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- The, Irish have· a long tradition of emigration. The United
- Kingdom, the United States, Australia and canada all have sizeable

Irish populations. The Irish abroad have celebrated in song and story
their yearning to return "to the ould sod", yet how many of them do
return to_tl).eir native shore? According to Jackson (1967),in a study
of the Skibbereen area of Cork County, one person in four had lived or
worked abroad at some stage in their lives. This- figure would appear

_tg be exaggerated if applied to the entire country. However, there is
. 

no doubt-that many Irish people have worked abroad either by choice or 

due to economic exigencies. Yet, despite the large· number of people 

who have worked abroad and subsequently returned to Ireland, there is a 

severe dearth of research on the subject and what little exists tends 

to concentrate exclusively· on the economic impact of return. This 

present paper concentrates on the social effects of return migration 

within a small geographic area, that of the parish. The area chosen 

for study was Cahir town and parish (Fig .. l).. The town is located in 

South Tipperary, twelve miles south of Cashel and ten miles west of 

Clonmel. The parish cowprises the town and thirty-six rural townlands. 

The population is. approximately 2000 people. 

In considering the social implications of return migration.,. it is 

important to rememb�r the asswnptions of the behaviouralists that·the 

longer a mig_rant has· remained abroad, the more difficult will. be .. · 

re-integration sinc.e he/she will have assimilated many of the attitudes: 

and perspectives of the general mass of the population of the 

area. {White and� Woods,1980'). In . many instances, these. new: attitudes· 

will be different from the migrants original attitudes and this-:oe-ing 

the cas.e "home" when the migrants return will have become "alien"' ·to 

them and a pefiod of re-adjustment will have to be endured•. Because of 

this, the ef feet of_ 1,engt_h of absence. on re-integration, is �x_amined

first. The second.area of analysis involves measuring the ·extent of 

social integrp.tion/ alienation of the migrants with the local community· .. 

· This is measured comprebensiv,ely by· examining the number and intensity
. .

of both f.orma,l and informal links of the migrants with the general

. population of the parish. Finally, the role of return migration as an 

. · .agent of change within the parish is examined. 
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Return migrants are defined as people who moved into Cahir Parish

during- the period 1971-1981, having spent a minimum of six months 

· outside-the-twenty-six counties, with the intention of taking up

permanent resident in the parish. However, the returnees need not have

•formerly·beeri residents of Cahir. "Returned" is used in the context of

returning to• the· Republic of Ireland. Most of the information was

obtained through a questionnaire survey and informal interviews.

Questibhs were. sho:r:t in order to obtain the maximum response rate. The

questionnaire was: divided into three separate- sections. The first

section attempted- to identify the determinants of out-migration and

·return riligr·ation-. Section two assessed· the leve1 of social involvement

and community· integration of the returnees with the local community.

Formal links: such as membership of clubs and societies. were· examined

and informal li"nks such as number of friends and neighbours. and

migrants perception of their similarity/dissimilarity to that of the

· 1ocals was- a:Iso assessed-. · S'ection three. of the questionnaire attempted

to quantify· the economic impact of return upon the parish. However,

this is not a concern of the· present paper. All of the· questionnaires

were administered personally and are classified as "-informal 11•

• In

total, forty questionnaires were administered and: concerned, 155 people

including migrants.,. their spouses and1 children. The respondents were•

selected using personal knowledge of the study area and- also· by

utilising information: from local people. · Half of the, sample, ·population

was selected ftorn Cahir- town and the rema,ini:ng, half from: the· 3.6 rural

townlands which constitute the parish. The thirty-six nµ:a:l townl:ands -

were divided into f oUl."' geographic sectors.- Each. one: of the- sectors

A,B,C and D corresponded to· areas North:,. South, East and, We.st. of the'

town. One quarter 1.of- the· remaining. so· percent: of· the, sample, population

was s·elected <from···each one of the sectors,. A,B-,C and7 D ...

Time is· reco.gni.sed-. as. ·one, of th.e primary· components. ini the

process of- acculturation:.. Therefor.e,, the leng;th -of abs.eiice fr.am 

-Ireland ·i,s examined .tq� se·e · if ·it presented a significant b�r±er to. �

-either the rate or e�tent :of readjustment. How�ver, before c.oming to '-

any 'conclusions_ apoJ1t- •the ef·f:ect of length of-. time spent. away on

re--inte_grat:ion, .it,-�s: ·-important to note that all of those interviewed.

. ·had .been .in I1:eland ·-for at least five years. Such a• lengthy period may 

'.affec·t.:theJf al?i:lityi to assess. objectively both the host and home 

� co{l\It\unities. -�Goldsmith's a�onishrnent of_ memory may. be applicab.le "Oh 
-f{t,l 

-. ... )uemor:r!·� t:hqu fond. d�ceiver"' ! However, allowing for this pos_sible

. -�.-� -· - . ' )., --- � ·.-. ..
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subjec;ti-vity,, the ro1e of time. in influencing the re-integration of the

,migrants still has "to be addressed. White and Woods ( 198-0) claim as a

g�n-erc1l -law that the majority of migrants will retµtn within five Years

:of .l:�aving home because the-;pain of the so�cal._led "settling in Perioa11 

_is b;>o acute ·and migrants return rather · thar; endure the hardship

involved ... · Th�s �r�pensity to .return within five years ,has been 

substanti�tea · in .previous res·earch .. - A: study of tetu�n migration to the

:.:BoyJ:e,::area ··of ;Co i . Roscommon :revealed that almost SO percent of those

:returning did so within -fi.ve years.·,(Foeken;l980.) • However, the economic

structure •of the sending:corranun:i.ty,h�s a .direct bearing on the

propensit-y· to :return-.. In areas where agrJculture is the main employer,

th� ;occurrence· of return within the .first .five :years tends to be h1_sh. 
. -

.:Foek�n fl.980.)J, White ... and .Woods . (1980) .and Gmelch (1986) all found a.._

high- ·incidence ·of �-·return among .migr_ants from -a farming background. ·For 

·.example,. 41·.8 per.:cent of migrants from the Boyle.area gave "inheriting

:a farm .or shop or assisting_ ·their fa1t1il:y'' .as the reason for returning.

· �n· ,the p�esent ,study., :only ·2. 9. percent -of thas.e intervieweq listed

·:·�these ,reasons f0r ·returning.·_ ·,such .a low percentage among the migrants
is e�sily explained .when one -looks at the economic ·structure for the 

pari:sn -popnl'ation ·;a_s :a ,whole., only 3. percent of the .total population of

Cahir H1 ,the 19.8l:1Ce.nsus .. wer� tanners. The low percentage of farmers 

iri--the :pa:rfish,:helps to -explain ,why the retur,nees to Cahir stayed abroad

-·<'longer ·,�han ·tho.se f-nom :a-.m9r:e- agricultural-area. The inheritance of a

1-�-- '.f;�_:or 'l:;ietU:r.ning,to.assi-st on the.farnily_farm was not a motive for

_ :-:r,eburn(,:: · ·111,he -,mig.r:ants·were· .forced into. achieving economic success in
ne host ,c�untry '.or 11returnang .as .f.ai.lures"., ( crease, 1970, quoted in

1<�ng,·19a6;) .·; 1Crease \classified those :returning within the first five
· - � · · . � �year:s �of-..,migration .as •11.failures 11 .unles;s they •were ret_urning to inherit

. lc;1.n
.
d, prop�rty or .a• 'business. Beca,:us,e ,of th� lack of such potential to

·inherit . .land., the ma3or�ty .of -returnees in the pre-sent :study remained
,abroad :for -a lengthy period, the ,average period abroad b�ing -16, 32
¥<,ea�s. ·such .,a lengthy .-absence would suggest a considerqble degree of
":°iiff.iculty in r.e�.adjusting when the mig.rant returns. Is this the case?

Acco.rding. td Lewis, 19.8.2_, one .of the best .m�asui:es .of social
: .i,ntegration �of .returnees. is their participat1· . · a_ . - -- on in accepte _ 
- :non-.conflictual activities ·such -as club ·a . . study of ·- - - - s an. societies. In a

mig·ration .( not return •migration) -from one t t 
· 

u S· · . $ a e to another in .the · · 
Mid-West, it .wa·s . .founa that t-he .level of part. . t: · . 1c1pa ion in c:lub,s/societie.s .increased Mith� lengt-.h f - �- res id�nce in th� 11 host"



community, secondly the greater the perceived similarity of the 

migrants' outlook to that of the community at large the more frequently 

and quicker that migrants participated in local activities 

(Zimmer, 1970). These findings on migrants participation in formal 

activities were confirmed in the present study. Firstly, the level of 

part.fc�pation in clubs/ societies increased with length of residence. 

Overall 64.7 percent of those questioned either participated 

themselyes, or· members of their families participated in "formal" 

activities in the parish. Returnees who participated had been home for 

an average of 10.47 years but had only been participating in 11formal11

activities f.or an average of 5.8 years. A difficulty in analysis 

arises here· since the maj_ority of participants in 11forma1 11
· activities 

we·re· not origina]l:Y.- f·rom: Cahir Parish but had "returned11 to Ireland·. 

Does the "lag-period" of 4. 67 years between return and participation 

indicate difficuity in re-settling in Irish society in general because 

of the migration experience or is the "lag-period" to be expected 

because it is these particular migrants· first time in the parish?' The 

evidence suggests the latter, as the remaining participants in forma·l 

activities who had originally· lived· in the parish prior ·to 

out-migration, began participating in clubs and societies almost 

immediately on return. Zimmer also asserts that the frequency_ of 

participation increases with length of residence. Again, this. was 

found to be true-- of ·the1. pres·ent. study,-.. M0st of the· returnees who 

participated in formal activities had been at home for ove-r ten years 

and took part in their chosen club/society on at least a weekly bas:is ., 

Twelve per cent participated on a daily basis �Fig.2_).. 

Another measure of the· :i;nte.g.rat;ion and- contribution of returnees, 

to the local commun-ity· is. their position within the organisat.iori of 

whiGh · they are_ members,.. Smyth (.1986-,p,. l 72 ); has . claimed that returne.es 

contribute to the _v,ibrancy- -ot ·eomm_unity ·life through organisational: 

skills they meY, have- ac�ired while abroad. 'This appears to be true of 

th.e present group of migra.nts. Ou.t of the 6.4-. 7 perc�nt who did take

part in formal a,c.tivities,. over two-thirds s erved at committee level 

(Fig. 3) . This indicates that· returnees provide vah1.able leadership, 

rqles. within. the commu.ni t�('- Two of the migr�n:ts in the pre.sent study 

·hacl-been·•-1n�trumE;n.ta). .. in· starting ne,� sqc,i�ties, two oth_e�rs were

�esp.cm.sibl.e. f qr �i;e:-,�tatting a defunct club, many others served in key

�oles i_n clubs anQ. soqiet,ie•s- �uch as Chairpetson, Secretary and

Tr�gstu;er. ·Ov��all,, --the picture. thf!t em�rge.s fpom� ret_urnee

_J 
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participation in 11 formal11 activities is a positive one. The high 

degree. of involvement in clubs and societies indicates that no chasm 

exists. bet:ween the local community and returnees. It is also apparent, 

from the high number of migrants serving at committee level, that 

return migration is providing the local community with people who 

possess· valuable organisational skills which are being utilised within

the parish . 

. Gme:].ch (1986) and others feel that measuring re-integration viz. 

"formal" .ties-of returnees with the community is not a valid measure of 

social interaction. Membership of clubs/societies and especially 

serving on committees is construed as an attempt by the returnee to 

achieve high social status in the local community. The migrant is seen 

as using his/her·experience abroad as a means of getting elected onto 

such committees. Once elected the migrant sets about showing the 

locals "how things should be done". The migrant may be highly 

innovative and be a source of endless novel "foreign" approaches to· 

solving problems which may arise in the club/society which he/she may 

be involved with. However, this may not lead to the migrant endearing 

himself to the local community. In fact the opposite is· more likely to· 

occur, the migrant will be perceived as arrogant and disrespectf.ul of 
1

1local11 methods of proplem-solving. Because of such divergent 

attitudes·, a more meaningful measure of social cohesion between 

returnees and locals·may, be obtained by examining· the• numb.er of 

friendships and perceived quality of neighbours .which returnees, 

possessed. 

With improvements'. in transportation, particularly' with the 

increase in car· m-inership and subsequent increase in mohi11.ty.,. it is 

- recognised that friendship is no. longer dependent on prop'inquit:z but on

shared inte.tests.: ·However, since the study area was· srna-Il and·

trad£ti'onally· Irish rural communities are thought of as hav.fng intimate:

·social networks ( Smyth, 1986), it was felt that friendships' within the

locai area would be the best indicator of returnees re-integration into

the local ·community. Respondents were asked to think of the-ir three

closesE friends ( apart from their family) who lived nearby within ·

�pproximately.· ten minutes walk. The results show that returnees had.

·few,<probl'.ems in 'establishing friendships, almost half of those

•if1terviewed list�d two or more friends living close by. ( Fig A),. The

·overall high percentage of friends living in close proximity show that

�eturn�es had iittle· difficulty in finding and sharing· common interests
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'FIG.4 NUMBER OF FRIENDS WITHIN TEN MlNUTES WALK 

3 or more 

-with ·the native community. Howeve.r, a sizeable per.centage ( 26 • 5 -

,per,cent). c�rnplainea ·that they :had _no friends living nearby. They felt

themselves :diss�rnilar ;to the 11 locals" and considered their interests as

. t._ra.11sce·na.ing the local cei'111liunity .. ll.no_ther measure of social cohesion

·.which .. wa,s 1,1se.d .wes to ·assess the number of relatives and in-t_aws in the
r � 

. 

.. parts11.to .,��hem ·:t;he-,rnig:rants felt close.. The results show many of the 

:m�.grants had c�qse faiilily -ties to the paris:i. Sixty_-two per cent had 

relatives ,�d.: i'h-laws to· wnom they felt clo.s.e, living nearby. 

T��t .re1atiopship of r,eturnees ·with their neighbours was also 

:mea:�ur,ea .. -. _The. r,esponse .served to .illustrate what Gans (.1979) and

._ ,others hav.e ,f,ound that .a neighbour need .not be a .friend and a friend
- � ·- - . 

nee9 :not be a neighbour. For example, while half of those interviewed 

· - .-· ;e�hesse.d ,the ·view that their neighbours wer.e 11 very good" and wou·l.d not
. . ' .. 

_:' 1< t• · :qe�Jtate to_ .call •upon them in.,a crisis, only one quarter considered 

:t-h�ir:,neiihbours 11v.e_ry ·s.imilar"· to themse).v�.s (Tgble 1). However, 

··o�erall ,tb� r.eturnee.s .relati9n.ship with their neighb.ours indicates

,t,he-r:e is . c9mmun1t,y_ tC9.operation .between both _groups with onli' 2. 9

_perce1!t.. .:o_f .mi.grar:its �consige,ring their neighbours "poor". or unhelpful

,. -:and ,one-:.fi,.fth_ perc.�iV!fd t.he.ir. neighbqurs to .be dissimilar t.o 

�the�selv�_s._ ·,.Ov,erall, the migrants' informal links with the community

· . ,a,s a ;who.le .w�r� f,o':!ncii to Pe ,e�tens.ive .and. intimate, thus t;end_ing to

.• r.�fut,e what .Gmelch ( 1986) terms. the II i;eturned yQ.nk'� i;yndrome j.n the

.Wei;t. <I� _his �tu,dy in. the West of Ireland,_ most retu.rnees pei:qeived

thernsel yes ·as �iff e,reryt _ f rem -�'he locals and .. w.�r� a).s_o them$e 1 ve s

perceived by the local$_ a� l?eing different, i.e. th�y we.re no longer

locals petui-ning .'home l?�t- return.e� ,yanks. The te.r.m 1.1yaIJk11 r.�f-ers to 

46 



the degree of acculturation which the migrant has undergone while 

abroad and is clearly influenced by the length of time which the

rn1gtant spent abroad. As mentioned previously, the average period 

·spent abroad" by returnees in the present study was 16. 32 years.. Did

such a lengthy period abroad result in the migrant assimilating values,

attitudes and p·erceptions which would cause a difficulty of

readjustment on. return?

Neighbours are·: 

Very Good .. -: 

Fairly Good 

Poor 

TABLE 1 

RETURNEES PERCEPTION OF THEIR NEIGHBOURS 

Percent 

50· 

47.1 

2.9 

Neighbours are: 

Very Similar 

Fairly Similar 

Not Similar at all 

Percent 

26.4 

53.0 

20.6 

A classification. system of return migration which stressed the

temporal dimension and which has had a good deal of impact on recent 

research is the: typology developed by Crease ( 1970 and 1974.) from his 

study of Italians returning from the United States. Crease's main 

thesis is that the· -impact of return migration depends largely· on the 

stage in the process of· acculturation the migrant has reached in the 

host country -at the, moment of return. Crease asserts .that once the 

migrant ha·s spent more than ten years away from home he/ she will 

encounter: difficulties of a social nature on return.. According to his 

typology, o.ver 66. percen:t of. those returning to Cahir were .. or should be 

orientated towards· their host society.. Crease's model deals with 

movement from10I'le-d-istinct culture to another. How va�id_t,he-model is 

in other contexts is· ·not made ,clear by Crease. What is clear, however:,. 

-· is that it is_ not app,licable in the present study. The !ength of

absence. appe¥� tq.have very little influence on the extent of

re-integrgtion .. 

J.rher� are a n�er of reasons for this ease of re-integration 

. after ·$UCh a lengthy, �s.ence. The vast rnaj or i ty ( over 80 percent) of 

�et,urn�ees,,tP Cahii:, ·ret_µrned from the U .K., a country which is in closer 

·, 1 w • • • ·: : -� pr:.oxirn�.t;y� t:o +rela,nd. in terms of both miles and culture than the u. s.

-· · : · · ·• .Js, _tQ, �1:&h�-- __ S.e.c.o.nq1y,, the cities in the United Kingdom which the

· , · · �111ig1:&n�fl;l' gr.avi.tgt_e_d t_o contained very large Irish communities.

·-r--;_.· .. ·-·. N-l:n.e•t:-y.-·pe.,•l:G;ent of the migrants had. returned. from London, Liverpool and

..J 



Ma!}chester, all, of w_hich contain s}zeable Ir�sh populations. Becaus e

of {he_ Iaa-rge :number of J:rish 8:lready in th�se_ cities and because of the

. ·similarity in culture,. the migrants m?y be seen to_ have applied the

, . P.r.inciple bf "least cost" .in deciding to locate in th� United Kingdom· 

such a move according to White a11d Woods (1980)_ involves the least 

amount·.:of "psychic pain" and_ therefore the migrant found little 

. •-ai.fficul:ty -.in staying a\'lay for a long period·. According to White and
. : 

. 

�ioods., locating in a familiar milieu allows migrants to remain 

_ orientated towards the sending community despite being away for such a 

':l.:eng�y .�per.iod. The most si:gnificant fact _in the present study 
. '• 

lndi.cating that the migrants remained orientated towards the "home11

· communit:y while -away is that forty-one percent gave the reason for

· -re'.turn as ·11d1sliked :being away". Surprisingly, most of this group.· were

· the .mfgrants. _.w�o ·had ]?een away for twenty years or more which again

seems to contradict -what Crease suggests in his model of return

migration.. ;Ev�n though the migrant remained abroad for twenty years or

mor-e, Jie/,she h�boured a latent desire '.to return during this period

which: -e.:re�tua11,y led· to his/her return. In conclusion, then, it may be

said that ·the long period spent in the host community did .not resul.t in

·the migrant being fully assimilated .into the host culture and therefore

· litt1.e diff.iculty .was -experienced ih re-integration.

- · ·. 'Finally, ·the possible .role -of- migrants as -agents· of change was

- ·--� .·' - � � e�amined� rnvestigating •Whethe-r or -not returnees effected change or

-_- � :-::_-p)::�mote.d·tihe re·ten·tion -of ,existing values and attitudes is one of the 

;___< · - -;··- .. · :''.mo�·t ·,difficalt --asp�cts ,of t"eturn migration to assess.. No longer can
� :... ,: � ' .. :any •1ii,sh :community :be considered i•parochial". P.eople_in every

to\'mlana· are exposed to ·"-external" . ideas and attitudes ·through 

- telev.isiori; -r.a�io-; -•inagaz.in�_s_, · tourism .and travel. In short, it is'
. . 

·difficult ·.to dis.entangle:the ·pos-sible role .of migrants as culture

_..:.change ag�nts- from -other ·"external !J iinf luences. In many cases, the

r_eturnees cu1.turar ,e?{!5erlences are ,,only distinguishable f rorn their

non""'.rnigr.ant neighbour$ in terms of degree not of ·kind. However, from

.the type-.of .advantages and .cU,sad-vantages of li1ving in cahir which the

· returnees listed, it 1-s possible to discern that they did _not wish to

bring .about any· radical -change in the par;ish. · The adv.antages and

.disadvantages listed· o_f life i-n Cahir compgred to last. location. wer�

typical of those experienced b_y people moving from any la�.ge city to

any smalf rural -community. Ther ,were related to the varying si_�es of

su9h cornrnunlties, e .. g. the migrants felt there were fewer employment
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Opportunities in Cahir compared to the large cities of the U.K., but 

also believed such a small community was a superior place to raise a 

family than the large city where they lived prior to their return. The 

same advantages and disadvantages would have been enumerated by the 

migrants had they moved to any similar sized small community within the 
 ' ..  . .  

United ·Kingdom. 

The chief advantages of life in Cahir as perceived by the migrant 

are those traditionally associated with small rural communities: 

"slower pace of life11
, "peace and quiet", 11good environmental 

conditions", 11less crime and violence" and "proximity to family and 

friends11 were among the advantages listed. It must be said that these 

may be termed a 1
1'geography of the mind 11

, unlike the physical landscape 

which requires some physical force to alter its shape. All a 
1
1geography of the mind1

1 requires for change is an alteration in 

perception. Such an alteration occurred in the minds of the migrants 

regarding their sending and host communities. The returnees were 

questioned as to their motives for their initial out-migration and for 

their eventual return. The vast majority of migran�s left Cahir or 

some similar small rural community in Ireland because it was perceived 

as economically stagnant and socially restrictive. This is 

understandable since the average age of the migrant was 18·. 2. years on 

leaving the home community. However, while living in the host country, 

the migrant entered- a d.i:fferent stage in the life-cycle and with this 

change there was a concommitant alteration in values and perceptions of 

the host and home: areas. "Home" was no longer perceived as insular· or 

stifling but as a sanctuary of 11peace and quiet11
• Equally the 

opportunities ·offere.d.to the migrant in the large cities of the United. 

Kingdom had be.come dis.-economies. What appeared to be vibrant and 

exciting to the. young_ migrant had been transmuted to a source of stress 

for the middle-aged· parent. The single most important reaspn listed 

for.return was-that.the. returnee "disliked being away 11
• Since this was 

a comparative, judgement, it must be assumed that they disliked being 

away from _tbe type· of cult.ure and society that Cahir represented to the 

migr&n�·•- 'rher�!or.e, i,n returning, they would not wish to be agents of 

i;a.dic;91,)Q}i_ange. sin�e- they were. making a comparative judgement between 

11home" and "host" communities and were returning to a society they 

.::: :. ::c.ousJ(le,re�d- to� .l:>.�:-superior in serving their needs. 

· One �rea.. where· the returnees may act as agents of change is in

enebuir�ging lu-t::�re··out.:.migi:ation. According to King ( 1986 ,p. 24), this-
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occurs because the returnees are usually well-off by local standards
- .-

and :since the majority of returnees invest thei� savings in housing and

consumer goods, the local community are given the impression that

out-migration is a positive move. All of the lit�rature acknowledges

the dit:ficu1ty in quantifying the extent to which .return migration is

influential in. the decision ·of locals to migrate. In the present 

study, it was found that return migration was contributing to 

out-migration at the family level at least. Seventeen per cent of

-returnees' children had emigrated to "the former city/town which had

-played. host to the childrens' parents·. Many others of the re�pondents

f�lt their chil�en could find more suitable employment and would

probably. _be recommending emigration to their chil<ken, relatives and
  

  
friends if the ·employment situation in the parish did not improve· 

Conclusions Although the migrants had been away for a long period of

time_, they .re-i!ltegrat�d quickly and fully into the local community· 

'When integration was assessed through membership in local clubs and 
 

societies, the participati·on - rate was found to be high. Few problems 

were -exper.ienc�d in -establishing friendships or achiev�ng a 
. 

 

satisfactory .relati·onsbip with neighbours. Although difficult to 
, 

•.quantify., it was implicit from the evidence available that returnees·. -
did :not wish _to _bring -about radical change. Return migration appears 

-to .,pr.6mote future _out-�igration at the family level at least.
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