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CENTRE OF PLANNING AND ECONOMIC RESEARCH 

The Centre was initially established as a research unit, under the title 
“Centre of Economic Research”, in 1959.  Its primary aims were the scientific 
study of the problems of the Greek economy, the encouragement of eco-
nomic research and cooperation with other scientific institutions. 

In 1964, the Centre acquired its present name and organizational struc-
ture, with the following additional objectives: first, the preparation of short, 
medium and long-term development plans, including plans for local and re-
gional development as well as public investment plans, in accordance with 
guidelines laid down by the Government; second, the analysis of current 
developments in the Greek economy along with appropriate short and me-
dium-term forecasts, the formulation of proposals for stabilization and devel-
opment policies; and, third, the additional education of young economists, 
particularly in the fields of planning and economic development. 

Today, KEPE is the largest economics research institute in Greece, fo-
cuses on applied research projects concerning the Greek economy and 
provides technical advice to the Greek government and the country’s re-
gional authorities on economic and social policy issues. 

In the context of these activities, KEPE has issued more than 650 publi-
cations since its inception, and currently produces several series of publi-
cations, notably the Studies, which are research monographs; Reports on 
applied economic issues concerning sectoral and regional problems; Dis-
cussion Papers that relate to ongoing research projects. KEPE also pub-
lishes a tri-annual review entitled Greek Economic Outlook, which focuses 
on issues of current economic interest for Greece. 
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PREFACE 

The Global Economic and Financial Crisis has taken a heavy toll on 
the Greek economy. One of the direst aspects of the crisis has been 
the brain drain and the brain waste of the most talented of the young 
generation. The economy has to cope with the emigration of important 
segments of the labour force, most of whom have been educated at the 
expense of the public purse, only to see them thrive in other economies. 
Emigration is nothing new in Greece. Greece has witnessed two major 
emigration waves in the course of the 20th century, while emigration in 
the current century, especially after the crisis, has special characteris-
tics that involve the complex relationship between major flows of immi-
gration to and emigration from Greece. 

Emigration has also created an important diaspora of Greeks 
abroad. Engaging the diaspora in the economic development of the 
home country can become an important factor of economic growth, 
and countries with sizeable diasporas have tried to harness the poten-
tial of those who have emigrated abroad or of their descendants. 

The careful and systematic study of Dr Jennifer Cavounidis ad-
dresses many of the issues of emigration and the economic develop-
ment aspects of diaspora engagement. It provides useful information 
on the nature of the migration flows of the Greek economy, their char-
acteristics and their impact on the economy.  In an important methodo-
logical chapter – where her sociological training is particularly evident 
– she tackles the issue of defining diaspora, and she shows how build-
ing on the symbolic relationship between diaspora and home country, 
policies of engagement can be designed and implemented. An exten-
sive survey of the policies adopted by different countries for diaspora 
engagement provides a picture that can be very useful and instructive 
to policymakers and provide comparisons with the Greek case. Finally, 
in the last and very informative chapter, Dr Cavounidis discusses the 
policies and initiatives on engaging Greek Diaspora adopted by the 
Greek government, the Greek Parliament and other agencies, private 
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and public. In the conclusions she provides a number of policy sugges-
tions that can be fruitfully adopted by Greek governments. 

All in all, we have a timely, well researched and scientifically im-
portant study written by an expert in the field that I hope will be consid-
ered carefully by researchers, policymakers and informed citizens alike. 
This is a topic which concerns us all, in Greece and abroad. 

NICHOLAS THEOCARAKIS        
Chairman of the Board 
and Scientific Director 

CENTRE OF PLANNING AND 
ECONOMIC RESEARCH (KEPE) 
December 2016 
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Since the onset of the economic crisis in 2008, hundreds of 
thousands of Greeks have left their homeland to seek employment 
abroad.  Unlike past waves of emigration from Greece, the current 
wave is composed primarily of well-educated youth, whose pre-
cious knowledge and skills will be used to the advantage of other 
countries. Their exodus poses two major policy challenges: first, 
how to stem the outflow and utilize their knowledge and skills at 
home, to the benefit of the Greek economy, and second, how to 
harness the enormous potential of Greeks currently abroad to ben-
efit the Greek economy, by mobilizing the diaspora to use their 
knowledge, skills, talents, resources, and networks in ways which 
will positively impact the Greek economy. 

It is on this second set of policy challenges that this book fo-
cuses, with the goal of arriving at suggestions for policies that could 
more effectively utilize the enormous talents of the Greek diaspora 
for Greek economic development. The study first examines data on 
emigration from Greece and next the recent international experi-
ence with policies for engaging diasporas to contribute to eco-
nomic development in their home countries, and then presents and 
evaluates the diaspora policies of the Greek government and other 
bodies, before formulating conclusions and highlighting new policy 
directions that should be explored if Greece is to capture the devel-
opment benefits offered by its exceptionally talented diaspora. 

I owe special thanks to Demetrios Papademetriou of the Migra-
tion Policy Institute in Washington DC for his valuable insights at an 
early stage in this research project, as well as to Ioannis Cholezas, 
Anna Hardman, and Yannis Ioannides for offering important infor-
mation. In addition, I am very grateful for provision of relevant data 
by staff at the General Secretariat for Greeks Abroad of the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs as well as by staff at other government agencies, 
none of whom is responsible for my interpretation of policies or 
available information. Finally, I would also like to thank two anony-
mous reviewers for their constructive comments on the study and 
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Helen Soultanakis for her excellent editing of the text, as well as the 
publication team of KEPE. All errors, omissions or deficiencies that 
remain are my sole responsibility. 

JENNIFER CAVOUNIDIS 

December 2016 
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 CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1. The new wave of emigration from Greece and policy 
challenges 

In recent years a new wave of emigration from Greece has been 
underway. According to all accounts, this wave is mainly composed 
of well-educated Greek youth and creates great concern about “brain 
drain” and the future development prospects of Greece. Sparked by 
the economic recession and high unemployment levels, emigration 
may, in the short run, serve as a safety valve and reduce pressure on 
the labour market and on family and public support systems, while 
allowing youth to gain important skills and experience elsewhere. 
However, the exit of talented university graduates, whose long years 
of education represent a substantial investment made by the Greek 
public, signifies a loss of valuable human capital. This loss of talent 
may impede economic recovery and jeopardize the development of 
sectors that depend on a highly-skilled labour force, thwarting Greece’s 
aspirations to become a knowledge-based economy.  

The experience of emigration is, of course, not new to Greece; 
overwhelming numbers of Greeks emigrated to overseas destinations 
from the end of the 19th century through the first decades of the 20th 
century, and then another major wave of emigration was observed in 
the postwar period, with countries of northern Europe constituting the 
main destinations. Nor is Greece alone in this new experience: other 
countries of Southern Europe that like Greece were transformed from 
traditional migrant-sending countries into migrant-receiving countries 
in the last decades of the 20th century have become senders of mi-
grants once again. Nonetheless, the current trend of emigration has 
disturbed the sense of national identity shaped during the economic 
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boom years of Greece being a developed nation, whose population 
was no longer forced to seek economic opportunities abroad but, on 
the contrary, had itself become an attractive destination for immi-
grants from less developed countries.  

The present and the past waves of emigration from Greece differ 
in a very significant respect: in their human capital composition. Most 
of those emigrating at the beginning of the 20th century and in the 
postwar period were drawn from less-educated segments of the 
Greek population and sought unskilled or semi-skilled employment 
abroad. The present wave of emigration, on the other hand, appears 
to be drawn chiefly from relatively well-educated population seg-
ments. The emigration of young Greek doctors and engineers has 
figured prominently in the mass media; talk of a “lost generation” of 
talented Greeks has emerged. 

It is difficult to assess the long-term development impact of the 
current flight of precious talent from Greece. It is unclear how many 
of those who have left Greece will return in the future, bringing new 
experiences, skills, knowledge and resources. Perhaps many who in-
tended to stay abroad only temporarily will instead permanently relo-
cate. Of course a related issue concerns demographics, and specifi-
cally the impact of outflows on the already problematic demographic 
structure of an ageing society, but this issue lies beyond the scope 
of this report.   

What is clear is that Greece must come to grips with this new 
reality of emigration and respond to the new policy challenges posed 
by the current outflow of well-educated youth. If these challenges are 
effectively addressed, Greece will be able to minimize the costs of 
emigration and maximize its benefits.   

Two major sets of emigration-related policy challenges can be 
identified. First, policies and reforms are needed that facilitate the  
retention of those who might leave, the return of those who have  
already left, and the effective utilization of the knowledge, skills, and 
experiences that the returnees acquired while abroad. Crucial for  
retention and return (as well as for attracting talented foreigners) are 
institutional reforms that render working in Greece a more attractive 
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option. Decreasing barriers in the professions and facilitating innova-
tion and entrepreneurship as well as creating and increasing links 
between scientific research and entrepreneurship are among the re-
forms that will expand opportunities for talented youth to use their 
knowledge and skills at home. 

Second, policies are needed that effectively engage with the  
diaspora and draw on their considerable knowledge, skills and re-
sources in order to foster Greek economic development. It is on this 
second set of policy challenges that this report focuses.  

In recent years, new thinking has emerged about mobility in to-
day’s world and the potential it offers to national economies. At the 
same time that the terms “brain drain” and “lost generation” have en-
tered Greek public discourse, past conceptions of emigration and its 
development impact have been called into question. First, the new pat-
terns of mobility observed in the contemporary global economy indi-
cate that emigration should not be considered an “end movement” 
with which the country of origin “loses” the individual, but instead 
often forms just one step in a cycle of movement, perhaps with mul-
tiple destinations. As has been noted (Papademetriou 2015), mobility 
or “brain circulation” has increasingly become the “new normal” in 
the case of talented individuals. Second, while past research about 
the economic impact of emigrants and diasporas on countries of 
origin focused almost exclusively on remittances and their develop-
ment impact, new research has highlighted the wide variety of ways 
in which diasporas contribute to the economic development of home 
countries, such as with knowledge and skills transfers, direct invest-
ment, investment in domestic capital markets, and increased trade.  

While in the past it was almost exclusively developing countries 
that sought to design effective policies to exploit the talent of their 
diasporas abroad, today diaspora engagement policies increasingly 
concern developed countries as well. Eager to harness diaspora po-
tential for their economic development, successful diaspora engage-
ment policies have been implemented by developed countries such 
as Ireland, Scotland, and Australia. 
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It is difficult to assess the size of the Greek diaspora. According to 
estimates of the General Secretariat for Greeks Abroad,1 the largest 
population of Greek origin is located in the US and numbers approxi-
mately 3,000,000, and the second largest is in Europe, with about 
1,000,000 individuals (including countries of the former Soviet Union), 
followed by Australia, with 650,000 to 700,000 individuals; Canada, 
with about 350,000; Asia and Africa (about 100,000); and Central and 
South America (about 60,000).  

  Greece has not yet effectively tapped into the valuable know-
ledge, skills, resources, networks and experiences of its large diaspora 
in order to enhance national economic development. Estimation of the 
size of the Greek diaspora may be a very difficult task, but the design 
and implementation of effective policies to tap diaspora potential for 
Greek economic development does not require accurate knowledge 
of its size. What is more important is identification and understanding 
of the diaspora population segments –whether academic or entrepre-
neurial– that can be targeted to make a valuable contribution to the 
Greek economy, in one of the many ways that have been highlighted 
in the recent international policy experience.  

It is the emigration of well-educated youth since the onset of the 
economic crisis that has captured the Greek public imagination and 
has been the subject of extensive media coverage. Nonetheless, 
Greece has, in fact, been losing precious talent for several decades 
now (Lambrianidis 2011). Its diaspora engagement policies date 
from past decades and were shaped in correspondence with past 
waves of emigrants from Greece. Not only do current emigrants ex-
hibit very different social and demographic characteristics than those 
of previous waves but they also live in a new era of a globalised econ-
omy with information technologies which offer new opportunities for 
diaspora engagement. 

With diaspora policies that are tailored to the demographics and 
eras of past waves of emigration, Greece is missing out on possibilities 
to build and maintain strong links with its growing diaspora of talented, 
successful youth, and forfeiting opportunities to utilize this diaspora’s 

1 www.ggae.gr, accessed 23.11.2015. 
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potential to contribute to economic development goals. Greece needs 
to systematically rethink its diaspora policies and to design new poli-
cies which incorporate the valuable lessons learned from recent dias-
pora engagement efforts by other developed nations.  

1.2.  The development potential of diasporas 

It is increasingly evident from international experience that national 
economies can gain significantly from the knowledge, skills, experi-
ences, resources and networks their nationals acquire while abroad. 
Emigrant professionals and entrepreneurs are a particularly valuable 
asset in the global economy of the 21st century. As has been succinctly 
stated (Aikins and White 2011), it was by connecting with their diaspo-
ras in the US that China became the world’s factory, India the world’s 
technology hub, and Israel a leading innovation centre. 

The term “new Argonauts” of the global economy has been used 
to describe diaspora members who identify new market opportunities, 
raise capital, establish management teams and create partnerships 
with producers in countries of origin (Saxenian 2006a), prototypical 
examples being the engineer immigrants who worked in Silicon Valley 
and then returned to create high-tech firms in India and China, stimu-
lating spectacular economic growth. As noted (Saxenian 2006b), these 
immigrants are “reminiscent of ancient Greeks who followed Jason in 
search of the Golden Fleece. It was a very treacherous and long trip, 
but the rewards were great wealth”.   

Emigrants need not return in order for their countries of origin to 
reap benefits from their move. Valuable knowledge and skill transfers 
are accomplished when emigrant professionals and entrepreneurs 
contribute their time, experience, contacts, knowledge and skills to 
colleagues and enterprises back home, or train and mentor natives 
who temporarily join them abroad. Likewise, they themselves or the 
networks they influence may establish branches of their businesses in 
Greece or make investments in Greek enterprises or capital markets. 
Sometimes such exchanges and investments are the result of initia-
tives taken by single emigrants or by co-ethnic networks abroad, but 
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in other cases they are the result of specific policies designed by origin 
countries. 

The diaspora potential for developmental impact on their home 
countries is already substantial and it is likely to increase further, given 
that diaspora communities continue to grow and are easier to reach 
due to constantly improving communication and technology (OECD 
2012), which provide new ways for diasporas to participate in the eco-
nomic life of their country of origin. Of course, the contribution of the 
diaspora depends not only on their willingness to get involved in home 
country affairs but also on the institutions and policies forged in the 
home country.     

International experience highlights the tremendous development 
potential of diasporas. Among the ways in which diasporas have con-
tributed significantly to country of origin economic development are 
through direct investment, investment in domestic capital markets, 
knowledge and skills transfers, and trade stimulation. A few areas of 
diaspora involvement in home country economic development will be 
briefly showcased in what follows, in order to provide a sense of the 
magnitude of the potential for the diaspora to contribute to home coun-
try development. 

First, diasporas play a significant role with respect to investments 
in their country of origin. Not only do they invest themselves, but they 
often convince non-diaspora investors to do so as well. A study pub-
lished by the World Bank found that the presence of African migrants 
in OECD countries was correlated with investment flows from these 
countries into the migrants’ countries of origin (Newland and Plaza 
2013). A major factor contributing to the emergence of China as a man-
ufacturing giant in the 1990s and 2000s was the high level of foreign 
direct investment (FDI) and it has been estimated that about half of the 
FDI came from the Chinese diaspora.   

Second, knowledge and skills transfers involving the diaspora can 
also have an immense impact. Sometimes these transfers are accom-
plished through the temporary return of the diaspora, who may teach 
or train locals, often in sectors such as medicine or technology. How-
ever, because it is often difficult for successful diaspora members to 
be absent from their regular posts for extended periods of time, most 
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often these transfers occur through the development of diaspora net-
works. Often, these networks provide “match-making services” which 
connect businesses in source countries with “overachievers” abroad 
who offer mentorship and technical assistance (Banulescu-Bogdan 
and Sumption 2014).  

The development impact of such initiatives has been substan-
tial. For example, Chile has forged partnerships with highly skilled 
members of its diaspora through the Talent Network for Innovation 
of ChileGlobal. Diaspora members contribute their time, experience, 
contacts, knowledge and skills in order to assist Chilean companies in 
globalization. With the help of a network of about 400 influential mem-
bers of Chile’s diaspora, business projects are designed and financed 
which introduce innovation in product and service sectors. By 2011, 
76 companies had been created with more than 50 domestic and in-
ternational partners, and some of these were leaders in biotechnology 
and information technology (Agunias and Newland 2012).  

The Global Irish Network was launched in 2010 and is composed 
of 350 of the most senior Irish and Irish-connected business people 
based in about 40 countries (Glynn, Kelly and MacEinri 2015). These 
individuals have contributed to Irish economic development by pro-
moting FDI, providing practical support for Irish exporters, and facili-
tating access to high-level executives in major foreign corporations, to 
the benefit of Irish enterprises as well as the Irish government.  

Networking and mentoring are among the important services of-
fered by one of the world’s largest and most famous diaspora networks 
–Indus Entrepreneurs. Initially founded in 1992 as an organization of 
overseas Indians in the US, by 2014 it had expanded to 11,000 mem-
bers in 60 chapters in 17 countries. It holds hundreds of networking 
and entrepreneurship events every year, and claims that by 2014 it had 
helped create businesses with a total value of $200 billion (Hooper and 
Sumption 2016). 

The extent of the diaspora impact on economic development is 
hard to assess given that it is difficult to disentangle causation from 
correlation and also to quantify the development impact of dimensions 
such as knowledge and skills transfers (Newland and Plaza 2013). 
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Nonetheless, what is clear is that there is tremendous scope for gov-
ernments to increase the contribution made by their diasporas to 
home country economic development. 

1.3. Aim and structure of the report 

The goal of this report is to evaluate Greek diaspora policies and 
arrive at suggestions for policy directions that could more effectively 
utilize the valuable talents, skills and resources of the Greek diaspora 
for Greek economic development. In order to achieve this goal, the 
report examines emigration from Greece, Greek diaspora engagement 
policies and initiatives, and recent international experience with re-
spect to engaging diasporas to contribute to economic development 
in home countries. It is hoped that this report will prove useful not only 
for actors and agencies of the Greek public sector but also for the in-
creasing number of civil sector bodies and groups that attempt to 
strengthen the ties of Greek diasporas with their country of origin and 
tap into their potential to promote the economic and social welfare of 
Greece.  

The report is structured as follows. In the next chapter, Chapter 2, 
past waves of emigration from Greece will be examined first, followed 
by a brief presentation of the findings concerning their development 
impact. Then the spotlight will fall on current emigration trends and 
relevant survey data about recent emigrants and their reasons for leav-
ing. Finally, some indications of the talent of the Greek diaspora will be 
provided.   

In Chapter 3, the focus will turn to the international experience with 
diaspora engagement policies. First, issues related to the definition 
and conceptualization of the diaspora will be discussed. Then, dias-
pora “capacity-building” policies will be examined. Such policies usu-
ally precede or accompany diaspora polices which aim to engage the 
diaspora to contribute to home country economic development. The 
main types of “capacity-building” policies to be discussed are those 
which aim at consolidation of a common sense of identity, those which 
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aim to ensure that diaspora engagement is a mutually beneficial rela-
tionship and those providing for institutions to implement coherent di-
aspora engagement policies.    

In Chapter 4, the focus will fall on the international experience with 
policies that attempt to harness the diaspora potential to promote home 
country economic development. Areas examined include knowledge 
and skills transfers, direct investment, capital market investments, and 
diaspora tourism. Examples of both successful and unsuccessful poli-
cies will be provided, as well as the lessons drawn from this experience. 

In Chapter 5, recent policies and initiatives directed at the Greek 
diaspora will be presented. The spotlight will fall first on activities of pub-
lic sector actors and agencies, and then on private sector initiatives.  

Finally, Chapter 6 draws conclusions and points to new policy di-
rections. First, the suitability of present Greek policies for engaging the 
diaspora and tapping its development potential will be evaluated in the 
light of recent international experience and the characteristics of the 
new wave of emigration from Greece. Then policy directions that should 
be explored, if Greece is to capture the development benefits offered 
by its exceptionally talented diaspora, are discussed. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 EMIGRATION FROM GREECE 

2.1. Historical overview 

The experience of emigration has long marked the economic and 
social landscape of Greece. At the same time, a narrative about the 
Greek diaspora with its myriad cases of colossal success has long held 
a prime place in the Greek public imagination and Greek ethnic iden-
tity, often cited in public discourse to illustrate the vast potential of 
Greeks when unfettered by institutional or other impediments com-
monly attributed to Greece. 

During the 20th century Greece experienced two major waves of 
emigration. The first began before the close of the 19th century and 
tapered off around 1920. The main destination of this wave was the 
United States, which attracted about 95% of Greek emigrants in the 
period 1900-1920, with men accounting for 95% of the flow to the US 
in 1900-1910 and 87% in the following decade (Lianos and Cavounidis 
2012). As for the volume of emigration, it was estimated that between 
1900 and 1920 approximately 5% of the mean population of Greece 
emigrated. Statistical analysis revealed that the main factors determin-
ing the size of emigration in 1900-1923 were unemployment levels in 
the US and the volume of emigration from Greece in the previous 
years. It was estimated that for the period 1900-1920 about 60% of the 
emigrants returned to Greece. 

The second major wave of emigration occurred in the period 1955-
1977, when approximately 14% of the mean population of Greece (as 
recorded in the censuses of 1961 and 1971) exited the country. This 
time, the booming postwar economies of Northern Europe figured 
prominently among the destinations, with 51% of the outflow of this 
period heading to Germany (Lianos and Cavounidis 2012). Other des-
tinations were Australia, the US and Canada, which accounted for 
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14%, 11% and 7%, respectively. The gender distribution of this wave 
of emigration was less skewed, with men accounting for 59% of the 
total. Statistical analysis by regions of Greece indicated that the main 
determinants of emigration in this period were the unemployment rate 
and per capita income of Greece. For the period 1968-1977 the return 
rate was estimated to be 53%. 

Relevant data concerning the human capital composition of past 
waves of emigration are limited but available data for emigrants of the 
postwar period indicate that the vast majority had minimal education, 
compared not only to today’s cohort but also to the population of the 
time. Specifically, of those migrating by means of the Ministry of La-
bour in the years 1963-1965, 86% had only elementary school educa-
tion and 7% were illiterate, while only 0.2% had a university diploma 
(Lianos and Cavounidis 2012).2 

With respect to policy initiatives and responses taken by the Greek 
government concerning the postwar wave of emigration, it should be 
noted that an emigration policy was formulated in the context of the 
1950-1953 Development Plan, encouraging emigration of workers 
both as part of employment policy and as an attempt to deal with ex-
ternal balance constraints (Glytsos and Katseli 2005). A bilateral agree-
ment was concluded with Germany in 1960 for the creation of recruit-
ment centers through which approximately 381,000 Greeks moved to 
West Germany. By the time that the Greek government drafted its 
1966-1970 Development Plan, however, it was considered that emigra-
tion had taken on massive proportions that could lead to future prob-
lems. This concern led to the introduction in the mid-1970s of incen-
tives for repatriation, such as noteworthy reductions in taxes and im-
port duties as well as favorable terms for the purchase of land and 
other assets with foreign exchange. In the meantime, Germany had 
entered economic recession and, in 1973, banned new migrant in-
flows, allowing only family reunification. In 1980, the two countries 
signed a new bilateral agreement in which Germany offered financial 

                                                 
2 The authors (Lianos and Cavounidis 2012) warn that the data are not repre-
sentative of all emigrants of the period but concern only those registering with 
the Ministry of Labour. 
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incentives for repatriation, in an attempt to reduce its stock of immi-
grants. 

The mass exodus of Greeks in the postwar years was widely com-
mented upon by social scientists of the time. Unsurprisingly, given the 
low educational level of most emigrants, focus of the debate then was 
not “brain drain” as at present. Many analysts stressed the positive 
effects of emigration on the Greek economy. Emigration was consid-
ered to have reduced rural unemployment and underemployment; af-
ter causing an initial decline in agricultural production and exports, 
output rebounded through the intensification of employment of rural 
workers who remained behind and the substitution of capital for la-
bour, with the mechanization of agriculture (Glytsos and Katseli 2005). 
Furthermore, remittances proved an important source of foreign ex-
change. Some observers voiced hopes that emigrants to Germany 
and other northern European economies would return with manufac-
turing skills that would facilitate industrial growth in Greece, but these 
hopes were not fulfilled as Greek emigrants mainly performed un-
skilled work abroad and once repatriated were either unemployed or 
worked in semi-skilled and unskilled jobs. Another strand of discussion 
focused on the spatial consequences of emigration: alarm was ex-
pressed with regard to the depopulation of the Greek countryside (Pa-
pademetriou 1985) while others claimed that emigration helped re-
duce the heavy flows of internal migration to Greek urban centres, 
thereby retarding urbanization and containing urban unemployment 
(Glytsos and Katseli 2005).  

Verdicts concerning the overall relationship between postwar em-
igration and Greek development were mixed: one ascertained only a 
“tentative relationship” (Papademetriou 1985: 217) between the two, 
citing negative consequences such as the creation of a new layer of 
the middle class dependent on remittances, while others concluded 
that emigration had made a substantial contribution to Greek develop-
ment. There appears to be consensus, however, that Greece could 
have gained greater benefits from emigration if it had developed effec-
tive policies to channel migrant savings and remittances to productive 
uses and to facilitate the reintegration of returnees (Glysos and Katseli 
2005). 
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Greece first exhibited a positive migration balance in the mid-
1970s. Inflows were composed mainly of returning emigrants but also 
included immigrants arriving from countries of Africa and Asia such as 
Egypt, the Philippines, and Pakistan. However, it was from 1989, sub-
sequent to the collapse of socialist regimes in Central and Eastern Eu-
rope, that immigration took on massive proportions and Greece was 
transformed from a traditional migrant-sending country to a receiver of 
migrants (Cavounidis 2002). The 2001 population census of Greece 
enumerated approximately 762,000 foreigners, accounting for 7.5% of 
the total population (most observers placed their actual proportion 
around 10%) (Cavounidis 2006), while the 2011 census enumerated 
around 914,000 foreigners, accounting for 8.5% (with observers claim-
ing this to be another undercount). More than three-quarters of the 
foreigners present in Greece in 2001 as well as in 2011 were from for-
mer socialist regimes of Central and Eastern Europe, with Albania 
dominating among source countries, accounting for 58% of all foreign-
ers in 2001 and 53% in 2011.  

Most of the immigrants who arrived in Greece in the 1990s and 
early 2000s did not have proper documents but were regularized in 
one of the three regularization programmes that Greece carried out 
between 1998 and 2005 (Cavounidis 2008). Many, if not most, of these 
regularized immigrants achieved substantial steps towards integration, 
at least until the onset of economic recession in 2008, which brought 
unemployment and created serious problems for permit renewal 
(given the prerequisite of proof of employment with social security con-
tributions), causing the slippage of many legal migrants into irregular 
status (Cavounidis 2013). 
 

2.2. Current trends 

2.2.1. Labour market situation 

The abrupt increase in unemployment since the end of 2008, to-
gether with the deterioration in terms of employment and prospects for 
career development, has pushed Greeks to seek employment abroad. 
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According to Eurostat data, the Greek unemployment rate climbed 
from 7.8% in 2008 to 26.5% in 2014 but was much higher among youth, 
with the rate among those aged 15-24 reaching 52.4%, compared to 
21.9% in 2008. High rates are observed across educational groups: for 
all age groups in 2014, unemployment was 27.6% among those with 
only primary school or three years of secondary school (gymnasium), 
27.7% among those with upper secondary education or post-second-
ary non-tertiary education, and 19.1% among those with tertiary edu-
cation. It should be noted that the unemployment rate of those with a 
postgraduate degree (Ph.D. or Master) has consistently been the low-
est of all educational groups since the beginning of the crisis, and was 
13.4% in the second quarter of 2014 (Cholezas 2014).  

Apart from high unemployment rates, wages and salaries have de-
clined notably during the crisis, in both the public and the private sec-
tors. In February 2012 the minimum wage was officially reduced by 
22% (and for those under 25 years of age by 32%), thereby triggering 
decreases for wide strata of private sector employees, given that col-
lective bargaining agreements set their salaries on the basis of the 
minimum wage. 

It is not only current labour market conditions that prompt the for-
mation of migration plans but also related factors such as the negative 
outlook for the Greek labour market in coming years and the resulting 
gloomy prospects for career trajectories. Eurobarometer survey data 
reveal that perceptions of Greeks concerning the future of their per-
sonal job situation are particularly negative. Of the 27 EU countries 
included in the survey, Greece exhibited the largest increase (30%) 
between 2006 and 2012 in the proportion of the population that ex-
pected their personal job situation to worsen over the next year (Ber-
toli, Brucker and Moraga 2013).  

According to the Eurobarometer survey3 conducted in November 
2014, Greeks continued to be the most pessimistic of all Europeans 
about prospects in their home country’s labour market. More particu-
larly, 98% of those polled in Greece, compared to the average of 73% 
in all EU countries, were negative about conditions in the labour market. 

                                                 
3 http://news.in.gr, December 17, 2014, accessed 17.12.2014. 
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As for their personal job situation, 53% in Greece described it as bad, 
while the average across the EU was 26%. When asked about the direc-
tion in which their country was heading, in Greece 77% said it was on 
the wrong road, compared to the average of 49% for all countries. 

 

2.2.2. Overview of current migration flows 

Before examining the current wave of emigration of Greeks, it 
should be placed in the wider migration context, which is more com-
plex than previous waves of emigration from Greece. First, unlike the 
past, present outflows are occurring simultaneously with large in-
flows of immigrants. Second, present outflows consist not only of na-
tive Greeks, but also of past immigrants to Greece who are returning 
to their country of origin or continuing on to a new destination.  

While the economic recession plaguing Greece since 2008 has 
propelled Greeks to leave and seek employment abroad, large num-
bers of asylum seekers and irregular immigrants continue to arrive. 
Arrests by Greek police4 and port authorities first declined, specifi-
cally from 146,000 in 2008, to 100,000 in 2011 and 43,000 in 2013, 
due mainly to improved border enforcement rather than to changing 
labour market conditions. It is not the labour market which attracts 
these migrants as much as Greece’s position on the external borders 
of the European Union (EU). From 2014, however, the inflows of asy-
lum seekers and irregular immigrants increased exponentially, creat-
ing an unprecedented crisis. In the first nine months of 2015, more 
than 422,000 individuals were arrested by Greek police5 and port au-
thorities, mainly after arriving on Greek islands from the coast of Tur-
key. During 2015, the EU’s Dublin III Treaty, which provided that asy-
lum seekers must submit the asylum application in the first safe coun-
try of arrival, was suspended de facto and waves of asylum seekers 
were allowed to continue their journey from the Greek islands to-
wards countries of the EU lying to the North (Cavounidis 2015b).  
Most of those entering Greece were asylum seekers from countries 
of Asia and Africa and especially Syria and Afghanistan. 

                                                 
4 www.astynomia.gr 
5 Ibid. 
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At the same time that Greece continues to experience heavy in-
flows of asylum seekers and irregular migrants, many immigrants al-
ready present in Greece who possessed proper documents appear 
to be exiting Greece as a result of the economic crisis and deteriora-
tion of conditions in the labour market. Before the onset of recession 
in 2008, unemployment rates among foreign nationals were lower 
than those of Greek nationals, contrary to the experience of most EU 
countries. This changed, however, with the crisis. In 2009, the unem-
ployment rate of migrants surpassed that of natives for the first time 
and the gap subsequently widened, reflecting the fact that migrants 
were concentrated in sectors that were hit especially hard by the re-
cession, such as construction. In addition, the adverse conditions in 
the labour market have made it increasingly difficult for migrants to 
find officially declared employment with corresponding social secu-
rity contributions, which are required for the renewal of work permits.  
Although the total volume of return migration is difficult to estimate, 
there are some indications of its magnitude. According to data on 
valid permits, the authorized foreign population dropped from 
610,800 in 2009 to 440,000 in December 2012, while 450,000 valid 
permits were counted in June 2014 (OECD 2015a). Of course, some 
migrants may not have renewed their permits and remained in Greek 
territory, lapsing into unauthorized status. However, most of the de-
crease is probably related to return migration, whether by migrants 
who chose not to renew their permits or were unable to renew their 
permits.  

It is therefore against this backdrop of continued unauthorized 
inflows and of return migration that a new wave of emigration of 
Greeks is underway. It should be noted that the current debate on 
emigration does not intersect with the debate on immigration, which 
focuses mainly on continued high levels of unauthorized inflows and, 
to a lesser extent, on established immigrants. In public perception, 
the Greek emigrants and the documented immigrants present in 
Greece correspond to completely different ends of the Greek labour 
market and in this sense are usually not considered as competing. It 
should be noted, however, that some of the immigrants who perform 
unskilled or semi-skilled work actually have university diplomas from 
their countries of origin which they are unable to utilize in Greece. 
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The incidence of “brain waste” among immigrants in Greece has 
been found to be much higher than among natives (Lianos 2007). 
However, there is little if any discussion of this brain waste (Lambri-
anidis 2011). 

2.2.3. Volume, destinations, and characteristics of Greek  
emigration 

The size of the new emigration wave is very difficult to estimate. The 
collection of migration data by the Greek statistical authority was 
stopped in 1977 and no official data have been available since then for 
emigration. Similarly, the Athens branch of the International Organisa-
tion for Migration, which in the postwar decades focused on emigration 
from Greece, has long been concerned exclusively with immigration to 
Greece. 

Figures for legal emigration from Greece to other OECD countries 
for the decade through 2012 (Diagram 2.1) show that the flow from 
Greece to these destinations decreased between 2000 and 2004, in-
creased slightly from 2005 and then abruptly from 2009. Of course these 
figures cover only emigrants from Greece to OECD countries and not 
worldwide. It should be noted nonetheless that OECD data for emigrant 
stock worldwide in 2010/11, which include selected non-OECD destina-
tions such as countries of Asia, Latin America, non-OECD European 
countries, Central Asia, the Middle East and North Africa, as well as Sub-
Saharan Africa, showed that of the total of 711,600 people born in 
Greece who were living in OECD and selected non-OECD destinations, 
681,800 were living in OECD countries (96% of the total) (OECD 2015b). 

As further seen in Diagram 2.1, emigration of Greeks to Germany 
skyrocketed between 2010 and 2012. More specifically, the OECD data 
indicate that in 2012 Germany attracted nearly four times as many emi-
grants from Greece than the second most important destination for 
Greeks, the United Kingdom. The ten main OECD destination countries 
for emigrants from Greece in 2012 appear in Table 2.1. With respect to 
Greek flows to Germany, it should further be noted that data for inflows 
to Germany for 2013 (OECD 2015a) indicate that Greece was among its 
main source countries: Poland was at the top of Germany’s list, followed 
by Romania, Bulgaria, Hungary, Italy and then Greece. 
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DIAGRAM 2.1  
Greece: Legal migrant flows to the OECD 

 

Source: OECD (2015b). 
 

TABLE 2.1 
Main OECD countries of destination for  

legal Greek migrants in 2012  

Country Number As % of total flow  
to the country 

Germany 32,660 3% 
United Kingdom 6,000 1% 
Netherlands 3,319 2% 
Switzerland 1,613 1% 

Belgium 1,511 1% 
Sweden 1,348 1% 
Austria 1,201 0% 
USA 1,054 0% 
Italy 561 0% 
Spain 538 0% 

Source: OECD (2015b). 

  
According to all accounts, in recent years the outflow from Greece 

continues to be directed primarily towards countries of the European 
Union (EU) and particularly to Germany and the United Kingdom, and 
only secondarily to overseas destinations such as the United States, 
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Canada, Australia and countries of the Middle East. Given the provi-
sions for free movement of EU citizens within the EU, emigration can-
not be assessed on the basis of visa data. 

It should be noted that data concerning individuals born in Greece 
living in other countries, such as the OECD data drawn on here, do not 
reflect the full extent of migration from Greece given that some people 
of Greek origin were born in countries of the EU, such as Germany, or 
other countries, such as Australia and the US, had returned and taken 
up residence in Greece, particularly in the “boom” years preceding the 
financial crisis, and left again subsequent to the onset of the crisis. For 
similar reasons, neither do data on new visas issued to Greek citizens 
by countries where migration restrictions apply, such as Australia and 
the US, reflect the actual size of flows from Greece. For example, ac-
cording to information provided by Greek consular services to the 
General Secretariat for Greeks Abroad (GSGA), current migration flows 
from Greece to Australia, Canada and the United States are mainly 
composed of individuals who already had the necessary documents 
(e.g. citizenship or long-term visas). Therefore, immigration data of 
such destination countries about Greek citizens do not reflect the true 
size of flows, given that many of those exiting Greece already hold 
documents which authorize their residence there, whether they were 
born there or not. 

It is interesting that according to information provided by Greek 
consulates abroad to the GSGA, four categories of new arrivals from 
Greece can be identified: 1) Greeks who emigrated to these countries 
in the past, returned to Greece, and since the crisis have arrived again, 
2) the children and relatives of  the first group, 3) highly skilled profes-
sionals such as medical doctors and engineers, and 4) those with 
lesser education with poor information about prospects in the specific 
country who often arrive without having arranged work, shelter, etc., 
and sometimes end up contacting consular authorities to seek assis-
tance for returning to Greece.   

It should be noted that data from the Gallup World Poll Survey 
conducted in 2007-2013 attempted to assess the desire to emigrate in 
140 countries. Of those polled in Greece, 22% expressed the desire to 
emigrate, while the figure among the highly educated was 26%, and 
among those aged 15-24 was 34% (OECD 2015b). The three main 
countries of desired destination were Germany (18%), the US (9%), 
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and Australia (8%). Of course, wishes and plans to migrate do not nec-
essarily result in an actual move. 

According to most accounts, the present wave of emigration from 
Greece is composed primarily of well-educated youth with university 
degrees. As noted previously, Greek unemployment data reveal that 
youth with university education have lower levels of unemployment 
than other educational groups, but it appears that labour demand in 
desired destination countries corresponds more to their qualifications 
than those of secondary school graduates. In addition, they are un-
doubtedly more adept than the latter in using the Internet and other 
tools to investigate job opportunities abroad.  

Comparison of OECD data on stocks of emigrants in various coun-
tries in 2000/1 and in 2010/11 (the years of population censuses in 
most OECD countries) and on their demographic and educational 
characteristics allows for the assessment of changes in emigration 
over the decade. Before examining the relevant data for Greece, the 
trends observed across OECD countries should be noted.  

With respect to general trends, the 2014 edition of the OECD’s 
International Migration Outlook (OECD 2014) stressed that migration is 
in constant evolution and that in the last decade to 2014, significant 
change has been ascertained regarding the profile of those moving to 
OECD destinations (whether from within the OECD or from third coun-
tries). Specifically, recent immigrants have been better educated than 
their predecessors. More particularly, in the decade to 2014, highly-
educated immigrants accounted for 45% of the increase in the foreign-
born population residing in the OECD area. In this respect, Greece 
appears to conform to the trend in the change of profile of those mov-
ing, with a larger proportion of the current wave belonging to better 
educated population segments than was true of past waves of emigra-
tion from Greece. On the other hand, Greece appears to deviate from 
patterns observed elsewhere in that it is not attracting highly-educated 
immigrants from other OECD countries, as are other OECD members. 
Another change observed by the OECD (2014) in migration trends is 
the increase of free-movement migration. Across OECD countries, 
most of the free-movement migration concerns individuals moving be-
tween EU states. The most important destination of this free-movement 
migration was Germany. As already seen, this latter observation also 
pertains to the case of Greece.  
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2.3. Emigrant stock and characteristics 

While public concern in Greece about high-skilled emigration was 
sparked by the new wave of emigration that occurred subsequent to 
the onset of the economic crisis in 2008, Greece has, in fact, been 
losing precious skills for several decades. Relative indications are pro-
vided by OECD data (OECD 2015b) on stocks of those born in Greece 
living abroad in 2000/01 and 2010/11 and their educational levels.  

As can be seen in Table 2.2, about 681,800 individuals who were 
born in Greece were living in another OECD country in 2010/11, rep-
resenting a slight decrease compared to 2000/01. As already seen 
above, emigration from Greece decreased between 2000 and 2004, 
remained essentially flat between 2005 and 2009, and then increased 
dramatically from 2009. The data from population censuses taken in 
2010/11, of course, do not reflect the continued dynamic of the surge 
that commenced in 2009. Nonetheless, the data are revealing in many 
respects. 

TABLE 2.2 
Emigrant population: Persons born in Greece living abroad 

 2010/11 2000/01 
 OECD and selected  

non-OECD destinations 
OECD  

destinations 
OECD  

destinations 
Population 15+ Men Women Total Men Women Total Total 

Emigrant population  
(thousands) 376.0 335.6 711.6 358.5 323.3 681.8 690.2 

Recent emigrants  
(thousands) … … … 24.6 21.1 45.6 27.8 

15-24 (%) 5.1 4.8 5.0 4.9 4.5 4.7 4.7 
25-64 (%) 61.8 60.6 61.2 61.6 60.8 61.2 70.2 
65+ (%) 33.1 34.6 33.8 33.5 34.6 34.0 25.1 
Low educated (%) 43.6 53.6 48.3 44.3 54.2 49.0 57.3 
Highly educated (%) 24.3 19.5 22.0 23.6 19.1 21.5 15.7 
Total emigration rates (%) 7.4 6.5 6.9 7.1 6.3 6.7 6.9 

Emigration rates of the 
highly educated (%) 7.2 5.2 6.2 6.7 4.9 5.8 7.6 

Source: OECD (2015b). 
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First, the total emigration rate (which shows the extent of emigra-
tion in relation to the population of the country of origin, including em-
igrants) from Greece dropped slightly between the decades, given that 
the new dynamic was only in its initial stages in 2010/11, and specifi-
cally, declined from 6.9 to 6.7% (OECD 2015b). For purposes of com-
parison, it should be noted that a decrease in the emigration rate was 
also observed for Ireland, Italy, Spain, and Canada over the same dec-
ade. The highest emigration rate of all OECD countries in 2010/2011 
was, nonetheless, that of Ireland (17.4%), followed by Portugal (15.4%). 
The lowest rates of the native-born population residing abroad were 
observed for the United States and Japan, both with less than 1%. 

As also seen in Table 2.2, the emigration rate of the highly edu-
cated (with tertiary education) from Greece to OECD destinations 
dropped from 7.6% to 5.8% over the decade, although, if the current 
wave of emigration from Greece is indeed dominated by well-educated 
Greeks, as believed, then the rate has changed. In any case, it is evi-
dent that Greece’s loss of highly educated individuals is not a phe-
nomenon that emerged subsequent to the economic crisis but rather 
predated it. 

It should be noted that an alternative method of calculation em-
ployed by the OECD to calculate emigration rates yields quite dif-
ferent results for 2010/2011. Specifically, in this method, the use of 
which prompts issues regarding comparability of data, immigrants 
living in the origin country are excluded from the analysis (i.e. they 
are excluded from the denominator) (OECD 2015b).6 Implementation 
of this method for Greece provides a total emigration rate of 8.1% in 
2010/11 and a rate of 8.7% for the highly skilled, with Ireland again 
exhibiting the highest rates of all OECD countries, with 20.8% and 
27.3% respectively. 

Examination of stocks of emigrants born in Greece by country of 
destination (Table 2.3) reveals, first, that over the last decade Germany 
overtook the United States as the number-one destination country of 
Greek emigrants, posting a gain of 32.2% in the number of its residents 

                                                 
6 The discrepancy observed between the two calculations is greatest for countries 
where a large share of the highly educated population is foreign born.  
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born in Greece, while the United States recorded a loss of 21.1%. Aus-
tralia and Canada also exhibited declines in the stock of residents born 
in Greece. More specifically, in 2010/11, Germany accounted for 31% 
of those born in Greece living in OECD countries and selected non-
OECD destinations, followed by the USA (21%), Australia (14%) and 
Canada (9%). 

It is important to note that these destination countries host Greek 
emigrants with very different educational profiles. Greek emigrants to 
the UK were by far the most educated: tertiary-level attainment char-
acterized 69% of the Greek emigrants residing in the UK while the cor-
responding figures were 47% for France, 31% for Italy, 29% for the US, 
23% for Sweden, 19% for Canada, 14% for Belgium, and 12% for Ger-
many (Table 2.3). The UK appears to be successful in attracting well-
educated immigrants not only from Greece but also from other EU 
countries; in 2011, 62% of the migrants in the UK from EU-15 countries 
had a university degree, while the comparable share among natives of 
the UK was 24% (Dustmann and Frattini 2014).  

TABLE 2.3 
Emigrants born in Greece (population 15+): 

Main OECD and selected non-OECD destinations in 2010/11 

 Total Recent  
emigrants 

Women Highly  
educated 

15-24 Total in 
2000/01 

Thousands % % % % % Thousands 

Germany 222.2 31.2 5.6 46.1 12.3 5.2 160.5 

United States 150.5 21.1 2.4 46.5 28.7 2.4 173.9 

Australia 99.2 13.9 0.8 51.2 7.4 1.0 115.3 

Canada 66.4 9.3 0.8 48.7 19.2 1.4 75.7 

United Kingdom 35.2 4.9 44.6 45.9 69.1 20.1 33.6 

Turkey 28.7 4.0 1.9 51.2 9.7 2.4 58.4 

Belgium 13.8 1.9 16.2 50.2 14.2 5.2 14.5 

Italy 13.2 1.9 9.3 54.8 30.9 4.5 14.4 

France 11.7 1.6 18.3 52.8 47.4 12.7 11.4 

Sweden 10.5 1.5 22.0 39.8 23.1 3.2 10.2 

Source: OECD (2015b). 
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The high proportion of Greek emigrants residing in the United 
Kingdom who are highly educated is related to the UK’s dominant po-
sition as a destination for Greeks studying abroad, many of whom stay 
on to pursue careers. On the other hand, the low proportion of highly 
educated Greeks residing in Germany can no doubt be attributed to 
the educational composition of past waves of Greek emigrants to Ger-
many. For purposes of comparison, it should be noted that emigrants 
from Italy and Portugal presented similar differences in educational 
profile by destination as those observed of Greek emigrants, with Ital-
ian and Portuguese emigrants in the UK presenting much higher edu-
cational attainment levels than those residing in Germany, Canada, 
and Australia (OECD 2015b). 

It should further be noted with respect to educational attainment 
that the previous OECD study of diasporas (OECD 2012) observed that 
the emigrant populations from Southern European countries living in 
other OECD countries, and specifically those from Greece, Italy, Por-
tugal and Spain, were of lower education levels than the emigrant pop-
ulations as a whole: 28% of the OECD emigrant population was less 
educated, compared to about half of those from Southern European 
countries. Again, recent outflows from Greece (and perhaps other 
Southern European countries as well) have undoubtedly altered these 
proportions. 

The changing destinations of highly educated Greek emigrants 
and the changing educational composition of flows of Greeks to Ger-
many are highlighted in Table 2.4. Remarkably, the number of highly 
educated individuals (with tertiary education) born in Greece but resid-
ing in Germany increased by 255.6% over the decade, while only a 
moderate increase (15.5%) was observed for low-educated migrants 
(those completing a maximum of lower secondary education), while 
those of medium education (upper secondary or post-secondary non-
tertiary education) are not depicted in the table. Over the same period, 
notable increases (though less dramatic) in the number of residents 
with high education who were born in Greece were also exhibited by 
the United Kingdom, Canada, and Australia.  
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TABLE 2.4 
Emigrants born in Greece (population 15+): 

Main OECD destinations by education level in 2010/11 

Highly educated emigrants 
(thousands) 

Change 
since 2000/01 

(%) 

Low educated emigrants 
(thousands) 

Change 
since 2000/01 

(%) 
United States 43.2 +2.5 Germany 127.0 +15.5 

Germany 27.4 +255.6 Australia 61.1 -24.6 

United Kingdom 24.3 +36.0 United States 48.0 -27.8 

Canada 12.7 +26.2 Canada 34.3 -27.0 

Australia 7.4 +16.9 Turkey 22.4 -47.1 

Total 142.3 +36.2 Total 324.7 -14.9 

Source: OECD (2015b).  

 
The emigration of doctors from Greece, and particularly to Ger-

many, has figured prominently in the mass media as a topic meriting 
concern. The dearth of domestic employment opportunities is re-
flected in figures released in December 2015 by the Medical Associa-
tion of Athens (Ιατρικός Σύλλογος Αθηνών). According to its data 
(Kathimerini 22.12.2015), 27.5% of its members were either unem-
ployed or employed only part-time. At the same time, data from the 
Manpower Employment Organization (OAED) indicated that 3,821 
doctors were officially registered as unemployed and 1,259 of these 
were receiving unemployment benefits.  

The emigration of doctors and nurses was a special focus of the 
2015 edition of the OECD’s International Migration Outlook (OECD 
2015a). The data confirm that the number of doctors trained in Greece 
and working in other countries has risen remarkably in recent years, 
with Germany as the favoured destination. More particularly, the num-
ber of doctors trained in Greece and working in Germany increased 
by 50% between 2008 and 2012, from just over 1,700 to almost 2,600 
(OECD 2015a). However, as seen in Diagram 2.2, the migration of 
Greek-trained doctors to Germany is not a new phenomenon but has 
been substantial since at least 2000. As also seen in the diagram, the 
numbers of Greek-trained doctors working in the United Kingdom and 
Sweden have also been on the increase in recent years. 
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DIAGRAM 2.2 
Changes in the numbers of doctors trained in Greece 

in three OECD countries, 2000-12 

 

Source: OECD (2015a). 
Note:  Data for Germany refer to the number of doctors of Greek nationality. Data 

for the United Kingdom are only available for 2008-2012. 

 
As noted by the OECD (2015a), not only Greece but also Italy was 

severely impacted by the economic crisis and witnessed increased 
emigration of its native-trained doctors after 2008. Germany has been 
the most popular destination for Italian doctors as well as for Greek 
doctors, though France is a close second in the case of Italian doctors. 
It should be noted that concurrent with the movement of doctors to 
Germany from crisis-struck countries such as Greece and Italy, emi-
gration of German-trained doctors was also underway, with Switzer-
land figuring as one of their main destinations. Therefore, the migration 
of doctors to Germany from crisis-struck countries such as Italy and 
Greece can be seen as offsetting, to some extent, the emigration of 
German doctors (OECD 2015a). 

It should further be noted that Greece has long had a surplus of 
doctors, as well as a mismatch between supply and demand for spe-
cific medical specialties, which reflects the longstanding failure of the 
educational system to adapt to labour market needs. As early as 1976, 
a report by the Centre of Planning and Economic Research (KEPE 
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1976) ascertained that the per capita ratio of doctors in Greece was 
exceptionally high compared to other countries, warning that the size 
of the intake of medical students at the time would further exacerbate 
the oversupply of doctors. However, the admission numbers of public 
medical schools were never adjusted downward to correspond with 
this reality. In 2000, Greece already had the highest number of prac-
ticing doctors per 1,000 residents of all OECD member countries but 
by 2013 the ratio of doctors in Greece per 1,000 residents (6.3) had far 
outstripped that of its nearest rival among OECD countries, Austria 
(5.0), while the OECD average was 3.3 (OECD 2015c). The exodus of 
Greek medical graduates has been spurred not only by the lack of 
domestic employment opportunities but also by the long wait (often 
years) required of medical graduates until they can occupy a slot to 
begin training for their medical specialization. 

In order to place in comparative perspective the emigration of doc-
tors trained in Greece, it should be noted that the expatriation rate of 
Greek doctors to other OECD countries was calculated to be 6.7% for 
2010/11, compared to 6.3% for the 28 countries of the EU and 4.1% 
for OECD countries, with the continent of Africa presenting the high 
expatriation rate of 13.9% (OECD 2015a). As for other crisis-struck coun-
tries of Southern Europe, the emigration rate for Portugal was 2.7%,  
Italy 2.4%, and Spain 2.1%, compared to Greece’s 6.7%. Albania, 
Greece’s neighbour and long the main source of immigration to 
Greece, presented an expatriation rate for doctors of 13.6%.  

In the same OECD study (OECD 2015a), Greece was not found to 
be haemorrhaging nurses as it was doctors, contrary to the experience 
of many other countries. Specifically, the expatriation rate of Greek 
nurses to OECD countries was ascertained to be 3.2% for 2010/11, 
compared to 4.9% for the 28 countries of the EU and 2.8% for OECD 
countries, with Africa again presenting the highest rate of all conti-
nents, 12.6%. With regard to the other recession-hit countries of South-
ern Europe, Portugal exhibited a nurse expatriation rate of 10.4%, 
Spain 2.8%, and Italy 1.6%.  

Labour market indicators of persons born in Greece living in 
OECD countries in 2010/11 (Table 2.5) show that 71% and 55% of the 
men and women, respectively, were employed, representing increases 
in the rates for both genders compared to 2000/1. Employment rates 
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were much higher though for the highly educated, with 81% for men 
and 70% for women in 2010/11. Likewise, the highly educated Greek 
emigrants presented lower unemployment rates than the total Greek-
born population residing in OECD countries. Nonetheless, it should be 
noted that a substantial proportion (21.4%) of the highly educated 
were employed in low and medium skilled jobs. Overall, it was esti-
mated that 40.1% of the Greek-born population in OECD destinations 
were employed in highly skilled occupations (of whom 7.0% were 
health professionals and 8.3% teaching professionals), 47.2% in me-
dium-skilled professions, and 12.8% in low-skilled occupations. 

TABLE 2.5 
Indicators of the labour market situation 

of persons born in Greece living in OECD countries 

 2000/01 2010/11 
Population 15-64 Men Women Total Men Women Total 
Employment rate (%) 67.7 47.4 58.4 70.8 54.8 63.3 
Unemployment rate (%)  7.4 4.5 6.3 8.4 8.5 8.5 
Participation rate (%) 73.2 49.6 62.3 77.3 59.9 69.1 
Total employed (thousands) 192.6 114.5 307.1 167.8 115.5 283.2 
Employment rate of the highly 
educated (%) 77.8 61.4 71.6 80.8 70.2 76.1 
Unemployment rate of the 
highly educated (%) 4.0 5.6 4.6 5.3 7.4 6.1 
Highly educated in low and me-
dium-skilled jobs (%) … … 26.3 … … 21.4 
Highly educated employed 
(thousands) 45.3 22.1 67.4 54.6 37.1 91.7 
Distribution of employment by 
occupation (%),  
population 15+ 

      

Highly-skilled occupations … … 32.9 40.7 35.2 40.1 
  Of which:  
  Health professionals 
  Teaching professionals 

 
… 
… 

 
… 
… 

 
… 
… 

 
… 
… 

 
… 
… 

 
7.0 
8.3 

Medium-skilled occupations … … 53.8 49.6 46.4 47.2 
Low-skilled occupations … … 13.3 9.7 18.5 12.8 

Source: OECD (2015b). 
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Interestingly, remittance flows to Greece appear to have dimin-
ished since the onset of the economic crisis, despite all indications of 
increased emigration by Greeks. As seen in Diagram 2.3, remittance 
flows grew from 2005 until 2008, declined from 2008, and then exhib-
ited a slight rise from 2012.  

DIAGRAM 2.3 
Remittance flows to Greece 

 

Source: OECD (2015b). 
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working abroad, or 8.5%-10.5% of the tertiary graduates who live in 
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tries: the US, the United Kingdom, Germany and Australia.  More spe-
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the UK, of whom 8,883 were university graduates, of whom 5,711 were 
working. In Germany in 2008, there were 232,000 first-generation 
Greek migrants, of whom 12,000 were university graduates, while first-
generation Greek migrants working in Australia numbered 109,900, of 
whom 17,397 were university graduates, and 11,664 were employed. 
According to the survey (Lambrianidis 2011), 55% of Greek university 
graduates lived in these four countries, yielding a total estimate of 
126,616 Greeks who were living abroad and were university graduates.  

 

2.4. Data from surveys of Greek university graduates 
abroad 

Two surveys (Lambrianidis 2011; Triandafyllidou and Gropas 
2014) have attempted to map the profile of university graduates who 
have emigrated. Both surveys used web-based questionnaires and 
snowball techniques and the authors of both express caution as to 
their representativeness. Nonetheless, they provide valuable infor-
mation given the paucity of relevant studies. 

The first study (Lambrianidis 2011) analysed 1,821 questionnaires 
completed in 2009 and 2010. As for destinations, it was found that the 
UK and the US were the main countries of employment for Greek uni-
versity graduates, but that the UK had increased its share over the last 
decades. Specifically, it was found that of the respondents who settled 
abroad for employment between 1991 and 2000, 34% headed to the 
US and 30% to the UK but for the period 2001-2010, the figures were 
22% and 36%, respectively. The five countries of the UK, the US, Ger-
many, Switzerland and France accounted for 75% of the survey sam-
ple for the total period 1951-2010. The study discovered that Greek 
university graduates who have worked abroad are a very diverse pop-
ulation: some hold very prestigious positions and are very well paid 
while others are just beginning their careers. Some have decided to 
remain abroad permanently, others are in the process of returning to 
Greece, some have returned, while yet others returned and left again. 



Emigration from Greece  

47 

The second study (Triandafyllidou and Gropas 2014) concerned 
high-skilled emigrants and included nationals not only of Greece but 
also of Italy, Ireland, Portugal and Spain. Of the 6,750 questionnaires 
completed in 2013, 919 were from Greek nationals, 89% of whom held 
a higher education degree, while 54% had completed postgraduate 
studies. The main destination countries among the respondents were, 
in order of importance, the UK, Germany, the Netherlands, Belgium, 
Switzerland and France. The most common disciplines studied by the 
Greek emigrants were 1) engineering, 2) economics, management 
and business, and 3) IT and computer sciences. Contrary to the case 
of Greek emigration in the postwar decades, social networks appeared 
to play a limited role in choice of destination country or city; respond-
ents did not mention connections with Greeks living abroad as an im-
portant reason for choosing the specific destination.  

The two studies came to similar conclusions about the motivations 
for leaving Greece. The main reasons cited by respondents for working 
abroad were that in Greece they could not satisfactorily utilize their 
knowledge and skills or have the same opportunities for career ad-
vancement and recognition. Differences in career prospects rather 
than salaries appeared to be a much more important factor in shaping 
the decision to emigrate. Many respondents also cited the superior 
work environment and quality of life they encountered abroad. Both 
studies found that Greek youth increasingly see their careers and lives 
in a global frame compared to youth of the past. Even when not un-
employed in Greece, many considered migrating in order to acquire 
new professional and personal experiences, and some to escape the 
perceived constraints of Greek society and family. It should be noted 
that the Lambrianidis (2011) survey found that not only were the re-
spondents not sending remittances to Greece but that many were, in 
fact, receiving monetary support from their families in Greece. 

The Lambrianidis (2011) survey ascertained great variation in atti-
tudes towards Greece; some had very negative feelings about Greece 
while others were more positive. Almost all, however, had negative 
perceptions about certain aspects of life in Greece: bureaucracy, lack 
of meritocracy, lack of respect for others, corruption, nepotism, and 
the poor quality of public space. These same features were cited by 
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respondents in the other study (Triandafyllidou and Gropas 2014) as 
major disadvantages of life in Greece. Attractive aspects of Greece that 
were mentioned often by respondents in both studies were the pres-
ence of family members and friends, its social life, good climate, good 
food and quality of life. On the other hand, all those working abroad 
and surveyed by Lambrianidis (2011) had very positive attitudes about 
the society where they lived, and specifically, that it was well orga-
nized, with an easy everyday life and many professional opportunities. 
At the same time, they wanted their value to be recognized by their 
country of origin and wished to contribute to their homeland and per-
haps return. While aware of the large pay differences they command 
in Greece and abroad, these differences were rarely cited as a major 
reason for emigrating; instead, qualitative differences were deemed 
more important as incentives for moving, and, specifically, differences 
with respect to work conditions, opportunities for career advancement, 
the wider institutional environment, and meritocracy.       

In sum, large numbers of well educated, highly skilled Greeks 
have left Greece in the last decades to work abroad. Nonetheless, it 
should be noted that there is no evidence that emigration has resulted 
in skills gaps in Greece so far. Two professional groups that have been 
highlighted in the media as being particularly prone to emigration are 
medical doctors and engineers –fields were shortages do not seem to 
appear. 

Even though gaps in skills have not yet been evidenced, there is 
little doubt that the current wave of emigration is depriving Greece of 
human capital that could make a significant contribution to Greece’s 
economic recovery and future development. While public concern 
about emigration has peaked since the crisis, the fact is that Greece 
has been losing precious skills for several decades. 

 

2.5. Indications of the magnitude of Greek talent abroad  

As has been claimed by various observers (Lambrianidis 2011; 
Herrmann and Kritikos 2013), it is particularly the most talented Greek 
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university graduates who have emigrated from Greece in the last dec-
ades and are currently working and living abroad. Various types of 
data suggest the magnitude of the Greek talent pool whose knowledge 
and skills are currently being put to work outside the country.  

According to Herrmann and Kritikos (2013), the Greek diaspora 
includes a significant number of scientists working at premier research 
institutes and high-tech companies in both the US and Europe. Indi-
cations of the wealth of scientific talent abroad are provided by Euro-
pean Research Council (ERC) data which show that more research 
grants were awarded between 2007 and 2011 to researchers of Greek 
origin working outside Greece in other European countries than in 
Greece.7 When compared to other European countries, Greece was 
the only country “exporting” more talent to other European countries 
than it managed to retain. The percentage of Greek researchers lo-
cated both in Greece and other European countries receiving ERC 
grants compared to the Greek population was discovered to be similar 
to those of European innovation economies. According to the same 
account, Greece should strive to create an innovative, “Silicon Valley”-
type economy, building on the asset of its impressive diaspora in-
volved in research, finance and business abroad, as well as its assets 
of a few outstanding research centres and attractive physical charac-
teristics, such as climate and landscape, stressing that reform of the 
regulatory and institutional framework is necessary in order to create 
an innovation-friendly environment.  

Using Google Scholar citation data, Ioannidis (2014) found that 
Hellenism accounts for about 3% of world-class scientists even though 
it accounts for only about 0.15% to 0.20% of the world’s population. 
However, about 85% of these internationally recognized scholars are 
not located in Greece but abroad. More specifically, 336 scientists with 
Greek names were found among the scientists who had at least 10,000 
citations to their work and at least one publication with 500 citations, 
or between 4,000 and 10,000 citations to their work and at least one 
publication with more than 1,000 citations. Of these 336 scientists, 85% 

                                                 
7 Data comes from the competitive funding scheme of the European Research 
Council, 2007-11 (Herrmann and Kritikos 2013). 
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were working abroad, while of the remaining scientists located in 
Greece, many had done the relevant research and publication while 
they lived abroad. As a result, it was estimated that about 95% of the 
published work of the 336 scientists had been carried out abroad ra-
ther than in Greece.  

The 2014 Forbes 400 list of the wealthiest people in the US con-
tained seven individuals of Greek descent. Inclusion on the 2014 list 
required wealth of at least 1.55 billion US dollars. The aggregate wealth 
of the extremely successful businessmen of Greek origin was 16.68 
billion US dollars.  

Obviously, there are thousands more successful businessmen of 
the Greek diaspora with very substantial fortunes, not only in the US 
but also in Europe and elsewhere. In addition, scores of Greek ship-
ping magnates with fabulous resources are based in London and New 
York or elsewhere, many of whom visit Athens or Piraeus frequently.  

In short, eminent members of the Greek diaspora are to be found 
at the pinnacles of both the world of business and the world of aca-
demia, wielding great power and influence. As previously noted, the 
abundance of examples of exceptional accomplishment by members 
of the diaspora have long fuelled the Greek public imagination and 
have become elements of the Greek ethnic identity narrative, in which 
their success serves to demonstrate the magnitude of Greek talents 
and abilities that remain unrealized in the homeland due to the “per-
versities” of the Greek institutional framework but which flourish spec-
tacularly when unleashed abroad. 

 

2.6. Conclusion 

In the first decades of the twentieth century and in the first decades 
after World War II, large proportions of the population left Greece. As-
sessments of the repercussions of emigration during those decades 
for Greek economic development are divided. There is agreement, 
however, that the Greek state failed to reap the potential benefits of 
this emigration, for instance by developing policies to channel migrant 
savings and remittances to productive uses.       
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After its transformation from a migrant-sending to a migrant-receiv-
ing country in the 1970s, Greece is once again experiencing substan-
tial emigration subsequent to the onset of economic crisis. This time, 
however, the human capital composition of the exodus is very differ-
ent: it is particularly well-educated Greeks who are leaving.  

Examination of data indicates that, in fact, Greece has been losing 
highly educated Greeks for several decades now. In recent years, Ger-
many and the United Kingdom have been the primary destinations. 
Survey data reveal that the main motivations for leaving were the lack 
of opportunities to utilise their knowledge and skills in Greece. Loss of 
precious talent poses new policy challenges for Greece.
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CHAPTER 3 

DEFINING DIASPORAS AND INTERNATIONAL  
EXPERIENCE WITH CAPACITY-BUILDING POLICIES  

FOR DIASPORA ENGAGEMENT 

3.1.  Introduction 

Specialised policies for tapping the diaspora potential for home- 
country economic development, to be examined in the next chapter, 
are part of a larger constellation of policies typically directed at dias-
poras. Policies soliciting diaspora contribution to home country devel-
opment usually presuppose other types of diaspora policies which 
build relationships with diaspora communities.  

Among such policies are those which are often termed “capacity-
building”, in other words, facilitating the engagement of the diaspora as 
development partners. In this chapter, three types of capacity-building 
diaspora policies commonly implemented by migrant-sending states 
will be briefly examined: 1) those which create or reinforce a shared 
national identity, 2) those which aim at creation of reciprocity by 
providing rights, benefits, or recognition to the diaspora, and 3) those 
which create institutions for diaspora engagement. In the final section, 
new thinking and trends concerning diaspora strategies and capacity-
building will be discussed.  

However, before commencing with an examination of diaspora 
policies in this and the following chapters, a discussion of definitions 
and conceptualizations of diasporas is in order. As will be seen, dias-
pora is a product of social construction, and this is precisely the reason 
governments devote so much effort and so many resources to laying 
the groundwork so that diasporas can be tapped to promote national 
interests.   
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3.2. Defining diasporas 

The word diaspora is, of course, derived from the Greek word 
“speiro” (to sow, scatter or disperse) but first found widespread inter-
national use in reference to the Jewish diaspora, and was generally 
used to imply forced displacement, connoting “victim groups” dis-
persed through coercion. As the term is currently used, formation of a 
diaspora may be the result of traumatic events in the home county or 
“simply” the result of the search for employment. Most definitions of 
the diaspora include not only emigrants but also their descendants.  

As defined by the European Commission (OECD 2012, p. 16), 
“The diaspora from a given country ... includes not only the nationals 
from that country living abroad, but also migrants who, living abroad, 
have acquired the citizenship of their country of residence (often losing 
their original citizenship in the process) and migrants’ children born 
abroad, whatever their citizenship, as long as they retain some form of 
commitment to and/or interest in their country of origin or that of their 
parents.” The Commission goes on to add that “in some extreme 
cases, such as the Chinese diaspora”, people may still feel part of a 
country’s diaspora even though their family has been living in another 
country for several generations.    

In addition, most definitions of diaspora include the notion of a 
collective memory and often the idealisation of the homeland. As 
stressed by Cohen (2008), migrants are not synonymous with dias-
pora in that diaspora implies a collective identity; diasporas are a spe-
cial case of ethnicity8 and can be considered “imagined transnational 
communities which unite segments of people that live in territorially 
separated locations” (Sokefeld cited in Cohen 2008: 13). Important re-
search questions concerning diaspora formation and mobilization 
emerge from this conceptualization, such as a) which events or devel-
opments provoke a diasporic response, b) which agents or groups 
undertake the dissemination of a diasporic discourse and promote a 

                                                 
8 This concept builds on the classical conceptualization by Benedict Anderson 
(1983) of nations and ethnicities as “imagined communities,” i.e. as socially con-
structed communities imagined by the people who perceive themselves to be 
members of the community.  
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vision of a diasporic community, c) which threats and opportunities 
help unite people in transnational organizations and d) which ideas are 
used by opinion makers in their attempt to create and reinforce a di-
asporic consciousness.  

In other words, “a diasporic consciousness must be mobilized 
(that is, socially constructed). A significant number of social actors 
need to accept their collective self-definition as a transnational com-
munity, organize to spread this perception and persuade others to par-
ticipate in actions designed to cement their diasporic character and 
status” (Cohen 2008: 13). Moreover, again according to Cohen (2008), 
collective identity is usually mobilized in solidarity with co-ethnics, and 
ties such as language, religion, culture, or sense of a common fate 
lead to intimate or affective bonds which citizenship or long-term resi-
dence in the destination country often fail to create. Cohen considers 
“co-responsibility” to be an apt term for this sentiment. 

In short, diasporas are not groups that “naturally” or necessarily 
come into existence as a result of emigration but rather “can be heter-
ogeneous populations that are self-consciously imagined and devel-
oped into collectivities through the ‘projects of states and émigrés’” 
(Waldinger cited in Gamlen 2008). In this light, “diaspora” can be con-
sidered “as an umbrella term for the many extra-territorial groups that, 
through processes of interacting with their origin state, are in various 
stages of formation” (Gamlen 2008: 2). It includes diverse groups such 
as migrants who move between country of origin and destination 
country/ies, first-generation emigrants more firmly settled in destina-
tion countries, and descendants of emigrants who may identify them-
selves as part of a diaspora community. 

In recent decades diasporas have become more prominent on the 
world stage for various reasons (Vertovec 2005). Sending countries 
such as Israel consider their diasporas to be strategically important 
political assets and have created strong lobbies and influenced foreign 
policy in international seats of power. At the same time, policies em-
bracing multiculturalism in receiving countries have resulted in the re-
vitalization of ethnic identity and pride. Moreover, new communication 
technologies provide greater possibilities for mobilizing diasporas.  

Examination of  diaspora websites in the mid-2000s revealed that, 
compared to the past, diaspora groups were placing less emphasis on 
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the traumatic, melancholic aspects of the diaspora experience and in-
stead “celebrate a culturally creative, socially dynamic, and often ro-
mantic meaning” (Vertovec 2005:1). In addition, the dream of return to 
the homeland was downplayed and greater importance was placed on 
ideological identification and transnational practices which could con-
nect diaspora members with the homeland. 

Belonging to a diaspora implies emotional attachment to the 
homeland as well as concern about developments there and problems 
faced by co-ethnics. Natural disasters, conflicts, economic recession, 
or other traumatic experiences can reinforce this attachment, while 
changes in government can boost or deflate attachment, just as effec-
tive and ineffective diaspora policies developed by the home country 
can increase or decrease this sense of identification and commitment. 
In other words, diasporic identity can be lost entirely, fluctuate over 
time, remain active or become dormant.    

Finally, it should not be assumed that diaspora members share 
similar views and experiences because of their identification with a 
common homeland (Vertovec 2005) This is an especially important 
point in the case of Greece, whose diaspora members migrated at very 
different points in time (for example in the postwar period as opposed 
to the recent past) in very different socio-economic settings and with 
very different human capital composition. Moreover, as will be seen in 
Chapter 5, the Greek diaspora and its notional representative body, 
the World Council of Hellenes Abroad, has been rocked by serious 
controversy and intense disagreements in recent years. 

It is clear from the above that diaspora is a product of social con-
struction. The extent of identification with the country of origin and the 
sense of commitment toward it depend to a very large extent not only 
on the initiatives and actions of migrant communities but also on the 
efforts of countries of origin. There is huge scope for states to create 
and reinforce collective identities which can be drawn upon to mobilize 
diaspora potential to contribute to national goals. At the same time, the 
attachment of members of the diaspora to countries of origin also de-
pends on characteristics of integration in the destination society. For 
example, when destination countries implement multicultural integra-
tion policies rather than assimilationist integration policies, the reten-
tion of ties to the homeland may be facilitated. Or, when assimilationist 
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policies fail, diaspora individuals may tend to identify with the home-
land.9 

Therefore, the identification and commitment of diaspora individu-
als to their home countries vary significantly. Diasporas have so much 
to offer their home countries, especially in the realm of politics and 
foreign affairs and in the realm of economic development, that coun-
tries of origin have invested substantially in the creation and mainte-
nance of ties with their diasporas, through diaspora capacity-building 
policies of the following types.  

 

3.3. Symbolic nation-building 

According to Gamlen’s typology of diaspora policies (Gamlen 
2006), the first type of capacity-building policies is one whose goal is 
to produce “a state-centric ‘transnational national society’”; in other 
words, the goal is symbolic nation-building. Countries of origin at-
tempt to buttress claims of shared national identity with various 
means, such as, for example, the creation or support of programmes 
to promote learning the national language and history among dias-
pora communities. As will be seen, a large proportion of the efforts of 
Greece’s governmental institution devoted to diaspora policies, the 
General Secretariat for Greeks Abroad (GSGA), corresponds to this 
goal, with programmes for language learning and for promotion of na-
tional or regional cultural traditions. Other activities supported by home 
countries to reinforce shared national identity include the celebration 

                                                 
9 A recent event that was much commented upon with respect to the national 
identifications prioritised by individuals of migrant descent was the 2014 World 
Cup football tournament. Two-thirds of the footballers selected to play in the event 
lived and worked outside the countries whose shirts they wore. France was the 
country of birth most likely rejected by footballers in the World Cup, with French-
born players of migrant descent very often choosing to play for the Algerian na-
tional team. In contrast, few English-born players of migrant descent chose to play 
for the teams corresponding to their migrant origin. These choices can be consid-
ered to reflect the success or failure of policies for migrant integration in various 
migrant-receiving countries (New Statesman 2014).    
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of national holidays in diaspora communities, such as the 25th of March 
observations and parades funded by the Greek government in foreign 
cities. In addition, home countries often organize large diaspora con-
ferences or conventions for a variety of purposes: to symbolize a will-
ingness to listen to the diaspora, to elect, appoint or meet diaspora 
representatives and initiate relationships with them, or to present na-
tional concerns and request feedback and assistance to promote 
these effectively. The common aim of all such efforts is to reinforce a 
sense of belonging to the home state so that the diaspora can be “gov-
erned” (Gamlen 2006). 

Diaspora policies seeking to create and reinforce a shared na-
tional identity sometimes target the second or even successive gener-
ations, a long-term investment strategy. A widely recognized success-
ful example of “birthright programmes” (Agunias and Newland 2012) 
is the Taglit-Birthright Israel programme, whose establishment stemmed 
from concern about the continuation of Jewish culture and heritage, in 
light of the fact that 75% of the world’s Jewish population is born in the 
US while the US 1990 census found that 51% of Jews were married to 
non-Jews and that only 16% of children from mixed marriages were 
raised as Jews (Aikins and White 2011). The programme takes Jewish 
youth aged 18-26 to Israel for ten days. Research on the programme’s 
results showed that ten days in Israel were more effective in instilling 
Jewish heritage and pride than five years of attendance at extracurric-
ular Jewish schools and also that those who participated were 51% 
more likely to marry a Jewish person than youth who applied for the 
programme but finally did not attend.    

Another example of a “birthright programme” that attempts to fa-
miliarize youth living abroad with their ancestry, thereby implementing 
a long-term strategy vis-à-vis the diaspora, is the Nepomak Discover 
Cyprus Programme, launched in 2004 by the Cypriot government to-
gether with the University of Cyprus and the Youth Board of Cyprus, in 
response to the demand by young Cypriots to connect with their roots 
(Agunias and Newland 2012). Every summer, approximately 50 suc-
cessful Cypriot applicants aged 18 to 22 from eight participating coun-
tries followed intensive Greek language courses for three weeks at the 
University of Cyprus and went on excursions to various sites of cultural 
and historical significance. The programme relied on sponsors to fund 
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scholarships that covered the cost of airfare, accommodation, excur-
sions, and course fees.   

In comparison to the Cypriot programme, the duration of the pro-
gramme Birthright Armenia is much longer, offering young diaspora 
members internships and community service placements in Armenia 
that span from eight weeks to a year (Agunias and Newland 2012).  
The goal of the programme is to educate Armenian diaspora youth 
about the social, cultural, economic and political issues and needs in 
the homeland in order to predispose them to contribute to Armenia’s 
development in the future. A shared Armenian identity and cultural am-
bassadorship are promoted through the programme, and youth return 
to their countries of residence and participate in networking pro-
grammes, advocating Armenian interests. 

As will be seen in Chapter 5, the Greek government supports sim-
ilar programmes through the General Secretariat for Greeks Abroad 
(GSGA), although the amount of funding and the number of hosted 
youth have declined precipitously subsequent to the economic crisis. 

 

3.4.  Reciprocity 

Another type of diaspora engagement policy concerns the exten-
sion of rights or benefits to the diaspora. While the extension of civil, 
political, or social rights to diaspora members may be threatening to 
sovereign states, it is often considered crucial for the success of home-
state attempts to extract obligations from their diasporas; according to 
one formulation, “the strength of states’ claims to legitimately extract 
benefits from ‘their’ diasporas arguably flows from their reciprocal pro-
vision of benefits” (Gamlen 2006: 13) while according to another for-
mulation, “diaspora policies work best when engagement is a two-way 
street, in which all parties see clear rewards (whether psychic or ma-
terial) from working together” (Newland and Plaza 2013: 3-4) and yet 
another formulation, “if a diaspora strategy is to be sustainable, it must 
result in creating mutually beneficial relationships and partnerships be-
tween the homeland and the diaspora” (Aikins and White 2011). As 
has been noted (Agunias and Newland 2012), partnerships need a 
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strong foundation of good communication and mutual trust in order to 
succeed. Very often, diasporas have felt that their home countries have 
viewed them simply as “cash cows,” to be turned to for financial or 
other support when needed, and then ignored. 

Some home countries have extended voting rights to their expat-
riates, although often such rights have been granted more in principle 
rather than in practice, given that countries wary of the possible out-
come of such measures have often adopted polling methods that ren-
der participation impractical (Gamlen 2006). Relevant Greek attempts 
and discussions to extend voting rights to members of the diaspora 
will be examined in Chapter 5.  

Other examples of the extension of rights to members of the dias-
pora by various governments concern legal status in the home coun-
try, such as provision of citizenship (and allowance for dual citizen-
ship), the issuance of long-term visas for expatriates, the provision of 
identity cards with special privileges, or the waiver of related obliga-
tions such as compulsory military service. Further examples are im-
proved consular services, and reduced bureaucratic and administra-
tive hurdles for cross-border transactions (Newland and Plaza 2013).  

Provision for special property rights is another commonly used 
policy to engage diasporas. Many countries restrict the rights of for-
eign nationals concerning ownership of real estate and property. 
Some of these countries have extended privileges to former citizens 
who have become citizens in other countries, as well as to their de-
scendants. For example, an individual who at some point held an In-
dian passport or whose father or grandfather was a citizen of India has 
unlimited access to residential and commercial land, unlike other for-
eign nationals. The Philippines has similar provisions for former citi-
zens and the second generation of emigrants (Agunias and Newland 
2012).  

Tax incentives are another area that has frequently been incorpo-
rated into diaspora engagement strategies. For instance, governments 
have introduced exemptions on expatriates’ belongings imported from 
abroad, especially for those who want to return permanently. Reduced 
income tax rates have also been implemented for returning citizens. 
Some countries have adopted tax exemptions on investments and low-
ered tariffs on equipment imported to the home country, in an attempt 
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to support diaspora entrepreneurs’ efforts at establishing transnational 
businesses (Agunias and Newland 2012).  

Yet another area of related policies concerns portable benefits for 
diasporas, especially those concerning pensions and medical and life 
insurance. Lack of portability is considered to reduce engagement with 
home countries as it inhibits temporary or permanent return (Agunias 
and Newland 2012). 

It should be noted that measures of the types presented above 
that offer privileges to the diaspora may be perceived by the local pop-
ulation as unfair, inducing hostility and resentment. This has particu-
larly been the case with respect to electoral provisions that reserve a 
certain number of legislative seats for districts voting abroad. There-
fore, local support for such diaspora measures should be ensured. 

One specific example of diaspora engagement through special le-
gal statuses is that of India, which has an estimated diaspora of 25 
million. India has introduced a number of different categories of over-
seas Indians: Non-Resident Indians, People of Indian Origin, and Over-
seas Citizenship of India (OCI). The latter status was introduced in 
2005 and although it does not offer regular citizenship, it confers priv-
ileges such as multiple entries and multipurpose lifelong visas to visit 
India. Since its inception in 2005, more than 575,000 OCI visas have 
been issued (Aikins and White 2011).   

Similarly, Poland has introduced the “Poles Card” (Karta Polska), 
which is granted to people with documented proof of Polish roots or 
connection with Polish culture and rudimentary understanding of the 
language. An application for the card can be submitted at Polish con-
sulates, which make the decision to issue the card. Bearers of the card 
are exempted from applying for a work permit as required of other for-
eign citizens, can set up a company on the same basis as Polish citi-
zens, participate in the educational system, including graduate stud-
ies, as well as in research and development work, and use Polish 
healthcare services in case of emergency (Aikins and White 2011). 

Another way to provide for mutually beneficial relationships with 
the diaspora is to create systems for formal rewards and recognition. 
For many, though not all, diaspora members, an act of recognition or 
expression of appreciation may be important. Some of the mecha-
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nisms that have been used towards this end are: formal honors sys-
tems such as the Order of Canada or the Legion d’Honneur of France, 
honorary degrees or appointments awarded by universities, recogni-
tion through the network of the home country’s embassies or consu-
lates, invitations to meet visiting members of the home country’s gov-
ernment, or membership in some recognized body of advisors.  

A specific example of a recognition system is the World-class New 
Zealand Awards, an annual red-carpet, black-tie event hosted by the 
Prime Minister and attended by 500 prominent New Zealand business 
leaders, where individuals who have made major contributions to New 
Zealand’s global success are honored. Another example is the Pravasi 
Bharatiya Samman Awards with which the Indian government recog-
nizes overseas Indians who have done exceptional work in their pro-
fession or field (Aikins and White 2012).   

 

3.5. Building institutions for diaspora engagement  

Capacity-building includes the creation of institutions and net-
works to engage the diaspora in home-country concerns and projects. 
Often, institutions are created in the public sector while other times 
initiatives that begin in the private sector take on institutional form in 
the public sector, while yet others remain in the private sector but col-
laborate with public bodies. The creation of diaspora networks is in-
creasingly assigned a top place on agendas for engaging the dias-
pora, given the ever greater recognition of their importance for stimu-
lating home country growth. In this section, various public and private 
forms for diaspora engagement will be examined. 

Many home states have established specific governmental offices 
for diaspora engagement, at various levels of government, while some 
countries have created multiple institutions devoted to diaspora en-
gagement at different levels of government. Some function at the min-
istry level, others at a subministry level, while some are part of a con-
sular network and others operate as quasi-governmental institutions 
(Agunias and Newland 2012). Greece, for example, has a General Sec-
retariat for Greeks Abroad (GSGA) within its Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 
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On the other hand, Armenia has a dedicated ministry –the Ministry of 
Diaspora, while Albania (whose top destination for migrants is Greece) 
has a Diaspora Department within its Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 

A common problem faced by many such government diaspora in-
stitutions is that they lack the requisite financial, technical, and political 
resources to carry out their programmes and policies. The result is 
often “institutions rich in ambition but poorly able to implement their 
vision” (Agunias and Newland 2012: 90).  

Monitoring diaspora populations is the activity common to such 
government agencies, and is usually carried out through involvement 
with diaspora associations, often in conjunction with consular services. 
As has been noted (Gamlen 2006), the budgets allocated to such ac-
tivities can create tensions: residents of the home state may resent the 
state’s expenditure on non-tax-paying expatriates while some expatri-
ates may object to the state’s selection, and empowerment, of certain 
diaspora individuals or groups as “representatives” of the diaspora 
community. This latter type of conflict can be observed at present with 
respect to the Greek diaspora. As will be seen in Chapter 5, discus-
sions in the relevant Greek parliamentary committee concerning a new 
law for the World Council of Hellenes Abroad (SAE) have been char-
acterized by bitter disagreements about membership and representa-
tiveness of the body. 

The location of the diaspora portfolio within the governmental hi-
erarchy affects not only its influence both inside and outside the gov-
ernment, but also its mandate and effectiveness. Very often, special 
diaspora agencies are located within foreign affairs ministries (as the 
case of Greece), and other times within labour ministries, with a pri-
mary mission of protecting the rights of migrants abroad, or yet within 
other ministries. An investigation of diaspora institutions in 56 coun-
tires (Agunias and Newland 2012) revealed that in no country was a 
diaspora agency located within a government body or ministry respon-
sible for development planning, as might be considered appropriate 
given new thinking about the potential offered by diasporas for eco-
nomic development.  

With respect to the location of diaspora agencies within the gov-
ernment hierarchy, it should also be noted that in some countries, di-
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aspora institutions without ministry standing report directly to the high-
est executive body, enjoying an influential position within the govern-
ment. For example, the Philippines, which was one of the first countries 
to develop comprehensive diaspora policies, has multiple devoted in-
stitutions and one of these, the Commission on Filipinos Overseas, lies 
directly under the Office of the President and is encharged with pro-
moting economic and cultural ties between the Philippines and its di-
aspora. Contrary to its other diaspora agencies, this Commission deals 
principally with Filipinos who have either acquired citizenship in the 
destination country or are permanent residents there. 

Other countries have created intergovernmental or parliamentary 
committees to coordinate policies and actions concerning their dias-
poras. For example, the National Council on Mexican Communities 
Abroad includes secretaries of various ministries. Likewise, the Over-
seas Chinese Affairs Office is an administrative office under the State 
Council, the country’s highest executive body (Agunias and Newland 
2012) and includes activities such as the operation of two universities 
serving the Chinese diaspora as well as the compilation of databases 
organized by city, county and province so that diaspora members can 
trace their ancestral roots and homes. In some cases, countries have 
created special committees within their legislative bodies. For exam-
ple, Poland established the Polish Commission in its lower legislative 
branch while both China and the Philippines have similar diaspora 
committees within their legislative bodies. As will be seen in Chapter 
5, Greece also has a special standing parliamentary committee for di-
aspora affairs. 

Moreover, in some countries, local level institutions have been cre-
ated for diaspora engagement because it has been ascertained that 
diaspora often prefer to get involved at the local level, where they fre-
quently maintain family or other ties (Agunias and Newland 2012). 
Such local institutions have been identified in El Salvador, India, China, 
Somalia and Mexico. In China, local diaspora offices exist in 30 prov-
inces as well as in specific cities and towns. While local diaspora of-
fices receive general policy directions from the central government, 
which convenes annual meetings of local agencies, these offices enjoy 
relative independence and develop innovative methods to attract dias-
pora investment to their localities. For example, the Economic and 
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Technology Division of Shanghai’s Overseas Chinese Office has 
strengthened Shanghai universities’ alumni associations located in the 
US in order to better inform these alumni about business and research 
opportunities in Shanghai (Aguinas and Newland 2012). Similarly, the 
“Ireland Reaching Out Project” embraces initiatives of local communi-
ties which target those who have emigrated: instead of waiting for the 
diaspora to contact them, they assemble information at the level of 
town, village, and parish levels to trace those who have moved abroad 
and invite them and their descendants to become part of their place of 
ancestral origin (Aikins and White 2011).  

Consular networks are also utilized by governments in order to 
engage with their diasporas (Agunias and Newland 2012). Most na-
tions with large diasporas have an active consular presence in the top 
destination countries of their emigrants, and have increasingly directed 
their consulates to assist their migrants and strengthen their ties with 
the home country. Most embassies and consulates provide infor-
mation on business and investment opportunities in home countries 
but often do not have strategies to locate and target diaspora mem-
bers for the dissemination of such information. 

Quasi-governmental institutions that have been created by gov-
ernments to engage with their diasporas include bodies such as foun-
dations and councils, sometimes in an attempt to “play down” or “dis-
guise” the involvement of origin countries in the affairs of destination 
countries (Aguinas and Newland 2012). Israel, Morocco, Mexico and 
the Republic of Korea are among the countries with such institutions 
that straddle the line between governmental and non-governmental 
bodies. However, quasi-governmental institutions often are initiated in 
the private sector before becoming institutionalized and collaborating 
with the public sector.  

The creation of networks is the goal of many contemporary dias-
pora strategies. Sometimes these networks are based on country of 
destination and sometimes are professional or sector-based. They fre-
quently act as global “search networks” for the development of local 
industry and assist in the creation of global knowledge-based net-
works to promote indigenous enterprises. Among the most successful 
networks are Advance Australia, ChileGlobal, GlobalScot, the Ireland 
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Funds and KEA New Zealand. Such networks will be discussed further 
in Chapter 4. 

 

3.6. New thinking and trends concerning diaspora 
capacity-building and related strategies 

In recent years, ministries and bureaucracies focusing on diaspo-
ras have multiplied throughout the world due not only to the continu-
ous increase in the size of diaspora populations but also to the in-
creased recognition of the economic benefits they can offer their coun-
tries of origin.  In 2014 Ireland appointed its first minister for the Irish 
diaspora (The Economist 27.6.2015). 

As seen above, various types of capacity-building policies have 
been designed by home countries in their efforts to build solid relation-
ships with their diasporas. Such policies are usually considered a nec-
essary element if diasporas are to be utilized for home country devel-
opment. Institutional and organisational forms for diaspora engage-
ment range from dedicated government departments to private initia-
tives and network formation. Thus, there is a long continuum regarding 
the level of government involvement, from heavy to minimal. In some 
cases, governments play the role of implementer and, in others, of fa-
cilitator. 

In recent years, the international policy experience has highlighted 
the value of mapping the diaspora and identifying the diaspora popu-
lation segments or individuals that exhibit the greatest potential for 
contributing to the country of origin, and focusing on these. As has 
been stressed, “quite often it is a small fraction of the overall number 
of the diaspora that are the ones who are going to make the difference” 
(Aikins and White 2011: 14); it is the “high achievers” who should be 
targeted (Kuznetsov and Freinkman 2013).  

The creation of networks of such individuals has been increasingly 
prioritized by governments attempting to tap diaspora potential for 
home-country economic development. Recent international experi-
ence with the creation of diaspora networks to promote economic de-
velopment will be examined in the following chapter. It should be noted 
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here, however, with respect to the institutional forms taken by such 
networks, that various observers (Kuznetsov 2006a; Aikins and White 
2011; Kyznetsov 2013a; Boyle and Kitchin 2013) have claimed that the 
vitality of networks can be threatened or stifled by state attempts to 
formalize them. When this appears to be a danger, they advise that 
states should be “facilitators” rather than “implementers”.  

 

3.7.  Conclusion 

Diasporas are groups of migrants and their descendants who have 
a collective identity and whose emotional attachment and commitment 
to the homeland fluctuate over time. Many countries of origin have de-
veloped “capacity-building” policies in their attempts to solidify identi-
fication of their emigrants with the homeland and enhance their sense 
of commitment –necessary preconditions before diasporas can be mo-
bilized in order to contribute to home-country economic development.        

Great variety is observed in the institutions that governments have 
forged in order to engage with their diasporas. The location of the di-
aspora portfolio within the government hierarchy often reflects its man-
date and is likely to affect its influence and effectiveness. In some 
cases, governments have preferred to create quasi-governmental insti-
tutions or agencies to engage with their diasporas, while observers have 
noted that in some cases, state involvement may be counter-productive 
and responsibility for diaspora mobilization should be entrusted to civil 
society and private organizations. Regardless of institutional form, ef-
forts for diaspora engagement and its mobilization for economic de-
velopment have increasingly focused on identifying and targeting spe-
cific diaspora segments in order to achieve specific policy aims, rather 
than on the diaspora as an undifferentiated whole. 
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CHAPTER 4  

INTERNATIONAL EXPERIENCE IN MOBILIZING  
THE DIASPORA FOR HOME COUNTRY  

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 

4.1.  Introduction 

Emigration, and especially emigration of the well-educated and 
highly skilled, has long been considered a loss for countries of origin. 
Governments are increasingly recognizing, however, that emigrants 
can be an important asset for economic development if the diaspora 
is successfully engaged to contribute to their home countries. Indica-
tive of this growing recognition of diaspora potential to foster home- 
country economic development was the organisation in 2011 of the 
first Global Diaspora Forum in Washington, D.C. According to the con-
vener, then US Secretary of State Hillary Clinton, the forum’s purpose 
was to “challenge diaspora communities to forge partnerships with the 
private sector, civil society and public institutions in order to make their 
engagements with their countries of origin or ancestry effective, scala-
ble, and sustainable”. The inaugural European strand of the Global 
Diaspora Forum was held in Dublin in 2013. 

Diaspora contributions to home-country economic development 
can be considered a counterweight to the loss of skills and talent re-
sulting from emigration. Diaspora members can contribute by drawing 
on their professional expertise and international networks as well as by 
playing the role of cultural ambassadors (Aikins and White 2011). 
Moreover, diaspora investors differ from other investors because they 
are often motivated by factors beyond economic gain, such as a sense 
of patriotism and a desire for the prosperity of their homeland. 

For decades, remittances were almost the exclusive focus of de-
veloping countries’ efforts to take advantage of emigration for their 
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economic development, with the main policy aim being to channel re-
mittances into productive investment rather than consumption. Dias-
pora philanthropy was another area in which some governments tradi-
tionally attempted to engage their diasporas. International experience 
with these older forms of diaspora engagement will be examined first 
in what follows.  

In recent years, both developing and developed countries experi-
encing migration outflows have prioritised other economic areas in 
their attempt to leverage the potential of their emigrants and diasporas 
for economic development. These areas are knowledge and skills 
transfers, direct investment, capital market investments, and diaspora 
tourism. International experience in these four areas will be examined 
in turn further below.  

Nonetheless, the major focus will fall on human capital transfers, 
whose potential for stimulating economic growth is becoming ever 
more evident. Furthermore, it is an area which Greece has not yet sys-
tematically targeted despite the large pool of highly-educated and 
highly-skilled Greeks abroad and the recent significant increase in the 
emigration of this segment of the Greek population.   

 

4.2. Older forms of diaspora engagement 

4.2.1. Remittances 

The development impact of remittances has been a matter of de-
bate for decades (Gamlen 2006). It has been argued that remittances 
do not lead to productive investments but instead to excessive con-
sumption, that they increase income and wealth inequalities, that they 
may induce inflation, that they create dependency while conditions 
abroad may worsen and result in their sudden decline, thereby wreak-
ing economic havoc, and also that they adversely affect agricultural 
development. As seen in Chapter 2, some of these criticisms were 
made in relation to the use of remittances sent to Greece by emigrants 
in the postwar period.   
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Nonetheless, there is little doubt about the potential of remit-
tances for poverty relief and economic development in home coun-
tries. In recent decades, governments have made efforts to channel 
diaspora savings to development purposes. It was estimated recently 
that migrants residing in high-income countries hold savings in ex-
cess of US $500 billion (World Bank 2014a). Countries can often mo-
bilize the savings of their diasporas through instruments such as di-
aspora bonds at lower interest rates than charged by institutional in-
vestors in international capital markets, since bank deposits in many 
destination countries yield very low interest rates. Moreover, because 
the perception of sovereign risk of the origin country is usually lower 
for diaspora investors than for institutional investors, spread over the 
benchmark is lower for diaspora investors (World Bank 2014b). 

The reduction of transaction costs to remit has been high on the 
agendas of international development organizations over the last 
decade, subsequent to documentation of the exorbitant percentages 
of migrant remittances retained by institutions involved in these trans-
fers. In recent years, the cost of sending money has declined sub-
stantially. In the first three quarters of 2014, the cost continued to fall, 
with the global average for sending US$ 200 decreasing from 8.9% 
in the third quarter of 2013 to 7.9% in the third quarter of 2014 (World 
Bank 2014b). Obviously, the reduction in transaction costs results in 
more funds being available to countries of origin.  

4.2.2. Philanthropy 

Diaspora philanthropy concerns the private donations by mem-
bers of the diaspora to support various causes in their home countries, 
typically in the areas of education and healthcare. The Greek diaspora 
has a long history of philanthropic contributions to the homeland, com-
memorated with the naming of streets, buildings, and institutions, as 
well as with the erection of statues in villages and cities.   

The motivations, objectives, and capacities of diaspora donors 
differ, as do the impacts of their donations. Individual donors are not 
only wealthy, successful entrepreneurs but are also diaspora mem-
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bers with middle incomes or even limited incomes. Sometimes dias-
pora philanthropists have adequate knowledge and connections to 
select the targeted cause on their own and donate independently. 
Other times, donations are channeled through intermediaries such 
as hometown and community-based associations, religious organi-
zations, professional networks, diaspora foundations, or Internet-
based philanthropic platforms (Agunias and Newland 2012).  

In recent years, governments have developed three main ap-
proaches in order to leverage diaspora philanthropic donations: en-
gaging individuals, engaging organizations, and providing for the 
pooling of funds through donor aggregators (Agunias and Newland 
2012). In some initiatives, governments have worked together with 
private corporations and migrant associations to attract funds to spe-
cific development projects in countries or communities of migrant 
origin. Among the best-known programmes involving diaspora phi-
lanthropy are the so-called matching fund schemes. Typically in such 
programmes, collective contributions made by diaspora organiza-
tions abroad are matched by public or private funds. Most often, and 
especially in the case of diaspora populations located in the US, 
these funds flow through so-called “hometown associations,” which 
are centred on a common community of origin in the home country.   

According to some assessments (e.g. Aikins and White 2011), 
philanthropic contributions made by worldwide diasporas can be ex-
pected to increase in the near future. Among the reasons for these 
predictions are that the number of exceptionally wealthy people in 
the world is growing, resulting in issues of intergenerational transfers 
which will render donations an attractive option; the spread of tech-
nologies such as social media which facilitate connectivity between 
potential donors and projects or causes; the increased emphasis on 
corporate social responsibility by enterprises and consumers; and 
the decrease in government spending, subsequent to the banking 
crisis and the economic recession experienced in many countries 
of the world, with consequent gaps in areas such as education, 
healthcare, and the arts, which philanthropists will be motivated to 
redress.  

  



International Experience in Mobilizing the Diaspora for Home Country Economic Development 

71 

4.3. Newer forms of diaspora engagement 

4.3.1. Knowledge and skills transfers 

Countries of origin with outflows of talented nationals can gain ac-
cess to the knowledge and skills of their diasporas by building and 
maintaining connections across borders either through informal net-
works or organized programmes (Agunias and Newland 2012). Dias-
pora members can act as “global ‘search networks’” (Aikins and White 
2011: 21) for developing and supporting indigenous industry, as in the 
Taiwanese case in which the government and leading diaspora engi-
neers in Silicon Valley teamed up to establish a successful venture 
capital industry in Taiwan. 

Three broad categories of governmental policies to achieve hu-
man capital transfers have been identified. These are: 1) policies which 
aim to fill critical resource and knowledge gaps by the return of mi-
grants, whether permanently, temporarily, or virtually, 2) policies for 
engaging diasporas as partners through a long-term exchange of re-
sources and knowledge, and 3) policies for creation or support of sci-
entific, technical and business networks which can enhance research, 
business, and investment opportunities in the home country (Agunias 
and Newland 2012). These will be examined in turn. 

 

4.3.1.1. Transfers via permanent, temporary or virtual return 

Among the earliest programmes which attempted to harness dias-
pora skills and talents were those which encouraged their return, either 
temporarily or permanently or “virtually.” Some of these programmes 
relied only on the altruism of diaspora members to help their home 
countries, requesting them to volunteer their time and expertise for 
specific projects, for example to help establish a new university (Aguinas 
and Newland 2012). On the contrary, other policies that aimed to en-
courage the return of talented emigrants offered incentives, both ma-
terial and nonmaterial. After identifying particularly successful emi-
grants, governments attempted to convince them to return to carry out 
research or set up businesses, offering incentives such as coverage of 
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moving costs, supplementation of salaries, provision of start-up funds 
or other financial support for the firms they intended to establish.  

Taiwan was one of the first countries to implement such policies. 
From the 1960s, it recruited diaspora scholars by offering perks such 
as travel subsidies, while from the 1980s the incentives were increased 
and included salaries commensurate with those they enjoyed abroad, 
subsidies for housing and for children’s education, and a work envi-
ronment with state-of-the-art facilities and equipment (Agunias and 
Newland 2012). The Hsinchu Science-Based Industrial Park was 
founded in an attempt to replicate the concentration of creative talent 
in California’s Silicon Valley, where many high-skilled Taiwanese were 
working. In the hope of enticing diaspora members to return, the infra-
structure included subsidized Western-style housing, schools and 
commercial services. Moreover, the authorities promised venture cap-
ital funding to innovative businesses owned by members of the dias-
pora. The high-tech complex proved to be very successful, attracting 
both foreign and diaspora-owned companies. By the year 2000, com-
panies at Hsinchu Park employed 120,000 people and created sales 
of $28 billion. In that year, 113 of the complex’s 289 companies were 
owned by Taiwanese diaspora members based in the US, who also 
owned 70 companies in Silicon Valley. 

Similar policies for the return of talented diaspora members or spe-
cial provisions offering incentives for them to establish businesses in 
their homelands have been implemented by countries such as China, 
Jamaica, Uruguay, Argentina, Croatia, and Thailand. The latter’s “Re-
verse Brain Drain” programme was ascertained to be unsuccessful be-
cause it was not competitive enough to persuade talented emigrants 
to return and the Thai government subsequently decided to increase 
the incentives in order to attract the talent it needed for its development 
goals (Agunias and Newland 2012).   

It should be noted that the formulation of appropriate incentives 
for return has been a sticky issue for many countries because attractive 
packages offered to returning members of the diaspora can lead to the 
resentment of local populations and of talented natives who have not 
emigrated. It is often felt that those who left were already privileged 
compared to those who were unable to escape difficult local condi-
tions, and that to provide them with extra benefits was unfair.  
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One of the best known cases where resentment of returnees by 
locals was the result of governmental policies to entice them back is 
that of China, which started implementing relevant policies in the 
1990s. Specifically, tensions were created between returnees, dubbed 
the “returning sea turtles faction” and those who had not emigrated, 
dubbed the “land turtles faction.” The latter claimed that the decision 
to favour returnees was like “giving up a son to get a son-in-law” 
(Agunias and Newland 2012:164). Tensions between the two groups 
eventually subsided, both because the returnees came to be seen less 
as competitors and more as partners who could offer knowledge and 
financial resources and because increased freedom of movement 
across the Chinese border made it easier for local talent to participate 
in conferences and exchange programmes abroad. 

Eager to further increase the return of talent, China has recently 
poured ever more funds into its diaspora programmes. Its “111 Pro-
ject” (Programme of Introducing Talents of Discipline to Universities) 
was initiated in 2005 and aimed to establish 100 innovation centres in 
universities by gathering 1,000 talented diaspora members from the 
top 100 universities and research institutes worldwide, in order to en-
hance the innovation capacity and competiveness of leading Chinese 
universities (Cai 2009). Apart from other funding, each innovation cen-
tre received a sum of $US 88 million over a period of five years which 
could be used only for the recruitment of overseas talent, for expenses 
such as the travel and short-term stay of diaspora scholars in China. 
The generous funding enabled each innovation centre to recruit from 
the elite of the Chinese diaspora, including Nobel Prize winners and 
other internationally top-ranked scientists. It is interesting that the im-
mensity of the funding initially stunned the staff of the innovation cen-
tres, who were at a loss as to how to use so much money for the spe-
cific purpose. 

It should be noted that a similar initiative was launched in France, 
of smaller scale but which also managed to attract illustrious elite ac-
ademics to return from prestigious institutions abroad. The 2014 Nobel 
Prize in Economics was awarded to Jean Tirole, Professor of the Uni-
versity of Toulouse, who left his academic position at the Massachu-
setts Institute of Technology in 1992 in order to return to France to take 
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on a professorship at Toulouse. His return was the result of the sys-
tematic efforts exerted by a senior academic at Toulouse to attract 
world-class French academics to the new Institut d’ Économie Indus-
trielle, which was funded by large public and private enterprises with 
the goal of providing high quality, handsomely paid consulting ser-
vices, with the understanding that the excess would be used to support 
the salaries of internationally recognized academics working there. 
This was achieved with the help of an academic institutional framework 
that allowed for creativity and innovation (Ioannides 2014).10 

Several international organizations have long been involved in as-
sisting governments to draw on the potential of their knowledge dias-
poras. The International Organisation for Migration (IOM) has imple-
mented multiple programmes in Latin America, Africa and Asia. Most 
of these programmes identify suitable diaspora candidates for spe-
cific posts in the public and private sectors in fields such as medicine, 
engineering, sciences, education, economics and computer science. 
The United Nations Development Programme’s (UNDP) “Transfer of 
Knowledge through Expatriate Nationals” (TOKTEN) seeks talented 
diaspora for short-term volunteer consultancies, usually lasting from 
three weeks to six months. The programme was started in Turkey in 
1977 to attract scientists, technology experts, and business managers 
of the Turkish diaspora for a brief stay in their homeland to share the 
skills they acquired abroad. Since then, the programme has been in-
troduced into more than 50 other countries (Agunias and Newland 
2012). 

  

4.3.1.2. Engaging diasporas as partners 

As seen, programmes for the return of talent have long been on 
the policy agenda of developing countries. A much more recent policy 
direction that has been adopted by both developing and developed 
countries to utilize diaspora talent is the creation of partnerships with 

                                                 
10 It should be noted that Ioannides’ article was written in the hope that Greece 
would follow the French example, and find new ways to take advantage of its tal-
ented diaspora to the benefit of its educational system and national economy. 
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diaspora members who remain in destination countries, in order to tap 
their knowledge, skills and influence.  

Often, these partnership programmes entail collaborative re-
search. China’s previously mentioned “111 Project” provides for ongo-
ing collaboration, beyond the temporary stays of visiting scholars. An-
other programme providing for partnership is Croatia’s “Unity through 
Knowledge Fund,” introduced in 2007 by the Croatian Ministry of Sci-
ence, Education and Sports and backed by funding from the World 
Bank. Grants worth up to €200,000 are given to projects which include 
individuals from scientific and professional communities in Croatia and 
abroad (Agunias and Newland 2012).  

Municipal twinning is another approach to the establishment of 
collaborative partnerships with the diaspora. In the Netherlands many 
such partnerships have been created with foreign cities which are 
sources of its immigrants. In some cases, it is the respective chambers 
of commerce that have been partnered, with the goal of promoting 
economic development in the respective municipalities. Another such 
initiative is the Partnership Together programme initiated by the Jewish 
Agency for Israel which has twinned diaspora Jewish communities with 
various regions of Israel (Agunias and Newland 2012). 

 

4.3.1.3. The creation or support of scientific, technical and  
business networks 

The creation or support of scientific, technical and business net-
works has recently been highlighted as perhaps the most promising 
strategy for tapping diaspora potential to further home-country devel-
opment. These networks operate as global “search networks,” offering 
opportunities for leading members of the diaspora and local profes-
sionals, academics, businesspeople, and government officials to meet 
and discuss research, business and investment possibilities in the 
home country (Agunias and Newland 2012). Meetings can occur either 
face-to-face or on Internet-based networks. 

Some of the most spectacularly successful cases of diaspora en-
gagement through networks are Advance Australia, ChileGlobal, Glob-
alScot, and the Ireland Funds. These will be briefly described in turn. 
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Advance Australia was created in 2002 by the Australian central 
and state governments and private partners in order to link Australians, 
alumni of Australian universities, and “Friends of Australia” living 
abroad, with the goal of tapping this talent pool of senior Australian 
expatriates, alumni and mentors for the economic, cultural and social 
advancement of Australia. It has 24,000 members based in 80 coun-
tries and counts offices in New York, San Francisco, Hong Kong and 
London. The network includes eight specific global industry networks: 
financial services; green technology; life sciences; creative indus-
tries; professional services; media, communications and technology; 
social entrepreneurship and academic and research. The network 
has launched programmes to accelerate the successful global com-
mercialisation of Australian innovation and has partnered with Austral-
ian government agencies, institutions and the private sector. It sup-
ports over 100 worldwide networking events every year and has estab-
lished successful media partnerships (Aikins and White 2011). The net-
work receives government support from the Australian Department of 
Foreign Affairs and Trade, state governments of Australia, as well as 
global partners and donors (Agunias and Newland 2012).  

It should be noted that Advance Australia not only encourages em-
igrants to make business connections but also to consider returning 
to their home country. To this end, it offers repatriation information and 
also operates an online forum where job opportunities are posted 
(Hooper and Sumption 2016).    

ChileGlobal is a talent network for innovation composed of about 
400 successful Chilean entrepreneurs and executives living and work-
ing in foreign countries, whose aim is to contribute to Chilean eco-
nomic development. Membership is by invitation only. The Chilean 
government started linking these talented expatriates in 2005 in an at-
tempt to counterbalance the negative effects of ‘brain drain’ and trans-
form it into ‘brain circulation’. ChileGlobal is operated by a Technical 
Secretariat which was initially located in a private, non-profit founda-
tion and subsequently in a public-private institution encharged with 
promoting the Chilean image globally. The initiative has exhibited sub-
stantial success in attracting foreign direct investment, technology 
transfer and human capital development (Aikins and White 2011). 
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GlobalScot is an international business network established in 
2001 by Scottish Enterprise, Scotland’s main economic development 
agency. The GlobalScot network is composed of more than 650 senior 
business people based across the world and across Scotland’s key 
sectors. Like ChileGlobal, membership is by invitation only, following 
a nomination process, and members are welcomed to the network by 
Scotland’s First Minister. The international network is leveraged for 
Scottish development through members’ provision of market advice 
and business contacts and their participation as advisors for industry 
bodies as well as for specific companies. It is estimated that annually 
GlobalScot makes over 600 connections which translate into benefits 
for Scottish firms (Aikins and White 2011).  

The precursor to the Ireland Funds, the Ireland Fund, was founded 
in 1976 by two extremely successful Irish-American businessmen. The 
Ireland Funds are now active in 12 countries worldwide and draw on 
the talent and power of the Irish diaspora, estimated to number 70 mil-
lion people, to promote constructive change in Ireland. Activities in-
clude philanthropy, support of education and culture, as well as the 
promotion of trade, investment, and tourism. The main lessons that 
can be learned from the initiative are the importance of key individuals, 
of devoting time and patience to develop deep, lasting relationships, 
and of providing feedback to donors and supporters about the impact 
of their actions (Aikins and White 2011). 

Creation of professional and specialist knowledge diaspora net-
works is a goal increasingly placed at the top of agendas for diaspora 
engagement, especially by countries which, like Greece, have ex-
pressed aspirations of becoming knowledge-based economies. These 
knowledge networks are often sector specific, such as for biotechnol-
ogy or information and communication technology, and offer crucial 
support for the development of the relevant sector in the homeland by 
offering advice, mentoring, expertise, or finance via the provision of 
venture capital (Aikins and White 2011). Examples of such highly 
skilled professional networks that exchange contacts, skills, and ideas 
to promote business in home countries are the Irish Technology Lead-
ership Group, the Association of Thai Professionals in America and 
Canada, the Global Network of Korean Scientists and Engineers, the 
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Silicon Valley Indian Professionals, the Indus Entrepreneurs, the Chi-
nese-American Engineers, and the Scientists Association of Southern 
California. 

One of the earliest attempts to build academic networks targeting 
diaspora researchers as a tool to facilitate the transfer of knowledge 
and skills between origin and destination countries was Colombia’s 
Red Caldas, which linked members of the scientific diaspora with sci-
entific and technological projects in the home country. Collaborative 
research projects had dual leaders: one based locally, and the other 
abroad. Although very successful in the first years after its establish-
ment in 1991, it subsequently lost momentum and by 2000 was out of 
operation. The main reason for its demise was that members left in 
order to participate in more specialized research networks. Heteroge-
neity has been ascertained to be a principal problem confronting such 
networks, while professional demands limit the time diaspora mem-
bers can devote to such projects. Therefore, it has been concluded 
that network organizers should take care that networks are profession-
ally relevant to its members and not excessively heterogeneous, 
thereby rendering participation more rewarding (Agunias and Newland 
2012).  

Since then, Colombia has launched a new network initiative, orga-
nized by its Ministry of Foreign Affairs with support from the Interna-
tional Organisation for Migration (IOM), with the creation of a website 
and a networking platform. The platform’s goal is to increase interac-
tions among diaspora members and spark new ideas for development. 
The platform  offers various thematic areas to be navigated: 1) schol-
ars, including scientists and researchers, students and teachers, 2) ac-
ademic institutions, including universities and research institutes, 3) a 
trade network, to facilitate access to contacts and improve knowledge 
exchange with the goal of promoting commercial activity, 4) a cultural 
network which promotes exchange and collaboration among artists 
and others involved in Colombian cultural activities, and 5) a commu-
nity network which aims to support vulnerable social groups and other 
measures of political and social inclusion (Agunias and Newland 
2012). 

Another early attempt to tap the potential of highly educated dias-
pora members was the Philippines Brain Gain Network (BGN), whose 
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goal is to increase the competitiveness of the Philippine economy by 
stimulating cooperation among successful members of the Filipino di-
aspora and local professionals, students and corporations. By 2012, 
the BGN’s database had accumulated information on 2,240 members, 
most of whom were based in the US and Singapore. Members can see 
the profiles on the database and can use a search engine to find pro-
fessionals according to their specific expertise, educational back-
ground, or industry. The aim is to facilitate diaspora use of the network 
to help them establish a business in the Philippines, form a business 
abroad which will do business in the Philippines, or to find clients for 
their consultancy services. Moreover, the network also helps diaspora 
members identify employment opportunities for return. Access to the 
database is also afforded to potential employers searching for highly 
skilled and well educated cadre (Agunias and Newland 2012).   

The government of Bosnia and Herzegovina launched an initiative 
in 2006 to start a directory of successful diaspora members. The first 
edition of “Who is Who in BiH Diaspora: PhD Holders and Research-
ers” was published in 2009 and included information on 142 members 
of the diaspora while the second edition was published in 2010 with 
profiles of 242 members. The goal of the directory is to promote coop-
eration between local and diaspora professionals and academics. 

It should be noted that two successive attempts by the South Afri-
can government to establish diaspora networks resulted in failure, due 
to lack of funding and lack of interest by diaspora members. The first 
attempt was initiated in 1998 under the aegis of the National Research 
Foundation and aimed to create a database of highly qualified South 
Africans living abroad. Through this network, South African graduate 
students trained with diaspora members while a parallel goal was the 
facilitation of business contacts and collaboration in research and 
commercial projects. The second attempt began in 2003 and con-
nected about 40 successful business leaders based in the Greater 
London area with South Africa-based business people seeking assis-
tance in expanding their businesses abroad. The diaspora members 
involved in the network were connected with the South African Busi-
ness Club located in London or with the University of Cape Town’s 
Graduate School of Business (Agunias and Newland 2012).  
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Another example of failure by a developing country to successfully 
utilize its diaspora is that of Armenia (Kuznetsov and Sabel 2006). Like 
the diasporas of China and India, the Armenian diaspora is large, well-
organized and mature, dating centuries. While the Chinese and Indian 
diasporas contributed spectacularly to the economic growth of their 
home countries, the Armenian diaspora failed to do so. It should be 
noted that upon the collapse of the Soviet Union, Armenia was the 
republic that appeared to be the most promising candidate for a suc-
cessful transition to a market economy, given that it was the most ed-
ucated and industrial of all the Soviet republics and well known for its 
resemblance to Silicon Valley, with high-tech industries, developed in-
frastructure and a capable workforce. It was expected that it would 
draw on its diaspora, numbering about one million members in the US 
and another one million members in Europe, who were organized so-
cially and politically as well as exhibiting high levels of economic and 
professional success. Armenia was unable to achieve rapid growth de-
spite its potential, largely due to the formation of a domestic elite com-
posed of communist bureaucrats, security service officers, and man-
agers of large state-owned enterprises who spurred economic liberal-
ization and privatization in ways which bestowed personal benefits 
(Kuznetsov and Sabel 2006). For this reason, the new elite encouraged 
diaspora humanitarian aid and loans rather than diaspora investment 
in sectors and enterprises which might threaten the advantages of the 
local elite. The main diaspora organizations did not conduct evalua-
tions of the use of the aid and support they provided, nor did they voice 
criticism of the abuse of the diaspora, out of concern for the govern-
ment’s reputation. The political divisions between the diaspora and the 
political class that came to power in post-Soviet Armenia, together with 
substantial philanthropic contributions from the diaspora, served to 
shield domestic actors from the costs of their actions and stymied eco-
nomic development. The Armenian experience indicates that it is not 
only the economic environment that is of importance but also the po-
litical and institutional context. 

According to Aikins and White (2011), the key to success for lev-
eraging diaspora networks for the economic development of home 
countries is to develop well-designed initiatives which are superbly ex-
ecuted. A wide range of factors should be taken into consideration 
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when formulating and implementing diaspora strategies. New infor-
mation technologies offer vast potential for connecting with the dias-
pora on a mass level, as internet portals allow individuals and groups 
to connect with home countries and with each other. 

Concluding one of the first collections of important work on the 
utilization of diaspora talent for economic development, Kuznetsov 
(2006a) identified three main elements which are combined in suc-
cessful diaspora networks. First, networks should be composed of 
members who have both talent and strong motivation to contribute to 
their home country. Talent may be technical, managerial or creative 
but its common denominator is that is has high impact, whether in sci-
ence and technology, business, culture or politics. Creative talent that 
brings innovation, however, is not sufficient; it must be accompanied 
by intrinsic motivation which pushes individuals to overcome obstacles 
to achieve results.  

Second, members play both direct and indirect roles. They act di-
rectly, by carrying out projects in the country of origin, through invest-
ments and financial contributions or knowledge transfers. They act in-
directly as search networks, acting as bridges making connections 
and opening doors. They also function as sensors which identify local 
opportunities, drawing on their knowledge of both global trends and 
of domestic circumstances (Kuznetsov 2006a). The role of diasporas 
as search networks is exemplified by the previously mentioned initia-
tives of GlobalScot and ChileGlobal. 

Third, successful networks manage to move from discussions on 
how to get involved to initiate actual projects and bring tangible out-
comes, such as joint research projects or the provision of assistance 
with finding new markets for start-ups in the home country. Often, the 
initial enthusiasm of networks dissipates before tangible results can be 
observed, especially when large projects requiring extensive planning 
are the goal. Therefore, it may be advisable to start with smaller pro-
jects whose results can be observed earlier, thereby maintaining the 
interest and enthusiasm of network members. Projects can gradually 
increase in scale and scope, after gaining trust and experience, which 
will lead to credibility; diasporas often consider that governmental part-
ner organisations in home countries lack credibility, which must be 
built over time (Kuznetsov 2006a).  
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It should be noted that in many cases of successful diaspora en-
gagement, the expatriate networks emerged spontaneously rather 
than as a result of government intervention. In such cases, the usual 
trajectory was from spontaneous networks to diaspora associations, 
and then government organizations, which gradually assumed an ever 
greater role (Kuznetsov 2006a). The spontaneous development of net-
works is more typical for large countries with large diasporas such as 
China and India. On the other hand, proactive efforts by governments 
appear to be necessary in the case of smaller countries with smaller 
diasporas.  

As has been emphasized by many authors, small numbers of in-
dividuals can make a huge difference, as illustrated in the “‘mile wide- 
inch deep’ versus ‘inch wide-mile deep’ conundrum” analogy (Aikins 
and White 2011: 14). More specifically, members of the diaspora do 
not all have the same sense of belonging, extent of commitment, level 
of skills, or degree of influence; it is preferable to focus on the few who 
have the motivation and capability to offer. In short, rather than at-
tempting to mobilize the diaspora as a whole, the key to success is to 
identify elite actors who can make a difference and then cultivate these 
ties so that they can influence corporate investment or trigger skills 
and knowledge transfers (Aikins and White 2011). Therefore, diaspora 
strategies should distinguish between models that involve mass mobi-
lization and models that segment the diaspora and target high achiev-
ers who can wield their resources, talent, and influence to contribute 
to the increase of investment, trade, innovation and development. 
Moreover, strategies should take account of the fact that diasporas 
have a wide variety of motivations and reasons for becoming involved, 
as well as a wide variety of interests, which differentiate the ways they 
wish to become involved. 

While talented and motivated diaspora members are a necessary 
element for the process of formation of diaspora networks that can 
contribute to home country development, it is the quality of home 
country organizations that is the major determinant of success (Kuz-
netsov 2006a). As seen above, the Armenian diaspora was massive, 
wealthy, entrepreneurial and enthusiastic but proved unable to pro-
mote economic development in Armenia due to the restraints and ob-
stacles posed by home country institutions. On the other hand, Chile 
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and Scotland managed to successfully use their own diasporas, which 
did not have the wealth of the Armenian diaspora, because of their 
effective domestic institutions.  

According to Aikins and White (2011), the process of networking 
with diaspora members who have the most to offer their countries of 
origin can be broken down into a four-step process. The first step is to 
research the diaspora and identify those who can make a difference 
and become “champions” who make the right connections, dissolve 
skepticism and put forward ideas for projects which are promising. An 
example of careful diaspora research is that conducted by the suc-
cessful GlobalScot network. As previously mentioned, membership is 
by invitation only, in order to guarantee the network’s reputation as a 
world-class resource for Scottish businesses. Nominees are rated by 
the International Networks Team in Scottish enterprise on the basis of 
criteria such as personal achievements, ranking in their industry, and 
ability to contribute to the industry sectors considered to be important 
for the future growth of Scotland. 

The second step (Aikins and White 2011) is to cultivate ties with 
the diaspora members identified as having the most potential for im-
pact. The cultivation phase is a long process of transforming initially 
unaware diaspora members into knowledgeable, engaged, committed 
advocates of the home country. A commonly used means of cultivating 
important diaspora members is the organization of conferences in the 
home country for key diaspora members. Invitations from prime min-
isters and presidents are more likely to result in acceptance than those 
extended by diaspora organizations. The country that organizes the 
most home visits for diaspora members is Israel. Such visits, often 
termed “missions,” are central to keeping individuals informed of new 
developments. Meetings and conferences for the diaspora are also or-
ganized overseas. In 2009 Ireland organized the Farmleigh Global Irish 
Economic Forum, which gathered the most influential members of the 
Irish diaspora in the areas of business and culture, as well as individu-
als with strong business connections to Ireland. The purpose of the 
forum was to explore ways in which local and diaspora Irish could join 
forces to contribute to economic renewal and create new links be-
tween Ireland and its global diaspora. As a result of the forum, the 
Global Irish Network was founded by the Irish government in 2010, 
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and soon had more than 300 members based in 37 countries. This 
network provides Irish enterprises and other entities with access to 
leading private sector decision-makers around the globe. Regional 
meetings of the network have also been organized in the main desti-
nation countries of Irish emigrants.     

The next step to networking the diaspora in the scheme of Aikins 
and White (2011) is to solicit members’ participation in specific pro-
jects. Since endless online and offline discussions among network 
members tend to wear down enthusiasm, key members should be en-
gaged in small groups with specific projects having specific timelines. 

The fourth and last step of the process (Aikins and White 2011) is 
“stewardship,” which means, in the case of diaspora networking, the 
ongoing expression of gratitude and recognition of the diaspora’s con-
tributions. Such stewardship is critical for maintaining the engagement 
of the diaspora. Another important element of this phase is the evalu-
ation of results and the measurement of outputs, which should be pro-
vided as feedback to network members, along with conclusions about 
the lessons to be learned from successes and failures.  

 

4.3.2. Direct investment 

International investors are usually averse to investing in countries 
characterized by risky environments. Nonetheless, members of the di-
aspora often present a different risk profile concerning investment in 
their home country, due to factors such as greater familiarity with the 
economic and social environment, patriotic motivations, and the po-
tential emotional satisfaction that can be derived from investing in the 
homeland, or the possibility of social recognition within the diaspora 
or the home country (Aikins and White 2011). Given that world Foreign 
Direct Investment (FDI) flows declined following the financial crisis in 
2008, many governments pinned hopes on the different risk profile of 
the diaspora and developed new strategies to attract Diaspora Direct 
Investment (DDI).  

Agunias and Newland (2012) have identified various areas on 
which governments and other organizations have focused in order to 
engage diaspora for investments. The first area is provision of access 
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to information. As noted, even though diasporas are often particularly 
motivated to invest in the homeland, lack of transparency about local 
business opportunities often proves to be an important obstacle. Many 
governments therefore offer diaspora members privileged information 
on investment requirements and procedures, as well as details about 
how to procure business loans. In Thailand, for example, the Bangkok 
Bank provides counseling services for investors who want to investi-
gate local opportunities. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, the Department 
for Diaspora hosts an enquiry portal for investment opportunities. 
Moreover, some governments feature websites that function as one-
stop shops with information concerning investment opportunities, and 
requirements and procedures for establishing a business.  

Another area governments have focused on is provision of access 
to networks. Diaspora networks, discussed previously in a wider con-
text, have been created by governments and by diaspora initiatives to 
engage diaspora for direct investment and other forms of economic 
contribution to home country development. Network organizations 
have provided various means for diaspora members to become in-
volved in home country development investments. These include busi-
ness networking events, which typically focus on the sectors that the 
government has prioritised and allow consultation with business ex-
perts (Agunias and Newland 2012). Networks also help match local 
entrepreneurs, business owners, and government leaders with their 
diaspora counterparts, in an attempt to increase the flows of foreign 
investment and foreign trade to the origin country and also to promote 
local entrepreneurship and to build long-term, strategic alliances be-
tween local and diaspora-connected entities. Some government-
backed diaspora initiatives which aim to attract foreign investment and 
other economic contributions to the home country have created net-
works where membership is exclusive, including only top business 
leaders and very influential diaspora members. Most such networks 
focus on public-private partnerships. Typical examples are GlobalScot, 
ChileGlobal, and Red de Talentos Mexicanos (Mexican Talent Net-
work). In case of ChileGlobal, the lessons learned concerning the chal-
lenge of sustaining diaspora networks over the long-term are that po-
litical support in the home country is necessary to respond rapidly to 
shifting diaspora interests, that diaspora networks should focus on the 
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quality and not quantity of their members in order to achieve high im-
pact, and that the development of partnerships with public and private 
bodies that promote innovation is the key to success (Agunias and 
Newland 2012). 

Another area that governments have used to promote diaspora 
investment in the homeland is the provision of access to funds for en-
trepreneurs. This can be accomplished in a variety of ways, such as 
partnerships with local banks which offer lines of credit to diaspora 
entrepreneurs wanting to set up their own businesses in the origin 
country, the provision of matching funds, or the provision of loans. An 
example of the latter is the programme of the Ministry of Immigrant 
Absorption of Israel, which assists former residents of Israel who wish 
to start a business in Israel or transfer one to the country (Agunias and 
Newland 2012). 

Diaspora members play an important role in contributing to home 
country development not only by making direct investments them-
selves but also by means of signaling or influencing investments by 
non-diaspora members through the facilitation of the familiarity effect 
and the reduction of constraints caused by information asymmetries 
and transaction costs (Aikins and White 2011). It is considered that a 
main reason companies such as Yahoo, Hewlett Packard and General 
Electric opened research and development centres in India was that 
they gained confidence in India as a result of their interaction with In-
dians who worked in their US operations. Diaspora identity resulted in 
creating an image of Indian prosperity and progress on the part of po-
tential investors. 

Pioneering a novel way of using diasporas to spur national eco-
nomic development, Ireland founded ConnectIreland, which engages 
the diaspora as “spies” for home-country investment. Payoffs are the 
reward for successful “spies” whose information leads to the creation 
of jobs in Ireland by foreign companies (The Economist 27.6.2015).    

 

4.3.3. Capital market investments 

Capital market investments constitute another category of private 
financial resources that flow from diasporas to their countries of origin. 
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To date, policymakers have focused mostly on the category of finan-
cial flows that has, by far, accounted for the greatest amounts, which 
is remittances, and to an increasing extent, on the category that has 
typically included the next largest amounts, direct investments that  
diaspora entrepreneurs make in their businesses in the homeland 
(Agunias and Newland 2012). Capital market investments in the home-
land by migrants and their descendants have so far attracted less at-
tention even though they play a crucial role in economic development 
since they include markets for stocks or equities, bonds, loans, and 
asset-backed securities as in commodity markets, as well as a wide 
range of derivatives based on these. 

Diaspora members often have notable financial assets and tend to 
have a different risk profile than non-diaspora investors. First, they may 
be prepared to accept lower returns from investments placed in the 
homeland than elsewhere, or what is known as a “patriotic discount” 
(Agunias and Newland 2012). Second, compared to non-diaspora in-
vestors, they may have superior information about investment opportu-
nities and be more able to assess these. Third, they may have a different 
time horizon than other investors given that it is their homeland.   

Given that capital market investment is open to all investors and it 
is usually not possible to distinguish diaspora investors from others, it 
is difficult to quantify diaspora participation in mainstream capital mar-
kets. Nonetheless, some governments and businesses have designed 
special financial vehicles to attract and utilize the financial resources 
of their diasporas. Some of these are targeted at very wealthy mem-
bers of the diaspora and others at members of moderate affluence. 
Among the instruments that have been created by governments to tap 
diaspora wealth for use in capital markets are special deposit ac-
counts, diaspora bonds, and transnational loans.   

Turkey, Tunisia and India are among the countries that have es-
tablished a special category of deposit accounts at commercial banks 
in the homeland. Diaspora members opening such accounts are typi-
cally given preferential interest rates as well as the possibility of hold-
ing the account in a foreign currency. The introduction of such ac-
counts to attract diaspora resources not only affords banks access to 
expand bank capitalization for lending and onward investment, but 
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also facilitates diaspora participation in local capital markets (Agunias 
and Newland 2012).    

Diaspora bonds have become an increasingly popular instrument 
employed by governments to mobilize the financial resources of dias-
poras, typically using their consulate networks abroad. Governments 
issuing such bonds gain access to fixed-term funding, frequently at a 
lower interest rate than the going market rate due to the “patriotic dis-
count” that diasporas are often prepared to accept (Aikins and White 
2011; Agunias and Newland 2012). Not only can countries mobilize 
savings of diaspora members at lower interest rates than typically 
charged by institutional investors, but in recent years bank deposits in 
many destination countries have yielded very low interest rates, close 
to zero, meaning that the benchmark for diaspora bonds is much lower 
than the LIBOR, which comprises the standard benchmark for interna-
tional institutional investors (World Bank 2014a). Moreover, the spread 
over the benchmark is also lower for diaspora investors given that their 
perception of the sovereign risk of their home country is typically low 
compared to that of institutional investors. Therefore, the cost saving 
resulting from lower interest rates may be greater than the cost of sell-
ing such bonds to retail diaspora investors.  

Nonetheless, the experience of countries such as Israel and India 
indicates that diasporas cannot always be counted on to behave dif-
ferently than non-diaspora investors and to accept even small dis-
counts (Agunias and Newland 2012). In a study of the motivations 
pushing diasporas to invest in their homelands, it was observed that 
emotion, sense of duty, social networks, and the strength of diaspora 
organizations were major factors (Aikins and White 2011). In addition, 
it appears that apart from the psychological benefits derived from as-
sisting their home countries, sometimes holders of diaspora bonds be-
lieve that the acquisition of such bonds afforded them some degree of 
policy influence in the home country (Terrazas 2010).  

Israel was one of the first countries to pioneer diaspora bonds, 
issuing them annually since 1951 to attract resources to fund invest-
ments in infrastructure. It was estimated that in the diaspora bond’s 
first 60 years, over 33 billion US dollars had been raised (Agunias and 
Newland 2012). The government considers these annual bonds as a 
stable source of overseas borrowing as well as an important vehicle 
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for maintaining ties with its diaspora. Diaspora members are offered 
various options, such as multiple maturity as well as minimum sub-
scription options that range from as low as US $100 to as high as 
US$100,000 (Aikins and White 2011). 

Greece attempted to launch a diaspora bond in 2011, primarily 
targeting wealthy diaspora investors, especially in the US. The initia-
tive, however, was negatively affected by the specific conjuncture in 
which the bond was to be issued, characterized by the downgrading 
of Greek government bonds by credit rating agencies such as Moody’s 
(Agunias and Newland 2012). 

Yet another area in which governments have attempted to attract 
diaspora investments is by providing of transnational loans to diaspo-
ras and their families from banks in their country of origin. Such 
loans are typically provided for purposes such as business expan-
sion, home improvement, home purchase and education expenses; 
the most popular and successful of these has proved to be mortgage 
lending. Through such loans, diasporas can provide credit to family 
members back home. Differences in bankruptcy laws and enforcement 
among countries had, to a large extent, prevented diaspora members 
from using their assets abroad as collateral for transnational loans 
(Agunias and Newland 2012).   

Among the lessons learned from international experience with re-
spect to the creation of instruments to attract diaspora investments in 
home country capital markets (Aikins and White 2011; Agunias and 
Newland 2012) are, first, that a major barrier to realizing the full poten-
tial of such vehicles is formed by perceptions of economic, political or 
social risk held by diaspora, as well as non-diaspora, investors. Such 
issues must be addressed by governments in their attempts to attract 
investments.  In addition, many governments and policymakers are 
unaware of the instruments that could be designed to attract invest-
ment, and when such instruments are indeed in place, diaspora com-
munities are often ignorant of them. An additional impediment con-
cerning diaspora bonds is the complex regulatory framework for the 
issuance of such bonds abroad. For example, the issuance of diaspora 
bonds in the US retail market entails registration of the product with 
the US Securities and Exchange Commission, which is characterized 
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by rigorous disclosure requirements as well as steep fees for launch-
ing such an issuance. As a result, it behooves governments to carefully 
examine the relevant prerequisites in countries where they have con-
siderable diaspora populations and then strategically select the appro-
priate countries for introducing diaspora bonds.    

 

4.3.4. Diaspora tourism 

Tourism is one of the world’s most valuable exports, and of crucial 
economic significance to Greece, especially since the fiscal crisis. 
Worldwide, diaspora tourism has become an important market niche 
in recent years, spurred by the processes of globalization and trans-
nationalism (Aikins and White 2011). Players in the tourism industry 
have targeted the “homing desire” of various diasporas and have de-
veloped specialized marketing strategies to this end.   

As has been noted, the impact of tourism is not only economic but 
spills over into multiple areas. Specifically, tourism is “an advertising 
voice to the world, an empathetic connection to the world” (Aikins and 
White 2011: 119), an opportunity to bring the diaspora back home, to 
prompt further visits, to elicit the purchase of a home in the country of 
origin, or to encourage investments in the homeland. The economic 
development outcomes resulting from the promotion of the identity 
and culture of the homeland are enormous.  

Heritage tourism focuses on history, culture and identity, attracting 
diaspora tourists who want to discover their ancestry and heritage. 
Heritage diapsora tourism has taken various forms in recent years 
(Newland and Taylor 2010).  

For example, many governments have focused on genealogy 
tourism, which facilitates the research of family trees and ancestry of 
diaspora members and making connections with specific localities.  
Genealogy tourism has been claimed to be one of the fastest growing 
hobbies in the world (Aikins and White 2011). Ageing “baby boomers” 
in the US and elsewhere are considered to be a prime target for this 
industry, being the healthiest, wealthiest, most educated cohort ever 
and who are keen on traveling, learning and having new experiences. 
In some European countries, public-private initiatives have assisted  
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diasporas in finding documentation on their ancestors and locating 
their graves, giving rise to “cemetery tourism”. 

As a matter of fact, some countries do not wait for diaspora mem-
bers to take the initiative to search their roots but instead do the 
search themselves. For example, Ireland Reaching Out, a government- 
financed non-profit organization, practices “reverse genealogy,” creat-
ing genealogical trees and tracking down the descendants of those 
who left Ireland, who are then invited to visit their homeland (The Econ-
omist 27.6.2015).    

“Visit Scotland,” the website organized by Scotland’s National 
Tourism Organization, includes a few sections devoted to research-
ing Scottish roots which begin with successful openers such as “In 
our hectic modern world where everything seems on a global scale 
and quickly superseded, people are increasingly fascinated by ques-
tions such as ‘who am I?’ and ‘where do I come from?’” and “Many 
people across the world are lucky enough to have ancestral ties to 
Scotland, but not everyone has uncovered their connection yet…” 
Likewise, the “Discover Ireland” website organized by the National 
Tourism Development Authority of Ireland contains a section entitled 
“Tracing your Ancestors” which suggests the collection of relevant 
background information by diaspora members in order to make their 
visit to Ireland even more worthwhile, and contains the catchy opener 
“when you start researching your family history you never know what 
you’re going to find, and with no fewer than four recent US presidents 
claiming Irish family connections, the chances of discovering an in-
fluential relative are not as slim as they might at first seem!” Clearly, 
much time and thought has been invested by the national tourist au-
thorities in creating appealing “invitations” to diaspora individuals 
(and potentially diaspora individuals) to trace their roots by embark-
ing on genealogy tourism. 

Attraction of diaspora members to cultural celebrations and festi-
vals is another means which governments have used to foster dias-
pora tourism as well as to create and solidify identification with the 
homeland. The Scottish government aimed to tap the benefits of dias-
pora tourism through the organization of Homecoming Scotland 2009, 
with a year-long programme of more than 300 events (Newland and 
Taylor 2010). Widely advertised, the programme attracted members 
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and non-members of the Scottish diaspora around the world and the 
return on investment was 1: 9.8, exceeding original estimates of 1: 8 
(Agunias and Newland 2012).  

Similarly, the Gathering Ireland 2013 was an Irish initiative that 
sought to mobilize the Irish diaspora to return to Ireland during the 
year 2013 and participate in local gatherings and events organized by 
private individuals as well as non-governmental organizations. The 
concept for the Gathering originated at the 2009 Global Irish Economic 
Forum held in Dublin, which had two goals: to explore ways in which 
Ireland could develop more strategic relationships with its diaspora 
and to provide a platform for those with Irish ancestry living abroad to 
contribute to Ireland’s economic recovery. The Gathering emerged as 
an opportunity to address both of these goals simultaneously. 

Diaspora conferences constitute yet another means to attract 
members of the diaspora to the homeland. Countries such as Aus-
tralia, Israel, Scotland and Ireland are among those which have orga-
nized such conferences (Aikins and White 2011). Of course, such con-
ferences aim not only at stimulating diaspora tourism but also at en-
gaging the diaspora more widely in contributing to home countries. 

4.4. Conclusion 

Countries of emigration have long attempted to reap economic 
benefits from the presence of their nationals abroad, traditionally fo-
cusing on migrant savings and remittances as well as philanthropy. In 
recent years, governments have sought new ways to tap diaspora po-
tential for home-country economic development. 

Knowledge and skills transfers have constituted a main focus of 
recent efforts to leverage diaspora potential. Developed countries such 
as Ireland, Scotland, Australia and Chile have successfully facilitated 
such transfers with policies that initiate or build on existing scientific, 
technical and business networks. Scientific networks link profession-
als, academics or researchers of the diaspora with colleagues in the 
home country, with the aim of improving domestic levels of knowledge, 
skills, and innovation, and the application of these in business settings. 
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Business networks are typically composed of successful diaspora en-
trepreneurs who seek opportunities for businesses at home, linking 
them with potential investors, collaborators or customers.  

Diaspora direct investment, capital market investment, and dias-
pora tourism are other areas where governments have focused in-
creased efforts. Enormous creativity can be observed particularly in 
the latter area, with local communities tracking down emigrants and 
their descendants, attempting to entice them back with activities such 
as “genealogy tourism” or “cemetery tourism”.  

In all these areas, valuable international experience has accumu-
lated which should be consulted and monitored by governments at-
tempting to tap diaspora potential. The international experience in-
cludes successes and failures as well as attempts to identify the factors 
contributing to these outcomes. 
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CHAPTER 5 

ENGAGEMENT OF THE GREEK DIASPORA:  
POLICIES AND INITIATIVES  

5.1. Introduction         

The Greek government and other bodies have a long history of 
collaborating with the Greek diaspora on issues considered to be of 
mutual interest and concern. In this chapter, the recent policy expe-
rience of Greece in engaging the diaspora will be examined. Pro-
grammes and initiatives of both the public and the private sector will 
be discussed.  

In the next and final chapter, existing policies in Greece will be 
evaluated in the light of both the characteristics of new emigration from 
Greece examined in Chapter 2 and the recent international policy ex-
perience in engaging diasporas discussed in Chapters 3 and 4. Con-
clusions will be drawn with respect to the suitability of present policies 
for engaging the talented Greeks belonging to the recent waves of em-
igration from Greece and for tapping their potential to contribute to 
Greek economic development. 

5.2. Diaspora engagement by the Greek government 

5.2.1. The General Secretariat for Greeks Abroad (GSGA) 

The General Secretariat for Greeks Abroad (GSGA) is a govern-
ment agency founded in 1983 under the aegis of the Ministry of For-
eign Affairs and encharged with the planning, coordination and imple-
mentation of policies concerning diaspora Greeks, including the suc-
cessful integration of those returning to Greece. Its main priority is the 
strengthening of ties of diaspora Greeks with the mother country, 
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which is to be achieved through the preservation of ethnic identity, the 
keys to which are considered to be the cultivation of Greek language, 
history and culture. 

In 2003, a new Presidential Decree (122) restated the mission of 
the GSGA, specifying three goals: 1) realizing measures and pro-
grammes which strengthen the ties between diaspora Greeks and 
Greece, safeguarding ethnic conscience and maintaining Greek lan-
guage as well as cultural identity, 2) shaping government policy con-
cerning migration from Greece and repatriation, and 3) supporting di-
aspora Greeks worldwide and smoothing the integration of those re-
turning. 

Additional goals of the GSGA11 are to provide support for initia-
tives taken abroad in the cultural and educational sphere, such as for 
Departments of Greek Studies, Greek schools, and international pro-
grammes for hosting young members of the diaspora; to support the 
operation of diaspora communities and organizations as well as to en-
courage the establishment of such groups; and to support national 
interests by means of strengthening the networks of Greeks abroad, 
which are considered to be bridges of friendship and cooperation be-
tween Greece and destination countries.   

As will be seen, the mission of the GSGA has focused almost ex-
clusively on maintaining the cultural and ethnic identity of the diaspora, 
with activities related to what can be termed “capacity-building” poli-
cies. As seen in Chapter 3, three types of capacity-building diaspora 
policies are commonly implemented by sending states: those that cre-
ate or reinforce a shared national identity, those that aim at the creation 
of reciprocity by providing rights, benefits, or recognition to the dias-
pora, and those that create institutions for diaspora engagement. The 
activities of the GSGA, which will be examined below, basically fall into 
these three categories.  

It should be noted, that the GSGA contains three directorates that 
correspond to different geographical regions where the diaspora is lo-
cated – the directorate for Europe, the directorate for America, and the 
directorate for Oceania, Africa and Asia. These carry out similar activi-
ties in their respective regions. 

 

                                                 
11 www.ggae.gr, accessed 23.11.2015. 
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5.2.1.1. GSGA: Promotion of Greek language, history and culture  

Activities focusing on the promotion of Greek language, history and 
culture in order to create and maintain a shared national identity account 
for the largest portion of the efforts and budget spent by the GSGA, 
given the many programmes it supports for the cultivation of these. The 
main types of such programmes will be briefly overviewed in what fol-
lows. 

First, the GSGA supports education in the Greek language in local-
ities where diaspora populations are concentrated. In recent years the 
GSGA has been subject to serious reductions in its budget due to the 
economic crisis and has prioritized funding of Greek educational pro-
grammes in countries with low per capita GDP where the local diaspora 
cannot support these programmes with its own resources, such as 
countries of the former Soviet Union. Teachers of the Greek language 
are generally volunteers belonging to the diaspora community, and the 
GSGA has provided very small stipends per hour taught by these teach-
ers in order to morally support their efforts. In addition, the GSGA orga-
nized a two-week training programme for these teachers in Thessaloniki 
in the summer of 2014, in order to improve their knowledge of the Greek 
language and to instruct them in methods of teaching Greek as a foreign 
language. The programme included sixty diaspora teachers from the 
Ukraine, Russia, Armenia, Kazakhstan and Georgia. In some of these 
countries, the authorities have allowed Greek classes to take place 
within the public education system while in other countries classes in 
Greek are organized by the diaspora communities at other locations. At 
the request of the Greek government, the GSGA recently created a list 
of all Greek language programmes of all types (within schools, after-
noon classes, etc.) in operation throughout the world. 

Second, the GSGA supports diaspora community organizations in 
destination countries with activities promoting Greek language, history, 
culture, and customs. These community organizations are mainly of 
three kinds: destination-based (e.g. the Greek community of Munich), 
ethno-local based (e.g. Greeks of Cretan origin) and professional organ-
izations (e.g. Greek-American lawyers). For decades the GSGA has 
compiled and updated rosters of such organizations. At last count there 
were about 3,000 such organizations, but the database has not been 



Engagement of the Greek Diaspora: Policies and Initiatives  

97 

updated in recent years. Several hundred of these organizations have 
received economic support from the GSGA in the past. In the more re-
cent past, the number of organizations receiving funding has been dras-
tically reduced owing not only to budget cuts but also to the new bu-
reaucratic requirements faced by organizations requesting funding and, 
especially, the requirement that they acquire a Greek tax identification 
number (AFM).  

Third, the GSGA has organized summer “hospitality” programmes 
targeting second and successive generations of diaspora youth, a long-
term investment strategy in the development of ties with the diaspora, 
implemented by other countries such as Israel with its Taglit-Birthright 
Israel programme (Aikins and White 2011; Agunias and Newland 2012). 
Of course, the Greek programmes are of much smaller scale and budget 
than the Israeli programme. Subsequent to the onset of the economic 
crisis, the programmes did not operate for several years and were rein-
stituted in the summer of 2014. In one of the two programmes recom-
menced in the summer of 2014, fifty members of the diaspora youth (a 
smaller number than previously) aged fifteen through seventeen were 
brought to Athens to become more familiar with Greek language, history 
and culture and to meet diaspora youth from other countries. In the 
other programme, diaspora youth aged nine through thirteen were 
hosted at summer camps in Malesina with the aim of improving their 
knowledge of Greece. In these programmes, the creation and mainte-
nance of a shared identity is a common goal. The programmes aim to 
instil pride in these youth about their Greek origins through emphasis 
on the central role played by Greek civilization in the development of 
principles and values that form the backbone of political institutions in 
developed nations.  

Another of the stated goals of the GSGA is to support academic 
departments of foreign universities that feature Greek studies as well 
as professorships and other chairs focusing on Greek language,  
history, or civilization. Again, due to budget cuts in recent years, 
this support has dwindled. Once again, priority has been given to 
programmes functioning in countries whose diaspora populations 
are less affluent and less able to contribute from their own resources 
for such purposes. Specifically, relevant programmes being funded in 
2014 were in universities located in Georgia and the Ukraine. 
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5.2.1.2. GSGA: Other provisions for the diaspora 

The GSGA attempts to assist the diaspora in various ways, includ-
ing provision of information on its website concerning the “navigation” 
of Greek ministries and other public agencies that the diaspora may 
need to deal with. Contact information is also offered. In addition, the 
GSGA collaborates with consular networks in destination countries in 
order to supply relevant information to diaspora populations.  

In response to the new wave of emigration from Greece, the GSGA 
and consular networks abroad have collaborated to assist the integra-
tion of newly arrived migrants by providing information on consular 
websites about settlement in a particular country, necessary proce-
dures, potential problems, etc. One of the important needs that has 
been identified among the new diaspora population is educating the 
plethora of Greek children arriving in Germany who have no know-
ledge of the German language. As noted by senior cadre of the GSGA 
with respect to the current wave of emigration by Greeks, new needs 
are being created at a time when budgets and available funds have 
been significantly reduced.  

5.2.1.3. GSGA: Initiatives engaging the diaspora for Greek  
economic development 

Until the recent past, the GSGA has not been directly involved in 
attempts to engage the diaspora to contribute to Greek economic de-
velopment. However, in November 2015, the new General Director of 
the GSGA, who was appointed at the end of March 2015, presented a 
list of the GSGA’s priorities to the Special Parliamentary Committee for 
the Greek Diaspora in which measures enhancing economic develop-
ment figured prominently. More particularly, the list included the or-
ganization of, or participation in, conferences and exhibitions that pro-
mote entrepreneurship and investment by diaspora businessmen, as 
well as the organization of conferences for various professional groups 
such as doctors, archaeologists/historians and artists, which were to in-
clude not only members of the diaspora but also those residing in 
Greece and Philhellenes at large. These activities were to be realized 
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through collaboration with relevant ministries and other bodies such as 
chambers of commerce or professional associations.   

While such economic dimensions were not a focus of the GSGA’s 
activities in the past, it should be noted that the Secretariat did contrib-
ute to several previous attempts to engage the diaspora on economic 
issues. First, with the help of Greek consular authorities in destination 
countries, it compiled a list of philanthropic contributions made in re-
sponse to the Greek economic crisis by diaspora organizations to NGOs 
in Greece, which was posted on the GSGA website. Second, at the re-
quest of the government, the GSGA compiled a list of Greek business-
men all over the world, apparently used by members of the government 
in organizing meetings with prominent diaspora members.   

Finally, it should be noted that the Presidential Decree of 2003 con-
cerning the GSGA does indeed specify responsibilities concerning tap-
ping the economic potential of the diaspora. More particularly, Article 4 
of the decree provides that the various geographical divisions of the 
GSGA are to inform the diaspora, in conjunction with other responsible 
agencies, about investment opportunities in Greece and the realization 
of programmes for utilizing investment activities, as well as to take steps 
to attract and utilize the foreign currency of the diaspora.  These areas 
of activity were never developed as were other dimensions of the 
GSGA’s mission. The necessary collaboration with other public agen-
cies for developing these economic dimensions never materialized. 

 

5.2.2. General Secretariat of International Economic Relations 
and Development Cooperation 

The General Secretariat of International Economic Relations and 
Development Cooperation is located within the Ministry of Foreign Af-
fairs and is encharged with economic diplomacy. The main goals of 
this diplomacy are to facilitate Greece’s bilateral relations with other 
countries and also to offer economic development support and hu-
manitarian aid to third countries.  

With the development of bilateral relations, the Secretariat seeks 
to promote “outward-looking” Greek economic strategies by assisting 
Greek enterprises in their efforts to seek business abroad and increase 
their exports. At the same time, these bilateral relations aim to serve 
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foreign businesses that want to invest in Greece or develop their activ-
ities in Greece. A large part of these efforts is carried out through the 
sixty-two economic offices with economic and commercial attachés lo-
cated in Greek embassies and consulates abroad. In short, these of-
fices serve as a link between the two countries, helping Greek busi-
nesses expand abroad and foreign businesses expand into Greece. 

The Secretariat has not pursued strategies or policies specifically 
targeting the diaspora. Nonetheless, it frequently comes into contact 
with members of the diaspora in the course of its work. For example, 
diaspora businessmen located abroad who wish to develop business 
activity in Greece often contact the commercial office of the Greek em-
bassy or consulate in their destination country, just as non-diaspora 
businessmen who are considering doing business in Greece would do 
the same.   

It should be noted that the Secretariat also exercises economic di-
plomacy with the “commercial missions” it organizes when Greek lead-
ers carry out official visits abroad and are accompanied by Greek busi-
nessmen who have local meetings. In addition, it has often co-organized 
business and investment missions abroad with public-sector investment 
agencies such as Enterprise Greece and the Hellenic Republic Asset 
Development Fund (TAIPED) (whose activities are discussed below), or, 
when not a co-organizer, has collaborated by offering the services of the 
local economic-commercial offices in Greek embassies and consulates 
abroad in order to “open doors” and identify and invite prominent busi-
nessmen of the area who might be potentially interested in investing or 
developing business in Greece. Once again, in the course of this work, 
diaspora businessmen have often been involved. 
 

5.2.3. Special Parliamentary Committee for the Greek Diaspora  

The Greek Parliament foresees a Special Permanent Parliamen-
tary Committee for the Greek Diaspora, comprised of 30 Members of 
Parliament. Its stated mission is to investigate the problems faced by 
Greek diasporas, to maintain Philhellenism and the Greek language 
particularly among younger generations of Greeks, to promote Greek 
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culture and national issues, and to support Greeks abroad and partic-
ipate in events of diaspora organizations. 

Following the example of other governments, Greece has dis-
cussed extending voting rights to the diaspora and relevant issues 
have been discussed by the Special Permanent Parliamentary Com-
mittee for the Diaspora. As seen in Chapter 3, the extension of voting 
rights is a capacity-building policy commonly used by nations attempt-
ing to engage their diasporas (Gamlen 2006; Agunias and Newland 
2012; Newland and Plaza 2013), as one of a series of civil, political, or 
social rights or benefits offered to the diaspora in order to create trust 
and mutually beneficial relationships. 

The discussion on extension of voting rights to the Greek diaspora 
has now lasted nearly a decade and intense disagreement among 
Greek political parties has prevented the adoption of such a measure. 
In May 2014 the Minister of the Interior appeared before the Special 
Permanent Parliamentary Committee for the Diaspora, and announced 
that a new draft bill including provisions for voting by diaspora mem-
bers was being prepared by a working group. All members of the Com-
mittee agreed in principle to the extension of the vote to diaspora mem-
bers, but it appeared that the details and specifics of the proce-
dure would likely, once again, constitute serious issues of conten-
tion among the Greek political parties. 

 

5.2.4. World Council of Hellenes Abroad 

The Greek constitution provides for the World Council of Hellenes 
Abroad (Συμβούλιο Απόδημου Ελληνισμού [ΣΑΕ]) which is encharged 
with representing diaspora organizations and advising the Greek gov-
ernment concerning diaspora issues. The Council is an umbrella or-
ganization covering first-degree or first-level diaspora organizations 
and professional associations, second degree organizations (federa-
tions of communities, organizations and associations which operate at 
the state or national level of a country), and third degree organizations 
(co-federations, which function at the international level). 

 In recent years, the Council has been in the throes of controversy 
and the Presidency has resigned. Protests abounded from first-degree 
and second-degree organizations and associations around the world 
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about the amount of funds consumed by the Council Presidency for 
its own expenses, leading to the resignation of the leaders. By the end 
of November 2015, a new Presidency was not yet in place and it ap-
peared that the Council would remain paralysed until relevant legisla-
tive action was taken by the Greek Parliament. 

A draft bill concerning the World Council has been discussed by 
the Special Permanent Parliamentary Committee for the Greek Dias-
pora, since a new bill is required to place the Council on a new footing. 
However, discussions in the Parliamentary Committee reached an im-
passe in 2014 due to disagreements among the Greek political parties 
concerning the provisions for the “refounding” of the Council. The 
main issue of contention was whether individuals could become mem-
bers of the Council or whether membership would remain restricted to 
organizations and associations. Those arguing that individuals should 
have the right to become members claimed that only about 5% of the 
diaspora population belonged to diaspora organizations and associa-
tions. Another change under discussion was that the Council become 
self-funding, rather than receiving funds from the Greek state. In meet-
ings of the Special Parliamentary Committee for the Greek Diaspora 
held in 2015 after a change of government, the relevant authorities an-
nounced to the Committee that the draft of the new bill concerning the 
re-founding of the World Council was under preparation. The bill would 
provide for the modernization and self-funding of the Council, while it 
was hoped that consensus could be achieved among the Greek polit-
ical parties with respect to the new bill.  

 

5.2.5. Other government initiatives 

Since the onset of the economic crisis, various leaders of the 
Greek Republic, including Prime Ministers, have gone abroad and ap-
pealed to the diaspora to contribute economically to their country of 
origin, in a wide variety of ways. The most prominent of these visits will 
be briefly described. 

In September 2013, Prime Minister A. Samaras met in New York 
with prominent businessmen of the diaspora and invited them to invest 
in Greece. He stated that instead of the “red tape” of bureaucracy that 
confronted would-be investors in past years, Greece had rolled out the 
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“red carpet” to welcome investors and was continuing efforts to im-
prove the institutional and tax environment. 

In September 2015, again in New York, Prime Minister A. Tsipras 
addressed a large gathering of wealthy diaspora entrepreneurs orga-
nized by the Hellenic Initiative. Extolling their love for Greece and ex-
horting them to invest in their homeland, he presented a plan with in-
centives for attracting foreign investments, including provisions for re-
ducing bureaucracy and corruption. 

In addition, ministers of the Greek government have been active 
in promoting Greek interests at various international fora, some of 
which have focused specifically on the Greek diaspora, while others 
are more general but are often attended by members of the Greek di-
aspora community. One such example is the annual Investment Forum 
“Capital Link”. Other relevant examples are the appearances of gov-
ernment leaders at bilateral chambers of commerce, where diaspora 
members are usually present. 

While these efforts by Greek leaders have been very valuable in 
attracting the attention of the diaspora and highlighting investment op-
portunities in Greece, they do not appear to be part of a systematic, 
long-term strategy to harness diaspora potential for the economic de-
velopment of Greece. The collaboration of various public bodies is 
needed to forge and implement successful long-term strategies and 
policies for engaging the diaspora for Greek economic development. 
It should be noted that the GSGA has generally not been brought into 
this process, other than compiling lists of names, usually without clar-
ification of the purpose of such lists.  
  

5.2.6. Public-sector investment agencies 

5.2.6.1. Enterprise Greece 

The agency Enterprise Greece is the successor organization of In-
vest in Greece which also took on the mandate of the Hellenic Foreign 
Trade Board. Its main goal is to attract foreign investment. While it does 
not focus specifically on the diaspora, some of its successful projects 
were the result of collaboration with diaspora Greeks. 
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Between 2000 and 2005 the agency collaborated with a Greek re-
search laboratory to approach US enterprises owned by Greek dias-
pora members that designed semi-conductors, resulting in two major 
investments in Greece. The first was an investment amounting to 20 
million US dollars by Atmel, founded by a first-generation Greek mi-
grant to the US, and concerned the establishment of a high technology 
design centre in Patra. The investment was undertaken with assistance 
from the Greek government on the basis of Law 2601/98. Approxi-
mately 200 highly trained engineers and computer specialists were 
hired. A few years later, the company changed its priorities and closed 
the Patra unit, which led to the creation of eight spin-off companies 
and a new technology cluster in Western Greece. 

Another investment project involving Enterprise Greece was the 
creation of a European client-support centre by Photronics, a US-
based company which specializes in sub-wavelength solutions. The 
centre was established in the Technological Park of Lavrio and approx-
imately 20 engineers were hired. The company was founded by a first-
generation Greek migrant to the US. 

Enterprise Greece has been involved in various missions to coun-
tries with noteworthy Greek diaspora populations such as Australia 
(2009), the US (2013) and South Africa (2013). These missions to at-
tract investments in Greece were coordinated with local Chambers of 
Commerce as well as with groups such as the Hellenic Initiative. 
 

5.2.6.2. The Hellenic Republic Asset Development Fund (TAIPED) 

The Hellenic Republic Asset Development Fund (TAIPED) is an 
agency whose mission is to maximize the proceeds of the Greek state 
from the development or sale of assets owned by the Greek public. 
TAIPED periodically organizes tenders for land development, infra-
structure, and corporate projects. It is unclear to what extent diaspora 
members are contacted and approached about participating in these 
competitions and bids since for each project a different external con-
sultancy is contracted to contact potential investors and organize the 
relevant “roadshow” to inform interested parties, and apparently each 
consultancy prepares its own list of prospective investors. Nonethe-
less, prominent members of the diaspora are undoubtedly among 
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those approached by these external consultants, even if diaspora en-
gagement is not part of a central, systematic plan. 

According to sources at TAIPED, prominent members of the dias-
pora who are interested in investing in Greece often take the initiative 
to come directly in contact with political leaders, such as with the Prime 
Minister or Ministers of the government with economic portfolios. This 
appears to have been the case with the Calamos Fund, which won 
the bid for a major project in Rhodes and was founded by a second-
generation Greek-American.   

 

5.2.7. Other relevant bodies under the auspices of Greek  
authorities 

It should be noted that in addition to the diaspora databases main-
tained by the GSGA, several Greek agencies have created specialized 
databases containing diaspora Greeks. The two agencies below have 
constructed databases which include Greek academics, professionals 
and researchers who are located abroad. 

 

5.2.7.1. National Documentation Centre (EKT) 

The National Documentation Centre is part of the National Hellenic 
Research Foundation which operates under the auspices of the Gen-
eral Secretariat of Research and Technology. It maintains various da-
tabases concerning research and researchers. One of its databases 
contains all doctoral dissertations undertaken in Greece and a large 
proportion of those undertaken by Greeks at foreign universities, and 
specifically those that have been recognized by the National Academic 
Recognition Information Centre (DOATAP, formerly DIKATSA).  

Among the stated goals of the National Documentation Centre are 
the strengthening of communication among academics, the promotion 
of research and innovation, the creation of on-line Greek databases of 
research and technology, and the realization of collaborative efforts, 
both national and international. The Centre believes that its wide range 
of information sources, specialized staff, and technical infrastructure 
render the Centre a central point in the flow of scientific and techno-
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logical information to the scientific, research, educational, and entre-
preneurial community of Greece. At the same time, the Centre is also 
active in Europe, through participation in projects and networks con-
cerning information society and innovation. 

 

5.2.7.2. Hellenic Quality Assurance and Accreditation Agency 

The Hellenic Quality Assurance and Accreditation Agency (HQA) 
is an independent body overseen by the Ministry of Education whose 
mission is to ensure the quality of Greek tertiary education. The HQA 
maintains a register of external experts containing eminent Greek and 
foreign scholars based abroad who are drawn on in order to partici-
pate in the External Evaluation, one component of the procedure of 
the quality evaluation undertaken in Greek tertiary institutions. 

5.3. Networks of elected officials of Greek origin 

The Special Permanent Parliamentary Committee for the Greek Di-
aspora, discussed above, collaborates with the World Hellenic Inter-
Parliamentary Association (Παγκόσμια Διακοινοβουλευτική Ένωση 
Ελληνισμού), founded in 1996 as an initiative of the Greek government. 
Its goal is the networking and collaboration of members of foreign par-
liaments who are of Greek origin. In 2015, the Association had approx-
imately 200 members who were from 27 countries, including ex-prime 
ministers, presidents and vice-presidents of parliamentary bodies, 
ministers, and members of national legislative bodies.  

The European Network of Elected Greeks in Local Authorities Abroad 
(Δίκτυο Ελλήνων Αιρετών Αυτοδιοίκησης της Ευρώπης – ΔΕΑΑΕ) is a  
related association composed of members of the Greek diaspora who 
have been elected to posts in local authorities.This association was 
created in 2001 on the initiative of Greece’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
the General Secretariat of Greeks Abroad, the European division of the 
World Council of Hellenes Abroad, and the Central Union of Munici-
palities of Greece, with the support of the Greek Parliament.   
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5.4. Private sector initiatives 

Many Greek diaspora organizations and groups have been in-
volved in recent initiatives to contribute to the economic and social 
welfare of Greece. Some of these initiatives have been undertaken by 
older, long-established organizations such as the American Hellenic 
Educational Progressive Association (AHEPA) and others by groups 
that were formed subsequent to the onset of the Greek economic cri-
sis. Only a few of the many initiatives currently underway will be pre-
sented in what follows. 
 

5.4.1. Private sector initiatives launched by business  
communities 

Many initiatives have been launched by diaspora members in re-
cent years in order to promote economic development in Greece and 
improve the levels of economic and social welfare of the population. In 
what follows only several such efforts will be described.    
 

5.4.1.1. The Hellenic Initiative 

Perhaps the most “high profile” non-government initiative taken in 
response to the crisis by members of the Greek diaspora is the “Hel-
lenic Initiative,” whose launching event in Athens in July 2012 featured 
former US President Bill Clinton alongside Greek business leaders and 
prominent members of the global Greek diaspora. The Initiative de-
scribes itself as a global, nonprofit, secular institution whose vision is 
to mobilize the Greek Diaspora and Philhellenes around the globe to 
invest in the future of Greece.  

The Hellenic Initiative has developed activities in various areas. 
Activities in the first area aim to rebuild a culture of entrepreneurship 
through the establishment and funding of three programmes. The 
stated goal is to “reignite” the Greek entrepreneurial spirit by stimulat-
ing a wave of innovation and creation, shaping new opportunities to 
transform ideas into successful businesses, thereby slowing the “brain 
drain” of young professionals from Greece. 
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The first programme consists of a business plan competition 
among Greece-based entrepreneurs that leads to the “Hellenic Entre-
preneurship Award.” Winners of the award receive funding to support 
the new business venture as well as free business consulting. Busi-
ness support includes legal, accounting, communications and IT ser-
vices. In addition, the winners are assigned mentors who are highly 
experienced business professionals. Over 800 people registered for 
the inaugural award of 2013, submitting 295 business plans. More than 
730 business plans were submitted in the 2015 competition, with the 
three winners sharing prize funding of up to 1,000,000 euro. It should 
be noted with regard to the four winners in 2013 that by 2014 all four 
enterprises were operational and had created hundreds of direct and 
indirect jobs.  

The second entrepreneurship programme, the “Venture Garden,” 
is an educational programme housed at graduate schools of business 
in Athens (ALBA Graduate Business School at the American College 
of Greece) and Thessaloniki (Anatolia School of Business at the Amer-
ican College of Thessaloniki). It is an entrepreneurship education pro-
gramme designed to provide knowledge and skills which will contrib-
ute to an increase in the number of entrepreneurs and to their success. 

The Hellenic Initiative also aims to enhance long-term economic 
development in Greece through programmes that invest in the future 
by supporting initiatives that stimulate near-term job growth while lay-
ing the foundations for long-term development. The first initiative is the 
Hellenic Investment Fund, which is an impact investment fund target-
ing investment returns as well as job growth, by providing growth eq-
uity to small and medium sized companies crucial to the Greek econ-
omy. Another initiative, the “Fellowship for a New Economy,” invests 
in the human capital necessary to create sustainable growth in strate-
gic economic sectors. Investment in a new generation of Greek busi-
ness leaders is accomplished by providing young managers in Greek 
businesses with twelve-month rotations in multi-national as well as 
leading US businesses. The Initiative has arranged placements for 
them in businesses abroad, but not all of which are owned by mem-
bers of the Greek diaspora. In 2014, twenty-five young Greeks were 
chosen as recipients of the relevant “scholarships” to work as interns 
and trainees in these businesses. 
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The newest programme launched by the Hellenic Initiative is enti-
tled “ReGeneration” and is a six-month practical training programme 
or internship which offers work experience, training, and diverse op-
portunities for self-improvement and personal development. Inaugu-
rated in October 2014, 55 training positions at 24 different companies 
in Greece were secured, with the hope that the stints would lead to full-
time employment in these firms. The Australian Internship Programme 
was to collaborate with the ReGeneration programme to locate suita-
ble candidates for the opportunities it shapes.   

The Hellenic Initiative also engages in crisis relief. It has carefully 
selected partner organizations with proven track records. It has pro-
vided grants ranging from US $135,000 to US $300,000 primarily to 
NGO’s which provide medical and children-focused services, as well 
as to the Ashoka network of social entrepreneurs.  
 

5.4.1.2. Reload Greece 

Reload Greece is an organization based in the United Kingdom 
which aims to assist a new generation of entrepreneurs to create ven-
tures with economic or social impact, by providing them with the rele-
vant guidance, support and means. Founded in 2012, it has located 
and mobilized approximately fifty mentors in the UK who offer their 
expertise, skills and contacts to budding entrepreneurs in order to help 
them establish or expand their businesses. The business ideas se-
lected for support by the organization must have the potential to create 
jobs in Greece or to benefit Greek society in some tangible way. The 
third annual conference of Reload Greece was held in London in Sep-
tember 2016 with the title “Enterprising Diasporas: From Drain-Brain 
to Brain-Gain”. 
 

5.4.2. Private sector initiatives launched by academics  

There are many diaspora associations of professionals corre-
sponding to specific professions and diaspora locations, whether 
country- or city-specific. Many of these may have developed relations 
with their counterparts located in Greece. Only a few initiatives by ac-
ademics in the field of economics will be briefly described below. 
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5.4.2.1. Conference on Research on Economic Theory and  
Econometrics (C.R.E.T.E.) 

An important initiative for the transfer of state-of-the-art know-
ledge and skills between diaspora and local academics is the annual 
“summer school”, “Conference on Research on Economic Theory 
and Econometrics” (C.R.E.T.E.), which brings together distinguished 
foreign and Greek academics and advanced Ph.D. students at Greek 
and foreign universities. It is organized annually by prominent Greek 
academics at universities abroad and in Greece, and is typically held 
on a Greek island. In July 2016, its 15th annual conference was held 
on the island of Tinos.   

The conference is by invitation, though quite open, with the aim of 
ensuring that those who attend are active researchers.  It has no reg-
istration fee and is instead financed by fundraising in the Greek public 
and private sectors. Greek students pursuing post-graduate studies 
are exposed to world-class academic research and have an oppor-
tunity to present and receive comments on their own research. The 
format is designed to encourage informal interactions. In addition, jun-
ior faculty and postgraduate students can learn about possibilities for 
academic jobs. Since its inception in 2002, the conference has hosted 
prominent young Greek academic economists, including several now 
teaching at highly ranked universities who uniformly credit C.R.E.T.E. 
for their early exposure to top-notch research. 

 

5.4.2.2. Greek Economists for Reform 

The diaspora initiative “Greek Economists for Reform” was 
founded in response to the Greek recession by prominent academics 
at leading universities in Greece and abroad who offered their exper-
tise and ideas for overcoming the economic crisis. The group has pro-
duced publications outlining institutional reforms to encourage eco-
nomic recovery and sustainable growth. Though many of the group’s 
members have presented their work at conferences organized by im-
portant organizations like the Bank of Greece, the Greek government 
has thus far drawn only minimally on their expertise.  
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5.5. Conclusion 

Greece has long had formal policies for engaging with its diaspora, 
chiefly through its General Secretariat for Greeks Abroad (GSGA). The 
focus has been on preserving ethnic identity, with emphasis on activities 
which cultivate Greek language, history and culture.   

To date, neither the GSGA nor other public bodies have exhibited 
systematic policy attempts to tap the potential the Greek diaspora of-
fers for domestic economic development. Only piecemeal attempts to 
attract diaspora investment can be observed, such as the appeals of 
recent Prime Ministers voiced at international gatherings of prominent 
diaspora businessmen.  

Given the exceptionally large pool of highly educated and highly-
skilled Greeks who work and reside abroad, strategies and policies to 
promote knowledge and skills transfers could prove particularly bene-
ficial for the Greek economy. Policies aiming at such transfers, such 
as the creation or support of scientific, technical or business networks, 
do not figure on the public policy landscape.   

On the other hand, outside the public sector, various dias-
pora initiatives have emerged in recent years. Several promising 
civil-society initiatives have developed programmes which aim to fos-
ter knowledge and skills transfers and promote entrepreneurial activity 
in Greece. 
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CHAPTER 6 

CONCLUSIONS AND NEW POLICY DIRECTIONS 

6.1. Conclusions 

For nearly a century, Greece was a major migrant-sending coun-
try, transforming into a receiving country only in the last decades of 
the 20th century. Greece could have reaped greater economic benefits 
from its overseas nationals who left Greece in the early part of the 20th 
century and in the postwar decades if it had shaped effective diaspora 
engagement policies. Though emigrants sent back significant remit-
tances, the government lacked policies to effectively channel this cap-
ital towards development projects and productive uses.  

Subsequent to the onset of economic crisis in 2008, large num-
bers of Greeks are emigrating once again. It appears that Greece may 
once again fail to capitalize on the advantages presented by emigra-
tion for national economic development.   

This time, the challenges and opportunities are different. Past waves 
of emigration were composed mainly of low-educated individuals who 
worked as unskilled or semi-skilled labourers abroad. In contrast to 
earlier waves, the current outflow appears to be dominated by univer-
sity graduates. These new emigrants are joining the diaspora popula-
tion of highly educated and skilled Greeks who have exited the country 
in the last few decades, further expanding the pool of Greek talent lo-
cated abroad.  

Two major policy issues emerge from this outflow of educated 
Greeks: how to stem their exodus and successfully utilize their talents 
and skills domestically, and how to harness the potential of those 
abroad for development at home. This second issue has formed the 
focus of this report.   
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Recent international policy experience in engaging diasporas for 
home-country economic development highlights the wide range of op-
portunities for states to tap the knowledge, skills, and resources of 
highly educated and successful diaspora members. Not only develop-
ing but also developed countries such as Scotland, Australia and Chile 
have displayed major success in involving their diasporas in networks 
and other organizational forms through which they have contributed 
substantially to the development of research centres and industrial 
sectors and the growth of enterprises based in the country of origin. 

Unfortunately, Greece has yet to utilize the tremendous potential 
offered by its diaspora to promote economic development at home. 
This is not because Greece is lacking in diaspora-focused structures, 
institutions and policies. The Greek state and numerous public and 
private bodies exhibit a long history of engaging the Greek diaspora in 
promoting Greek national interests. In past decades, Greece managed 
to successfully leverage diaspora potential to contribute to geopolitical 
and foreign policy goals, such as support of Greek positions concern-
ing the Cyprus issue, by mobilizing its diaspora to lobby and influence 
the foreign policy of powerful nations where its diaspora has an im-
portant presence. 

However, to date, the Greek government has not successfully lev-
eraged diaspora potential to contribute to economic development 
goals. It has not used existing institutions and structures or forged new 
ones in order to attempt to harness diaspora skills, knowledge, and 
resources for economic development. For example, the government 
does not appear to be in the process of developing business or aca-
demic networks or other appropriate organizational forms to mobilize 
the diaspora for economic development akin to the structures and net-
works it built to mobilize diaspora to help promote foreign policy goals, 
such as the networks it created of elected officials in legislative bodies 
around the world who are of Greek origin. 

A comparison of the recent international experience in mobilizing 
diasporas for home country development seen in Chapter 4, on the 
one hand, with the policies and initiatives seen in Chapter 5 with re-
spect to the Greek diaspora and efforts to engage them in Greek eco-
nomic development, on the other, reveals the wide gap between op-
portunities and realities. The gap is especially glaring when considered 
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in the light of the vast potential offered by the size, knowledge, skills 
and resources of the Greek diaspora as illustrated in Chapter 2.     

With respect to the four areas focused on in Chapter 4 concerning 
the recent international experience of diaspora engagement for home 
country economic development, Greece appears to come up short in 
all four. Specifically, knowledge and skills transfers between its dias-
pora and its local research, professional, and entrepreneurial commu-
nities have been minimal compared to the huge talent pool of diaspora 
Greeks. Few scientific, technical or business networks have been 
formed which would facilitate such transfers. Nor have successful pol-
icies been developed for the attraction either of direct investment or of 
capital market investments by the diaspora. Levels of investment in 
both these areas are in no way commensurate with the potential of-
fered by the extensive financial resources held by successful Greek 
diaspora businessmen. Finally, policies for diaspora tourism, devel-
oped by many home countries in their efforts to utilize the diaspora for 
economic growth, not only by increasing revenues from tourism but 
also by creating or reinforcing links between the diaspora and their 
homeland, do not appear to be in place in Greece. It should be noted 
nonetheless, that in recent years several important initiatives have 
been launched by the private sector to harness diaspora potential to 
contribute to Greek economic development with The Hellenic Initiative 
constituting the foremost example. 

For more than three decades, Greece has had a state institution 
dedicated to diaspora engagement, the General Secretariat for Greeks 
Abroad (GSGA). As yet, however, it has not been involved in planning 
or policy development related to engaging the diaspora for economic 
development. Instead, its programmes and policies have focused al-
most exclusively on “capacity-building policies.” As seen in Chapter 3, 
such capacity-building policies have long been considered a neces-
sary first step to engaging the diaspora for issues of concern to the 
home country, and the GSGA exhibits substantial success in this area.  

More particularly, since its founding in 1983, the GSGA has fo-
cused on a specific type of capacity-building policy, namely, “symbolic 
nation-building”, with activities aiming at the creation and reinforce-
ment of a common ethnic identity through emphasis on Greek lan-
guage, history and culture. The agency has carried out valuable work 
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in maintaining contact with diaspora Greeks all over the world. Most of 
its activities have been carried out in collaboration with diaspora com-
munity organizations in cities abroad. In other words, these diaspora 
organizations are the means by which the GSGA connects with the 
diaspora.  

Despite the past successes of the GSGA in mapping the diaspora 
and maintaining contact with diaspora Greeks via such organizations, 
it appears that these government tools for engaging the diaspora may 
be out of tune with new segments of their target population. The 
GSGA’s policies, the content of its programmes and the mechanisms 
for communication with the diaspora were designed and developed in 
correspondence with previous waves of migrants whose educational 
profile and era differed significantly from those of current waves. It is 
very probable that more recent emigrants are not being reached while 
these are the emigrants who can potentially contribute the most to 
Greece’s economic development efforts, either now or in the future. 

Attempts of the GSGA to stay in contact with the new wave of em-
igrants rest on the premise that the traditional focal points of the or-
ganization of Greek communities abroad (the Greek Orthodox Church, 
local diaspora associations with activities focusing on Greek language, 
culture, and customs) appeal to current emigrants. It appears doubtful 
whether the proportions of new emigrants approaching such organi-
zations after arrival is similar to those of the past, given the different 
educational profile of recent emigrants, the prevalence of use of new 
information technologies among Greek youth, and the new sense of 
identity of many recent emigrants from Greece as cosmopolitans par-
ticipating in a global society. The meeting place and organizational 
backbone of the new diaspora, or at least of substantial proportions of 
this population, may be social media and the myriad new websites and 
blogs created by emigrating youth and would-be emigrants. The 
GSGA needs to seek alternate sources of information about the new 
diaspora other than traditional diaspora organizations, and examine 
new ways of staying in touch with the new wave of emigrants. New 
communication technologies, social networks, and interactive media 
should be explored.  
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However, the challenges facing the government are much broader. 
Together with the GSGA they must rethink diaspora goals and strate-
gies. Goals must be reformulated in collaboration with other related 
government bodies and agencies. Once the goals have been speci-
fied, appropriate strategies for pursuing these goals must be designed.  

The creation of a high-level coordinating body would facilitate col-
laboration among state leaders, bodies and agencies involved in pro-
moting economic development in order to shape policies for harness-
ing the diaspora potential. To date, such collaboration has been piece-
meal rather than part of a systematic, long-term strategy to engage the 
diaspora in Greek economic development. 

For example, in recent years, members of successive Greek gov-
ernments, including Prime Ministers and various Ministers, have made 
high-profile visits to countries and cities with large diaspora popula-
tions and appealed to prominent members of the diaspora business 
community to devote resources to home country development efforts. 
These visits have proved valuable in attracting the attention and sup-
port of the diaspora and highlighting investment opportunities in 
Greece. Nonetheless, the visits do not appear to be part of a system-
atic, long-term strategy to cultivate solid relationships with the diaspora 
and draw on their potential for the economic development of Greece, 
but rather as ad hoc initiatives. The collaboration of various public bod-
ies is needed to forge and implement successful strategies and poli-
cies for engaging the diaspora for Greek economic development. It 
should be noted that the GSGA has not been brought into this process, 
other than compiling lists of names in relation to specific visits.  

After the goals of diaspora engagement have been determined, 
the segments of the diaspora population that could contribute to the 
various goals, whether economic or not, should be identified as well 
as the individuals who could play a pivotal role for the accomplishment 
of each goal, and then policies for the effective engagement of these 
diaspora segments and individuals need to be designed. To date, the 
GSGA’s capacity-building policies have been directed to the diaspora 
community as a whole. Specialized strategies need to be developed 
for specific target groups within the diaspora population, according to 
the role they can play in contributing to Greece’s economic develop-
ment. As seen in Chapter 4, recent international policy experience in 



Conclusions and New Policy Directions 

117 

utilizing the diaspora for economic development points to the im-
portance of focusing on “high achievers” who present the greatest po-
tential to contribute to economic development.  

Greece is not the only country that seems to have placed near 
exclusive emphasis on a nation-building project among its diaspora 
population without having clearly specified the goals of this project; 
diaspora policies of many nations have focused on symbolic nation-
building projects with ill-defined aims (Boyle and Kitchin 2013). As 
noted, the key to engaging the diaspora for economic development 
goals is not to abandon nation-building projects, or to subordinate 
these projects to economic imperatives, but instead to “find an appro-
priate balance between projects designed to fortify social networks 
and cultural institutions and initiatives designed to enlist diaspora pop-
ulations in the development of sending states” (Boyle and Kitchin 
2013: 327). 

The roles the state and central government are to play in the im-
plementation of diaspora policies for economic development must be 
carefully considered. As seen in Chapter 3, it has been observed that 
when governments attempt to “officialize” structures such as diaspora 
business networks that were formed to assist domestic businesses, 
government involvement may destroy their vitality. Therefore, it is often 
advised that states be “facilitators” rather than “implementers,” using 
an “indirect approach” with respect to organizational support for dias-
pora networks (Kuznetsov 2013a: 19). These conclusions from the in-
ternational policy experience would appear particularly relevant in the 
case of Greece given that, as seen in Chapter 5, the characteristic ac-
rimonious divisions among domestic political parties have spilled over 
into diaspora policy issues and created policy stalemates vis-à-vis  
the diaspora. It is perhaps instructive that the promising, privately 
launched Hellenic Initiative, which is pioneering new forms of mobiliz-
ing diaspora members and drawing on their skills, knowledge, and re-
sources, experience and networks to foster economic growth in 
Greece, appears to have intentionally steered clear of involvement with 
Greek public bodies and agencies, other than inviting government 
leaders to appear at prominent events. 

In short, Greece needs to seriously rethink its diaspora policies. 
Recent years have seen a steep increase in the emigration of well-
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educated youth from Greece, further expanding the talent pool of the 
Greek diaspora. While Greece may be losing its best and brightest, it 
can act to take advantage of the opportunities offered by their pres-
ence abroad. The impressive knowledge, skills and resources of the 
diaspora can contribute significantly to Greek economic development 
if appropriate policies are developed for drawing on this potential. At 
present, the diaspora policies in place are ill-suited for maintaining 
contact, cultivating relations, and harnessing the impressive talent 
pool of the Greek diaspora. New communication technologies and the 
recent international policy experience must be taken into consideration 
when reformulating diaspora policies and examining the role the dias-
pora and specific population segments of the diaspora can play in pro-
moting the economic development of Greece. 

6.2. Summary of policy suggestions 

Greece should first determine specific goals concerning the en-
gagement of its diaspora to enhance national economic development. 
The newer forms of diaspora engagement that have been ascertained 
in the international policy experience to be particularly successful in 
contributing to home-country economic development and that Greece 
has not yet adequately focused on are: 1) knowledge and skills trans-
fers between the diaspora and the local research, professional, and 
entrepreneurial communities, 2) direct investment, 3) capital market 
investments and 4) diaspora tourism.  

Next, Greece needs to develop strategies and policies to achieve 
these goals. For each strategy or policy, the segments of the diaspora 
population that appear best positioned to contribute to its achievement 
should be identified. Then, ways of approaching and cultivating rela-
tionships with the relevant segments and individuals should be worked 
out.  

With respect to knowledge and skills transfers, Greece should 
draw on the existing valuable international experience in developing 
scientific, technical and business networks to facilitate home-country 
development. Some academic, professional, and entrepreneurial Greek 
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diaspora networks or associations already exist, and the potential to 
draw on these effectively should be evaluated.  

Care must be taken such that existing diaspora networks and ini-
tiatives are not sapped of their vitality when the government attempts 
to collaborate. The “indirect approach” or “light touch” by the govern-
ment is usually preferable; the international policy experience abounds 
with examples of failure when states sought to officialize existing dias-
pora structures. 

Engagement of the diaspora to enhance home-country economic 
development can only be part and parcel of a long-term strategy of 
diaspora engagement. Greece needs to rethink the diaspora capacity-
building policies it has implemented for decades via the GSGA, evalu-
ating their effectiveness and designing policies and methods appropri-
ate for the construction of solid relationships with the diaspora in to-
day’s global society. Policies, networks, and activities are needed 
which can appeal to the new waves of highly educated young Greeks 
who have left Greece recently, and not only to the older, less-educated 
cohorts who emigrated in the post-war decades. 

New communication technologies must be creatively employed to 
make contact with new emigrants and to broaden the base of the di-
aspora population with whom relationships can be cultivated, in the 
hope that ties with Greece will be maintained and that at some point 
these ties may contribute to the achievement of national goals. Even 
though successful courting of the diaspora may be a difficult task, in-
ternational experience suggests that the substantial benefits that dias-
poras can offer their home countries render it a highly worthwhile en-
deavour. 
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