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First trip abroad: expectations, experiences and stories of transnational Romanians
Alin Croitoru

Introduction
Several EUCROSS working papers proposed ‘cross-border practices’ as the main
concept for analysing physical and non-physical mobility (Favell et al., 2011; Hanquinet and
Savage, 2013; Salamońska et al., 2013). This concept is seen as a broader framework for
understanding transnational and cosmopolitan behaviours as well as international
migration. The conceptual tool proved to be useful in distinguishing between certain
dimensions of daily and extraordinary practices: “less permanent and more hybrid forms of
border-crossing have been on the rise in the last decades: physical mobility such as
transnational commuting, cross-border business and shopping, or split location lifestyles,
and non-physical mobility such as the movement of money and savings, the consumption of
international media, participation in virtual communities formed by people of different
nationalities” (Favell et al., 2011: 24). On this basis we should mention that our paper deals
only with practices of physical mobility and from this perspective it distinguishes between
different types of travelling for the first time abroad.
The exploratory analysis of the first trip abroad is constructed on the hypothesis that
structural changes and constraints in Romania influenced individual representations of
countries they visited. The significant transformations which occurred in this country during
the last decades create a fertile ground for this type of research because before 1989 the
Romanian society was isolated and its borders were highly controlled, and now millions of
Romanians live abroad. The short time in which this process has taken place and the variety
of travel experiences allow us to differentiate between certain categories of people. The
main dimensions that we keep in mind for this particular study are the historical period
during which they left for their first trip abroad, how much time they spent there and last
but not least the reason for their trip. Additionally, the qualitative approach as well as a
large number of interviews (sixty) conducted with Romanians who live in six European
countries gives us the ability to go in depth regarding their experiences. The paper argues
that beside the duration of the first trip, the destination and the reason for travelling are
important components of this experience; however, the historical context is of greater
importance. Thus, the main structural changes regarding Romanians’ experiences of
travelling abroad will be analysed between the years 1989 and 2007, and further broken
down into three distinct periods of time. Two main events are taken into consideration as
thresholds: firstly, there was the anti-communist revolution and its direct impact on the
process of border liberalization; secondly, in 2007 Romania became part of the EU and its
citizens received the right to travel within EU borders. To sum up, the analysis draws a clear
distinction between people who travelled abroad before the communist regime crumbled,
those who took their first trip abroad during a period of limited openness (1990-2006), and
the last group is made up of people who travelled abroad after 2007.
The selection of the first experience abroad was motivated by the fact that at this specific
moment individuals naturally compare what they see with their own country. From this
perspective, we can explore the idea that the subjective representations contain an
important component rooted in the reality of where the visitor came from (Glick Schiller et
al., 2006 [1992]: 8). To be more specific, individuals’ expectations are based on the political,
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economic and social reality of Romania and this implies that in order to understand how
these stories are formed one has to contextualize Romania during each of these three
periods. For the time before 1989, the key concept of the first trip is freedom even if the
destination countries were also communist. The images of countries visited during the first
few years after the Romanian revolution (1990-1995) seem to revolve around the concept
of diversity, specifically of goods and services, as well as cultural diversity. After this period,
Romanians’ stories about crossing borders are gradually more about the different ways in
which work is rewarded. Historically, during this period from 1996 to 2006 Romanian flows
of migration to Italy and Spain are strengthened and consolidated (Sandu, 2010). After
Romanian integration into the EU a new set of motives for travelling arose. Work is still the
main driver of migration, but leisure or educational trips are often mentioned as
motivations for first trip abroad. This puzzle of time, destination and motives reconstructs
the way in which Romanians started their transnational careers and gives us an insight into
the individuals’ framing process of travelling abroad during different periods. In a few cases
the first trip abroad took place when the person was a child – these people were not
excluded from our sample but we took into consideration their first trip abroad as adults
(individual trips or in groups without their parents).

Methodology
The EUCROSS project is based on a mix-mode methodology and had two distinct
research phases: firstly, a phone survey was conducted with representative samples for the
native population in Denmark, Germany, Italy, Romania, Spain, and the United Kingdom; in
addition there were two samples of Romanian and Turkish migrants, each sample consisted
of 250 people; secondly, there was a qualitative approach focused on interviewing people
with a high level of transnationalism. This paper is based on forty-eight interviews
conducted with Romanian citizens who live in previously mentioned European countries.
From each of these samples, ten Romanian citizens were chosen on the basis of their
answers to the phone survey1 in each of these countries and in the summer of 2013, they
were interviewed face-to-face.2 The EUCROSS research design allowed for each of these
samples to include eight people with a high level of transnationalism and two with a low
level of transnationalism. Complementary, these respondents were selected, taking into
account their gender and level of education (see table 1 for the distribution of the sample).
For this paper we selected only the interviews with people with a high level of
transnationalism (forty-eight interviews). Focusing the research on the transnational people,
our perspective is not representative for the Romanian migration as a whole.
Table 1. Sample distribution by level of transnationalism, gender and level of education
Level
of
transnationalism
High

Level of
education
High
Low

Low
Total

Gender

Denmark

Germany

Italy

Women
Men
Women
Men
Women
Men

2
2
2
2
1
1
10

2
2
2
2
1
1
10

2
2
2
2
1
1
10
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Romania
2
2
2
2
1
1
10

Spain
2
2
2
2
1
1
10

United
Kingdom
2
2
2
2
1
1
10

Another important aspect taken into account in the selection process was linked to the
respondents’ region of residence. Thus, care was taken to ensure that a good level of
regional diversity was reflected in the findings (see table 2).
Table 2. The geographical distribution of the Romanians sample by country
Denmark
Copenhagen
Aarhus
Aalborg
Glostrup

Germany
Munich
Cologne
Mannheim
Stuttgart
Murrhardt

Italy
Rome
Milano
Modena
Viareggio
Lecco
Vicenza
Padova
Lucca

Romania
Bucharest
Buzau
Calarasi
Timisoara
Prahova

Spain
Madrid
Barcelona
Guadalajara
Toledo
Tarragona

United Kingdom
London
Manchester
Romford
High Wycombe

There are certain limits generated by this type of methodological approach. Firstly, only a
part of the sample accepted and provided a telephone number to be contacted for a faceto-face interview. Thus, self-selection influenced the content of the sample interviewed in
the second phase of the project. Secondly, there were significant differences between
Romanian immigrants depending on the country where they live. On the one hand, the field
research in Germany and Denmark was conducted smoothly (people accepted quite easily
to settle a face-to-face interview and as a result the number of refusals was low). On the
other hand, the interviews in Italy, Spain and the United Kingdom were more difficult to be
conducted (in these countries the number of people who refused or cancelled the interview
was considerable – for example, in Italy and the UK there were several cases when I
scheduled the interview and the respondent never came at the meeting point and did not
answer to the phone anymore). Even people who accepted the interview expressed their
lack of trust in unknown Romanians who call them. As a consequence, there is a possibility
that people who accept the interview to be quite different regarding their home
orientation, transnational practices or attitudes towards Romania.
The interview focused on different dimensions of transnationalism and was structured in
four main sections. Firstly, the discussion centred around the subject’s experience of
travelling abroad (a distinction was made between the first trip abroad, the first trip abroad
as an adult, the most memorable trip and places where the subject would and would not
like to go to). Secondly, questions were asked about the social circle and interaction with
foreign citizens (this section was focused on international friendships, communication via
the internet as well as on the subjects’ opinions about the country where they live). The
final part of the interview was concerned with the experiences of work, the economic crisis
and EU issues. As we already mentioned, this paper only deals with the first part of the
interview, but this first trip is seen in a broader context, a fact ensured by the interview’s
complementary topics.
Results
The period of closed borders: first trip abroad before 1989
Very few Romanians had the opportunity to go abroad during this historical period in
which the communist regime had a very restrictive policy regarding travelling or
communication. There were some destinations which were allowed for Romanians at that
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time, and many of them were other communist countries. These kinds of trips allow us to
see people’s expectations and can be used as a primary framework in which the countries
visited are perceived. Additionally they create the opportunity to better understand the
implications that the first trip abroad had for these people. It should be mentioned that
going abroad was among the few chances for a Romanian to have direct contact with
people from other countries and cultures, or in the words of one of our interviewees3:
In the 1970s I don’t think there were any foreigners; there wasn’t even the notion of
foreigners coming to Romania (…) It was a closed-off country that started to have a lot of
problems when it came to… simple things that you need to survive (Radu, 60, men,
resident in Germany).
Radu is a Romanian citizen who left the country for good in the 1970s at the age of 17 with
his parents, he had this opportunity only because his father was Jewish and they received
the right to move to Israel. After a year spent in Israel they decided to move to Germany
and he still lives there. This type of departure is interesting because in this case, a gap
emerged between the individual and his native country:
You’re already on the road. It doesn’t matter! I mean, it’s the same thing, I could’ve gone
to a different country every two years (…). It is something you learn down the road.
Because you don’t have a country anymore, you have places where you say, OK, I was
there and it was beautiful and I could go there again. But more than that no, you’re not
tied down, you’re not connected to… (Radu, 60, men, resident in Germany).
This case of ‘forced migration’ cut the individual’s national roots and transformed him into a
cosmopolitan person. Certainly, this discourse about identity and belonging is different from
the main narrative discourse of transnational Romanians. Asked how this dislocation
occurred, Radu pointed out the importance of the first trip and he said that “the first
rupture is the hardest”. The period when this trip took place and the fact that it caused the
total separation between the individual and Romania highlights new elements in the
understanding of the first trip abroad and its consequences for the individual’s identity.
Cristian is a Romanian migrant in Germany and his case is interesting for us because during
the communist period he was allowed to go abroad. In the early 1970s along with ten
colleagues he was sent to East Germany to work for about 14 months in a power station. A
few years later, in 1988, this person was able to move abroad before the fall of communism.
Asked about his feelings during his first trip he said:
Of course I was feeling extraordinary. I mean, this air I felt, I mean it doesn’t have, what
may I tell you? This soul and body freedom, I felt it of course then and when I went to
Germany the second time. I don’t feel it now. I tried to awake that feeling so many times,
but I can’t. So, there are only a few moments when you are inclined to feel some… special
feelings. It’s the same as with love; it doesn’t come to everyone and anytime. There are
unique moments, those two I felt then for the first time, when I arrived in Germany and I
was there in… I felt like I was floating, I had the impression that it was a different air,
another society, as if I wasn’t standing on earth (Cristian, 71, men, resident in Germany).
It is interesting to keep in mind the uniqueness associated with this first trip abroad during
that time because as it was said, this feeling is directly linked to that of freedom. A similar
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example is provided by Marian, a Romanian citizen who has been living in Aarhus (Denmark)
since 1988. His move from Romania to Denmark was his first trip abroad; his family had left
for Denmark some time previously. One of the main differences experienced by Marian
when he arrived in Denmark is described below:
The freedom was different. Everything was free, everything (…) During that time you
didn’t have the freedom to travel, to express yourself, there were a lot of things you
couldn’t find in Romania; many were forbidden (Marian, 45, men, resident in Denmark).
These two people construct their image based on the reality they left behind. The lack of
freedom in Romania is seen in a new light when they have a point of comparison, and in this
way crossing-borders provided a path to liberty and freedom.
Ana is a Romanian woman who now lives in London and who visited East Germany before
1989. She was part of a program organized by the communist authorities in the 1970s in
which people who worked in the tourist industry were sent to Germany for about 5 months
to acquire new skills. This trip was an opportunity for her to see differences between
Romania and other countries. For example, she was amazed by the German way of behaving
and she decided at that time that
When I’ll get married, I’ll raise my children in the German way, and I did. And they
emigrated; I didn’t have to remind them ten times. I educated them since they were small,
how to behave, what to do, to stay away from people that don’t show a certain [way of
behaving]… if they don’t behave, move aside… (Ana, 55, women, the United Kingdom).
Her story about East Germany is built around ideas such as civilization, punctuality and
cleanliness. Her experience is an interesting example of a case in which direct contact with
another country influences people to import social and cultural values into their own lives.
Additionally, Ana is an example for the category of people encouraged to emigrate by their
previous positive experiences.
Even if during the communist period Romania was isolated, there were few people who
were able to go abroad and their stories allow us to identify some of the important starting
points for a ‘transnational career’ analysis. On the one hand, we have cases of Romanians
who left for good, mainly because they had opposing political views and many of these
departures were directly or indirectly forced by the communist authorities. On the other
hand, that historical period gave rise to certain opportunities of going abroad, namely trips
organized by the communist authorities. This second type could be unpacked on the basis of
stories briefly discussed above. These people saw in the 1970s that there are other possible
ways of living and they noticed important economic, social, cultural and political differences
between Romania and other countries. The distorted image intensively promoted by the
communist authorities could be questioned and this was the result of going abroad and
seeing other systems. This specific type of crossing borders during the communist period
has some distinctive features. Firstly, these people were carefully selected by the authorities
and their chances to go abroad were influenced by certain characteristics such as having a
family who remained at home, having a ‘clean political record’ and being considered eligible
by the Romanian Security Department. Secondly, an important role in organizing these trips
abroad could be linked to the idea of group departures; this was significant because in this
situation individuals knew that the system still had the power to supervise them. Other
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members of the group would be responsible for supervising the entire group and to prevent
attempts to defect.
The period of limited mobility (1990-2006)
After the communist regimes collapsed a new period began for Romania: people
were free to leave the country as they wished, however this did not mean complete
freedom to travel as visa restrictions were imposed by most of the countries – this is why
we are referring to this period of Romanian migration abroad in terms of limited mobility.
New destinations and new motives began to spread and the first trip abroad receives a new
meaning. Their expectations changed and as a result, the stories told by transnational
Romanians are not merely constructed around the feeling of ‘freedom’ or ‘escape’ because
gradually the economic motivations grew in significance.
During the first few years of openness we should draw a clear distinction regarding practices
of cross-bordering. Firstly there was consistent emigration of Romanian citizens with
German and Hungarian ethnic origins towards these two countries (Sandu, 2010: 39). These
flows of long term migration play an important role because some of the people who
emigrated in the early 1990s provided information, opportunities and networks for
Romanian temporarily migrants (Sandu, 2010: 79). Secondly our interviews with
transnational Romanians bring to the light a less explored category of first trip abroad,
namely those travelling to Turkey. These trips to Turkey focus mainly on entrepreneurial
opportunities. The process of economic reconfiguration of the Romanian market generated
business incentives for people eager to go abroad (for trade). This ‘Turkey boom’ was
possible because it was an accessible destination geographically and economically.
Gradually, Romanians abandoned Turkey as a destination and they began to explore new
destinations, mainly EU countries (Sandu et al., 2006; Sandu, 2010). Furthermore, travelling
abroad evolved into more medium or long term fixed employment either within or outside
of the regulated system, and this became the key element of their stories. In order to
distinguish between the first trips abroad in this period of ‘limited mobility’ it is useful to
take into account the duration, their expectations, experiences and images of these
destinations and remember that they are directly related to how much time they spent
abroad.
In some ways, Turkey was a path to diversity and richness in terms of goods and services,
and this destination represented an opened door to social diversity (in terms of social
stratification) and cultural diversity (taking into account the differences regarding familial
and religious values). In general, trips to Turkey had an entrepreneurial basis because in
Romania at that time there was a scarcity of goods and many Romanians transformed
suddenly into merchants and traders. The relationship between entrepreneurial orientation
and travelling for the first time abroad generate a specific category of experiences. These
individuals discovered opportunities on the goods market (Kirzner, 1973; Kirzner, 1990) and
for taking advantage of these they had to go abroad. From an economic perspective these
people assume a status of ‘arbitrageurs’ (White, 1990) because they link two markets, but
their experience contains also an important socio-cultural component. Analytically, these
aspects of the trip have higher importance in cases of countries that had a period of relative
isolation. The language barriers were significant, but the Turkish seller’s skill is still alive in
these stories. It should be mentioned that Turkey is the main destination linked to
entrepreneurial motives, but there are other destinations mentioned for this kind of first
trip abroad such as Hungary and the Czech Republic. This type of entrepreneurs has a
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distinct profile compared to the transnational entrepreneurs analysed by Portes et al. (2002)
mainly because the last category includes migrants who develop entrepreneurial behaviours
in the destination context.
Mihnea lives close to Bucharest and he is one of the people who visited Turkey a few
months after the Romanian revolution. He described his first short trip to Istanbul in these
terms:
Everything seemed fascinating – first of all, as far as I remember, I bought sweets. Then I
remember buying a pair of trousers, each one of us bought blue jeans (…) In fact, you
couldn’t find sweets [in Romania]. You just couldn’t. After a while, they began to sell
sweets, but in the first year, in 1990, not really. No. The only sweets were coming from
this area, from Turkey. Those which you could find in Romania weren’t that tasty. The
Turks would wrap them very nice and colourful. They had those dyes we’re trying to avoid
right now; they had been using dyes for a long time. We couldn’t figure it out; we were
impressed by colourful things. We were also fascinated by street lightning. We didn’t
know what all these things represented, but now we understand one has to be reserved
when it comes to vivid colours and sugared flavours (Mihnea, 56, men, resident in
Romania).
Additionally, we can look at Flavius’ story who describes this kind of trip in the terms of an
adventure. He is a Romanian who lives in the Northern part of Italy and he recalls that he
was surprised during his first trip to Turkey. To better understand the Romanian scarcity of
goods in the early 1990s we can use his example of things that shocked him during this trip
to Turkey. Firstly, there were little differences and small things which shocked him:
When I got to Turkey, the first time in my life, in Turkey… I remember I got off at the train
station. The first time I went by train, not by car, in Turkey, and I saw Rexona soap at the
spring that was for everyone. That was something that wouldn’t have happened in
Romania. And this thing... it also shocked me, but it also made me sad…” Secondly, he
was amazed by their way of selling goods because “dozens of kilos of gold were in the
window shops. The liberty they had. After communism, going to a kind of free country like
Turkey... The liberty, the shops, these things were blinding you. The fact that you went to
buy something, or you went to eat, they served you with coffee or tea, without paying for
it. There were things we weren’t used to (Flavius, 40, men, resident in Italy).
Another interviewee told us that in Turkey he saw for the first time bottles of cooking oil of
different shapes and sizes as well as the fact that people drank bottled water. The social and
cultural differences between Romania and Turkey were discovered during these trips. Anca,
a Romanian woman who is now dividing her life between Italy and Spain (she works a few
months a year in Spain, but most of the time lives and works in Italy) recalls that during her
first trip abroad to Turkey she saw a lot of differences:
Their way of dressing and their way of behaving... In the 1990s there was still a time
when women were more in the house. I understand that things have changed a lot now,
in Turkey as well. You didn’t really see them on the street dressed as us, as Europeans.
Then their warm way of... The way they sell their products, they present their products,
their hospitality – things we weren’t used to. Well, being the first time outside Romania’s
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borders, it seemed something extraordinary. They weren’t all dressed almost the same
(Anca, 45, women, resident in Italy).
All these examples emphasize how illuminating the first trip abroad could be during the
early 1990s, even if Turkey was not one of the richest countries of the world. The economic
gap between countries was perceived by all these people and they returned to Romania
aware of economic, social and cultural differences between Romania and other countries.
Travelling to Turkey proved to be one of the most accessible paths for experiencing other
countries during that period. The main elements that these trips had in common were their
very short duration (measurable in days), their entrepreneurial motives, and probably one
of the most notable consequence of these stories is linked to a deeper understanding of the
idea of diversity.
During the same period of time another type of travelling for the first time abroad is made
by people who left Romania seeking asylum. These stories are emotionally charged, which
distinguishes them from other types of trips. People disappointed with Romania left illegally
and tried to gain the right to stay for good in a new country. In some cases they have a
settled destination or in other cases such as Gabriel’s:
I did not know I will leave permanently, for the reason that we could not know for sure if
we succeeded, but my intention was to leave and to settle somewhere, in another place
than my own country. I was much too disappointed (Gabriel, 51, men, resident In
Denmark).
In this case more than in the others, crossing borders gets a new meaning because it
involves a higher risk and a ‘marginal status’ in the destination country. Cristina is a
Romanian who now lives in Germany but her experience of seeking asylum in Germany
during the early 1990s was a negative one: “I’ll remember for the rest of my life that
moment because of the fear and horror.” After she succeeded to get into Germany she tried
to obtain the right to stay but one year later she was sent home by the police. After
experiencing some terrible hardships during the journey from Romania to their destinations
(in our cases, Germany and Denmark) these people had contact with a different world.
Coming back to Gabriel’s story, he pointed out that
The endpoint was in Denmark. Today Denmark does not look that well, but then we were
astonished at the German highways and roads and we were seeing how the car rolled, as
if flying. When we got here, we thought that if Germany seemed a good place, than
Denmark was perfect (Gabriel, 51, men, resident In Denmark).
The negative feelings towards their native country, the danger of this trip and the welfare
system encountered left an indelible imprint of these countries seen by Romanians at that
specific time.
During this period of limited mobility, Romanians explored existing opportunities and
collected information about different destinations (Sandu et al., 2006: 24). These changes
were the result of the fact that more Romanians decided to take advantage of better labour
opportunities located in other countries. As a consequence, the duration of these first trips
abroad changed and therefore it is useful to distinguish between circular labour migrants
and semi-permanent labour migrants. The first category includes people who left abroad for
the first time usually for a period of three months and returned to Romania and they were
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engaged repeatedly in this type of labour migration. The second category is formed mainly
by those people who left Romania around 2000 and who assumed an illegal status for years
in the destination country (Italy and Spain became the main destinations).
Circular migration is a broad topic in migration studies and covers different types of
repeated cross-boarding movements. Depending on the context encountered at
destination, these types of circular labour migrants could become permanent migrants
(Constan and Zimmermann, 2011). In our paper, the destination is seen by Romanian
migrants as a means of securing a better life and mainly as a possible path for improving the
economic level of individuals or families (Potot, 2010). This context creates situations in
which people assume their temporarily marginal status because they have a clear goal,
namely to raise a certain amount of money and return home.4 Bogdana is a transnational
Romanian woman who is now dividing her life between two countries – she lives and works
two months in Austria and two months in Romania (in Austria she takes care of an older
person in Graz, and in Romania she works in a Italian shoe factory). Her first trip abroad was
in 2005 to Italy and in her case the economic nature of the trip is obvious: well, I would go to
pay my debts, I had the bank, the mortgage, and you know it’s very hard (Bogdana, 43,
women, resident in Romania). Her first trip abroad taught her simultaneously two lessons.
Firstly, she found out how hard it is to work in the low paid job sector in another country,
and secondly, she experienced the financial difference working aboard could make. The
second lesson convinced her to become a circular migrant and to search the labour market
for better opportunities; as a consequence, over time her destination changed from Italy to
Austria. For a better understanding of Romanians’ expectations of this specific type of trip
we can take a short look at Cornelia’s story. Cornelia was involved for a while in circular
migration between Romania and Germany and now she lives in Germany. Her first
motivation for experiencing other countries is expressed in the following line of thought:
I was motivated, there was more money involved than I was making beforehand, I was
getting around 300 euro or 250 in Romania and in Germany I was getting 900 euro per
month and I was motivated because of the money involved. That’s why I come here
(Cornelia, 40, women, resident in Germany).
Roxana is a Romanian woman who lives near London and who took her first trip abroad in
1995. She and her husband were part in a program which allowed Romanian students to
work for a few months on farms in the UK. Talking about the differences between
Romanians and British people she emphasizes that
The farmers who were simple farmers had such arrogance in them, superiority toward us
who were his employees, some poor fellows. We were students from all the countries,
especially from the poor ones. We were not only Romanians, but there were also Polish
people, there were all kinds of people from the Eastern Europe countries (Roxana, 41,
women, resident in the United Kingdom).
Roxana’s case shows us the importance of money earned during these kinds of trips. After
almost 20 years she remembers that
We liked the freedom that money gives you. At that time when we were students, we
could not afford to buy bananas. When we came to the UK, I bought bananas, put me to
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bed, I woke up at night, ate a banana and went back to sleep. So we liked that freedom
that money gives you (Roxana, 41, women, resident in the United Kingdom).
Even if people accepted low paid jobs, they were able to experience the feeling of relative
wealth (their social status improved at origin). These trips generated a mixture of emotions,
the conflict between social frustration and economic satisfactions. Crossing-borders as a
labour migrant for a limited period of time seems to have as main features the economic
motivation for travelling abroad and the ambiguity felt by these people. In such cases the
first trip abroad stimulated the desire for higher wages and also proved them that circular
migration could be a way to acquire what they desired.
The final part of this section is concerned with Romanians who began their transnational
careers as semi-permanent labour migrants. This label is used for delimitating a group of
people who left Romania mainly around the year 2000 without a clear intention to come
back. Their first trip abroad was linked to their desire to start a new life in a new country.
Synchronically, during that period of time the irregular status of this type of migration tied
them to the destination countries for years. Their expectations related to the destination
country were different from the ones presented above and their experiences bring to light
new images of how the first trip abroad took place. In this case we deal with “people who
live in and create a new social and cultural space which calls for a new awareness of who
they are, a new consciousness, and new identities” (Glick Schiller et al., 2006 [1992]: 14).
Rareș has been living in the UK since 2004. He points out from the beginning of his story
that “it was his dream to live abroad” and this fact distinguishes him from other people who
were part of the program that allowed Romanians to work in farms from the UK:
We were split in half, the ones who came there to stay in this country, the ones who were
just for the holiday, students, like I was, in my fourth year to top it off. I put my college on
halt, I finished it in 2012, twelve years after I started it, in 2000, but half the students
were there just to go back home. To earn some money, two months, money to support
themselves through college. I didn’t think like that, I wanted more, I felt that the college
won’t help me later in life (Rareș, 33, men, resident in the United Kingdom).
A short look at Andrei’s story adds valuable information about migrants’ way of thinking. He
left Romania in 2001 with a touristic visa to Germany, but his real destination was Spain it
was a planned trip, with the intention to stay here, if things went well, and in his case the
first trip abroad lasted 4 years and a half.
Alexandra has been living in Spain since 2001. She left the country at the age of 21, decided
to settle down in a new country and the fact that she had some friends in the Madrid area
influenced her to choose this destination. Talking about her first trip abroad, she confesses
that: I had illusions. I’m going to another country; I’m starting again no matter the
consequences. During the first months she succeeded in finding a job, a place to stay and
began to overcome the language barriers and this was the moment when Spain received a
new meaning for her because I saw there was hope for the future. You have same rights and
as woman you were respected, you had your rights as individual (Alexandra, 34, women,
resident in Spain).
Alexandra’s case is an example of a Romanian migrant decided to adapt at the new
environment mostly because she perceived better life opportunities there in comparison
with Romania. As we can see, these types of first trip abroad were animated by different
individuals’ expectations and as a result migrants were concerned from the beginning with
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finding a job and investing in acquiring useful knowledge about destinations. Numerous
interviewees point out the help received in the period of accommodation because for this
category of labour migrants the kinship networks played a significant role (Șerban and
Grigoraș, 2000; Anghel, 2008; Șerban and Voicu, 2010).
Florin decided to move to Italy in 2005, having an uncle already there who offered to help
him with a place to stay and a job. His first return in Romania was in 2011, even if he
mentions that he had numerous problems in adapting to Italian society. When he left
Romania, his goal was to raise money for buying a car, but he decided to stay in Italy and in
his words:
You like living abroad because you can live a better life than back home”. On the other
hand, as many migrants know, living abroad is not easy at all: “many times I regret
coming here, that I chose this path, but now it’s too late anyway for going back, I mean I
couldn’t reintegrate back in the country, I couldn’t do anything anymore. And sometimes
I’m sorry because I’ve isolated myself here a lot, I mean I don’t have friends anymore, I
don’t have anything, nothing (Florin, 33, men, resident in Italy).
This separation of the friends left behind was analysed by Moroșanu (2013a); (2013b) in the
case of Romanians who live in London.
The first trip abroad as a semi-permanent migrant reconstructed from these stories
emphasizes certain distinguishing elements. Firstly, in many cases, it is seen as a one-way
trip because the first return to Romania took place after years. Secondly, these migrants
were decided to settle down in a new country and to do the necessary things to remain
there. Many of them already had relatives, friends or acquaintances at destinations and
benefited from their help and “it can be argued that border-crossing financing had a
considerable impact on cutting the costs of labour migration, particularly in the immediate
aftermath of the January 2002 visa waiver” (Ban, 2009: 139). Expectations from the
destination country were linked to the idea of a better life and the image of the first trip
abroad is drawn in the lines of the adaptation/integration process. The stringent need for a
place to stay, a job and language barriers confronted this type of irregular labour migrant
with a harsh reality.
Summarizing, the period of time between 1990 and 2006 is not unitary at all. Analysing this
interval of time of limited mobility we distinguished between four main categories of people
going abroad for the first time. The first one was constructed around the idea of
entrepreneurial orientation. The second type allowed us to see how the first contact with
another economic, social and cultural reality was seen by the asylum seekers. The third
category was constructed on the basis of circular migration practices and probably the most
important in terms of Romanian migration system and the last one contains those people
who left Romania with the desire to settle down in a new country for an undefined period of
time.
The period of free intra-European mobility (after 2007)
Since 2007 Romania has become a member state of the European Union and this
represents the second crucial moment for understanding how Romanians’ physical mobility
developed through the last decades. The main feature of the period can be linked to the fact
that the composition of migrant population is more diverse and there are no longer
dominant characteristics we can speak of. Labour, educational and touristic motives are
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equally important for analysing the period of free intra-European mobility. The category of
people who are likely to go abroad became larger to include many other kinds of migrants
and motivations. Travelling abroad became easier and low-cost flights become popular
solutions for going abroad (Favell et al., 2011). Labour migration flows were affected by the
actual economic crisis and as a result Romanians were spurred to look at new destinations
inside the EU and from this point of view our research brings to the light the importance of
the UK and Denmark. Leisure activities and touristic trips as acts of ‘mundane activities’
(Pötzschke, 2012: 18) are significantly increasing their weight in the total amount of
departures. In order to distinguish between experiencing other countries after 2007, the
paper focuses on people’s expectations correlated with their motives for going abroad.
Labour migration continues to be important for understanding why Romanians go abroad
for the first time. Certainly, there are many Romanians who expected to be allowed to work
abroad and who emigrated after 2007, but in our sample of forty-eight transnational
Romanians there were no cases of persons who took the first trip abroad after 2007 as a
labour migrant. Their chances to be among the transnational Romanians are not so high
because they emigrated recently and they have fewer international friends, their travelled
less abroad and their probability to still be rooted to the Romanian culture is higher. As a
consequence, we analyse a specific type of migrants, namely those people who left the
country for studying abroad and after a while they got a job. This category of people is
different from the previous category of labour migrants because the period of
accommodation spent at destination as students gave them the opportunity to acquire skills
and to develop social networks needed for accessing better jobs on the labour market.
Educational trips have become an important practice that allowed young Romanians to
experience other countries. From this point of view we can distinguish between those cases
of going abroad for a short time during high-school or college and situations when people
are enrolled in an educational system in another country – Denmark and the UK provide us
some examples in this sense. There are significant differences between these two types of
educational trips because one has different expectations depending on the time spent
abroad.
Daniel is an eighteen year old man who lives in a Romanian city, and who left for a short
educational trip in Spain in 2013. His school was part in an exchange students program. The
week spent abroad in an international environment with teachers and students from eight
countries fascinated him. Friendly people, Spanish cuisine and a relaxed urban look were the
main memories from this trip. Such short experiences abroad seem to be an opportunity to
directly experience one of the most pleasant faces of other countries. The social interaction
eased by the school umbrella and the accommodation in another student house helped
Daniel to develop some friendships and determined him to visit Spain next summer again.
Another interesting example about the experience of going abroad through short-time
educational programs is offered by Valentin. At the interview time he was one of the
Romanian students enrolled in the Denmark system and in high-school he spent a month in
Germany together with a group of schoolmates. This trip was for him an incentive for going
abroad for a longer period:
Let’s say that it was the experience that made me believe that western European life is
better than living in Romania. I saw that people were already stable here, I understood
that. I saw that the young people who want to buy a particular chocolate just buy it. And I
didn’t have money. I think it was the first time I had some money because it was funded
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by the European Union and I got money every day so I can do my schoolwork, so I can buy
a Coke, for example, during the job (Valentin, 21, men, resident in Denmark).
This category of people is different from the others previously described because they
receive a privileged treatment from the host schools, they see friendly faces, they do not
worry about money or accommodation, and someone supports them during the entire visit.
First time abroad as an exchange student in a short-time program has increased chances to
be perceived as a very positive experience.
The second category of educational trips analysed includes people who left Romania for
studying abroad and is concerned with medium and long term educational trips. This
pattern of going abroad increased in popularity after the Romanian admission in the EU.
Romanian students enrolled in universities from abroad perceived differently the first trip
abroad mainly because they have different expectations compared with the other
categories of people mentioned so far. Eduard is a Romanian who left Romania for studying
at a University in Denmark. His case is interesting because it gives us a short insight in the
early phase of adapting to a new country as a foreign student. Asked how he felt, he pointed
out:
Interesting, everything was new. The first two months were pretty cool because
everything was new and everything was discover, discover, discover… new experiences,
new people” (Eduard, 23, men, resident in Denmark).
Additionally, his case gave us an insight into the relationship between natives and foreign
students:
The first time I kept my distance from the Danish because they seemed pretty cold and I
didn’t really have anything in common with them. And the fact that I wasn’t attracted to
the language to learn it from the first year here; I didn’t really have an interest. And if you
don’t speak Danish, you can’t really fit into their groups. And how we were mostly
foreigners, we didn’t really have time for the Danish. We simply have our community of
foreigners, all sorts of foreigners. We have our parties, our events... We don’t really have
moments when we interact with Danish people (Eduard, 23, men, resident in Denmark).
He mentions that after a while he succeeded in building friendships with Danish people. The
educational trip is a good means to acquire knowledge about other lifestyles and cultural
patterns. However, Sigalas (2010) pointed out the limited nature of experiencing other
countries during ERASMUS mobility. The second example from this section is provided by
Cristina, a young Romanian who now lives in London and who took her first trip abroad in
2011 to the USA for a period of five months. The international environment in New York and
in the University was a key issue for understanding her experience mainly because this
offered her a comfortable position:
it was a program in which people came from other states and they came for this program
and we all needed each other, like, even if all of my colleagues were American, they
weren't from New York and some, also, have never been to New York and we were
looking for each other (Cristina, 26, women, resident in the United Kingdom).

40

Medium and long term educational trips differ from the short term trips because people
have the opportunity to better understand the culture and the lifestyle in the destination
country and also they experience the process of adaptation to a new reality. Another
important distinction between these is provided by the fact that usually short time
educational trips during high-school time are organized in groups while medium and long
term enrolment in another country is an individual process. Complementarily, students have
access to a different social life in comparison with labour migrants or refugees and this
aspect changes their perspective on the destination country.
The last category of first trip abroad discussed in this paper can be linked to the ‘tourist
gaze’ (Urry and Larsen, 2011). Since 2007 going abroad for a vacation or a city-break has
become a significant way to experience other countries for Romanians. These types of
encounters are usually with people who are friendly in a commercialized fashion
(Hochschild, 2003). In numerous cases the combination between the little time spent at
destination and a ‘fake’ image linked to the touristic area do not offer people a real contact
with the destination country. Our sample of transnational Romanians with a large percent of
Romanian migrants who live in other European countries allows us to see how a first
touristic trip abroad could transform after a while in a decision to emigrate.
Raluca is a 26 years old Romanian woman who lives in Copenhagen and her first trip abroad
was a touristic visit to Spain in 2007. Her uncle lived there for a while and she paid him a
visit: “it was just relaxing, having fun and I didn’t work” – according to Faist et al. (2013:
104) she already had been part of a transnational space because she was in touch with her
uncle. In fact, the next year she took a new trip to Spain and that time she took a job for a
couple of months. When her uncle decided to move from Spain to Denmark she decided to
emigrate and asked him for a job. A different example is provided by Ruxandra. She lives in
London and her first trip abroad was a touristic visit to Greece a few years ago. Her story
offers us a new argument in this line. She mentions that she had a very pleasant time during
this trip and adds that “I was in Greece I thought to myself “how would it be if I were to
move to another country? I wonder how it would be” (Ruxandra, 23, women, resident in the
United Kingdom). These two examples show how a first touristic trip can transform into a
starting point for a transnational life. Positive experiences with other countries give people
direct access to information about other countries and motivate them to go again abroad
for longer periods.

Conclusions and discussion
The Romanians’ stories about their first experiences abroad allow us to see how the
perception on destinations fundamentally changed in only two decades. During different
periods of time people who took their first trip abroad have had different expectations and
framed their experiences in different terms. The nation-state and its clear borders
decreased in importance and European countries are often visited for a new set of motives.
There are important transformations regarding people’s knowledge about their destinations
because in numerous cases people are already involved in transnational spaces. During the
communist period and the early 1990s people who were abroad had limited knowledge
about destinations. Starting with the second half of the 1990s and especially after 2007
Romanians who took their first trip abroad had already an indirect knowledge about other
countries through their relatives or friends who live there and through mass-media, since
the migration phenomenon became increasingly present in the public debate.
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Transnational Romanians’ stories regarding their first trip abroad allowed us to differentiate
between certain types of migrants (asylum seekers, circular migrants and semi-permanent
migrants) and other kinds of travellers such us entrepreneurs, students and tourists. The
first experience with another country took different forms during the last decades and each
of them is a key element for understanding people’s expectations with regards to
destinations. It does not mean that a person who took the first trip abroad during the
communist period noticed only differences in terms of people’s freedom; it is more about
elements stressed in their stories.
The sample allows us to distinguish two main categories of the first trip abroad during the
communist period, namely people who left for a definite period of time with the ‘blessing’
of the communist authorities and the category of people who left for an indefinite period of
time and lost their contacts with Romania. A broader typology for this period of time should
include other categories of people unrepresented in our sample, respectively the people
who left Romania illegally and established in a new country (maybe this segment of people
applied for citizenship in the destination countries and this is one of the reasons for not
being in our sample); secondly there are people who left Romania during the communist
time because they had different political opinions and this fact strengthened their Romanian
identity (there is a chance for this kind of people to be out of our sample because they do
not have a high level of transnationalism in the sense used in this paper, regardless of the
long period of time spent abroad).
For the period of limited mobility between 1990 and 2006 we distinguished between four
main categories of people. Firstly, we looked at asylum seekers and their stories about fears
and motives to emigrate. Secondly, we pointed out the entrepreneurial orientation of a
large category of people and how they experienced diversity through short time visits to
Turkey. Thirdly, we unpacked the experience of going for the first time abroad as a labour
migrant and from this perspective we draw a distinction between the ones who started their
careers of circular migrants and the ones who assumed a status of irregular migrants and
were linked to the destination country for a long period of time.
The free intra-European mobility that started in 2007 led to the intensification of certain
ways of experiencing other countries for the first time such as the educational and the
touristic trips. Even if labour migration continues to represent one of the significant drivers
for travelling to another country for the first time, our sample of forty-eight transnational
Romanians allowed us to see how these educational and touristic trips can motivate people
to go abroad again for longer periods of time.
Romanians started their transnational careers in different fashions and this is an argument
for the heterogeneity of the Romanian Diaspora. We found numerous reasons for going
abroad during the specified periods of time. Our typology lead to the selection of certain
key elements for each of these periods of time without claiming to be an exhaustive
exposition and the differences emphasized in the transnational Romanians’ stories about
their first trip abroad should not be seen in objective terms, but rather in subjective terms.
Transnational Romanians pointed out different aspects during each historical period of time
and the combination of duration, motives and destination allows a deeper understanding of
the first trip abroad of transnational Romanians.
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Notes
1

The level of transnationalism was measured on the basis on an index constructed in the EUCROSS Project and
its main dimensions were linked to cross-border practices (physical and virtual mobility, cosmopolitan
consumption and competencies) and transnational background and private network (Pötzschke, 2012: 16).
2
The interviews were conducted by two different scholars of the University of Bucharest. The author of this
paper conducted forty interviews in Denmark, Italy, Romania and the United Kingdom. The interviews in
Germany and Spain were conducted by Monica Șerban.
3
All names used in this text are not the interviewees’ real names. During the interview these persons were
assured by their anonymity.
4
Rostas and Stoica (2007) illustrate the marginal status assumed by Romanian migrants. Some people tell
about how they live under bridges or in improvised places for a while and others considered that working
abroad as an irregular Romanian migrant makes you a slave. As a result, many people had a limited contact
with the host society or in one of the immigrants’ words: “My wife took care of an old woman. (…) I had no
direct contact with the Italians, with their habits. I saw Italy from the blocks that we built and she through the
window of the house” (Rostas and Stoica, 2007: 344).
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