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Abstract
Post-return migration has been seen as a linchpin that conceptually connects 
return migration and transnationalism. However, little is known about why return 
migrants embark on the journey to return to the host country after resettling back 
in their home country. In recent years, there has been a growing number of Hong 
Kong Canadians who have returned to Hong Kong, only to resettle back in Canada 
again. Drawing on the findings of a biographic narrative study of 20 post-return-
ing migrants, this study attempts to explain how the interplay of the changing life-
course needs of family and societal contexts influence decision-making processes in 
post-return migration. This paper reveals how the accumulation and maintenance of 
transnational resources, such as social networks and cultural experience, intergener-
ationally provide options for the future migration of migrant families. Based on the 
findings, we offer a tentative conceptual map for the understanding of the possible 
pathways of intergenerational transnational migration.

Keywords  Transnationalism · Return migration · Life-course · Hong Kong 
immigrant · Post-return migration

Introduction

In their kitchen of a detached house in Toronto, Nelson explained why he and his 
family returned to Canada, “This [house] is part of the reason why I came back.” 
Born and raised in Hong Kong, Nelson followed his family to immigrate to Can-
ada “to secure a better future” in the early 1990s. After earning his citizenship, 
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he decided to return to Hong Kong to seek a more prosperous career. In Hong 
Kong, he was successful in building a career and a family. Two decades later, 
Hong Kong society has once again become politically tumultuous. Nelson and 
his wife decided to return to Canada for the future of their children, like what 
his parents did 20 years ago. Nelson’s transnational migration trajectory has been 
shared by many Hong Kong immigrants (HKI) to Canada who have been credited 
for being pioneer transnationals in contemporary migration studies (Ley, 2010; 
Skeldon, 1994).

The cross-Pacific back-and-forth movement of HKIs has raised questions 
regarding two prevalent conceptual issues in transnational migration studies. 
First, what is the conceptual relationship between transnationalism and return 
migration? While the former often assumes a flexible, frequent, and temporary 
(or some may even suggest, circular) cross-border movement between the host 
and home countries (Faist et al., 2013), the latter implies a certain level of perma-
nency and stability after returning to and resettling back in the homeland (Carling 
& Erdal, 2014; Fong, 2012). Some argue that return migration is not necessar-
ily the end of the migration cycle but one part of an unpredictable and ongoing 
process (e.g.Ammassari & Black, 2001; Tsuda, 2014), while others contest that, 
different from transnationalism, return migration is unique in terms of a return 
migrant’s commitment to permanent resettlement, which may lead to the end of 
the migration cycle (e.g., Fong, 2012). Carling and Erdal (2014) suggest that the 
conceptual connection between return migration and transnationalism may lie in 
the return migrants’ post-return migration from their home country, either to a 
third country or back to their host country.

Second, what are the factors driving transnational migrants to move back and 
forth between the host and home countries? In migration studies, neoclassical-
economic theory has been a dominant explanation suggesting that transnational 
migration is driven by the motive of profit maximization. In Nelson’s case, this 
assumption may explain his return to Hong Kong, but it provides only a limited 
understanding of his parents’ decision to immigrate to Canada and his own deci-
sion to undertake post-return migration. Indeed, his transnational migration tra-
jectory has been a complicated process involving decisions contingent upon his 
unique situation at different stages of his life. So far, in the literature of migration 
studies, the motivations underlying post-return migration have not been properly 
explored.

To address these two questions, we conducted a qualitative study of a group of 
Hong Kong Canadian post-return migrants, focusing on their family trajectories over 
30-year journeys of migration. As reflected in Nelson’s case, the political turmoil in 
Hong Kong has been driving a noticeable number of Hong Kong returnees to return 
to Canada with or to reunite with their families (CBC, 2019). They offer a timely 
case study that may shed light on the post-return migration phenomenon, which 
does not only occur as an individual movement but also as a family-based decision. 
Findings of this study indicate an intergenerational transnational migration trajec-
tory of HKI families, which are driven by multiple factors. To conclude, we offer a 
tentative conceptual map for understanding the dynamics of the post-return migra-
tion process.
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Literature Review

In literature on transnational migration, the concepts of return and post-return 
migration and their conceptual linkage to the idea of transnationalism are yet to be 
delineated.

Transnationalism and the Transnational Movement

Migration studies commonly treat transnationalism as an analytical perspective to 
understand cross-border social ties, practices, processes, and formations that could 
be “developed, altered, declined, or strengthened” (Faist et al., 2013, p.46). This per-
spective seems to have shifted the focus of transnational migration from the physi-
cal cross-border movement to “the process by which immigrants forge and sustain 
multi-stranded social relations that link together their societies of origin and settle-
ment” (Basch et al., 1994, p. 7). As Waldinger (2008) and Faist (2000) argue, with 
the advancement of information and communication technology, most transnational 
migrants who determine to settle permanently in their host country can routinely 
maintain close social contacts with friends, families, and business partners in their 
home country through cyberspace (Faist et al., 2013), while limiting their physical 
mobility to short-term trips back to their home country. Yet, while this shift of focus 
has expanded and enriched the relational dimension of the transnational practice of 
migrants, it also raises the question of the relevance of physical cross-border migra-
tion in transnational migration studies.

The process of transnationalism, as suggested by Basch et al. (1994), is undeni-
ably triggered by the physical cross-border movement of migrants, through which 
people change “residence from one country to another over a meaningful period of 
time…not simply unidirectional but may involve movement back and forth” (Faist 
et al., 2013, p. 5). Indeed, the transnational social relations and interaction empha-
sized in the discussion of transnationalism are instrumentally created and sustained 
by transnational migrants as by-products of as well as resources to support their 
back-and-forth cross-border movement between their home and host countries (Cas-
sarino, 2004). However, while cross-border physical movement is a core element of 
transnationalism, in migration studies, there has not yet been any clear indication of 
how frequently a migrant has to move back and forth across the border and how long 
a migrant has to stay in either their home or host societies in order to be classified as 
a transnational migrant.

Previous studies have suggested that transnationalism and return migration are 
two closely related concepts, with the assumption that the latter is a form of trans-
nationalism, in terms of, for example, temporary foreign workers or millionaire 
global commuters (Bryceson, 2019; Ley, 2010; Ley & Kobayashi, 2005; Yan et al., 
2014). However, some scholars, such as Fong (2012), are skeptical about the claim 
that return migration is part of the transnational migration process because return 
migrants move only twice and also have a stronger desire to reestablish and maintain 
active economic and social activities in their home country. So far, the discussion 
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of the conceptual relationship between transnationalism and return migration is not 
conclusive.

As Carling and Erdal (2014) postulate, transnationalism and return migration are 
two separate but mutually shaped processes “along the lines of the migration–devel-
opment nexus” (p. 3). From Carling and Erdal’s perspective, conceptually, trans-
nationalism requires more than two cross-border movements, in the course of each 
of which the migrant will also need to have a certain permanency of (re)settlement 
and (re)integration in the host and home countries. While acknowledging the fact 
that most migrants spend most of their time in either destination country, trans-
national migrants do not necessarily have equal allegiance to their host and home 
countries over time (Carling & Erdal, 2014; Waldinger, 2008). Instead, as Carling 
and Erdal (2014) suggest, they always maintain minimal transnational ties and 
practices to keep their moving options open. These ties and practices established 
in the host country are resources that may inform and facilitate the return migration 
in their future decision to undertake post-return migration, which, to Carling and 
Erdal (2014), seems to be the linchpin that conceptually bridges return migration 
and transnationalism. Yet, in the literature, there is not much empirical information 
regarding post-return migration, particularly its causes.

A Theoretical Explanation of Return and Post‑return Migration

With growing interest in the intersection between transnationalism and return migra-
tion, scholars largely agree with Cassarino’s (2004) suggestion that return migration 
is only one stage of the migration journey, not necessarily the end. Based on this 
suggestion, many return migration studies, such as that conducted by Jain (2013), 
suggest a few possible reasons why returnees might not settle permanently after 
their return. However, as they use a cross-sectional approach, many of these stud-
ies have been limited to focusing on the return and resettlement process, and not so 
much on how and why post-return migration takes place.

To post-return migrants who return back to their host country after resettling in 
their home country, the host country is no longer a strange place to them; instead, 
it is a place with which they are familiar and where they have lived experience and 
have developed social networks. However, this familiarity does not fully explain why 
they decide to leave their homeland again and return to the host country. Although, 
conceptually, we may argue that return migration may be different from post-return 
migration, they involve a similar action: returning from one familiar and connected 
place to another familiar and connected place. To a certain extent, to understand 
post-return migration, some conceptual bearings can be drawn from studies of return 
migration. Hagan and Wassink (2020) categorize four major theoretical models to 
explain why migrants return to their homeland:

1.	 Economic: maximizing economic gain
2.	 Political: war, social instability, or political oppression
3.	 Cultural: cultural shock or an inability to adapt
4.	 Life-course: meeting the developmental needs of the individual and their family
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Obviously, each model can only partially explain the return migration phenom-
enon (Carling & Erdal, 2014). As Beshers (1967) pointed out, migration decision-
making processes are affected by a set of social and structural constraints at differ-
ent levels. Hence, how different factors intersect with each other becomes crucial to 
understanding the decision-making processes of return migration, particularly as it 
relates to one’s lifespan. Indeed, there is an emerging set of literature that examines 
how one’s life-course affects migration decisions (Bijwaard & Wang, 2016; Jain, 
2013; Lauer & Wong, 2010). For example, Jain’s study on the return of second-gen-
eration Indian-American shows how these returnees return home at a particular life 
stage transition: “from singlehood to marriage to parenthood” (Jain, 2013, p. 909). 
Their return is distinctive to economic migration since the Indian-Americans move 
from an advanced to a developing economy. At the same time, they are attracted by 
the state policy that welcomes returnees and promotes family relationship. Hence, 
Jain’s study illustrates why it is important to consider more than one model to 
explain return migration.

As noted in Hagan and Wassink (2020), more studies should address (post-)return 
migration with an integrated approach. In the light of their view, this paper reports 
findings of a study on recent post-return migration phenomenon among Hong Kong 
immigrants in Canada. Findings of this study not only demonstrates how life course 
transition affects return migrants’ consideration of cultural, economic, social, and 
political factors when deciding to engage in post-return migration. It also sheds light 
on the conceptual “mislinkage” between return migration and transnationalism as 
suggested by Carling and Erdal.

Hong Kong Immigrants in Canada

Hong Kong has been the financial center of the Asia–Pacific since existing under 
British colonial government. Before the British government handed over Hong 
Kong to communist China in 1997, many middle-class entrepreneurs emigrated to 
other countries to avoid political uncertainty. From the mid-1980s to the mid-1990s, 
there was a vast influx of HKIs (over 380,000) to Canada (Ley & Kobayashi, 2005). 
Many HKIs who are relatively young, highly educated professionals (Chan, 2014; 
Johnson & Lary, 2016) traded off their economic prosperity in Hong Kong for polit-
ical stability for their families. Indeed, life-course factors were important in many 
HKIs’ decisions to migrate (Kobayashi and Preston, 2007). However, due to the eco-
nomic recession in Canada in the late 1980s, many breadwinners engaged in a trans-
national commute between Hong Kong and Canada, leaving spouses and children in 
Canada to financially sustain their families (Ley & Kobayashi, 2005). Some decided 
to return to Hong Kong after they had earned their citizenship. It is estimated that 
roughly 300,000 Canadian citizens are now living in HK, among which 67% were 
Hong Kong-born (Yan, 2021; Zhang & DeGolyer, 2011).

A survey conducted by the HK government in 2002 found that many of these 
returnees were also classified in the top income categories and reported holding 
positions such as managers and administrators; 50% of the respondents held uni-
versity degrees (Sussman, 2010). Beginning in the 2000s, the return-migration 
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phenomenon extended to second- and 1.5-generation youths from HKI families 
(Fong, 2012; Yan et al., 2014). At least some young returnees have reported that, 
despite economic prosperity and career opportunities, they had not ruled out the 
possibility of re-returning to Canada to raise their families and retire (Yan et  al., 
2014). Since the 2010s, Hong Kong society has increasingly become politically 
tumultuous. Recently, there have been a noticeable number of these returnees return-
ing to Canada (CBC, 2019).

Data and Methods

The participants of this study shared a similar transnational migration trajectory, 
which involves three stages: (1) moving to Canada from Hong Kong, (2) return-
ing to Hong Kong, and (3) resettling in Canada. These three stages took place over 
the course of three decades. To better understand the participants’ experiences in 
each of these stages and how they understand the reasons underlying each move, we 
employed a qualitative approach in this study. Research participants were recruited 
by snowball sampling, participants’ referrals, and recruitment posts on social media. 
In-depth interviews were conducted in Vancouver (N = 8) and Toronto (N = 12), 
where the two largest Chinese communities in Canada reside, from September 2018 
to March 2019.

A majority (N = 17) of participants were part of the 1.5-generation, who immi-
grated to Canada at a young age or during their formative years. The remaining 
three participants immigrated to Canada as working adults. As shown in Appen-
dix  1, nine participants were male and 11 were female; 12 were married and 10 
were parents. Almost all (N = 17) had an undergraduate or higher level of education 
and worked in different industries. At the time when they were interviewed, 17 par-
ticipants were working and three had retired. We recognized that these three retired 
participants, who engaged in transnational migration as adult in the first place, were 
at a different life stage with different developmental needs and consideration of fam-
ily and cultural roots. However, their experiences supplemented and enriched our 
understanding of the importance of life course needs driving transnational migration 
intergenerationally.

We conducted semi-structured biographic-narrative interviews to understand 
their migration journeys (Roberts, 2014). During the interviews, we invited the par-
ticipants to draw a timeline diagram to lay out the sequence of different events dur-
ing their migration trajectories. This visual technique helped make participants’ life 
stories the center of the interview space and to bring to the surface the contextual 
depth of their stories (Kolar et  al., 2015). Participants were invited to explain the 
events on the timeline one by one in relation to each migration decision within their 
family. This method allows researchers to examine how the participants evaluated 
their personal lives and family stories, to accompany other social, cultural, and polit-
ical events within this context. These reflections also allowed researchers to better 
understand the connections between experiences of different events and migration 
decisions along the timelines.
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All the interviews were conducted in Cantonese, the major dialect spoken in 
Hong Kong. Pseudonyms were picked by or assigned to each participant during the 
pre-interview survey to ensure the anonymity of their participation. The interviews 
were recorded and transcribed in the original language. The transcripts were ana-
lyzed using the qualitative data software NVivo 12. With the guidance of the partici-
pants’ timeline diagrams, transcripts were coded based on the constant comparison 
principle of grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). In particular, we started by 
coding the transcripts line by line to develop a set of open codes. Through constant 
comparisons with our memo writing, we grouped and refined codes to consolidate a 
set of categories and theoretical inquiries. We then carefully read the existing theo-
ries and studies to make theoretical comparisons and search for a gap in the litera-
ture to contribute to the current understanding of post-return migration.

Findings

Although we interviewed 20 individuals, their stories are also the stories of their 
families. As Ong (1999) suggests, transnational migration is more or less a family 
endeavor. We summarized the personal and family profiles of the 20 participants, 
including the main reasons for each of their moves between Hong Kong and Canada 
(see Table 1). To better illustrate the transnational migration trajectory of these par-
ticipants, we report the findings chronologically to highlight what drove the partici-
pants to their first move (immigration to Canada), their second move (return migra-
tion to Hong Kong), and their third move (post-return migration back to Canada). 
Since this study is about post-return migration, the emphasis is on the participants’ 
third move.

First Move: Securing Our Children’s Future Under Political Uncertainty

The current literature suggests that avoiding political instability in Hong Kong, 
securing the protection of Canadian citizenship, and seeking a better education for 
their children were key reasons why HKIs moved to Canada in the late 1980s and 
early 1990s (Ley & Kobayashi, 2005). Echoing the literature, most of the partici-
pants (N = 17), who were dependents following their families’ immigration to Can-
ada, shared that their first move was due to their parents’ worries regarding the polit-
ical uncertainty in Hong Kong.

At that time, our whole family moved to Canada because of the June Fourth 
Massacre in 1989. My mother was so scared. She wanted to a secure a better 
future for us through migration. (John)

Political uncertainty of Hong Kong was the key determinant of their families’ first 
move to Canada. Andrew, one of the three retirees among the participants, recalled:

Actually, at that time, I was very upset because of the June Fourth Incident. I was 
very upset… But then I made a decision [to move to Canada] because I had only 
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a young child. He was very young. I made up my mind not to return to Hong 
Kong anymore and to start over again in Canada.

It was commonly found among the participants’ stories that their parents were wor-
ried that Hong Kong’s political future might jeopardize the wellbeing of not only their 
children but also the next generation. As Hedy said:

My father always wanted to emigrate. He did not like the political environment in 
Hong Kong. Or maybe because of 1984 and 1989; those were sensitive moments 
[…]. He planned for a very long time. He said moving to Canada is not just for 
us, but also for our next generation. But at that time, I still was not even married.

Some participants also mentioned that their parents’ decision to immigrate to Can-
ada was a form of human capital investment that might help their children to gain a bet-
ter economic return in the long run. Many of their parents believed that Canada could 
provide a better education and social environment for them to learn English and gain 
international experience, which might in turn help improve job opportunities for their 
children in the future. As Deric, who first came to Canada as an international student, 
shared:

I came to Canada because I realized I was not suitable for the spoon-feeding 
Hong Kong education system. […] So, the primary reason for me to move to 
Canada was to seek a better education.

In short, the stories of our participants show that political uncertainty and meeting 
life-course needs, particularly in terms of a better education and better futures for their 
children, were two factors mutually driving the decision of many HKIs to immigrate to 
Canada. Interestingly, almost none of our participants mention any economic factor in 
their and their parents’ migration decisions as later driving their return to Hong Kong.

Second Move: Strategic Return for Better Economic Opportunities and Family 
Reunion

Previous studies have suggested that the economic development of Hong Kong attracts 
migrants to return (Fong, 2012; Ley & Kobayashi, 2005; Yan et al., 2014). Indeed, the 
recession in Canada and the lack of job variety in the labor market prompted many 
of our participants and their parents to move back to Hong Kong in the mid-1990s. 
Among the participants, 16 of them returned to Hong Kong with their spouses and/
or their parents. Only four left their families in Canada and returned to Hong Kong 
alone. All participants agreed that the job market in Hong Kong offered better career 
opportunities.

Return in the Early Stages of Employment

A majority of participants of this study were of school age when they immigrated 
with their parents to Canada. After years of schooling in Canada, they had devel-
oped friendships and other networks in the local society. However, despite having 
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these networks, all of them returned to Hong Kong upon graduating or a few years 
after graduation. Many of them (N = 16) explained that their return to Hong Kong 
was driven by economic considerations and the desire to reunite with their families. 
They also mentioned that they had always maintained close connections with Hong 
Kong through frequent transnational contact with their friends and family members 
and occasionally visiting Hong Kong for short trips.

For example, I started working in Canada in 1999 [after graduation]. Before 
my return to Hong Kong in 2003, I visited there a few times during holidays. I 
got a job interview during one of the visits. (Ken)

Four participants even signed up for international summer internships, to work 
temporarily in Hong Kong while pursuing higher education.

During the summer break of my third year [at] university in Canada, I tem-
porarily worked [at] Lane Crawford Hong Kong as a marketing intern. […] I 
believed Canada would not provide me with this kind of experience. (April)

The stories of these participants indicate that their transnational activities and 
families might have facilitated their decisions to return to Hong Kong to seek better 
economic opportunities soon after graduating from university in Canada.

Before graduation, I had already thought about going back to Hong Kong. [...]
Eventually, I decided to work for a while before going back because I thought 
that would make [it] easier to find a job in Hong Kong. (Antonia)

Indeed, the majority (N = 17) of our participants did secure employment in Can-
ada after graduation. However, after a short period of time, they decided to return to 
Hong Kong, as they believed this would provide more opportunities for them, par-
ticularly in the early stages of their careers. Echoing the findings of a previous study 
on youth from HKI families returning to Hong Kong (Yan et al., 2014), our partici-
pants reported that earning a degree and having some work experience in Canada 
became assets and credentials that helped them find better jobs in Hong Kong.

After moving back to Hong Kong, I easily found a job. The company that first 
interviewed me hired me very quickly. In terms of job opportunities, Hong 
Kong is way better than Canada. Also, the salary is higher. Income tax is much 
lower. (Stephy)

For most participants in our study who were in the career development stage of 
their life-course stage, return migration was driven by economic motives. Mean-
while, return was made possible not only by transnational connections but also by 
the experience and credentials they had earned in Canada, which made them mar-
ketable in Hong Kong’s competitive job market.

Third Move: Leaving the Homeland Again for a Better Future for the Family

Hong Kong has changed drastically in terms of economic, cultural, and political 
contexts since re-integration with China in 1997. The unfulfilled promises made by 
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the OneCountry Two Systems policy has led to several waves of democratic move-
ments in Hong Kong. The increasing direct intervention of the Chinese government 
has destabilized the political situation in Hong Kong, once again triggering Hong 
Kong people to consider emigration. The political situation has also led many of 
the 300,000 Hong Kong Canadian returnees, who are now in a different stage of 
their life-course, to consider the option of post-return migration back to Canada. The 
majority of participants in this study chose this option for this reason.

Political Instability: Triggers of Post‑return Migration

Among the 20 participants, 15 expressed fears regarding Hong Kong’s political uncer-
tainty. This was the same reason—although of a different nature—that drove their fami-
lies to first move to Canada in the late 1980s. Since 2011, social movements in Hong 
Kong have started to gain momentum. The anti-national education movement in 2012 
and the Umbrella Movement in 2014 were the two major social movements that most par-
ticipants mentioned in the interviews. The crackdown on the Umbrella Movement, which 
signified unsuccessful democratic reform in Hong Kong, made many participants feel 
uncertain about the political future of Hong Kong.

The political environment is poor. The trigger point [was] the National Edu-
cational Reform in 2012. The reform really impacted my children’s education. 
Basically, the government does not want our next generation to have the free-
dom to think. (Edward)

Life‑Course Transition: Seeking a Better Place to Meet Needs

This uncertainty further consolidated at least 10 participants’ decisions to return to 
Canada, a country with which they are culturally familiar and socially connected. 
From their own experience, they believe that Canada also offers a better education 
system, affordable housing, and a natural environment in which they can raise their 
families. As one participant explained:

The Umbrella Movement made me feel hopeless about the future of Hong 
Kong. […] Now I am 36 years old, my next life-stage is to get married and 
have children. Then, I have to think about my children, especially where to 
raise them. (Lennon)

Indeed, for most of the participants, as in the case of their previous two moves, 
their third move also coincided with a certain life-course transition. As shown in 
Table 1, 17 participants were either in this stage of transition or had already entered 
a new stage of their life-course, such as retirement, marriage, or having children. 
The transition in life-course stage required them to reconsider not only their own 
needs but also the needs of their family members.

When they first returned to Hong Kong, all participants were in the beginning 
stages of their careers. Most participants had stayed in Hong Kong for over 10 years 
after returning there. During this period, 12 of them got married and formed their 
own families, while five of them entered retirement. These life-course changes also 
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changed their perspectives regarding economic returns and career prosperity, factors 
that originally drove them to return to Hong Kong after settling in Canada. Their 
and their family members’ life-course needs made them recalculate the costs and 
benefits of staying in Hong Kong. Indeed, the cost of living in Hong Kong has rock-
eted in the last two decades, which makes raising a family or retirement difficult. 
Since 2010, the housing prices in Hong Kong had become unaffordable. As Kwok, 
who returned to Hong Kong in 2004 for better career opportunities and established 
her own family, recalled her decision to move back to Canada:

At that time [when she was carrying her second child], our eldest son was in 
primary school. We were already in panic mode and started to worry about 
our small apartment, [which was] only 600 feet. […] Do we have the ability to 
earn another million dollars and afford a bigger new apartment? It is impossi-
ble. Then I started to think seriously about moving back to Canada.

Most participants (N = 18) shared Kwok’s experience and concerns regarding the 
increasingly unaffordable housing market in Hong Kong. Meanwhile, the difference 
in property values between Hong Kong and Canada made many of the participants’ 
moves possible. In 2018, the average cost per square foot for an apartment in Hong 
Kong was about $1547 (USD) (Reuters, 2018). In comparison, the average cost was 
about $800 (USD) in Canada (Kalinowski, 2018). In Kwok’s case, by selling their 
apartment in Hong Kong, she and her family could become homeowners immedi-
ately after re-locating back to Canada. Kwok’s story was shared by other partici-
pants who also experienced similar life-course transitions.

Transnational Connections: Resources for Post‑return Migration

Social connections in Canada also facilitated many of our participants’ post-return 
migration. Many of them reported that, after returning to Hong Kong, they had still 
transnationally maintained various levels of connections and engagement with Can-
ada, such as regular and frequent contact with families and friends through social 
media, keeping professional registrations, bank accounts, and driver’s licenses, 
traveling to Canada occasionally, and following Canadian news. As Ken explained:

We hoped to stay in Hong Kong for a long time, but I never ruled out the 
possibility [of returning]. Hence, I kept my driver’s license for years. I visited 
Canada every few years to extend my driver’s license.

Another participant, John, who moved back to Hong Kong with his parents, men-
tioned that he and his friends (also returnees from Canada) always watched National 
Hockey League games in Hong Kong. Even with the time zone difference, they still 
gathered to watch the Stanley Cup. He also occasionally visited Canada to see his 
old friends. When his parents moved back to Canada to retire, he visited Canada 
even more frequently. These networks and activities kept them abreast of various 
developments in Canada and offered them a comparison between Hong Kong and 
Canada (particularly the city where they used to live) in terms of the cost of liv-
ing, the property market, job opportunities, education systems, and the political 
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situation. These transnational connections to seek information, opportunities, and 
resources became instrumental when they decided and prepared to return to Canada. 
For instance, with the aid of the transnational network she had maintained over the 
years, Kwok and her husband both secured jobs in Canada.

[When I was in Hong Kong,] I still kept in touch with my former colleagues 
and schoolmates in Canada […]. Once, I told them I wanted to come back to 
Canada. One of them told me that my former boss [would] welcome me back 
to work with them. 

Meeting the Life‑Course Needs of the Family

Two-thirds of them (N = 11) had also had some work experience in Canada before 
returning to Hong Kong. Unlike the cultural model, which theorizes return migra-
tion as a result of cultural maladjustment in the host country, these participants did 
not indicate any maladjustment issues. On the contrary, at least 12 of them explained 
that the Canadian culture was a factor attracting them back to Canada. Indeed, after 
moving back to Hong Kong, many missed the lifestyle, work culture, and educa-
tional system in Canada, particularly when comparing them with those in Hong 
Kong. All participants mentioned the long working hours in Hong Kong as part of 
the reason for their re-return.

Working hours in Hong Kong are extremely long. It is tough. My husband usu-
ally got off from work at 7pm, but he still had to attend [online] work con-
ferences [at] midnight at home. I usually worked from 8am to 9pm. As we 
wanted to have a family, we decided to return to Canada. (Yannie)

For many of our participants, when they started to form a family, they had to 
reconsider whether or not they could have a healthy family life under the stressful 
working environment in Hong Kong. Having a family made many participants worry 
about the difficulty of maintaining a healthy work-life balance. In addition, many of 
these participants had become or planned to become parents. The education of their 
children has always been a priority to many parents. Birth rates in Hong Kong rose 
from 2004 to 2019, and schools became increasingly in demand as a result (Mac-
rotrends, 2020). Competition to get into a good school became extremely intense. 
Meanwhile, the spoon-feeding and examination-oriented education culture in Hong 
Kong generated tremendous stressors for both children and their parents.

Most of our participants had been educated in both Hong Kong and Canada. 
Thus, when they had their own children, they quickly realized that Canada offered a 
better educational system for their own children.

Maybe because I attended high school in Canada, I would compare [the two]. 
In Canada, the learning environment is much better, unlike what I experienced 
in Hong Kong. It does not have many examinations. (Stephy)

Seeking a better education for their children was also cited by some participants 
as the reason why their parents immigrated to Canada.



1 3

Leaving the Homeland Again for My Family’s Future: Post‑return…

Three of our participants were older returnees and they explained that seeking a 
better and more stable environment and better health care in retirement was the rea-
son why they had decided to re-return to Canada.

I think the healthcare system is a huge problem. I went to hospital in Hong 
Kong. I know how bad it is. (Andrew)

Aging may not have been a direct concern for most of our younger participants. 
But, indirectly, some of our younger participants (N = 6) did consider their aging 
parents residing in Canada as an important factor. As Iris suggested:

My father and mother came back to Canada [a] few years ago. The pushing 
factor [for this was] that they are aging. 

Similarly, John also decided to re-return after his parents retired in Canada:

When I saw that my parents were getting old and my friends’ parents passed 
away one by one, I started to consider whether or not I should spend more time 
with my parents. 

The above excerpts show that many participants’ return to Canada was a prag-
matic decision to meet the life cycle needs of their families, such as better health 
care for the retirees or aging parents and better education for their children. This 
finding suggests that in most cases, the needs of different family members drove the 
participants to engage in post-return migration.

A Sense of “Futurelessness” in the Homeland

Will the participants move back to Hong Kong again in the future? Most partici-
pants have indicated their intention to maintain their transnational connections with 
Hong Kong. It is important to note that, even though these re-returnees feel that 
the situation in Hong Kong is hopeless and they have decided to stay in Canada for 
a combination of reasons, they emphasize that they will keep reading Hong Kong 
news and maintaining contact with friends in Hong Kong.

Even now I am in Canada, I am still following the news in Hong Kong. Also, I 
am still participating in rallies to support Hong Kong. (Julie)

Some (N = 5) even actively participated in supporting political movements in 
Hong Kong in various ways, including joining rallies and protests organized by local 
diaspora groups.

Discussion

We began our paper by raising the question of the role post-return migration plays 
in transnationalism and the factors affecting transnational migrants’ back-and-forth 
movement between their home and host countries. The stories of these 20 partici-
pants may offer some preliminary answers to these questions. Regarding the first 
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question, our participants’ stories reflect that return migration is not necessarily 
the end of transnational migration. In fact, it is just one of the many stages in the 
transnational migration cycle (Ammassari & Black, 2001), which may need to be 
understood, from an intergenerational perspective, as a familial strategy to maxi-
mize the wellbeing of the family. The stories of these participants also shed light 
on the second question regarding the factors that drive their back-and-forth move-
ment. Although each of the economic, cultural, political, and life-course models in 
the studies of return migration is useful in understanding this group of Hong Kong 
Canadians’ post-return migration, each can only partially explain this phenomenon.

Among these four models, it seems that the life-course one bears a heavier weight 
in triggering the participants’ moves. Meeting the needs of their family members 
(mostly children) was used by almost all participants as a reason to explain their 
first and third moves. The perceived (or actual) political uncertainty of Hong Kong 
in the 1980s prompted many of these participants’ parents to consider the develop-
mental needs of their family members and to look for options to secure their fami-
lies’ futures. In contrast, their return to Hong Kong (second move) took place from 
the mid-1990s to the early 2000s, during which time the political situation of Hong 
Kong was relatively stable and the economic condition in Canada was gloomy. Their 
return to Hong Kong was largely economically motivated (i.e., for a better career). 
The decision to undertake post-return migration (third move) was made again fol-
lowing considerations of perceived political uncertainty, which may jeopardize the 
developmental wellbeing of the family.

While, in transnational migration studies, the economic model (i.e., maximiz-
ing economic gains) has dominated explanations of the transnational movement 
of migrants, reflected in the stories of the participants of this study is the careful 
calculation of economic gain, political stability, and life-course needs. The political 
situation in Hong Kong has provided a unique structural factor shaping the trajec-
tory of these HKIs, who were driven out of Hong Kong twice to seek a more politi-
cally secure and stable environment for the wellbeing of their families. As shown in 
Table 1, our participants indicated that ensuring the best interests of the family—
meeting the life-course needs of family members in a stable environment—was a 
key reason for their moves. For this group of participants, their parents (in the past), 
and possibly their children (in the future), transnational migration can be a func-
tional response to meet their and their families’ developmental needs, such as aging, 
marriage, children’s schooling, and the work-life balance of the working adult, in 
the constantly changing contexts of the home and host countries, as Ong (1999) has 
long suggested.

Thus, based on the stories of these participants, we argue that, instead of con-
ceptualizing transnational migration as an individual journey, we may consider the 
continuation of transnational migration as an intergenerational (familial) endeavor. 
Like their parents who orchestrated their first move from Hong Kong to Canada, 
the post-return migration of this group of participants is a strategy not only for them 
individually but also for their family collectively, to enable them to flourish. In other 
words, both return migration and post-return migration are part of the transnational 
migration process, which can be conceptualized as an intergenerational (familial) 
endeavor. Transnational migration, as Ong (1999) postulates, is a flexible strategy, 
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particularly for Asian individuals, or in this case, HKIs, to maximize their well-
being, which can involve economic gains or meeting the life-course needs of the 
family.

As shown in Fig.  1, some of our participants’ parents did not return to Hong 
Kong. Their transnational migration journey may have ended, but their children (i.e., 
the participants in this study) continued the journey by returning to Hong Kong. 
Although most of our participants did not anticipate another move back to Hong 
Kong, their children may do so in the future. Returning to Hong Kong remains an 
option for themselves and their children as long as they can retain accumulated 
transnational resources there. Concurring with Carling and Erdal’s (2014) sugges-
tion, our study found that these transnational resources can be accumulated, latent, 
and reactivated throughout the migration journey. Indeed, the return migration and 
post-return migration of this group of participants were heavily influenced by the 
availability and accessibility of transnational resources in Hong Kong (home coun-
try) and Canada (host country), which they had accumulated and maintained in the 
process of migration.

In each move along their transnational trajectories, these participants have 
paved the way for their or their children’s next move by accumulating transnational 
resources. Many of our participants chose to return to Hong Kong because of the 
transnational resources that they and their parents had accumulated before immi-
grating to Canada and had maintained transnationally while residing in Canada. 
They were also equipped with transnational resources they had earned in Canada. 
Having lived and integrated into Canadian society, these participants have accumu-
lated social resources, such as social connections, work experience, education and 

Fig. 1   Conceptual map of 
intergenerational transnational 
migration pathways
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qualifications, cultural knowledge, and citizenship, which were instrumental for 
them in deciding to engage in post-return migration back to Canada.

Before concluding, we would point out two limitations of this study which may 
merit further exploration in future studies. First, similar to some earlier works (e.g., 
Jain, 2013), our study did not identify any gender differences among our partici-
pants. However, future studies on post-return migration may need to focus more on 
the influence and impacts of gender division of labor shaping the family’s decision. 
Second, while the Hong Kong political landscape has changed drastically after the 
2019 Anti-Extradition Bill movement, the data collection of this study was con-
ducted right before the uprising. Recent studies by Wong (2021) and Li and Fung 
(2021) suggested that the uprising in Hong Kong significantly influenced the Hong 
Kong diaspora community and their political participation. Further studies may 
explore how the recent political turmoil in Hong Kong has shaped the decision of 
post-return migration among the Hongkongers.

Conclusion

To conclude, the findings of the study reported in this paper echo Cassarino’s (2004) 
claim that return migration is not necessarily the end of transnational migration. 
We argue that the study of post-return migration should take into consideration the 
notion of transnationalism as a familial endeavor that involves an intergenerational 
continuation of cross-border relocation between the host and home countries. We 
also suggest that post-return migration can be an option for return migrants, as long 
as they and their family members have accumulated sufficient and functional trans-
national resources in previous moves. The accumulation and maintenance of these 
transnational resources provide the flexibility for them (and their children) to stra-
tegically respond to any undesirable changes in structural (political, social, and cul-
tural) conditions in the society in which they reside, whether that is their host coun-
try or their home country. In other words, every cross-border relocation between 
home and host countries in transnational migration is a careful calculation of the 
interactional effect between structural contingencies and the developmental needs of 
the individual and their family, in view of the availability of transnational resources.
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