such highly educated Russian-speakers do not identify strongly with Russia 

ut see the sel es as a pa ti ula  ki d of Lat ia  Cheski  2013), they still face ascribed 

identit  a ke s as ‘ussia s . 
 

 I want to highlight that I come from a Russian-speaking family. Despite the fact that I 

studied in a Latvian[-speaking] school and lived in a Latvian environment, I have 

e e  ee  o e of us  [lite all  a  ou  pe so ]. I ust admit that I really doubt 

whether Latvia wants me back, whatever qualifications I might have obtained. I do 

not comply with the [Latvian] norm, and I simply do not fit into the [standardized 

Latvian] environment (S, F, UK). 

 

Faced with the combination of economic, social and cultural barriers between Latvia 

and abroad, especially in the context of return, many of our informants saw a possible 

solutio  i  li i g t a s atio all , as o de  spa e s . The ai  sala -earning country 

would be elsewhere, ideally in Europe with good and cheap transportation connections to 

Latvia, allowing frequent visits and back-and-forth travel. One common idea was to combine 

the security of work and study abroad with the launching of small-scale projects in Latvia. A 

good example of this approach was revealed in the interview with Martins, who did his 

bachelor degree in Canada and is now gathering work experience in both Latvia and Canada 

with a view to doing a more specialized Maste s deg ee so e he e else a d the  pe haps 
eventually resettling in Latvia. Here is an extended extract from his interview: 

 

 I want to return to Latvia; that is my ultimate goal. But, in order to reach it, I have to 

invest in myself as much as I can, while I am studying and working abroad. I must 

climb up as high as I can, and this is the reason I did not return to Latvia immediately 

after my undergraduate studies. I have my degree but the university I was studying 

at as ot a o gst the o ld s est i  a hite tu e,  field of stud . The efo e, I 
decided to obtain some work experience and build my specific portfolio as a 

combination of my undergraduate diploma and some experience of creative work. 

Then I will apply to a really distinguished university, ideally in the US, but I also 

consider Switzerland and the Netherlands, for my Master studies. Getting a job is 

more difficult than I thought. Now, when I have some experience, including a project 

I did in Latvia, my chances to get into a great university are better. Already during my 

undergraduate studies I carried out a project related to Latvia. I made a renovation 

project for a small farm in the countryside; how to restore an old stable block into a 

guesthouse fo  tou ists. I spe t all of  f ee ti e esea hi g this p oje t […]. I do 
like all the things I can get in North America and Western Europe. Then I meet 

people like me, when I am visiting Latvia during the summer, and I think – what if all 

of them would return back to Latvia? Could we not make Latvia a much better place? 

(I, M, Canada, visiting Latvia). 

 

 Martins  life-plan reflects a careful assessment of his chances both to further his own 

a ee  p ospe ts a d to set out his isio  fo  Lat ia s futu e – an optimistic future for the 

country based on return migration, although the questions at the end of his quote are posed 

rhetorically as if they might never happen. In a way, his example encapsulates all the 
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k o ledge t pes outli ed ea lie , a d he e is a good hoi e to o lude the pape s 
empirical evidence. His studies in architecture involve both theory and practice, hence both 

embrained and embodied knowledge; whilst his assessment of his own life trajectory – in 

Canada, Latvia, and possibly in the United States or elsewhere in the future – and his 

ha ds-o  o k o  u al tou is  de elopment, illustrate the flexible phronetic resources 

that he has been building up. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Taki g the ase of Lat ia, this a ti le has o ed e o d e itta es , o ei ed as si ple 
financial flows, to explore an aspect of social remittances, namely knowledge transfer. We 

have probed how highly educated students and graduates think of themselves as potential 

agents of development and change for their home country. Following Williams (2007a), we 

drew a distinction between embrained knowledge (the main type generated by study 

abroad) and embodied knowledge (mainly accrued by those with foreign work experience). 

We posed two main questions. How do young, highly educated Latvian migrants imagine, 

and engage in, knowledge transfer and development activities across international borders? 

A d ho  do the  see thei  o  o t i utio  i  te s of thei  ou t s eeds a d 
opportunities? The evidence base to respond to these questions came from a two-pronged 

research design: an online survey of foreign-educated Latvian graduates, and semi-

structured interviews with a sample of the same target population. 

 Both the Latvian state, through its Return Migration Support Plan, and many of our 

informants in their questionnaire and interview statements, apparently see great potential 

fo  Lat ia s stude t a d g aduate diaspo a to o t i ute to the ode izatio  a d 
development of the country, both in the public but more particularly in the business sector. 

Concrete results, however, fall some way short of this rhetoric. The lofty ambitions of the 

Plan – that half of all emigrants would return, and that especially the highly educated would 

return – have had to be revised downwards to more modest outcomes, including a small-

scale internship scheme. The emphasis on entrepreneurial initiative and collaboration is 

o siste t oth ith the eoli e al isio  of the ou t s e o o i  futu e, a d ith the 
i te atio al poli  lite atu e o  o ilizi g the diaspo a  fo  de elop e t see fo  
instance Brinkerhoff 2009; de Haas 2006; Newland and Tanaka 2010). But this strategy 

needs to be confronted with two important caveats. The first is the questionable morality of 

aki g ig a ts so eho  espo si le  fo  de elopi g their home country (Gamlen 2014: 

589). The second is that this attempt by the government to encourage a sense of patriotic 

dut  is out of tou h ith the ealit  of Lat ia  e ig a ts  i i al t ust i  the go e e t. 
 The empirical data from questionnaire responses and interview narratives likewise 

articulated a variety of perspectives, oscillating between optimistic scenarios built around 

the pa ti ipa ts  self-de la ed o t i utio  to Lat ia s de elop e t, a d a o e egati e, 
even cynical interpretation which stressed the barriers which would need to be overcome. 

These barriers – economic, political, social and cultural – e e oth eal  a d 
ps hologi al. Kuus  has itte  of the oadl  o ie talist dis ou se  that assu es 
a d eifies esse tialized diffe e es et ee  Eu ope ea i g Weste  Eu ope  o  the 
Old EU  of before 2004) and Eastern Europe, the latter being portrayed as still rather 

a k a d a d ot et full  Eu opea . We also see these dis ou ses of alte it  e edded 
in the interview narratives of several of our participants, which poses further challenges of 

interpretation. Do these remarks by the interviewees represent a sharp and insightful 
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iti ue of the s ste s of p a ti e  i  thei  ho e ou t ; o  do the  efle t a  
i te alizatio  of the ide  othe i g  of Easte  Eu ope a d he e isk the ep oduction of 

stereotypes? For sure, there are elements of both, even within the same participants who 

are ambivalent about their potential to return and effect real change. They are proud of 

being Latvian, but also highly critical of the way the country still struggles to free itself from 

its post-Soviet identity and ways of doing things. 

 To sum up: the notion that foreign-educated graduates can be an exogenous force 

for Latvian development is tempered by the persistence of structural forces and mentalities 

deriving from the Soviet era, which serve to stifle certain types of independent initiative, 

especially in the public sector. In other sectors, more dependent on markets, or in the 

a ade i  se to , s all s ale a d i side  t adi g  ade it diffi ult fo  g aduates and 

student emigrants to envisage a productive return. In our analysis, this problem was 

conceptualized in several ways: by realizing the extent to which certain types of knowledge 

were embedded within the social, linguistic and cultural norms of the country or system in 

which they were produced; by looking at the ways that some migrants, especially returnees, 

had played the role of boundary spanners and brokers between different encultured 

systems; and by appreciating therefore the strategic role played by context-specific and 

flexible phronetic knowledge. 

 We feel that the Latvian case is by no means unique. Emigration trends are rather 

similar across other countries in the A8 group, particularly neighboring Estonia, Lithuania 

and Poland. And the questions we posed to frame our analysis are surely relevant across a 

u h ide  spe t u  of ou t ies glo all  that ha e e po ted  sig ifi a t sha es of thei  
student and graduate young people to study and work abroad. 

  

1 Ministry of Economics, press release 12 July 2012. Available: 

http://m.Ivportals.Iv/visi/preses-relizes?id=250048 
2 Baltic News Agency, 29 August 2013. 
3 Speech of the President of the State addressing delegates of the World Latvians Economics 

and Innovation Forum, 10 July 2015. Available: http://www.president.Iv/pk/content/? 

Art_id=23283 
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