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summer, and keep in touch with their relatives there. In the words of Doruntina, who has her 

PhD from Switzerland, where she still lives: 

 

There is a large community of Albanians from Kosovo in Switzerland. In terms of 

numbers, they are the fifth largest community of foreigners. Many of them arrived in 

the 1960s and work mainly in construction and various technical professions. But their 

children are still attending or have graduated from university, and some of them have 

obtained a Master’s or PhD degree. 

 

The remainder of the third group – 13 per cent – is made up of individuals who were 

taken abroad as children when their parents emigrated. Depending on the age at which these 

children went abroad, they will have spent time varying amounts of time in school in Kosovo 
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Sweden, UK etc.). Others, as we shall see, move around the advanced countries of Western 

Europe and North America for further study and employment. 

 

Reasons for emigrating 

The most 
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Figure 2. Geographic distribution of the Albanian scientific diaspora from Kosovo (in %) 

 
Source: CESS, survey with Albanian PhDs from Kosovo, 2023 

 

 The destination countries are selected according to two main criteria: ‘the good name 

and reputation of the universities there’ (31.9 per cent) and ‘the possibility to work and study’ 

(25.4 per cent). Other notable factors are ‘knowing the language’ (14.6 per cent), ‘having a 

scholarship’ (10.8 per cent) and ‘having relatives/friends there’ (11.0 per cent). Here are two 

typical quotes from the interviews which illustrate some of these motives. First, Erëmira, who 

is a researcher in Switzerland: 

 

I applied to many countries and was admitted to the PhD programme in several 

universities. But I chose [names research institute] which is ranked fourth in [my field] 

in Europe. Hence I came to this country because of the very good name of the institute. 
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I applied for, and earned scholarships in several universities, but I chose the ones with 

the best conditions for me. After completing my bachelor’s degree in Izmir and then 

my master’s in Istanbul, I applied for a PhD programme in several universities in 

Western Europe. I chose Sweden because the university where I am studying for my 

PhD uses the most advanced research methods. 

 

Table 2 

First country of migration and current country of residence (%) 

Country 
First 

country 

Current 

country 

Change  

Kosovo 

Change 

Albania 

Austria 8.1 10.3 +2.2  -0.3 

Belgium 3.1   4.5 +1.4  +0.7 

Canada 1.4 
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communication – telephone, email, Skype, Facebook, etc. They retain these frequent links to 

parents, relatives, friends and former student and work colleagues. Gramoz, a university 

teacher in Austria, tells us about his connections: 

 

I communicate with my family at least once a week through voice platforms, Skype or 

WhatsApp. I also communicate, every now and again, with my friends through the same 

means. Once a year, I go to Kosovo and visit my family, friends and former colleagues 

from the university. Many of my friends are now academics at the University of 

Prishtina. I also meet with my former professors. So, I try to maintain connections, even 

if over time some of them tend to weaken a bit. 

 

According to the survey, 30 per cent of the respondents visit Kosovo once a year, like Gramoz; 

in addition, another 54 per cent visit more than once a year, during summer and then either at 

the end-of-year celebrations and/or at Easter time. As Kelmend, a university professor in 

Germany, says: 

 

Albanians from Kosovo continue to visit their home country irrespective of the number 

of years they have been abroad… They are well aware that, with 3000-4000 euros, they 

could have luxurious holidays with families elsewhere, but they prefer to spend their 

money in Kosovo, for the sake of the country and of their relatives there. 

 

The frequency and length of the visits depend on the distance that has to be travelled, the 

financial situation of the migrants and their available time alongside work and family 

commitments in the host country. It also depends on the strength of family ties and of emotional 
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https://bqk-kos.org/repository/docs/time_series/31%25Remittances-by%20channel.xls
https://bqk-kos.org/repository/docs/time_series/31%25Remittances-by%20channel.xls
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https://www.vlera.net/
https://rrbdsh.ch/
https://asmai.it/
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Some respondents and interviewees say that they participate in discipline-specific or 

research-based scientific and professional associations in the host country or in international 

networks. This allows PhDs, lecturers and research scientists to establish contacts and 

cooperation opportunities with people in their professional specialism from all over the world, 

thereby raising their scientific profile. This form of social capital is also beneficial to Kosovo, 

linking the country to international experts and networks in various sectors. 

Kosovo’s embassies and diplomatic representatives in host countries can also play an 

instrumental role in fostering relations among the scientific diaspora and in linking it to the 

homeland. This requires them to have an up-to-date database for the Albanian scientific 

diaspora (from Albania, Kosovo, North Macedonia and Montenegro) as well as the financial 

https://www.ambasada-ks.net/se/?page=1,8,114


https://www.aadf.org/project/general-news/#launching-event-oforead-program-research-expertise-from-the-academic-diaspora
https://www.aadf.org/project/general-news/#launching-event-oforead-program-research-expertise-from-the-academic-diaspora
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figure, representing just over 1 in 3, is not that high. Moreover, an affirmative statement in the 

online survey does not mean that the return will actually happen. Often, the gap between 

intention and action is quite wide, as we have observed in other surveys we have carried out 

(King and Gëdeshi 2020).  

 Another question in the survey asked about the institutions that potential returnees 

would like to work in. A menu of types of institution was presented and the answers are as 

follows (respondents could check more than one): public universities (checked by 91.4 per 

cent), private universities (63.1 per cent), scientific institutions (62.0 per cent), and 

international organisations (50.8 per cent) were the four main employment targets; followed by 

smaller shares checking NGOs/think-tanks (29.4 per cent), private companies (23.5 per cent), 

freelancing (13.4 per cent) and public administration (11.8 per cent).  

 A further question probed the reasons why respondents want or intend to return to 

Kosovo. Several hypothetical reasons were listed and again, respondents could check more 

than one. It is well-known in migration studies that decisions to return are often more complex 

and finely balanced that the decision to emigrate in the first place (King 2000). Usually return 

takes place for a combination of factors which may be in tension with each other. For instance, 

family obligations may be in contradiction with the economic situation, with low salaries in 

universities and scientific institutions. One indicator of the difficulties of pinning down single 

reasons for return is that the ‘other reasons’ option in the questionnaire was the most frequently 

checked – by 43.8 per cent of respondents. Beyond this, two more concrete reasons to return 

are noted: the first was that the purpose of the emigration was to study and then return after 

PhD graduation (32.2 per cent), and the second was family pressures to return (29. 8 per cent). 

Under the ‘other’ category, respondents were invited to write their own free-text answers, and 

many referred to a desire to ‘contribute something’ or ‘give back’ to their home country. Thus, 

Ermelinda from Sweden writes: 

 

The inherent desire of a person [is] to contribute to his or her home country. This pushes 

me to come to Kosovo and Albania. I want to share my knowledge and I know that 
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For certain professions, the duration of stay before return may be even longer. For example, 

Flaka has started her PhD in medicine in a well-known medical school at a university in Central 

Europe. She says: 

 

I do not plan to return to Kosovo before I finish my specialisation. It may take, 

depending on how things go, 4-5 years at least. That means, it will take three years to 

finish my PhD, then 4-5 years of specialisation. Or it may take another two years to get 

more experience. You never know how things will turn out. So if I return, it might be 

only after 10 years. 

 

The return of members of the scientific diaspora could be a key stimulant for Kosovo’s 

socio-economic development, both in general and with specific reference to the sector of higher 

education and scientific research. In the majority of cases, returning members of the scientific 

diaspora have more knowledge, more specialised training and are more confident and creative 

than their peers who have only studied in Kosovo. Furthermore, the diaspora-trained academics 

and scientists will have studied in one or more foreign languages, been exposed to more 

‘modern’ teaching methods and research techniques, and will be more interculturally aware 

than their non-migrant colleagues. Examples from other countries reinforce these assertions. 

In an earlier era, the return of foreign-trained academics and researchers to Taiwan, Singapore 

and Hong Kong was followed by a doubling of scientific articles over a five-year period 

(Gaillard and Gaillard 1998). A similar phenomenon was noted in another study on China, 

where the return of scientists who had studied in the US and other English-speaking countries 

was, again, followed by an increase in scientific output and academic standards in Chinese 

universities (Fangmeng 2016). 

 Survey respondents who had not yet decided whether to return were asked about the 

pre-conditions that would need to be met in Kosovo in order for them to decide to return. The 

questionnaire presented them with a series of factors, of which they could check more than 

one. The pattern of responses is set out in Figure 3. Five factors scored over 50 per cent: reform 

of the universities and scientific institutions (75.5 per cent), increased investments in education 

and science (72.2 per cent), economic and political stability (68.8. per cent), reduced levels of 

corruption (65.8 per cent), higher levels of social security (63.3. per cent) and improvement in 

public order (51.9 per cent). Other pre-conditions, less important but mostly still significant to 

note, are listed in Figure 3. Taken in the round, there are two main groups of pre-conditioning 

factors: the first relates to reform and investment in the tertiary education system, and the 

second is a cluster of factors around the wider social and political system. Interestingly, the 

salary issue is not regarded as pre-eminent. 

A typical view on this was articulated by Majlinda, who works in a scientific institute 

in Switzerland: 

 

The salary is a personal matter. Of course, there are people whose main objective is to 

make money. But for me, knowing that I would be contributing to my country, in 

science for example, the salary is not so important. In Switzerland, it is true, my future 

pathway is clear – but I would be contributing to a foreign country. 
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I feel deep down in me that I owe Kosovo. But this sense of obligation towards the 

homeland may not be present in my children. They will not have this sense of duty. 

They will only know the Albanian language and that Kosovo is the home country of 

their parents. I am afraid that we will be the last generation to think this way. I wonder 

why our capacities and energies are not being used… 

 

Conclusions and recommendations 

The Albanian scientific diaspora from Kosovo is new, rapidly growing, and concentrated in the 
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