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How is the well-being of returnees when considered from the point of view of the migration experience 

abroad? To answer this question, the first hypothesis considers that returnees differ in the function of the 

key activity they had abroad – working, studying or living there without working or studying. Secondly, 

even if one maintains constant socio-demographic profiles, the country of return counts. Thirdly, it depends 

also on the facet of subjective well-being (SWB) that is considered – the happiness of living in a certain 

country of the European Union or a person’s satisfaction with life, country, public services or income. The 

results of the multivariate analysis indicate that experience of migration, country of current residence and facets 

of SWB all count. Returnees – through their experience of migration abroad – are compared to non-migrants. 

The answers come from analysing data from a large Eurobarometer survey in the European Union. 

Multivariate regression and cluster analysis are the main data-processing procedures. The stability of the 

results is tested by sensitivity analysis. 
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Introduction 

The voluntary return of migrants to the place of departure appears to be, in the neoclassical approach to 

migration (Massey, Arango, Hugo, Kouaouci and Pellegrino 1999), a marker of failure in the individual 

migration project or the effect of reducing the development gaps between origin and destination (de Haas, 

Fokkema and Fihri 2015). Those who failed at their destination – or those who found that the gap between the 

two points of the migration route has since narrowed – return back to the departure communities. The return 

is theorised completely differently in the new economy of migration, oriented as it is towards migration as a family 

phenomenon (Massey et al. 1999). This appears to be more of a success – as an accumulation of resources, as 

planned at departure, to justify the return. In both variants of the approach, the targets of emigration are, mostly, 

economic gain, social gain (education, family reunification) or cultural (lifestyle, for example). The 

interpretation is controversial because the simultaneous testing of the two theories is rarely carried out. 

Consequently, there is a tendency to give credit to both theories, depending on the context, of the initial 

motivation for migration (de Haas et al. 2015). 

Regardless of the nature of the migration targets – goods, values, behaviours, relationships – success or failure 

translate into dichotomies of subjective well-being (SWB), satisfaction–dissatisfaction, positive–negative feelings 

and happiness–unhappiness (Gruber and Sand 2022). The state of contentment–dissatisfaction and perceived 

opportunities can manifest themselves in different spheres of life (income from employment, human capital, 

personal networks, living environments), in connection with different experiences of migration or residential 

stability (Sandu, Toth and Tudor 2018). However, subjective well-being variables – structured more 

cognitively, such as life satisfaction, or affectively, such as happiness – and different positive or negative 

feelings, all play the role of intermediate variables, of direct influence on different forms of the decision on 

migration or stability (King and Kuschminder 2022; White 2022). 

Usually, analyses of the relationship between migration and SWB are centred on subjective well-being that 

precedes emigration or that resulting from migration but within the destination country (Hendriks and Bartram 

2019). A special case which could be of particular interest to our approach is that of considering the SWB of 

immigrants compared to non-migrants in the origin country. A good example of such an approach is the 

research that Gruber and Sand (2022) did on older intra-European immigrants using data from several waves 

of the Survey of Health, Aging and Retirement in Europe. They compared immigrants with remainers in the 

country of origin and found that the tendency was for immigrants to have higher levels of SWB compared to 

those who remained in the home countries. 

The form of migration of interest in this analysis is, however, return migration to the place of origin. The 

research question I am asking relates to the consequences of return migration on subjective well-being in living 

spaces in the European Union. The topic is very little addressed in the literature on return migration, in which 

the emphasis is more on the motivations for returning (Bilecen 2022; King 2018; King, Moroşanu, Jakobson, 

Schmidt, Miah, Vetik and Money 2022; Sandu et al. 2018) or on the skills gained through migration (Croitoru 

2020; Hagan and Wassink 2020; Janta, Jephcote, Williams and Li 2021). Here, I am particularly interested in 

perceiving, in terms of subjective well-being, the country of return as a country of current residence for 

returning migrants compared to non-migrants. Generally, migration destination studies are much more frequent 

than those that are focused on migrants’ origin countries. Are returning migrants more satisfied or happier than 

locals with no experience of migration abroad? Do the different experiences of migration in the former 

destination country – related to work, education or companionship – have similar or different effects on SWB? 

What are the effects of return migration on the SWB in the origin countries, after return, if I compare non-migrants 

with returnees and their different forms of migration abroad, while controlling for place and demographic 

variables? This is the basic research question which I address. The dominant approach in the literature has 
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dealt with the effects of returning to the origin country, regardless of the returnees’ experience of migration 

abroad. The generic hypothesis from which I start is that, in fact, the form of migration experience abroad also 

matters as a specific facet of subjective well-being. The expectation is based on the finding that the different 

defining variables for SWB, although interrelated, frequently have mutual relations of relative independence 

(Diener, Oishi and Tay 2018; Ruggeri, Garcia-Garzon, Maguire, Matz and Huppert 2020). In addition, it is 

expected that, in the return equation, the level of the decision to return also mattered – as did the consequences 

of the return in the form of migration experience in the host state. It is expected that migrations for work, 

education, companionship, lifestyle or combinations thereof will have different effects on SWB upon return to 

the country of origin, depending on the context. The next section covers the somewhat few approaches to the 

relationship between return migration and SWB before presenting the methodological premises of this 

research. 

The subjective well-being of returnees 

The key lines of structuring these approaches are the dichotomies between comparative and non-comparative 

studies, an interest in SWB per se versus some of its specific components (happiness, satisfaction etc.), 

considering all types of returnees versus considering only specific segments of them and qualitative versus 

quantitative studies. Cases of life satisfaction/SWB as a dependent variable – but returnees are not a term of 

reference in the comparison and the reference is only to natives, stayers and immigrants (Voicu and Vasile 

2014) – are not included in this analysis. Here are some examples of approaches where SWB is considered as 

an outcome of return migration. 

Galván et al. (2023) developed a qualitative approach starting from 12 interviews with Mexican returnees 

from the USA. The returnees were satisfied with their pro-social behaviour of helping their families and friends 

at home and with the language skills and job experience they acquired abroad. Dissatisfaction was also 

mentioned in the subjective mix of their perceptions of return. Such findings are a good basis, the authors of 

this article feel, for questioning the idea that, every time, returning home should be considered a sign of failure. 

Multiple comparisons between current migrants abroad, returnees and stayers were developed using data 

collected in 2010 and 2011 on older people in 5 regions of Turkey (Baykara-Krumme and Platt 2018). It is not 

known how representative the sample of 1,019 persons might be. Current migrants abroad are experiencing  

a medium level of life satisfaction that is higher than that of stayers or returnees. Income, health and social 

networks explain a significant percentage of the differences in life satisfaction among current migrants, 

returnees and stayers. 

Grabowska and Jastrzebowska (2023) analysed the effect of Polish returnees’ migration experience abroad 

on their informal human capital by comparing stayers and returnees. The variables included job satisfaction, 

life satisfaction and soft skills in the broader concept of informal human capital. The finding is that the informal 

human capital of returnees is higher, compared to that of stayers and such a migration resource could be used 

by organisations. The authors also conclude that informal human capital is equally differentiated by the former 

destination country. The net effect of the former destination country is not determined by controlling for 

demographics like age, gender, occupation, education etc. Next, I present the methodological premises for the 

research and, subsequently, the results and conclusions. 

Data and method 

The approach with which I start argues that SWB is a self-estimation of one’s own life – from perspectives 

dominated by knowledge, as in the case of satisfaction with life or by feelings or combinations thereof and as 



4 D. Sandu 

in the case of happiness – on specific spheres of life or as a whole. As in demography, however, I distinguish 

between events, actions, processes or structures associated with SWB and migration. Using mainly survey data 

at the European level, I adopt the SWB perspective as a social phenomenon consisting of the aggregation of 

events of contentment–dissatisfaction or happiness–unhappiness concerning a person’s life, occupation, public 

services or country of current residence. Such phenomena of subjective well-being can be traced not in their 

dynamics at the level of the individual but by categories of factors of conditioning of gender, age, education, 

residential environment, country of residence, skills in using the Internet, way of reporting to the institutions 

of the national society of countries of residence, the experience of migration abroad, etc. 

The multiple comparisons that I make in order to understand the relationship between the subjective well-being 

of returning migrants and their experiences of migration abroad will be made, starting not from qualitative data 

(Galván et al. 2023) but from the data from the standard Eurobarometer 89.1 survey, conducted in March 2018 

(EB89). Although the Covid-19 pandemic of 2019–2022 that followed very probably changed such 

relationships, it is important to have a first picture of them before the pandemic. 

Concerning the main independent variable of interest, each of the interviewees was asked if s/he had 

worked, studied or lived abroad. More specifically, the subjects were asked three questions: whether or not 

they had personally ‘benefited’ from working, from studying or from living in another EU country. The 

intersection of these responses resulted in a typology with 5 categories (Table 1). Around 72 per cent of those 

surveyed (15+ years old) did not have any experience of returning from abroad (i.e. from another EU country) 

to their EU home country. Those who studied and worked abroad and then returned represented about 15 per 

cent of all interviewees. This is followed, in descending order, by those who had worked abroad (7 per cent), 

those who had studied abroad (4 per cent) and those who had lived in another country, probably accompanying 

other migrants in the family (2 per cent). 

 

Table 1. Migration experience abroad and agreement with the statement ‘You are happy living in … 

country’ 

Migration experience 

Happy to be born in the country of current residence 

(%) 
Total as % by 

Very 

unhappy 
Unhappy 

Do not 

know 
Happy 

Very 

happy 
Row Column 

Non-

returnees 

Stayers 2.1 5.6 1.0 39.7 51.6 100.0 71.5 

Returnees 

with 

migration 

experience 

of ...  

Living 

abroad 

2.2 10.4 1.3 38.6 47.6 100.0 2.4 

Study 1.8 9.6 0.5 36.7 51.3 100.0 3.8 

Work 2.6 8.0 1.2 38.5 49.7 100.0 7.0 

Work & 

study 
1.4 4.6 1.0 40.9 52.1 100.0 15.3 

Total 2.0 5.9 1.0 39.7 51.4  100.0 

Data source: Eurobarometer 89.1, March 2018 (EB89).  

Notes: Shadow cells for a positive association between the row and column values and bold figures for negative associations, as 

indicated by adjusted standardised residuals (not indicated here), for p<=0.05. Example: 47.6 per cent of the people who lived abroad 

while accompanying other family members were not very happy with living in the country of return. No category of returnees is 

significant, happy or very happy with their residence country. N=27,988.  
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If I intersect these categories of people, identified by their migration experience, with the main categories 

of people, depending on their happiness about living in their country of current residence, I find that the 

unhappiness related to the country is specific to those who have returned. If I abstract other demographic 

characteristics of the interviewees – age, gender, matrimonial situation, education or residence environment – I find 

that those who are happy with the country in which they live do not seem to be associated with the experience 

of migration abroad. In other words, in the EU as a whole, those who have returned to the country of origin 

tend to be rather unhappy. The exception is those who have worked and studied abroad – they do not seem to 

be unhappy. 

In which countries did returnees live who were predominantly unhappy about the country? If I introduce in 

the analysis, through multivariate multiple regression (as in Table 2) demographic specifications related to 

age, gender, education and residential environment, for example, are the relationships in Table 1 maintained? 

Through such a procedure I am testing whether the bivariate relations of significance from Table 1 are 

maintained if associated with other predictors of the migration experience. This is also a way to test whether 

the migration abroad experience is a powerful predictor for subjective well-being even after introducing other 

control variables. 

I measure the subjective well-being of the returnees through indicators related to the perception of the 

country in which those interviewees lived (happy to live in that host country, satisfaction with the country, 

satisfaction with public services), to their satisfaction with their own life and with the level of income in the 

household. All 5 indicators are equally coded, with direct scaling, with a score of 1 for maximum 

dissatisfaction/unhappiness and 4 for maximum satisfaction/happiness. All 5 SWB indicators are subsumed to the 

same latent variable in the case of factor analysis (KMO index is 0.75, indicating that about three-quarters of the 

observed variables are explained by the latent factor). To be able to reconstruct the complex relationships 

between SWB on the one hand and the environment and life experience of those interviewed, on the other, I opted 

for maintaining subjective well-being indicators as dependent variables in regression patterns. The option starts 

from the finding that, although independent, SWB indicators have, in some cases, relatively independent 

variation (Diener et al. 2018).  

To facilitate comparisons between the different facets of SWB, I opted not for 5 multiple regression 

equations but for a single multivariate regression equation, with 5 dependent variables and 12 predictors (see 

the syntax of the equation in the footnote to Table 2). The choice of multivariate regression allows for easier 

computing and multiple comparisons by computing tests for different pairs of coefficients of regression 

(UCLA n.d.). 

Where possible I preferred to encode predictors as nominal-type variables. This is the case for migration 

experience abroad, education, age groups, categories of localities of current residence and countries of 

habitation. The option is given in the expectation that there will be non-linear relationships between the 

predictor and the dependent variables (for specifications related to how to measure the analysis variables, see 

Table 2). The migration experience abroad, for example, could be encoded dichotomously, noting with 1 the 

fact of having lived, worked or studied in another country of the European Union or with 0, the lack of 

migration experiences abroad, in the sense already mentioned above. Instead of such a dichotomous predictor, 

I preferred to operate with a typology already presented in Table 1. It has been entered as a nominal variable 

in the equations for predicting SWB variables, considering the category of those with no experience of 

emigration to other EU countries as a benchmark. 

Similarly, I considered the country of current residence at the time of the survey as a nominal variable, with 28 

values corresponding to the country of residence in March 2018. After several experiments, to avoid the unwanted 

phenomenon of interlinkage between independent variables (multi-colinearity), I considered as a reference value 
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the fact of living either in France or in one of the four smaller EU countries for which the sub-samples were 

very small (Malta, Republic of Cyprus, Luxembourg and Estonia). 

Subsequently, after running the regressions with the mentioned variables, I deepened the analysis by 

identifying the cultural models of the country’s impact on SWB. I have characterised the SWB impact profile 

of each of the countries of current residence included in the analysis through a series of 5 values of the 

regression coefficients estimating the specific impact of each country on the SWB variable and the 5 probabilities 

associated with the regression coefficients as measures of the observed significance of the coefficients. 

Subsequently, on the matrix of 23 countries and the 10 columns taken from the regression models, I applied a cluster 

analysis model. The result was the dendrogram shown in Figure 1. Based on that graphic, I determined the 7 groupings 

of countries with similar impacts on SWB variables. For the rest of the technical details, see the footnote in 

Figure 1 in the section on the country effect. To see the specific causal profile for each of the country groupings, 

I built a new variable through which I replaced the reference country as a predictor with the grouping of 

countries resulting from the cluster analysis. The results of this new regression analysis allowed us to 

characterise the cultural specificity of the group in influencing SWB.  

The first hypothesis from which I started (H1) claims that SWB, caeteris paribus, tends to be higher for 

those who have had the double experience of studying and working abroad. The expectation is based on the 

premise that, at the level of the respective group, the accumulations of possible utility after returning to the 

country of origin were higher on human, material and cultural capital. With such accumulations, they were 

able to get more rewards on the comeback, with a direct positive impact on SBW. The reference term in the 

structuring of H1 was those with no experience abroad. 

The second hypothesis (H2) holds that the SWB model, caeteris paribus, tends to be specific to groupings 

of countries with similar economic development and immigration and located in the territorial vicinity. Status 

and share capital variables are considered to be control variables and are expected to have differentiated 

relationships with SWB. To test the stability of the regression and cluster models I worked with, I also adopted 

the idea of a sensitivity analysis. Based on a factor analysis, I reduced the 14 status variables to 7 (Table A1, 

in the Appendix). One of the factors with the highest consistency, for example, is given by the group that 

includes young people of 15–34 years, those still in school and those who are not married. Similarly, another 

grouping is formed with the two variables relating to institutional trust – namely trust in government and 

parliament – that goes together with trust in central and local government. Reduced models with fewer socio-

demographic variables work in a similar way to extended models in which SWB predictors are dependent on 

multiple predictors. In the results section I comment on these issues in more detail. Next, I present the effects 

of the migration experience, the country profile and the status situation on the 5 dependent variables that 

measure SWB. 

The effect of the migration experience abroad 

At first glance, the experience of migrating abroad does not affect the migrants’ happiness at living in the 

country of current residence. In the Eurobarometer survey data, 91 per cent of returnees from other EU 

countries say they are happy to have been born there. The percentage of happy people, for the same reason, is 

identical for those who have not lived in other EU countries. The long-term evaluations reflected by the life 

satisfaction indicator are different. From this point of view, returning migrants tend to be more satisfied (86 

per cent), compared to non-migrants (82 per cent satisfied with their own lives). 

If I follow the same relationships but introduce multiple control variables (those in Table 2), I find that the 

fact of having lived abroad in the EU, for whatever reason, is equally unimportant for the state of 

happiness/unhappiness about the country of residence at the time of the survey. In other words, the experience 
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of migration outside the country of current residence does not matter (the calculation results are not presented 

here). Returning migrants tend to be more satisfied with their own lives than non-migrants in the multivariate 

regression analysis, using the control variables in Table 2. It follows from the same type of multivariate 

analysis that migrants returning to European countries from other EU countries tend to be more satisfied than 

non-immigrants in terms of satisfaction with the country of current residence, public services and the level of 

household income. 

However, if I introduce into the equation not the simple fact of being or not being a return migrant but a typology 

that differentiates between different categories of migration experiences abroad (working, studying or living 

there, without having been employed or studying), how do the effects on SWB occur? As I will see, the picture 

is very different. 

For all 5 forms of SWB considered in the analysis, consistent with H1, a positive effect of having worked 

and studied abroad was recorded (Table 2). Of course, the effect of the migration experience is noticeable, 

especially concerning those who have not been abroad at work, for studies or as companions. The prediction 

pattern, from this point of view, differs, however, depending on the type of subjective well-being. In personal 

reporting through satisfaction with life or satisfaction with income in a household, migration experiences 

abroad seem to matter less. The only facet that matters significantly and positively, as I have already 

mentioned, is that relating to the accumulated experience of working and studying abroad. 

Returnees who have worked abroad tend to have conflicting reporting. They seem to be satisfied, in general, 

with the country in which they live (the home country) but not happy that they were born there. I do not know, 

from the data I am working with, whether differentiated reporting derives from the difference between 

satisfaction and happiness or from the fact that happiness is an assessment in which the country of origin is 

compared to other countries and in the satisfaction assessment that comparison is probably less present. A similar 

situation is found for those who have been abroad simply to accompany migrants, without employment or 

study targets. They tend to be satisfied with the country of return but unhappy that they live there. As with the 

experience of working abroad, the difference in the comparative or non-comparative assessment of the country 

seems to matter, in the sense that the comparative assessment that I associate, hypothetically, with happiness, 

seems to be more demanding, while the non-comparative assessment related to satisfaction with the country 

could be less demanding. 

For those who have studied abroad and returned to their country of origin, I only have an effect of increased 

satisfaction with public services and, in general, with the country of return. Otherwise, the strictly personal 

effect, on satisfaction with life or household income does not seem to be significant. 

Is the configuration of the impact that migration experiences have on SWB maintained also when I move 

on to the low analysis model in which socio-demographic predictors are reduced by factorial regrouping 

(compare Table 2 with Table A2, in the Appendix)? In essence, yes. Those unhappy with the country where 

they live (the home country of residence), in both versions of the calculation, are mainly those who have 

worked abroad and those who accompanied them, without working or studying. Similarly, those who have 

worked and studied abroad tend to be satisfied, as a trend, in both variants of calculation. Only 1 difference 

arises in the explanation of happiness related to the country in which those interviewed live. In the extended 

model, the effect is significant and positive and in the restricted model the number of predictors is insignificant. 

Is there still a country effect if I control, through analysis procedures (multivariate regression), for both the 

role of the migration experience and that of the socio-demographic status? I try to answer this question in the 

section that follows. 

  



Table 2. Predictors of happiness and satisfaction in European Union countries, full model 

Predictors 

y1. Happy to live in 

residence country 

Degree of satisfaction (1=minimum, 4=maximum) with ... 

y2. Country of 

residence 

y3. Public services y4. Own life y5. Income in the 

household 

b p b p b p b p b p 

x1. Experience abroad of the 

returnee (ref. Non-migrant) 

Accompany* 

Study* 

Work* 

Work & study* 

–0.116 0.000 0.094 0.000 0.021 0.451 –0.039 0.133 0.033 0.184 

–0.027 0.200 0.173 0.000 0.100 0.000 0.026 0.199 0.033 0.098 

–0.056 0.001 0.072 0.000 0.007 0.686 0.011 0.495 0.002 0.894 

0.028 0.023 0.134 0.000 0.129 0.000 0.053 0.000 0.086 0.000 

x2. Age (ref. 50–64 years) 15–34* –0.063 0.000 0.081 0.000 0.089 0.000 0.132 0.000 0.097 0.000 

35–49* –0.015 0.195 0.027 0.012 0.045 0.000 0.052 0.000 0.054 0.000 

65* 0.081 0.000 –0.005 0.671 0.002 0.877 0.046 0.000 0.075 0.000 

x3. Man –0.014 0.096 0.048 0.000 0.035 0.000 –0.032 0.000 0.031 0.000 

x4. High frequency of using the net* 0.001 0.631 0.004 0.100 –0.003 0.250 0.027 0.000 0.029 0.000 

x5. Level of education (ref. 

Middle/low) 

*High* 

Still studying* 

0.002 0.806 0.022 0.016 –0.010 0.317 0.049 0.000 0.078 0.000 

0.017 0.367 0.031 0.071 0.068 0.000 0.092 0.000 0.006 0.706 

x6. Married* 0.022 0.015 0.048 0.000 –0.005 0.554 0.101 0.000 0.068 0.000 

x7. Difficulty paying bills in last year –0.154 0.000 –0.061 0.000 –0.035 0.000 –0.278 0.000 –0.435 0.000 

x8. Subjective social class 0.011 0.000 0.013 0.000 0.011 0.000 0.038 0.000 0.052 0.000 

x9. Residence (ref. Town) City* 

Village* 

–0.011 0.307 0.008 0.402 0.014 0.194 –0.020 0.041 –0.026 0.008 

0.052 0.000 0.027 0.003 –0.008 0.442 0.032 0.001 0.020 0.027 

x10. Political trust (in parliament and government – 

factor score) 

0.074 0.000 0.216 0.000 0.029 0.000 0.024 0.000 0.024 0.000 

x11. Trust in administration (central and local – factor 

score) 

0.117 0.000 0.185 0.000 0.402 0.000 0.172 0.000 0.171 0.000 

Constant 3.451 0.000 2.169 0.000 2.396 0.000 2.755 0.000 2.442 0.000 

R2 full model 0.184  0.442  0.365  0.298  0.321  

R2 without country as predictor 0.118  0.370  0.330  0.241  0.293  

Data source: Eurobarometer 89.1, March 2018 (EB89).  

Notes: Results of multivariate multiple regression. b = regression coefficient, p = significance level. Small countries – Cyprus, Malta, Estonia and Luxembourg – are not included. France is also 

omitted as a reference country, to avoid multicollinearity in tests of the multivariate regression. Coefficients for the 23 countries of residence are not presented here. The sintax for multivariate regression in 

STATA17 is: mvreg y1 y2 y3 y4 y5= i.x1 i.x2 x3 x4 i.x5 x6 x7 x8 i.x9 x10 x11 i.x12 [aweight=w23]. The significance for dependent and independent variables is given in the table and the letter i marks categorical 

variables. x12 is for country as categorical variable (see Table 3). w23 is the weighting variable as provided in the public data file of Eurobarometer. Country happiness is tested by a question on the agreement 

with the statement ‘You are happy living in … (reference country)’. The answers for all the dependent variables are recorded by direct scaling: 1 fully disagree … 4 fully agree, with the positive statement for all 

the 5 SWB components. * Dummy variable. Shadow marks the positive regression coefficients that are significant for p<=0.001. Negative regression coefficients for p<=0.001 are in bold figures. Shadow and 

bold are used to make evident the probable relations of maximum intensity. N=23,577. R2 without migration experiences as predictors is slightly lower than for the full model, with .001 or .002. The reference 

category for migration abroad experience, for example, is the category of non-migrants, as specified in the table. Education and subjective social class could be endogeneous variables, affected by SWB and 

migration experience abroad, which is why we ran the same model without the referred variables. R2 modifications are very small, only to the third decimal of R2. One can infer by this sensitivity analysis that the 

model is quite stable, not so much affected by small changes in the equation. Practically, the coefficients in the regression models without education and subjective social class keep the same significance pattern 

as in the models presented in Table 2. This is clear proof of the fact that the results of this analysis are not modified by slight methodological changes. The statistical experiment proves, also, the fact that the models 

are not affected by endogeneity. 
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Country effect 

The country of current residence counts, differentiated in intensity and meaning, in influencing the SWB, 

whether they are considered independent EU countries or groupings. This is the first analysis in the field when 

the country’s impact on SWB is no longer determined by averages of subjective welfare indicators but by the 

net or specific effect of these countries at the level of a multivariate regression analysis. In other words, the 

classification or grouping of countries is carried out in terms of their specific impact on SWB and not by 

calculating averages of dependent variables at the country level. 

I introduce each of the groupings of countries and their specific prediction profile in Table 3. The groupings 

of countries are structured, to a large extent, according to the H2 hypothesis. Immigration countries appear in 

the first two groups, at the top of the graph in Figure 1.  

 

Figure 1. Similarities between countries by their specific impact on the 5 items of subjective well-being, 

starting from full model regressions 

 

Data source: Eurobarometer 89.1, March 2018 (EB89). 

Notes: Results of hierarchical cluster analysis, furthest neighbour, correlation coefficients as measures of similarity, standardisation of 

clustering variables by z scores. Input data come from the 5-regression equation presented in Table 2. The causal profile for each of 

the 23 considered countries is given by the regression coefficients predicting the values of the 5 SWB indicators in the multivariate 

regression, with the 18 predictors that are specified in Table 2, plus the 23 residence countries from the EU (reference term – four small 

countries and France) and also the significance probabilities for each of the dependent variables for the SWB indicators. Example: the 

highest similarity of causal profiles in influencing SWB at the country level is for samples from the Southern-European countries of 

Croatia, Spain, Italy and Greece. The most heterogeneous cluster includes Romania, Portugal, Slovakia and Bulgaria. The last two 

statements are based on the mean values of Silhouette coefficients that were computed for each country and cluster. The mean value 

for the Silhouette coefficients is 0.421. The closer this value is to 1, the more homogeneous the country clusters. 
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Table 3. Country impact on subjective well-being, keeping under control other factors 

Countries 

by 

similarity 

clusters 

Happy living in 

the current 

residence 

country 

Degree of satisfaction (1=minimum ... 4=maximum) with... 

... current 

residence 

country 

... public 

services in the 

current 

residence 

country 

... own life in the 

current 

residence 

country 

... income in the 

current  

residence  

country 

 b p b p b p b p b p 

Finland 0.081 0.039 0.463 0.000 0.317 0.000 0.073 0.048 0.111 0.002 

Austria 0.155 0.000 0.553 0.000 0.358 0.000 0.161 0.000 0.172 0.000 

Germany 0.034 0.034 0.380 0.000 0.161 0.000 0.041 0.007 0.098 0.000 

Netherlands 0.203 0.000 0.511 0.000 0.590 0.000 0.235 0.000 0.269 0.000 

Belgium –0.172 0.000 0.249 0.000 0.124 0.000 0.052 0.057 0.067 0.012 

Sweden 0.223 0.000 0.375 0.000 0.183 0.000 0.188 0.000 0.243 0.000 

Denmark 0.290 0.000 0.506 0.000 0.104 0.011 0.431 0.000 0.346 0.000 

UK 0.066 0.000 0.086 0.000 0.045 0.010 0.298 0.000 0.239 0.000 

Ireland 0.243 0.000 0.469 0.000 0.016 0.731 0.278 0.000 0.220 0.000 

Bulgaria –0.340 0.000 –0.055 0.144 –0.074 0.072 –0.525 0.000 –0.139 0.000 

Romania –0.480 0.000 –0.009 0.682 –0.013 0.599 –0.354 0.000 –0.106 0.000 

Portugal –0.070 0.027 0.131 0.000 –0.013 0.675 –0.189 0.000 0.045 0.123 

Slovakia 0.019 0.653 –0.157 0.000 0.000 0.999 –0.206 0.000 –0.199 0.000 

Spain –0.030 0.031 –0.170 0.000 –0.063 0.001 0.032 0.066 –0.056 0.001 

Croatia –0.176 0.000 –0.130 0.001 –0.128 0.004 –0.109 0.009 –0.106 0.009 

Greece –0.176 0.000 –0.418 0.000 –0.295 0.000 –0.348 0.000 –0.191 0.000 

Italy –0.075 0.000 –0.083 0.000 –0.142 0.000 –0.196 0.000 0.114 0.000 

Poland 0.005 0.804 0.271 0.000 0.032 0.123 –0.073 0.000 –0.057 0.003 

Lithuania –0.382 0.000 0.115 0.023 0.204 0.000 –0.174 0.001 –0.013 0.797 

Slovenia 0.065 0.314 0.224 0.000 0.152 0.019 0.146 0.017 0.020 0.743 

Latvia 0.025 0.710 0.056 0.365 0.209 0.002 –0.107 0.094 –0.031 0.621 

Czech Rep. –0.363 0.000 0.369 0.000 0.219 0.000 0.012 0.671 0.060 0.029 

Hungary –0.774 0.000 0.180 0.000 0.204 0.000 –0.251 0.000 –0.135 0.000 

Data source: Eurobarometer 89.1, March 2018 (EB89). 

Notes: Results of multivariate multiple regression using, also, the predictors from Table 2.b regression coefficient, p significance level. 

Shadow marks the positive regression coefficients that are significant for p<=0.001. Negative regression coefficients for p<=0.001 are 

in bold figures. Shadow and bold are used to make evident the probable relations of maximum intensity. Reference values for the 

country – France, Luxembourg, Cyprus, Malta, Estonia. 

 

I found that the grouping of the Nordic countries (Sweden, Finland, Denmark, Great Britain, the 

Netherlands), plus Austria, is characterised by generalised satisfaction on all 4 indicators of satisfaction and 

by declared happiness about living in the country of current residence. The only exception within the grouping 

is Belgium for which there are positive effects on satisfaction but negative on the happiness of living there. 
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Why this exception? Additional data are needed for elucidation, which is not available in the survey to which 

I refer. I also note that the nucleus of maximum causal similarity within this grouping is given by Germany, Austria 

and Finland (see the graph in Figure 1). Each of the component countries of the group has at least 1 neighbouring 

country in the class of belonging, as expected, based on the formula in H2. 

Close in the causal profile is the grouping of the Nordic countries – Sweden, Denmark, Great Britain and 

Ireland. It is also specific to them to record positive, statistically significant effects on subjective well-being, 

as measured in this case. One exception was Ireland, where there is no positive country effect on satisfaction 

with the quality of public services. The nucleus of similarity of the group consists of the two Scandinavian 

countries of Sweden and Denmark. Both groups discussed so far are made up of relatively developed countries 

capable of attracting migrants (H2). 

At the opposite pole are countries from the East of the EU (Bulgaria, Romania, Slovakia) plus 1 country 

from the south of the EU – Portugal. All four of these countries are characterised by their negative impact on 

life satisfaction. In addition, living in 3 of them – Romania, Bulgaria and Portugal – also has a significant negative 

impact on happiness related to the country in which the interviewees live. All are countries of emigration. 

The countries of Southern Europe – Spain, Croatia, Greece and Italy – are specific to the fact that housing 

at their level brings, predominantly and significantly, dissatisfaction with public services and the country of 

current residence. As in previous groupings, one exception appears – Greece. Like the other Southern 

countries, Greece is marked by negative effects on subjective well-being but not on the happiness of living 

there. On the contrary, caeteris paribus, living in Greece, despite dissatisfaction with life, public services, 

income or country, is accompanied by the happiness of being born in the environment of that country. It 

captures the simultaneity of dissatisfaction with the country in contrast to the happiness of living in that country. 

Why so? As usual, I say that more data are needed to respond. Hypothetically, I can assume that a significant role 

in this complexity of relations is also played by the climate, the advantages of a country of tourist attraction, 

etc. I note that the maximum similarity in the group is recorded between Spain and Croatia. 

Two of the Central and Eastern European countries – Hungary and the Czech Republic – appear separately 

in a grouping characterised, essentially, by the positive impact that residency in these countries has on 

satisfaction with the country and with the quality of public services. Despite these positive effects on 

satisfaction indicators, residency in the two countries contributes to registering a situation of unhappiness with 

the country of current residence. Lithuania, Latvia and Slovenia appear in a separate grouping characterised 

more by the heterogeneity of influences on SWB or by an insignificant impact on different aspects of well-being. 

Poland appears as a singular country with a weak causal profile. Only dissatisfaction with a person’s own life 

and household income seems to define the impact of residency in this country on SWB. 

How stable is this grouping of countries, because of the relationships between predictors and subjective 

wealth variables? To answer the question, I resumed the cluster analysis starting from the data of the reduced 

regression model in which I replaced the 14 socio-demographic variables with the factors that regroup them 

(Table A1, in the Appendix), keeping the other predictors. The expectation is that similarity relations between 

very similar country profiles will be maintained (the resulting dendrogram in the new calculation is shown in 

the Appendix, Figure A1). Austria and Germany, for example, remain strongly similar in terms of the impact 

that housing in those countries has on SWB variables. Such a finding is all the more credible as the two 

countries are neighbours and have strong cultural similarities. The same is maintained, in both variants of 

calculation, for the strong similarities of causal profile between the two Scandinavian countries of Denmark 

and Sweden. 

In the category of countries of emigration, a very strong similarity of causal profile between Bulgaria and 

Romania is maintained. The basis of this stability of similarity is given by the neighbourhood of the two 

countries of emigration and also by their proximity from the perspective of their low level of development or 
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quality of life. The Southern countries – Italy, Spain, Greece and Croatia – remain strongly similar in the 

variant where the input data in the cluster analysis are derived from multiple regression models with a low 

number of predictors. 

The similarity of impact on SWB occurring between the Czech Republic and Belgium is surprising. The 

two countries are not neighbours and have different migration experiences. Why so? I do not know. In the 

dendrogram in Figure 1, the Czech Republic appears, naturally, together with Hungary and Belgium, in the 

proximity of the similarity of some neighbouring countries of immigration (the Netherlands, Germany, Austria 

and Finland). Poland appears as a single case in Figure 1 and in Figure A1 about the maximum similarity with 

Slovakia and Latvia. This latter grouping can be more easily explained by the territorial proximity and closer 

development profiles of the countries in the cluster. On the whole, the two groupings, starting from the 

regressions with a large number of predictors (complete models) and those derived from regression equations 

on reduced models, are consistent. As I have pointed out in this last paragraph, grouping differences also occur 

between the two cluster analyses. Unfortunately, the survey data I work with do not provide essential 

information for SWB, namely that of personal happiness. When these and similar data can be added to the set 

of indicators with which I have worked, the previous interrogations will be able to be clarified. 

Beyond the migration experiences and the country of residence effect mentioned in the previous sections, 

SWB is also under the influence of socio-demographic status effects such as those related to age, gender, 

education, residential environment, marital status, internet use, subjective social class or institutional social 

capital. In the present analysis, they have the role of control variables, meant to highlight the specific 

contribution of the variables of interest – the migration experience and the country of current residence in the 

SWB variation. A brief overview of the effect of these control variables is given in the section that follows. 

Status effect 

The status variables mentioned act on the SWB independently (Table 2) and in the interaction (Table A2). I shall 

refer, briefly, to both points. Young people of 15–24 years old tend to be more satisfied, compared to adults 

aged 50–64, compared to their own life, the income they have in the household, the public services in the 

country where they live and also the country of current residence. However, they still tend to be more fearless 

than they are in their country of current residence, regardless of the migration experience they have. This is 

probably the case, within the EU, because the happiness assessment is constructed, more than that of 

satisfaction, by multiple references to the situations in other countries. The actual or virtual trips they make 

abroad help them to see what it is like with social organisations in other countries. The age effect goes together 

with that of the life cycle. Young people between 15–24 years old tend to be unmarried and still in school or 

college (Table A1, in the Appendix). It is this effect of interaction between being young, at school and 

unmarried that provides more degrees of freedom and higher aspiration levels which, in turn, lead to a more 

critical attitude about the country of current residence, to relative unhappiness about living in the country where 

they were born, whether or not they had lived abroad. On the other hand, the fact of being unmarried and, to a large 

extent, reliant on the maintenance of their parents, favours the tendency to be satisfied with life, public services 

and the country in which they live.  

Those who use the Internet more tend to be mostly young or mature, with an SWB profile similar to that of 

single young people (Table A2). They differ only in that they are inclined to be satisfied with the level of 

income in the household. 

Another composite factor that matters in the equation is also belonging to a higher social class. These, as 

the data with which I have worked say, are tendential, of course – those who do not have difficulty paying 

their monthly bills, have a high level of education and recognise themselves as members of an upper social 
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class. The interaction between all these variables leads to SWB, both on satisfaction and happiness indicators 

(Table A2). Only trust in institutions – government, parliament, central administration and local government 

– has a similar positive effect on all forms of SWB analysed here. 

In terms of the residential environment, SWB seems to be higher in the village than in the big cities. About 

public services alone, I do not have, at the European level, a significant relationship between the type of 

residential environment and the SWB. In terms of gender, men seem to be more satisfied than women with 

income, public services and their own country. Satisfaction with one’s own life seems to be higher in women 

than in men (Table 2), in concordance. It is unclear why, in the low prediction model, with latent variables as 

factors, the gender of men seems to be more satisfied. Probably because the gender effect resulting from the 

factorial analysis (Table A1, in the Appendix) appears to be a composite one, with many other associated variables. 

Higher income is reflected in the ability to pay monthly bills. Income, as reflected in the difficulties to pay 

bills is one of the most efficient predictors of the model (Table 2). All 5 types of SWB are significantly higher 

if the person did not have difficulties paying bills in the previous year. Multivariate regression allows us to 

identify the hierarchy of influence of income between different forms of SWB. If one changes the situation 

from not having to having difficulties paying bills, this reduces happiness in the country by 0.154 units (Table 

2). The same type of change reduces, also significantly, the country satisfaction by 0.061 units (Table 2). These 

are the two regression coefficients. Using a post-command in STATA, after running multivariate regression, 

allows us to conclude that the impact of income is higher on country happiness than on country satisfaction. 

Why is it so? I do not have the necessary data to answer the question but I have the empirical reasons to support 

the hypothesis that income difficulties have a higher impact on country happiness than on country satisfaction. 

Conclusions and discussion 

This analysis primarily attempts to substantiate the idea that the experience of migration abroad matters to 

subjective well-being (SWB) differentiated, depending on its content, within the living area of the EU. 

Specifically, I expect those who have returned to their home countries, with a richer experience of work and 

study, to be happier with their own country of residence and more satisfied with their own lives. In other words, 

to have higher subjective well-being than non-migrants from the country of origin to which they returned. 

Secondly, apart from migration abroad and ordinary socio-demographic factors, I expect the country of current 

residence effect to also matter. I use the Eurobarometer survey data to support both hypotheses of the research 

but also bring surprises in terms of knowledge. 

The focus of the analysis is, according to the starting assumptions, on the specific or net effects that the 

experience of migration abroad and the country of current residence have on the SWB. How returning migrants 

from the EU relate to their well-being is strongly differentiated not only according to their experience of 

migration abroad but also to the subjective wealth facet being taken into account. Having worked and studied 

abroad (within the EU area to which the survey refers) brings, caeteris paribus, more satisfaction with personal 

life, household income and public services in the country where they live if I compare them with non-migrants. 

The same cumulative migration experience does not lead to a significant, positive effect on happiness in the 

country of habitation (Table A2, in the Appendix). 

If the survey respondent worked abroad but did not study there, then the effects are contradictory: s/he tends 

to be satisfied with the country in which s/he lives but is relatively unfortunate that s/he lives in the reference 

country. Subjective well-being related to public services, one’s own life or the perception of household income 

does not seem to be significantly influenced by his/her experience of migrating abroad. 

Why this differentiation of the effects of migration experiences on SWB? It turns out that different facets 

of perceived well-being are impacted on by different facets of migration. The assessment of the state of 
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happiness–unhappiness is made through multiple, comparative, short-term reports between the former country 

of emigration and the one of return. In contrast, satisfaction assessments are less comparative and lengthy, 

mostly centred on the country where one lives. Hence the tendency to show, especially, unhappiness about the 

home country of residence if compared to the previous destination of migration. In contrast, in non-comparative 

assessments, related to the country of current residence and the public services in that country, the effect of 

migration is mainly that of contentment. In addition, it could also be that happiness-centred assessments are 

short-term and those relating to satisfaction aim at an extended time horizon (Helliwell and Putnam 2004). 

Regardless, however, of the effects of migration and those of the socio-demographic characteristics of the 

respondents – controlled by multivariate regression analysis – the country of current residence also matters 

consistently. On this feature, the H2 hypothesis is fully confirmed. In developed countries, immigration, like 

countries of residence, tends to induce increased levels of subjective well-being. Austria and the Netherlands 

are representatives of this point of view. They are joined by Germany, the Scandinavian countries, Great Britain 

and Ireland. It is not clear whether the exceptional case is of living in Belgium, with negative effects on SWB. 

The predominantly negative reporting to SWB is recorded in the Southern and Central and Eastern 

European countries. 

Regression analyses have failed to identify country-specific effects for each of the 5 subjective welfare 

variables, controlling migration experiences and socio-demographic aspects. Based on these data, I have 

identified 7 groups of countries in terms of the similarity of the causal effects that housing within them has on SWB. 

The stability of the multivariate analysis results was verified using a factorial analysis of the 14 socio-

demographic variables. The 7 resulting factorial scores replaced the initial values of socio-demographic 

variables in alternative regression models. Starting from the regressions with fewer predictors, I have also 

generated new clusters of countries in terms of their SWB prediction profiles. The differences that occur in the 

results are secondary and confirm the reduced sensitivity of the analysis models (Treiman 2014) to the 

methodological changes made. 

The fact that I did not have a direct measurement of personal happiness at the level of the available survey 

data is an example of a limit, a critical point, in the analysis presented. A more detailed measurement of SWB 

can, of course, influence the results of the analysis. 

Unfortunately, the EB89 does not provide information on the former destination country of returnees, so I could 

not measure the distance in terms of GDP per capita between the former destination and the current residence 

country. 

Eurobarometer data, used here, were collected before the Covid-19 pandemic. A replication of the analysis, 

after the pandemic, would undoubtedly be extremely useful. 
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Appendix 

Table A1. The structuring of the status variables by factors 

Input variables 

Social-status factors 

 

 

Students 

1 

 

 

Net users 

2 

High 

institutional 

trust 

3 

 

City 

dwellers 

4 

 

Higher 

class 

5 

 

 

Man 

6 

Age 15–34* .829 .200 –.015 .027 .072 .061 

Still studying* .747 .069 .040 .008 .028 .071 

Married* –.593 .017 –.009 –.094 .128 .185 

Age 65+ years* –.214 –.845 .046 .012 .075 –.042 

High frequency of net use* .184 .751 .073 .046 .265 .087 

Age 35–49* –.508 .612 –.021 .004 –.111 –.090 

Trust in central & local 

administration – factor score 

.041 .038 .915 –.003 .104 –.004 

Trust in parliament & 

government – factor score 

–.001 –.016 .912 .022 .104 .001 

Residence in city* .058 .010 –.001 .828 .037 .050 

Residence in village* –.045 –.025 –.015 –.828 –.020 .037 

Subjective social class 

(1=working class; 5=higher 

class) 

.103 .046 –.018 .052 .753 –.109 

Difficulty paying bills in last 

year (1=never; 5=most of the 

time) 

.013 .109 –.237 .080 –.657 –.195 

Graduated from higher 

education* 

–.241 .322 .095 .150 .508 –.083 

Man* –.019 .057 –.005 .020 –0.17 .952 

Eigenvalues (% explained by 

the factors) after rotation 

16.097 13.922 12.439 9.784 7.706 7.235 

Data source: Eurobarometer 89.1, March 2018 (EB89). 

Notes: Extraction Method Principal Component Analysis. Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalisation. * Dummy variable. 

N=23,614. Figures in the table, except the last row of Eigenvalues, are factor loadings. KMO=0.574. 

 

  



Table A2. Predictors of happiness and satisfaction in European Union countries: reduced model 

Predictors 

Happy living in the 

countr of current 

residence 

Degree of satisfaction 1 minimum … 4 maximum) with… 

… the country of 

current residence 
… public services … own life 

… household 

income 

b p b p b p b p b p 

Returnee’s 

experience 

abroad (ref. 

non-migrant) 

Accompany* –0.122 0.000 0.097 0.000 0.008 0.766 –0.049 0.059 0.022 0.381 

Study* –0.031 0.143 0.175 0.000 0.090 0.000 0.015 0.466 0.011 0.568 

Work* –0.060 0.000 0.076 0.000 0.001 0.955 –0.001 0.949 –0.010 0.509 

Work+study* 0.022 0.068 0.137 0.000 0.121 0.000 0.045 0.000 0.074 0.000 

Students 

Netusers 

Institutional trust 

City dwellers 

High class 

Man 

–0.027 0.000 0.022 0.000 0.053 0.000 0.033 0.000 0.006 0.103 

–0.042 0.000 0.028 0.000 0.028 0.000 0.047 0.000 0.032 0.000 

0.176 0.000 0.348 0.000 0.352 0.000 0.195 0.000 0.210 0.000 

–0.028 0.000 –0.006 0.126 0.008 0.060 –0.024 0.000 –0.023 0.000 

0.078 0.000 0.089 0.000 0.060 0.000 0.184 0.000 0.254 0.000 

0.006 0.181 0.035 0.000 0.019 0.000 0.021 0.000 0.056 0.000 

Constant 

R2 

3.454 0.000 2.291 0.000 2.476 0.000 3.042 0.000 2.747 0.000 

0.181  0.550  0.338  0.288  0.312  

N 23,577  23,577  23,577  23,577  23,577  

Data source: Eurobarometer 89.1, March 2018 (EB89).  

Notes: Results of multivariate multiple regression: b regression coefficient, p significance level. The socio-demographic variables from Table 2 are replaced by factor scores that are generated 

by the factor analysis from Table A1. Small countries like Cyprus, Malta, Estonia and Slovenia are not included. France is also omitted as a reference country to avoid multicollinearity in tests 

of the multivariate regression. Coefficients for the 23 countries of residence are not presented here. Country happiness is tested by a question on the agreement with the statement ‘You are happy 

living in … (reference country)’. The answers for all the dependent variables are recorded by direct scaling: 1=fully disagree … 4=fully agree, with the positive statement for all 5 SWB 

components. * Dummy variable. Shadow marks the positive regression coefficients that are significant for p<=0.001. Negative regression coefficients for p<=0.001 are in bold figures. Shadow 

and bold are used to make evident the probable relations of maximum intensity. 
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Figure A1. Similarities between countries by their specific impact on the 5 items of subjective well-being, 

starting from reduced model regressions 

 

Data source: Eurobarometer 89.1, March 2018 (EB89). 

Notes: Results of hierarchical cluster analysis, furthest neighbour, correlation coefficients as measures of similarity, standardisation of 

clustering variables by z scores. Input data come from the 5-regression equation, reduced model, presented in Table A2. The causal 

profile for each of the 23 considered countries is given by the regression coefficients predicting the values of the 5 SWB indicators in 

the multivariate regression, with the 10 predictors that are specified in Table A2, plus the 23 residence countries from the EU (reference 

term – four small countries and France) and also the significance probabilities for each of the dependent variables for the SWB 

indicators. Example: the highest similarity of causal profiles in influencing SWB at the country level is for samples from the Southern 

European countries of Croatia, Spain, Italy and Greece. The most heterogeneous cluster includes Romania, Portugal, Slovakia and 

Bulgaria. The last 2 statements are based on the mean values of Silhouette coefficients that were computed for each country. The mean 

value for the Silhouette coefficients is 0.559, a bit higher than for the classification using as input data the full models of regression 

(Figure 1). 
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