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Abstract Rural immigrants, including return migrants, introduce new 
beliefs, ideas, cultures, and behavioral styles, which can serve as new blood to 
rural areas. The aim of the present paper is to attach an additional meaning 
to this metaphoric expression, demonstrating that return migrants are more 
prosocial than others in rural regions, thereby enhancing rural social capital 
in the short and long run. A questionnaire survey was conducted, and data 
from a total of 250 participants were collected from a rural village in Vietnam, 
including 107 return migrants. Their prosociality was measured using the 
“giving” part of the 2-Way social support scale and the social generativity scale. 
Consistent with the literature, the possession of migration experiences was sig-
nificantly associated with both of these two scale scores. Taken together with a 
supplementary qualitative survey on the motivation for return migrants’ deci-
sion to migrate, the results show that migration experience makes returnees 
more prosocial, rather than prosocial villagers selectively out-migrating. The 
present study contributes to the deepening debate about whether sending 
people to more developed regions is beneficial for less developed regions. It 
concluded that the sending side can benefit from return migrants’ prosocial 
behavior and thus the strengthening of social capital in rural areas. The prac-
tical implications are also discussed.

Introduction

The enhancement of social capital is crucial for rural development. 
According to Putnam, Leonardi, and Nanetti (1993), this concept can 
be defined by features of social organization, such as individual or 
household networks and the associated norms and values, which create 
externalities for the community as a whole. Grootaert and van Bastelaer 
(2002) demonstrates that social capital improves the efficiency of rural 
development programs by increasing agricultural productivity, improv-
ing the management of common resources, making rural trading more 

*This research was financially supported by a grant from Kochi University of Technology. 
Address correspondence to Yoshinori Nakagawa, School of Economics and Management, 
Kochi University of Technology, Kochi 780-8515, Japan. E-mail: nakagawa-yoshinori@  
kochi-tech.ac.jp

https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3179-5080
mailto:


302  Rural Sociology, Vol. 82, No. 2, June 2021

profitable, and energizing farmer federations. Torsvik (2000) argues 
that social capital (measured by the density, inclusiveness, strength, and 
vitality of horizontal associations in a community) strengthens trust, 
which in turn leads to enhanced productivity and decreased transaction 
costs. Go, Trunfio, and Della Lucia (2013) argued the role played by 
social capital in the networking of stakeholders and knowledge-sharing, 
which is required to innovate sustainable rural development strategies. 
Woodhouse (2006) also supported the link between social capital and 
regional economic development. The economic importance of social 
capital for the local development of social and community enterprises 
has also been widely recognized (Bertotti et al. 2011; Evans and Syrett 
2007; Kay 2006; Somerville and McElwee 2011).

This paper adds to the existing literature by analyzing whether return 
migrants (i.e., defined here as those who out-migrate from rural areas 
and then, return to their original areas) behave prosocially and thus 
contribute to the social capital of their home communities. The litera-
ture assumes that return migrants bring additional human capital with 
them (i.e., knowledge and skill; Brown and Lauder 2000), in addition 
to the possibility that their remittances help to ease poverty and pro-
vide a means for investing in small- and medium-sized businesses (OECD 
2008; Piracha and Vadean 2010). Earlier studies have also considered 
the roles of return migrants in introducing new social norms (Levitt 
and Lamba-Nieves 2010; Vianello 2013; Waddell and Fontenla 2015), 
new political attitudes (Careja and Emmenegger 2012; Chauvet and 
Mercier 2014; Pérez-Armendáriz and Crow 2010), an entrepreneurial 
spirit (Démurger and Xu 2011; Kveder and Flahaux 2013; Lianos and 
Pseiridis 2009; Woodruff and Zenteno 2007), and new beliefs about the 
investment in human capital through education (Waddell and Fontenla 
2015; Zhou, Murphy, and Tao 2014). In this sense, return migrants (and 
rural in-migrants in general) are “potentially constituting something of 
a transfusion in the form of new blood, new ideas, and fresh enthusi-
asm for locally biased action” (Derounian 1998:128, as sited by Stockdale 
2006). The present paper, therefore, focuses on the returned migrants’ 
prosocial aims to elaborate on this metaphoric expression in a way that 
few studies have done, to the best of the authors’ knowledge.

Although a few earlier studies explicitly hypothesized about return 
migrants’ prosocial behaviors in their home communities and their 
concern for others and the entire community, the present study’s 
assumption on the prosocial desires they exhibit is considered a natural 
extension of an increasing number of studies on the monetary transfers 
migrants make to their home countries or regions: donations (Clemens, 
Özden, and Rapoport 2014). These studies investigate the impact of 
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donations made by returning migrants on the local development of 
developing counties (Beauchemin and Schoumaker 2009; Chauvet et 
al. 2013; Kijima and Gonzales-Ramirez 2012). Licuanan, Mahmoud, and 
Steinmayr (2014) argue that migrants’ altruism (i.e., the migrants’ care 
for the welfare of those in the home country) is the potential mecha-
nism behind their donating behavior. If it is the case, it seems natural to 
assume that the altruism fostered by migration experiences leads to pro-
social behavior once they return to their home country/region/commu-
nity, regardless of whether they decide to return because staying in the 
host location is no longer the best strategy to maximize their wages (e.g., 
Piore 1979), or because their migration goals have been achieved (e.g., 
Stark and Bloom 1985). This said, there is no widely recognized theo-
retical foundation for the emergence of prosocial attitudes and altruism 
in migrants. Therefore, drawing on several disciplines such as organiza-
tional studies and anthropology, the next section provides a theoretical 
framework and hypotheses, which were tested as described in the subse-
quent section.

Research Hypotheses

With reference to the literature on migration, two strategies could 
explain the mechanisms behind return migrants’ greater prosocial 
behavior, which leads them to contribute to strengthening social capital 
more than local residents in their home communities.

Responsibility

The first strategy refers to the concept of responsibility. In a qualitative 
study of sub-Saharan African health workers in Belgium and Austria, 
Poppe et al. (2016) identified circular migrants who regularly returned 
to their source country due to emotional attachments and a sense of 
responsibility, believing that their skills and knowledge were needed 
there, and they were, therefore, eager to contribute to the develop-
ment and reinforcement of healthcare services in their source country. 
Similarly, in a study of temporary migrants as international students in 
the United States, Hazen and Alberts (2006) found that some migrants 
return to their home countries due to a feeling of responsibility to invest 
their skills.

These arguments about migrants’ feelings of responsibility can be com-
bined with organizational studies literature, where a sense of responsi-
bility motivates greater prosocial behavior in one’s organization due to a 
sense of belonging, which leads to the hypothesis that return migrants are 
more likely to behave prosocially at their location of origin. Specifically, 
this literature argues that a subjective feeling of responsibility toward 
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the organization, fellow workers, or clients is supportive of extra-role 
behaviors (i.e., those which go beyond the role expectations in a way that 
is organizationally functional) (e.g., Krebs 1970; Pearce and Gregersen 
1991; Schwartz and Howard 1982). Morrison and Phelps (1999) further 
argue that the link between one’s feeling of responsibility and prosocial 
behavior is mediated by judgments about the likely outcomes (encoun-
tered by the organization with and without possible prosocial behavior).

While the organizational studies literature provides a rigid theoretical 
foundation for return migrants’ prosocial behavior, which is induced by 
their feeling of responsibility, present studies have not yet explained why 
migrants have a sense of responsibility for their location of origin. This is 
the point where we need to depart from organizational studies, because 
this research suggests that this feeling can be ascribed to the interde-
pendence of tasks required by the organization (Morrison and Phelps 
1999). However, this argument does not seem to apply to the context of 
the present study. Instead, the present study refers to Siar (2014), who 
argues that highly skilled international migrants’ feelings toward their 
home country might be evoked by their consciousness of their home 
country’s problems and needs. It might be that return migrants perceive 
the current status of their home country by comparing it with their host 
location and thus acquire a greater sensitivity to their home location than 
local residents without migration experiences, which evokes the feeling 
of responsibility to improve the place of origin. This sensitivity might 
be even greater for those who have experienced migration due to the   
“(d)esire to experience a new culture” (Hazen and Alberts 2006:205).

Adaptation

The second strategy refers to the concept of adaptation. The literature on 
return migration has consistently stressed the significant obstacles to rein-
tegration encountered by return migrants (e.g., Jones 2003; Ni Laoire 
2007; Ralph 2009), possibly due to the loss of relationships with others in 
their home communities (Wahba and Zenou 2012). This phenomenon 
can be better understood through the theoretical lens of immigrants’ 
culture shock, which can also affect return migrants. Basically, previous 
studies have tended to focus on the return of international migrants. 
Although there is a logical gap, it is a natural extension to assume that 
both international and domestic migrants are faced with a degree of 
culture shock because of the urban–rural gap found in previous migra-
tion studies. To adapt to their new destination, all migrants would have 
to recognize the differences and change themselves. Therefore, when 
returning to their origins, regardless of whether they are returning from 
international or domestic locations, it is expected that the migrants 
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would have to deal with culture shock to adapt again. For example, both 
Gaw (2000) and Fan (2000) examined this concept for both interna-
tional and domestic returnees. Culture shock was initially conceptual-
ized as the consequence of the strain and anxiety resulting from contact 
with a new culture and feelings of loss, confusion, and impotence result-
ing from the loss of accustomed cultural cues and social rules (Oberg 
1954). Winkelman’s (1994) model identifies four basic phases of cul-
ture shock: (i) the honeymoon or tourist phase, (ii) the crisis or cul-
tural shock phase, (iii) the adjustment phase, and (iv) the adaptation 
phase. Phases (iii) and (iv) are distinct. In fact, an adjustment without 
adaptation is possible, such as isolating oneself from the host society. 
Winkelman (1994) also lists the causes of culture shock occurring in 
phase (ii), one of which is role shock, which is defined as the loss of roles 
central to one’s identity in the new culture (Byrnes 1966). This results 
from “an ambiguity about one’s social position, the loss of normal social 
relations and roles, and new roles inconsistent with previous self-con-
cept” (Winkelman 1994:123). It seems reasonable to assume that return 
migrants interact with others prosocially to determine which role is con-
sistent with their new self-concept they are creating as return migrants. 
Thus, adopting prosocial behavior is a promising adaptation strategy for 
return migrants facing obstacles to reintegration in their home region.

Hypotheses

To summarize, the present study posits the following hypotheses, which 
will be verified in the later sections.

Hypothesis 1: Return migrants behave more prosocially than 
local residents in a rural community.

Hypothesis 2: Return migrants who migrated to enhance their 
human capital (knowledge and skills) behave more prosocially 
than the other return migrants in a rural community.

Hypothesis 3: Return migrants who migrated long-term behave 
more prosocially than other return migrants in rural communities.

Several things should be noted. First, hypothesis 2 is drawn from the 
argument made in the subsection entitled “Responsibility.” If responsi-
bility mediates return migrants’ prosocial behavior, those who enhanced 
their human capital (knowledge and skill) during their migration 
should have a stronger motivation to behave prosocially by utilizing 
their enhanced human capital. It is difficult to measure how human 
capital has been enhanced by migration, therefore, the present study 
adopts a proxy for measurement purposes; the reason for their decision 
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to migrate serves as the baseline for estimating enhanced social capital. 
Second, hypothesis 3 is drawn from the argument made in the subsec-
tion entitled “Adaptation.” It is natural to assume that those who have 
been absent from their home region for a longer period have greater dif-
ficulties during the process of reintegration and thus pay greater atten-
tion to adapt to the home community.

The brief summary of logical flow of this study is as follows. Section 
“Research Hypotheses” argues that two independent theoretical frame-
works consistently suggested that rural-to-urban migration experience 
causes prosociality in rural areas. Thus, the study hypothesized that the 
two variables are correlated with each other. Section “Results” verifies 
the correlation through the questionnaire survey. Thus, the study con-
cluded that the causality was supported. Section “Discussion” presented 
qualitative data studies that are consistent with the assumption of the 
present study on the direction of causality. Although we believe the log-
ical flow is sufficiently sound, the addition was made to enhance the 
persuasiveness of the abovementioned logical flow.

Materials and Methods

Sample

Vietnam is a developing country located in Southeast Asia (Figure 1). 
It is divided into 7 main regions with 58 provinces and 5 municipalities 
(Figure 1). Each province is split into provincial municipalities, town-
ships, and counties, while a municipality is divided into districts and 
counties.

This study collected data from the village of Phu Khe, Hoang Hoa 
County, Thanh Hoa Province, North Central Coast Region (Figure 2). 
In Vietnam, rural areas have administrative boundaries that exclude the 
town, district, and city wards and are primarily focused on agricultural 
development. Based on the government urban division laws, the rural 
areas are determined based on specific criteria: management by People’s 
Committee communes, population sizes less than 4,000, population den-
sities less than 1,000, more than 45 percent of agricultural labor, and 
underdeveloped infrastructure development. This village has two com-
munes governed by People’s Committee communes. The village area is 
around 12.95 km2, the population around 8600 people, and population 
density around 664 people/km2 (2018). In this village, people mainly 
depend on agricultural activities. The distance from the two main cities, 
Ha Noi and Ho Chi Minh, is around 160 km and 1,570 km, respectively.

The author distributed 300 questionnaires in the village, and received 
250 responses from village residents between 24 and 65 years old from 
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163 households, a response rate of around 83 percent. The households 
were randomly selected from a list supplied by the local authority. In 
this study, the sample size was first determined for practical reasons 
and then, it was confirmed that the obtained sample size was sufficient, 
using Slovin’s formula for calculating required sample sizes (Buchori 
et al. 2018; Tejada and Punzalan 2012), which stated that the sample 
size should be calculated based on the total population in the sampling 

Figure 1. Map of Regions in Vietnam. (Source: https://travel.voyag eviet nam.co/map-of-
regio ns-of-vietn am/). [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

https://travel.voyagevietnam.co/map-of-regions-of-vietnam/
https://travel.voyagevietnam.co/map-of-regions-of-vietnam/
www.wileyonlinelibrary.com
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area N and an acceptable error value e with n = N/(1 + Ne2). The con-
ventional range for the value e in other studies was from 0.05 to 0.1; 
therefore, our sample size was considered to be sufficiently large. In fact, 
the total population (N) of 8,600 in the studied village and our sample 
size of 250 (n) suggest that we have adopted the e value of 0.06, accord-
ing to the formula, which is within the above mentioned range. The 
questionnaire survey was conducted face-to-face by the first author and a 
hired staff member. We defined return migrants as those who were born 
and grew up in the village and returned to the village after at least 6 
months of working/studying experience outside the village. Among the 
250 respondents, 107 (42.8 percent) were return migrants and 143 (57.2 
percent) were permanent residents.

Vietnam, more than 65 percent of the population lives in rural areas, 
which is based on United Nation data from 2019, puts it in the top 10 most 
rural population countries in the world. Vietnam is also ranked in the 
top 10 countries in East Asia/Southeast Asia for its net emigration rate 
(Central Intelligence Agency 2019) and in the world for the remittances 
it receives (based on International Monetary Fund 2018). Migration has 
been a key strategy in Vietnam to overcome poverty, especially in the 
rural areas. International and internal migration in Vietnam also rank 
high in Asia; for example, the number of internal migrants due to disas-
ter in Vietnam ranks in the 10 ten in Asia (International Organization 
for Migration 2019). In Vietnam, internal migration became popular 
after the “Doi Moi” reforms of the late 1980s. In those days, the govern-
ment devised some settlement programs to motivate people to move to 
rural areas (mainly highland areas) to contribute to their development. 

Figure 2. Map of Thanh Hoa province. (Source: http://www.vinab eez.com/vn/info/map-
thanh hoa.htm). [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]

Place to collect the data

http://www.vinabeez.com/vn/info/map-thanhhoa.htm
http://www.vinabeez.com/vn/info/map-thanhhoa.htm
www.wileyonlinelibrary.com
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However, this trend did not last long, and the number of migrants in this 
direction decreased after 1990. Nowadays, an increasing number of peo-
ple migrate from rural (and thus less developed) areas to urban areas 

Table 1. Sample Characteristics.

n % M SD Cronbach’s Alpha

Gender
Male 135 54%
Female 115 46%

Age 44.4 10.2
Education

Highera 189 76%
Others 61 24%

Income
High group 30 12%
Middle group 208 83%
Low group 12 5%

Employment status
Shop ownerb 150 60%
Wage employment 65 26%
Others 35 14%

Migration experience
Yes 107 43%
No 143 57%

Enhancement of human capital as a migration purpose
Yes 45 42%
No 62 58%

Destination of migration
Urban area 62 58%
Rural areac 45 42%

Migration of duration
Long-term (5 years or 

more)
67 63%

Short-term 40 37%
Years since returning

Long-term (5 years or 
more)

92 86%

Short-term 15 14%
Social generativity (6 

items)d
21.8 2.4 0.73

Giving social support (10 
items)e

22.3 4.8 0.84

aHigh school graduation or above.
bFive villagers who worked as shop owners and as wage employees at the same time were 

counted as a shop owner.
cA rural area is defined as within an administrative boundary not including towns, dis-

tricts, and cities.
dTheoretical range = 6–30.
eTheoretical range = 10–40.
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to seek economic opportunities. Some of them decide to become a per-
manent citizen at their urban destinations while others decide to return 
sooner or later. Government studies and research by international orga-
nizations such as United Nations Population Fund, International Labour 
Organization, and International Organization for Migration highlight 
such internal migrants, but the implications of migrants returning to 
their origins has not been the focus of these studies.

Measurements

The questionnaire included items on (1) individual characteristics of 
respondents (i.e., gender, age, educational background, and occupa-
tion), (2) family characteristics (family income and number of family 
members), and (3) prosocial behavioral characteristics (the extent of 
giving social support to others and social generativity). Return migrants 
responded to additional items on (i) the duration of migration, (ii) 
whether their migration enhanced their human capital (i.e., knowledge 
and skills), and (iii) years since they returned.

The social giving part of the 2-Way Social Support scale developed by 
Shakespeare-Finch and Obst (2011) was utilized to measure the com-
munity and social support offered by respondents. This original scale 
includes items on the emotional and instrumental factors involved in the 
giving and receiving of social support. The present study utilized only 10 
items from the giving part of this scale. The items included “I am there 
to listen to others’ problems” (in the emotional factor) and “I help oth-
ers when they are too busy to get everything done” (in the instrumental 
factor). The response format was a 4-point rating scale from 1 (never) to 
4 (always). Thus, the rating score ranged from 10 to 40.

Meanwhile the social generativity scale developed by Morselli and 
Passini (2015) was utilized to measure social generativity. This measures 
individuals’ social responsibility that motivate them to behave to benefit 
future generations. It includes six items such as “I favor activities that 
ensure a better world for future generations” and “I have a personal 
responsibility to improve the area in which I live.” A 5-point rating scale 
was used as a response format from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 
agree) and thus the rating score ranged from 6 to 30.

Analysis

To test the three hypotheses, a multivariate linear regression analysis 
was applied to explain the objective variables (i.e., the giving part of the 
2-Way Social Support scale score and the social generativity scale score) 
in terms of the sociodemographic and socioeconomic factors, as well as 
the dummy variables characterizing return migrants. The first dummy 
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variable was defined which took 1 value if he/she experienced return 
migration and 0 value otherwise. For those who took 1 value, three addi-
tional dummy variables were defined that corresponded to the following 
three conditions, respectively:

1. Whether he/she stayed outside at least 5 years or not,
2. Whether the purposes of the migration include the enhancement of 

human capital (i.e., knowledge and skills) or not, and
3. Whether he/she stayed at least 5 years or not in the village since their 

return.

Three options were given to participants in category 1: (1) “up to 
1 year,” (2) “more than one year and less than 5 years,” and (3) “5 years 
or more.” Only three participants, or 3 percent in total, chose (1), 37 (34 
percent in total) chose (2), and 67 (63 percent in total) chose (3). The 
options were the same in category 3 as in the category 1, for which only 
two participants (around 2 percent in total) chose (1) and 13 (around 
12 percent) chose (2). As the number of participants that chose (1) was 
too small in both subcategories, the participants that chose (1) and (2) 
were combined; therefore, “five years” was chosen as the threshold.

A dummy variable stipulating the migration destination (urban or 
rural area) was not included in this analysis because it was extremely 
highly correlated with migration to enhance human capital. In fact, it 
will be shown later that 45 out of the 107 return migrants in our sample 
migrated to enhance human capital, and 43 among the 45 chose urban 
areas as their destinations. This suggest that migrants had to migrate to 
urban areas in order to enhance human capital. Note that all objective 
and predictive variables, including the dummy ones, were standardized 
before input to the regression models.

Supplementary Qualitative Survey

As detailed in section “Research Hypotheses,” consistent with the liter-
ature, the present study hypothesizes that out-migration experiences 
encourages people to behave prosocially, rather than proposing that 
prosocial people are more likely to out-migrate. In other words, Due to 
difficulties verifying this assumption using a cross-sectional survey, the 
present study conducted a supplementary qualitative survey. The qualita-
tive data were added as a supplementation to enhance the persuasiveness 
of the theoretical framework. Specifically, the present study randomly 
collected data from 18 return migrants aged between 24 and 65 years 
old. In this sample, the minimum and the maximum of migration dura-
tion were 1  year and 20  years, respectively, and the average of migra-
tion duration was 13 years. Among the 18 participants, 15 participants 
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(83 percent) migrated for 5 years or more. The first author conducted 
this questionnaire survey with these respondents face-to-face. Only 8 of 
the 18 participants participated in the main quantitative survey, partly 
because this qualitative survey was conducted half a year before the main 
quantitative survey, and some of the 18 participants had out-migrated 
between the two surveys. The qualitative survey was semi-structured, and 
the following three questions were asked of participants: (i) what moti-
vated you to decide to out-migrate? (ii) how was life during the migra-
tion?, and (iii) what motivated you to decide to return to the village? The 
survey lasted an hour and a half on average, and the vocal responses of 
the interviewer and interviewees were transcribed. The present study uti-
lized the interviewees’ answers to question (i). The aim was to confirm 
that they did not decide to migrate for prosocial purposes.

Besides the impact of the left-behind family members, in the third 
question, the “ho khau” system (registration system) could also be a 
reason to return. In Vietnam, this system discriminates against those 
with an immigration status in urban areas. Under the “ho khau” system, 
migrants have limited access to many types of job and the healthcare sys-
tem and their children may have limited access to the urban education 
system. The “ho khau” system impact on migration has been studied by 
international organizations in Vietnam such as the World Bank (2016) 
and the United Nations Population Fund (2016). However, as this study 
only focused on question (1), any discussion on this system is out of the 
scope of this study.

Results

Demographic and Psychological Characteristics of the Sample

The sample characteristics are presented in Table 1. Of the 250 respon-
dents, 135 were male and 115 were female, corresponding to 54 percent 
and 46 percent of the sample, respectively. Respondents’ ages ranged 
from 24 to 65 years old, with a mean age of 44.4 years and SD of 10.2 years.

One hundred and eighty-nine respondents (76 percent) had a 
higher educational background (i.e., high school graduation or above). 
Respondents’ occupations were classified into three groups: shop owner, 
wage employee, and others. Five respondents who were shop owners 
and employees at the same time were counted as shop owners. There 
were 150 shop owners (60 percent), 65 employees (26 percent), and 
35 respondents (14 percent) who were engaged in other occupations; 
57 percent were non-migrants (143 respondents) and 43 percent were 
return migrants (107 respondents). There were several notable differ-
ences between the migration (n  =  107) and non-migration (n  =  143) 
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sample groups. First, most participants in the migration group were 
male but most in the non-migration group were female, possibly because 
of the family gender roles in Vietnam as taking care of other family mem-
bers is normally the responsibility of female members. Second, many 
participants in the return migration group had higher incomes that 
those in the non-migration group, possibly because the migration expe-
rience improved the life of the returnees. Third, although most partici-
pants in both groups had reasonably high education, the percentage of 
people with high education was higher in the migration group than in 
the non-migration group.

Return migrants’ characteristics were recorded as follows: 45 people 
out of 107 (42 percent) migrated to enhance human capital; 62 people 
chose urban areas (58 percent) as their destinations, while 45 people 
chose rural areas. Twenty-two people had experiences of migration to 
both urban and rural areas and they were counted in “urban area” group. 
The duration of migration indicated that 67 migrants (63 percent) lived 
outside the village for 5 years or more and 40 migrants (37 percent) lived 
away for less than 5 years. Finally, 92 migrants (86 percent) had stayed 
in the village for 5 years or longer following their (final) return. The 
Cronbach’s alpha of social generativity and giving social support scales 
were 0.73 and 0.84, respectively, indicating that these scales had accept-
able levels of internal consistency.

Regression Analysis Results

The regression analysis results are summarized in Table  2. This pres-
ents the relationships between objective variables (giving social support 
and social generativity) and predictor variables based upon the socio-
demographic, socioeconomic, and characteristics of migration (posses-
sion of human capital as a purpose, migration duration, and years since 
returning).

When migration characteristics were not included as predictors, 
migration experience was a significant predictor of giving social support 
at the 0.1 percent level (beta = 0.44), as theoretically predicted. After 
adding the three migration characteristics as well as the dummy variable 
on the possession of migration experiences, the influence of migration 
experience on giving social support decreased, although it remained sig-
nificant at the 5 percent level (beta = 0.31). Moreover, the possession 
of human capital (i.e., knowledge and skills) significantly predicted the 
objective variable at 1 percent level (beta = 0.22), while the duration of 
migration and years since return were not significant predictors. This 
result suggests that the significant association of migration experience 
with giving social support was due to return migrants’ experiences with 
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enhanced social capital. There was a single socioeconomic variable, 
which remained consistently significant at the 5 percent level: shop 
ownership.

Migration experience was a significant predictor of social generativ-
ity, at the 0.1 percent level (beta = 0.38), when migration characteristics 
were not included, as theoretically predicted. After including migration 
characteristics as predictors, the migration experience was no longer a 
significant predictor. Moreover, migration to enhance human capital 
and the duration of migration were significant predictors at the 1 per-
cent level (beta = 0.20 and 0.23, respectively). This result suggests that 
the significant association of migration experience with social genera-
tivity is due to returning migrants satisfying these two conditions. Two 
sociodemographic and socioeconomic variables were consistently signif-
icant predictors: male gender and shop ownership.

The results illustrated the influence of gender differences on social 
generativity. The social generativity awareness in the males seemed 
stronger than in the females, which was consistent with the findings 
in McKeering and Pakenham (2000) and Schoklitsch and Baumann 
(2011). The examination of the employment status variable found that 
shop owners were more prosocial than wage employees, possibly due to 
self-efficacy, that is, as shop owners in rural areas have important roles, 
as commented on in Fesharaki (2019), to establish their own businesses, 
they need to have self-efficacy, which is a personality factor that contrib-
utes to prosocial behavior (Caprara, Alessandri, and Eisenberg 2012).

Supplementary Qualitative Survey Results

Transcriptions of the voices of the 18 participants revealed their moti-
vation to out-migrate, which were extracted and are summarized in 
Table 3. In most cases, the “hard living conditions” (participant 05) of 
the village and the poor family situation motivated participants to leave 
and improve their economic situation. Different participants referred to 
this type of motivation in different ways, such as “income was very low” 
(participant 01), “hard to earn money” (participant 07), “the salary was 
not good” (participant 09), “unstable jobs” (participant 10), “difficult 
life” (participant 11), “the income from working in the village was too 
low” (participant 16), “poor condition” in infrastructure (participant 
18), “family condition and the poverty” (participant 12), and “the first 
child” in a big family (participant 15). Other participants expressed their 
expectations of the destination, which can be considered the other side 
of the same coin. This expression was referred to in a varied ways, such 
as “improve life” (participant 04), “get a higher income” (participant 
06), “was attracted by money” (participant 13), “earn more money” 
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(participant 14), and “earn money to prepare for her son’s studies” (par-
ticipant 17).

There were still other motivations to out-migrate: preparation for 
one’s long-term career development (participants 02 and 17), “set up 
a career” (participant 03), overcoming the sense of inferiority to oth-
ers (participant 08), and inquisitiveness (participant 07). In conclusion, 
the qualitative result shows that private needs motivated participants to 
migrate, and thus, they were not prosocially motivated to migrate.

Discussion

This research investigated whether return migrants’ prosocial behavior 
contributed to social capital in their home communities. Quantitative 
and qualitative surveys were conducted to verify the theoretical frame-
work stating that return migrants feel a responsibility to improve their 
home regions or a need to be reintegrated to the community, thereby 
demonstrate prosocial behavior as return migrants. The two theoretical 
frameworks consistently suggested that the possession of an experience 
of out-migration (hereafter called variable 1) causes prosociality (here-
after called variable 2). In the questionnaire survey, the study observed 
a statistically correlation between variable 1 and variable 2. Although 
the combination of the theoretical frameworks and empirical results is 
deemed sufficient for drawing a conclusion, the qualitative data were 
added to confirm that variable 2 was very unlikely to cause variable 1. 
There were three major findings.

First, consistent with our central hypothesis (i.e., H1), results indi-
cated that return migrants behave more prosocially than other local resi-
dents in their home communities, both in terms of giving social support 
and social generativity. The adjusted correlation coefficient of migra-
tion experience with these two indexes were 0.44 and 0.38, suggesting a 
strong influence. Taken together with the qualitative findings investigat-
ing research participants’ dominant motivation to migrate, results indi-
cated that the experience of migration caused return migrants’ prosocial 
behavior, rather than prosocial individuals selectively migrating and 
returning. One thing should be noticed regarding this interpretation. 
While qualitative results show that migrants were not prosocial before 
the migration, this does not guarantee that the migrants and non-mi-
grants have the same level of prosociality at the baseline. Considering 
the push and pull economic factors (Borozan and Bojanic 2012; Djafar 
2012; Iqbal and Gusman 2015; Rasool, Botha, and Bisschoff 2012), it 
is possible that people who out-migrate should be more economically 
motivated (and thus less prosocial) than those who do not out-migrate 
at the baseline (perhaps in their teens). It should be noticed that this 
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possibility does not weaken but strengthen our argument. In fact, our 
statistical finding was that possession of migration experience was pos-
itively correlated with prosociality. The only way to interpret these con-
flicting statements is that those who out-migrate catch up then overtake 
those who stay in the village after they out-migrated. This scenario is con-
sistent with our conclusion. This said, the qualitative data were collected 
from participants who were not necessary in the sample of the quanti-
tative survey, and thus future longitudinal surveys will be important for 
verifying the validity of this study.

Second, after including the three variables for migration character-
istics, enhanced human capital was significantly associated with these 
indexes, and the significance of migration experience decreased. This 
suggests that return migrants’ tendency to behave prosocially was mainly, 
or at least partly due to their enhanced human capital. This supports 
hypothesis H2.

Third, while a longer experience of migration was significantly asso-
ciated with giving social support, social generativity was not, and thus 
hypothesis H3 was only partly supported. This difference could be 
explained by the time it takes for the effects of helping others to become 
visible. The actions included in the giving social support scale were likely 
to be appreciated immediately by receivers of support, while those on 
the social generativity scale aim to foster younger generations in the 
long run (e.g., decades). Thus, engagement with the former might be 
regarded by return migrants as essential for their reintegration and is so 
widely adopted by them that they are not associated with the duration 
of migration.

Besides, there is another finding. Among sociodemographic and 
socioeconomic variables, only shop ownership was significant in all the 
models following the statistical analysis. It means that shop ownership 
is a big factor which influences prosociality. However, this finding does 
not diminish the value of this study. According to our analysis, migra-
tion experience was a significant predictor of prosociality even after con-
trolling for shop ownership, suggesting that the migration experience 
equally enhances the prosociality of shop owners and non-shop owners. 
Furthermore, by comparing the standardized regression coefficients of 
shop ownership and migration experience, we find that the effect of 
migration experience is comparable to that of shop ownership, even if 
not greater, and thus not negligible.

Whether sending people to more developed regions is beneficial for 
less developed regions has attracted a great deal of academic attention 
for decades. While the present study did not try to answer this question, 
it could make a significant contribution to the deepening debate. In 
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Vietnam, as well as all over the world, the main disadvantages for the 
sending side include the debased welfare of elders who are left behind 
(He and Ye 2013); the developmental problems of left-behind children 
(Su et al. 2010); the labor shortage leading to changes in production 
toward low-risk and low-income production (Qian, Wang, and Zheng 
2016); and the so called “brain drain” (Wang, Chen, and Araral 2016). 
Moreover, migrants provide remittances, which can improve the living 
standards of the sending side. Additionally, Stockdale (2006) argues 
that leaving the home community seems a natural process for younger 
people to achieve a higher education. In line with this, Nugin (2014) 
encourages rural youth to move out and see new things. On the basis of 
the empirical evidence, the present study adds an original argument to 
this debate: the sending side can benefit from return migrants’ prosocial 
behavior that leads to the strengthening of social capital in rural areas. 
This contribution has an important practical implication as well. It is 
important for the sending side to motivate their young people wishing 
to migrate to acquire knowledge and skills. This effort of the sending 
side should benefit the community with their enhanced human capital 
on return. Our results suggest that returners are likely to be prosocial 
return migrants who think about others and their entire home commu-
nity/region/country in the short and long run. However, their motiva-
tion to enhance their own human capital is not necessarily prosocial.

This study has an important limitation. The research design estab-
lished two different theoretical frameworks using the present literature 
(i.e., reintegration and sense of responsibility). While the study fully or 
partly verified the hypotheses drawn from both of these frameworks, it 
could not determine which mechanism was dominant. In the future, it 
will be important to measure perceived difficulties with reintegration 
and the sense of responsibility directly, thereby answering this question. 
Additionally, the small sample seems another limitation of this study. 
Findings from a small sample with only 250 participants in a village near 
an urban area are not representative of all rural areas, particularly the 
highland areas. Findings will vary due to the different cultural and geo-
graphical characteristics of the region. However, these results could be 
generalized to other villages in Vietnam and in many developing coun-
tries that have similar sociocultural and community characteristics. As 
villages have existed for a long time in Vietnam, each village is based on 
various rules (Tran Ngoc Them 1999), such as bloodline, occupation, 
household and neighborhood connections, and administration units 
(e.g., sometimes a village is called a commune and sometimes a village 
includes several communes). These strong autonomous community 
characteristics in Vietnamese villages means that there are often strict 
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resident relationships, with the residents in the same village tending to 
support each other. Furthermore, each village tends to have its own con-
ventions that exist in parallel with government law. Future studies with a 
larger sample and unlimited scope could contribute a clearer picture of 
return migrants’ prosocial behavior.

The migration experience of returned migrants contributes to the vil-
lages if the migrant choose to return; however, if the migrants decide 
not to return, there is less benefit. Therefore, the combination of the 
attempts to let people go out and return is important. Unfortunately, 
this study only encouraged people to migrate but also not to return as it 
failed to elucidate a concrete strategy to encourage people not only to 
migrate but also to return; therefore, further research is needed.
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