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Abstract: The Covid-19 pandemic has influenced migration and mobility patterns 

worldwide. One of the tendencies, marked with a positive sign in the early months 

after its spread in Bulgaria, was the observed reverse movements of Bulgarian citi-

zens coming back to the country. In this context, the article explores the identity di-

mensions and the socio-cultural adaptation processes of returnees to Bulgaria.  They 

moved back during the last 1 to 5 years and have been abroad in the broad span from 

2 to more than 10 years in one or more countries of destination. The article presents 

initial results collected within a larger study, which research design consists of both 

quantitative and qualitative methods, a national representative survey, seven focus 

group discussions in seven regions in the country and more than 35 in-depth inter-

views. The current article is focused mainly on some of the in-depth semi-structured 

interviews. One of the initial results is that the Bulgarian national identity does not 

weaken over time and remains constant and leading compared to the European and 

the global ones.Another outcome is that the country of destination does not neces-

sarily foster developing a second national identity, even in cases of acquired citizen-

ship.The situations and practices, in which the migration experience of returnees 

have influenced their identification with Europe, the European Union and could be 

considered as a point of building a supranational identity, are mostly through travel-

ling and mobility across Europe, as well as studying in different countries as a citizen 

of the European Union. 
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Аннотация: Пандемия Covid-19 повлияла на модели миграции и мобильность 

во всем мире. Одной из тенденций, отмеченных положительным знаком в пер-

вые месяцы после ее распространения в Болгарии, было наблюдаемое обратное 

движение болгарских граждан, возвращающихся в страну. В этом контексте в 

статье исследуются аспекты идентичности и процессы социокультурной адап-

тации возвратившихся в Болгарию. Они вернулись в течение последних 1-5 лет 

и находились за границей в широком диапазоне от 2 до более 10 лет в одной 

или нескольких странах. В статье представлены первоначальные результаты, 

полученные в рамках более крупного исследования, дизайн которого состоит 

из количественных и качественных методов, национального репрезентативного 

опроса, семи дискуссий в фокус-группах в семи регионах страны и более  

35 подробных интервью. Настоящая статья посвящена в основном некоторым 

глубинным полуструктурированным интервью. Одним из важных научных ре-

зультатов является то, что болгарская национальная идентичность не ослабева-

ет с течением времени и остается неизменной и лидирующей по сравнению с 

европейской и мировой. Другой результат заключается в том, что страна 

назначения не обязательно способствует развитию второй национальной иден-

тичности, даже в случае приобретения гражданства. Ситуации и практики, в 

которых миграционный опыт репатриантов повлиял на их идентификацию с 

Европой, Европейским Союзом и может рассматриваться как точка формиро-

вания наднациональной идентичности, в основном связаны с путешествиями и 

мобильностью в пределах Европы, а также с обучением в различных странах в 

качестве гражданина Европейского Союза.  

Ключевые слова: возвратная миграция; построение идентичности; Болгар-

ский; европейская идентичность; социокультурная адаптация 
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Introduction. The Covid-19 pandemic 

has influenced migration and mobility pat-

terns worldwide. One of the tendencies, 

marked with a positive sign in the early 

months after its spread in Bulgaria, was the 

observed reverse movements of Bulgarian 

citizens coming back to the country. Although 

it is hard to estimate precisely, media reports 

declared some 200 000 people returning in the 

first month from the emergency situation 

alone (Pehlivanova, 2020). A study titled 

‘The Grand Return. Covid-19 and the reverse 

migration to Bulgaria’, conducted in October-

November 2020, through an online survey 

and interviews with people, who had returned 

after a long period of stay abroad, suggests 

two main reasons for remigration: “the desire 

to be with relatives” (46%) and “job losses” 

(32%); some 10% of the respondents stated 

they would not be returning abroad when the 

COVID crisis was over, whereas 25% were 

undecided (Georgiev, 2020). Bulgaria is a 

country of a constantly shrinking population – 

the last census shows a rapid decline of 844 

000 people (compared to the 2011 census), 

with total population of 6 520 000 people as 

of September 20211. Thus, the reverse trend 

was perceived by media and politicians as a 

sign of optimism in regard to the demographic 

situation, but also looking through the eco-

nomic and social lens. In this context, the ar-

ticle explores the identity dimensions and the 

socio-cultural adaptation processes of Bulgar-

ian returnees. It reveals initial reflections, 

based on semi-structured interviews with re-

turnees who moved back during the last two 

years, mostly because of Covid-19, but not 

only. The three major questions that the arti-

cle asks are: 1) whether the migration experi-

ence has changed returnees’ self-perception 

and if yes, how? 2) are there situations in 

which the returnees experience tensions with 

the local society and what socio-cultural adap-

                                                            
1 National Statistical Institute, According to prelimi-

nary estimates, the population of Bulgaria is 6.5 mil-

lion people, final census data will be available at the 

end of 2022. URL:  https://census2021.bg/новини/по-

предварителна-оценка-населението/ (accessed 

09.02.2022). 

tation strategies they use to cope with them? 

3) has the migration experience influenced the 

returnees’ identification with Europe and the 

European Union and in which contexts? The 

study presents initial results collected within the 

project „Contemporary Bulgarian Identity – Na-

tional and European Dimensions“, which re-

search design consists of both quantitative 

and qualitative methods, a national repre-

sentative survey, seven focus group discus-

sions in seven regions in the country and 

more than 35 in-depth interviews2. The cur-

rent article is focused mainly on some of the 

in-depth semi-structured interviews that cover 

the questions raised above. 

Methodology and Methods. Although 

there is a growing number of studies on vari-

ous aspects of remigration to Bulgaria, ana-

lyzing, for example, return migration profiles 

and experiences (Mintchev and Boshnakov, 

2006), segmentation of returning migrants 

(Nonchev and Hristova, 2018), reintegration 

and sustainability of return (Misheva, Getova 

and Bakalova 2020), return migration policies 

(Ivanova 2015), return intentions in regard to 

Brexit or COVID-19 situations(Markova and 

Tosheva 2021; Ivanova, 2021),the identity 

and belonging within discourses on Bulgari-

ans’ emigration (Sotirova, 2020), there are no 

studies focused on returnees’ self-perceptions 

and identities construction and interplay after 

returning to Bulgaria. 

The identity topic is broad and widely 

discussed throughout the years in so many 

studies, to the extent that for some scholars it 

has lost its meaning and should be even aban-

doned (Brubaker and Cooper, 2000). Howev-

er, in this article it is considered an important 

part of the migration process of the returnees 

and is used as defined by Manuel Castells as 

“people’s source of meaning and experience”, 

being elaborated further by the author as: By 

identity, as it refers to social actors, I under-

stand the process of construction of meaning 

on the basis of a cultural attribute, or a relat-

ed set of cultural attributes, that is given pri-

                                                            
2 Funded by the Bulgarian National Science Fund, 

ФНИ-МОН, КП-06-H50/6 from 30.11.2020. 
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ority over other sources of meaning. For a 

given individual, or for a collective actor, 

there may be a plurality of identities. Yet, 

such a plurality is a source of stress and con-

tradiction in both self-representation and so-

cial action (Castells, 2010: 6-7). Two addi-

tional aspects are important here in regard to 

the current study – the plurality of identities 

and also the understanding that they could be 

a source of tensions. 

The construction of meaning for the in-

dividual is a constant process and it changes 

over time. It is dynamic and makes the indi-

vidual adaptable to many different situations, 

as Albena Nakova explains: the constructiv-

ists maintain the tendency of conceiving iden-

tity as a social construct based on established 

representations and feelings in a certain cul-

tural environment, a construct that allows the 

individual to enter or exit various communi-

ties, creating thereby a dynamic identity for 

himself (Nakova, 2019: 63). I would like to 

emphasize here that the established represen-

tations and feelings are also dynamic, elastic 

and changing according to the given context. 

The transnationalism lens of the migra-

tion studies develops the concept of “double 

identities”, elaborated by Jean-Pierre Cassa-

rino in the following way: Transnational 

identities result from the combination of mi-

grants’ origins with the identities they acquire 

in their host countries. ... Migrants are viewed 

as having the capacity to negotiate their plac-

es in society, whether in host or origin coun-

tries, with a view to becoming part of it. Un-

like the structuralists, who prefer to talk 

about adjustment, the transnationalists rec-

ognise the need for “adaptation” when re-

turning home. The process of adaptation does 

not entail the abandonment of the identities 

they acquire abroad. Admittedly, returnees 

are faced with difficulties of reintegration, at 

both social and professional levels. However, 

as mentioned above, the regular contacts they 

maintain with their households in origin 

countries, as well as the back-and-forth 

movements which illustrate transnational mo-

bility (Portes, 1999), allow their return to be 

better prepared and organised. While mi-

grants are viewed as being successful in 

weighing the costs and benefits of return, the 

actual impact with local realities at home – at 

social, economic and political levels – may 

lead to the emergence and consolidation of 

transnational identities that shape the behav-

iours and expectations of the returnees (Cas-

sarino, 2004: 262). Three concepts, analyzed 

by Cassarino and presented here, are core ide-

as of this article as well – the migrants’ capac-

ity to negotiate their places in society, the 

need for adaptation after returning home and 

the consolidation of transnational identities 

that migrants develop because of the migra-

tion experience, as well as the relations they 

maintain in more than one place.  

Thus, stepping on the understanding of 

identity as a source of meaning and experi-

ence within a certain cultural environment 

(context) and having the capacity to negotiate 

their place in society in a constant process of 

adaptation, I would like to analyze the return-

ees’ self-perception, the socio-cultural adapta-

tion strategies they choose upon return and 

the emerging transnational, but also suprana-

tional identities within the migration cycle 

and context.  

In the focus of the study are the self-

identification processes of Bulgarian citizens 

who have returned to Bulgaria during the last 

1 to 5 years and have been abroad in the broad 

span from 2 to more than 10 years in one or 

more countries of destination. In the various 

cases, the migration experience took place in 

countries within the European Union like 

Spain, Belgium, the Netherlands or outside 

the EU (United Kingdom, Switzerland, Cana-

da, the USA). The ethnographic study con-

sists of semi-structured, in-depth interviews, 

conducted in the second half of 2021, but is 

also based on longer observations of the au-

thor throughout the last ten years1. The re-

                                                            
1 In 2010-2012 I have done semi-structured interviews 

with highly qualified returnees during writing my dis-

sertation; In January-February 2020, I repeated the 

study with some the respondents from 2010-2012to 

analyze where I find them 10 years later; In March-

May 2020 I did a virtual semi-structured interviews 
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turnees are predominantly women and are 

from 26 to 52 years old, most of them are ed-

ucated and working highly skilled jobs1. Dur-

ing the time being abroad one of them ac-

quired also citizenship of the country of desti-

nation. The common characteristic for all 

these Bulgarian citizens is that at the time of 

the interviews they live in Bulgaria with an 

intention to stay in the country, either in the 

capital or in other cities. Most of them have 

lived and worked abroad, but some of them 

have lived outside Bulgaria only for acquiring 

an education degree, BA and/or MA pro-

grammes, or traineeships. The respondents of 

the study are currently employed in various 

sectors (IT, international companies, public 

institutions, NGOs, private practice). In most 

of the cases the actual return was triggered by 

Covid-19, but the decision process started be-

fore that. Again, in most of the cases there is 

an underlying family related reason for mak-

ing the return move – taking care of older 

parents or sick parents, giving birth in Bulgar-

ia or being together with a partner/spouse.  

Research Results and Discussion. The 

results of the research are organized in three 

thematic analytical groups, based on the three 

main questions. Being an ethnographic study, 

the core of it explains how the respondents 

describe and perceive the changes that hap-

pened in their self-perception for the first 

question. The second analyzed aspect are the 

situations in which the returnees experience 

tensions in their everyday interactions and 

what socio-cultural adaptation strategies they 

use to cope with them. The third one is how 

the migration experience influenced the re-

turnees to feel more European and build a su-

pranational identity. 

1. Self-perceptions upon return. Analyz-

ing the interviews, I distinguish two predomi-

nant ways of self-perception of the returnees 

and I have conceptualized them as two fig-

ures: (1) Bulgarian with a global experience 

and global view, and (2) Bulgarian with a 

                                                                                            
with highly qualified mobile Bulgarians abroad with a 

focus on attitudes to return in a Covid-19 situation. 
1 The author will broaden the profile of the respondents 

during the second phase of the project. 

global experience and European view. In the 

first figure are Bulgarian citizens that during 

their migration have experienced both the 

multiculturality of the environments they have 

lived in (cosmopolitan cities, several coun-

tries, very diverse education communities, 

diverse professional communities) but also 

their personal and professional manifestations 

required different aspects of their identifica-

tions. A Bulgarian who lived in London more 

than 10 years explains: Bulgarian, yes, but I 

have a problem with this one-sided represen-

tation... for me people are much more multi-

layered than that... the fact that I have spent 

some time abroad does not make me less Bul-

garian, I continue to be Bulgarian, I would 

not give up my Bulgarian citizenship, and 

now I even came back to deal with my life in 

Bulgaria and the reality here. And yes, I have 

a British passport as well, but I don't call my-

self British ... but honestly in my particular 

case, I've been around the world so much that 

if I have to define a particular place, and even 

that's a difficult point, it's just that I'm in Bul-

garia now, I was born in Bulgaria, I'm not 

ashamed of that, on the contrary, it shaped 

me as an identity, but I'm a little bit beyond 

those borders. This quote shows also the ten-

sion that exist in some cases, when the Bul-

garians who lived abroad, especially for long-

er periods of time, need to “prove” their Bul-

garian-ness back home. Receiving a citizen-

ship of another country could be practical and 

not considered being connected with self-

identification. Here, the supranational dimen-

sion is global and happens to be stronger than 

the transnational with no particular place to 

identify with. Another returnee, makes a simi-

lar point: First of all, I would like to point out 

that we live in a multicultural world, but I 

have never lost my Bulgarian identity, wher-

ever I have traveled I have propagandized 

how beautiful Bulgaria is, how nice and 

friendly the Bulgarian people are. 

The second figure does not deny the 

self-perception of being Bulgarian, but em-

phasizes on the very strong European way of 

seeing, thinking and doing what they do. This 

is particularly interesting when explained by a 
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returnee who lived outside the European Un-

ion during both her migration experiences in 

Canada and Switzerland: I rather feel Euro-

pean. I'll tell you why. Because one is my 

identity, I have a Bulgarian identity, but the 

point of view I have is European. And I live 

and condition my actions on a daily basis 

through my way of thinking, and that is my 

point of view. ...one tends to get some more 

self-confidence, that one is mobile and can go 

anywhere else…I always had the self-

confidence of a European. The European in 

this case has two additional dimensions – it 

makes you more mobile, outside the borders 

of Europe and it gives self-confidence of be-

ing European.  

In these initial reflections on the self-

perception upon return, could be concluded 

that there is a constant process of negotiation, 

re-negotiation, contextualization for the re-

turnees that reveals tensions and uncertainties, 

and at the same time possibilities and self-

confidence. It is important to point out that in 

both cases (figures) the Bulgarian identity is 

consistent and underling, the ground one, and 

it relates to the broader ones in the two direc-

tions of predominantly global, or predomi-

nantly European. 

An interesting study, exploring Europe-

an dimension of Latvian return migrants’ na-

tional identity, concludes that: The emigration 

experience, contrary to our initial assump-

tion, has weak or no impact on the European 

dimension of Latvian return migrants’ na-

tional identity. The life experience in other 

European countries has rather strengthened 

the sense of belonging to Latvia than fostered 

the formation of supranational identity… The 

European dimension is constructed mostly on 

practical and instrumental reasons, including 

the national security issue, not on emotional 

or psychological aspects. The European cul-

tural identity of return migrants is based on 

the geographical location and common life 

style, and is in opposition to Slavic (Russian) 

culture. In its turn, the European political 

identity is not manifested in terms of belong-

ing to common European political communi-

ty, shared political responsibility or values. 

Nevertheless, the ignorant attitudes are not 

linked with the perception of the EU as a 

similar geopolitical union to that of the for-

mer Soviet Union, but rather explained by low 

interest in large-scale political activities in 

general. (Šūpule, and Kļave, 2018: 21-22). 

There are some similarities with the Bulgarian 

case in regard to the existent Bulgarian na-

tional identity, but to what extent it is 

strengthened, is a matter of further research 

and discussion. In order to draw further corre-

lations in-between the two cases, additional 

research should be done about the European 

political and cultural identity of the Bulgarian 

return migrants. 

2. Tensions in (missing) interactions and 

socio-cultural adaptation strategies. As ex-

plained above, the transnationalism theory rec-

ognizes the need for “adaptation” upon mi-

grants’ return, the reintegration process is dif-

ficult on personal, social, and professional lev-

els. The newly acquired identities for the re-

turnees in most of the interviews I have con-

ducted, could be reflected both as part of the 

problem (possible tensions) and the solutions 

as well. The tensions or challenges, I problem-

atize as lack of social networks and changed 

socio-cultural norms and habits.The lack of 

social networks reflects returnees’ life both 

socially and professionally. In the following 

response of an interviewee the social aspect 

and the feeling of loneliness are explained as: 

Purely emotional realization, the delusion that 

all these people who know you are in Bulgaria 

for a limited period of time, you stay three 

days, throw everything else,  cancel the rest of 

their commitments, so they can see you, that 

this will continue, it did not happen ... when 

I'm here long-term, I'm not a priority, and 

emotionally I have to deal with that because 

one of the biggest negatives of being abroad is 

loneliness ... besides the fact that it's hard to 

integrate, you have a hard time integrating not 

only because you're a foreigner but because 

they're also foreign to you, like even though 

you make some contacts ... on a purely emo-

tional level it's much easier to connect with 

Bulgarians and those connections that I built 

before I left, in the period that I was building 
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myself as a young adult and a conscious per-

son happened in Bulgaria and therefore in 

England it was much harder, although I would 

say I'm quite sociable and I have a lot of ac-

quaintances, but they remain on the level of 

acquaintances, very few of them are on the 

level of - friends... so, I come to Bulgaria not to 

be lonely, but I'm lonely again... This social 

dimension of the missing intensity of the con-

tacts could also be connected with the time 

span and whether it is still valid if the returnee 

is back in the country for a longer period. In 

this particular case the returnee is back in less 

than one year, the situation is additionally 

charged by the Covid-19 situation and needs to 

be observed over time. 

The lack of social networks is perceived 

as a “stopper” in regard to a quicker profes-

sional realization as well. A returnee explains: 

First one feels very lonely, i.e. you have to 

integrate back, you feel alone in terms of ex-

periences, all the Bulgarians are here, they 

were here, while you jump back into a society 

where you have not been for a long time and 

you feel lonely... And, although a lot of the 

people who come back are qualified, they just 

don't have the network of people to help them 

integrate quickly, and to get a job quickly, 

and to move up, it's a stopper, it's problemat-

ic, because my parents, not having those con-

nections, and me not having made them, all 

my more serious contacts are somewhere, are 

abroad, and the few that are here are not 

enough to allow me to develop the way I want 

to, there's a delay. The professional trajecto-

ries of returnees and how they developed up-

on return and ten years later is discussed in 

another article of the author (see Ivanova 

2020). 

The changed socio-cultural norms and 

habits is the other important acquisition that 

emerged out of the migration experience and 

could be a source of tension and need for fur-

ther adaptation while back at home, especially 

if the stay abroad is a longer one: I had such a 

reverse culture shock, I can't describe it to 

you. I mean, I'm Bulgarian, I love Bulgaria, 

but I had gone out of the way of thinking, I 

had immersed myself in another culture, other 

standards, another way of doing things, and it 

was very difficult to adapt back, a lot of 

things, what not, just the very mindset of Bul-

garians, it's very difficult to explain exactly 

what I mean, but the work culture, this mind-

set that here everyone is waiting for some-

thing to happen, everyone is waiting for 

something to happen from the outside, an ex-

ternal thing to fix it, ... not that each one of us 

can influence, ... is that just the way we're 

used to, I don't know. 

Life in different cultures equips mi-

grants with new norms and habits, being regu-

lar in the country of destination, that could 

still be considered peculiar back in the coun-

try of origin: The accuracy. Someone tells you 

they're going to see you at 7, he comes 5 past 

7, 10 past 7, I could have done at least 3 

things from 5 past 7 or 10 past 7, and he loses 

them to me, and when you tell him, it sounds 

fantastic to him, where on earth would that 

have impressed you? It's not even inherent to 

him, what would you say to consider it his 

minus, or his failing. ... The other thing that 

annoys me and that I learned to respect, but 

now it annoys me and I see how ridiculous 

and nasty it is, people like to talk a lot, they 

like to engage, they engage when you say 

something to them and they - my okay, yeah, 

we'll see, okay, okay. To me, okay means 

you've given your word, and you can't just put 

it as an okay that's hanging out somewhere. 

Do you understand? 

Another example of everyday smaller or 

bigger struggles is the one between partners in 

a family while discussing variety of issues: 

On a personal level with my partner, our per-

spectives are very different, mine comes from 

my experience abroad, how people think there 

and there is such a culture clash. 

All levels of interactions show that there 

exist tensions, based on changed socio-

cultural norms, and habits happen in various 

contexts in the family, among friends and pro-

fessionally. In some situations, the returnees I 

talked with, have the strength and determina-

tion to stick to their “new” norm, but in others 

they rather prefer to remain silent or feel the 

urge to further explain and sometimes do, but 
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in some cases they don’t. These are important 

aspects of the construction of the social iden-

tity of the returnees and needs further re-

search. 

What socio-cultural adaptation strate-

gies returnees choose to address the above 

explained tensions and challenges? Here, I 

will elaborate three of them that I find in the 

stories of my respondents. There are migrants 

that although living long periods abroad, they 

think that one day they will return in Bulgaria. 

Their adaptation strategy is the preparation 

before the actual return through maintaining 

contacts while being abroad. A returnee ex-

plains: I have never torn my ties with Bulgar-

ia, my parents still live here, many of my close 

friends are also in Bulgaria, and I already 

had such a safety net, knowing that when I 

return I won't be completely alone, which 

again is a comforting thought, there's some-

one to ask things, there's someone to rely on if 

you need to, and I came back for at least a 

weekend every 2-3 months, especially in the 

last years when I had already made up my 

mind to return sooner or later. 

Regarding professional realization, a 

way to overcome the tensions of moving 

back, returnees choose to work in internation-

al companies or to create their own. A return-

ee explains: I felt crushed by bureaucratic 

stuff (due to disconnected health insurance 

and other things). Trying to survive the sys-

tem wasn't easy. Things started to get back to 

normal the second half of 2019, I started 

working in an international environment, do-

ing online training. I'm really enjoying it, get-

ting back to the type of work that makes me 

happy, makes me feel really good. In interna-

tional working environment returnees find 

themselves closer to the experience they had 

abroad (Ivanova, 2020). Another returnee to 

Bulgaria that could be classified as having 

multiple returns experience, compares: After 

2012 - I thought I could help for a reform in 

the mental health sector, I was confronted 

with corruption, demotivated people. After the 

second return, I didn't look to work in gov-

ernmental institutions…, I was frustrated, for 

me it was a waste of time. The second time 

back, I wanted more consistency and security, 

I would temporarily compromise, I would 

work below my education level to complete a 

degree in psychotherapy, a step back to take a 

step forward. Studying additionally to create 

their own practice after return is a profession-

al strategy observed among many of the high-

ly qualified returnees I have previously stud-

ied (Ivanova, 2020). 

The fact that all returnees have had en-

counters with different cultures, acknowledge 

the enriching aspects of these interactions and 

how it helps them being more open, have new 

ideas, link different aspects and see life pre-

senting more opportunities and more colorful. 

A returnee explains: color, colorfulness, touch 

of different cultures, to get to know people 

from different cultures, it gives you flexibility 

in communications, because in a socio-

cultural context one thing can be understood 

differently and coming into contact with a 

multicultural environment teaches you so val-

uable experience in communication. Thus, a 

problem could become a solution and could 

be synthesized as an adaptation strategy as 

flexibility of thinking and in communications.  

3. Migration experiences as leading to 

strengthening the European identity. In the 

interviews analyses, on this stage of my study, 

I distinguish two ways of strengthening the 

European identity: through traveling and mo-

bility and through studying in different coun-

tries. Both are positively charged, but this 

does not mean that there are no negative expe-

riences strengthening one’s identity. Discrim-

ination practices, post-Brexit experiences of 

European citizens are some, that I have also 

encountered in the stories of my respondents. 

However, they won’t be in the focus of this 

article, because they need specific theoretical 

focus and further elaboration.  

- Through travelling and mobility across 

Europe. 

The physical experience of Europe, in 

terms of geography and border crossings, is 

experienced by all the respondents, and is an-

other important point of awareness and angle 

of self-identification with the European-ness: 

So, it's very clear, I'm European, I go through 
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Serbia when I come here, I go through Croa-

tia, Austria, Slovenia, France, we've had 

breaks in all of them, even on the first trip we 

were in France for 8 hours, we had a stay, 

and you absorb, you communicate, I've seen 

such nice ones, I've been through Cannes, I 

have a lot of pictures, because I love taking 

photos, I have a lot of photos at home, these 

are very nice memories, but everywhere is 

organized, it's just arranged, not like in Bul-

garia. It's organized everywhere, yes. With 

this particular example I would like to also 

point out the contradiction that lies within, 

because the returnee perceives the possibility 

to be at all these places as being European, 

but immediately says that all these places are 

not like Bulgaria. 

- Through studying in different coun-

tries as a citizen of the European Union. 

Especially for the younger people, the 

possibility to study abroad after finishing high 

school is seen as a great benefit and what it 

means to be a European in practice: If it was-

n't for Bulgaria's EU membership and the fact 

that we don't have to pay higher fees, because 

students from non-EU countries were paying 

for example 10,000 euros a year as fees at my 

university, being a member of the EU, having 

a second citizenship by virtue of being Bul-

garian and Bulgaria being an EU member 

state gave me equal access together with 

Dutch students, i.e. this is the biggest benefit I 

have experienced. And maybe if we hadn't be-

come EU members I wouldn't have had this 

opportunity to go and definitely my life would 

have developed in a totally different direction. 

Conclusions. The initial analysis of the 

presented first stage of the ethnographic study 

contributes to the research discussion with 

three focuses: the Bulgarian (national), Euro-

pean and global identity interplay in regard to 

the self-perception of the returnees, the inter-

action tensions they face and the socio-

cultural adaptation strategies they create for 

themselves, as integration upon return is in-

trinsically linked to issues of identity (Vathi 

and Duci 2016), and the returnees experiences 

and practices that contribute to constricting a 

supranational identity.   

From the analyzed initial field research 

and the cases studied, the Bulgarian national 

identity does not weaken over time, as stated 

in other studies. According to Kennedy 

(2008) the attachment to ‘original’ national 

identities weaken over time and frequent in-

teractions with other cultures within the host 

society result in a blurred sense of belonging 

and cultural attachment to a specific country” 

(Quassoli and Dimitriadis, 2019: 342). The 

national Bulgarian identity remains constant 

and leading compared to the European and the 

global ones. Interesting outcome within the 

current study is that the country of destination 

does not necessarily foster developing second 

national identity, even in cases of acquired 

citizenship. The two figures, that this study 

synthesizes, are the Bulgarian with a global 

experience and global view, and the Bulgarian 

with a global experience and European view. 

In regard to the second question – about the 

situations in which returnees experience ten-

sions and what social-cultural adaptation 

strategies they use to cope with them – the 

two challenges Bulgarian returnees encounter 

are the lack of social networks and the 

changed socio-cultural norms and habits. The 

adaptation strategies they choose are within 

the transnationalism concept and could be 

summarized as maintaining contacts while 

being abroad, work in international compa-

nies or creating their own, flexibility of think-

ing and communications. The situations and 

practices, in which the migration experience 

of returnees have influenced their identifica-

tion with Europe, the European Union and 

could be considered as a point of building a 

supranational identity, are mostly through 

travelling and mobility across Europe, as well 

as studying in different countries as a citizen 

of the European Union. These initial reflec-

tions and conclusions will be further elaborat-

ed and tested in consequent parts of the scien-

tific project „Contemporary Bulgarian Identi-

ty – National and European Dimensions“. 
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