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Abstract

In this paper, transnational youth voice what propels them to return to Hong Kong, what 
keeps them in Toronto, and sends them back and forth. There is global competition for 
skilled labor, and as a result, transnational migrants have become important resources. 
The term ÒtransnationalÓ refers to peopleÕs connections between different global loca-
tions, as manifested in their personal moves, contacts, and ßows of information. In this 
sense, transnationalism is a concrete embodiment of globalism. Our qualitative research 
studies 24 transnational young adults, whose parents migrated with their families from 
Hong Kong to Toronto (1985-1996) when they were ages 8-19). The parents maintained 
their connections with Hong Kong, some returned, some never left. Ten years after the 
Hand-over, it is their childrenÕs turn: they have obtained overseas citizenship and educa-
tion and are now facing choices of whether to work and live in Toronto, Hong Kong (or 
another locale, such as greater China). This paper analyses three sets of factors that con-
tribute to the residency decisions being made by these youths: (1) Macro-level processes: 
the citizenship rights of this younger generation in two countries and how labour markets 
recognize their training, credentials, and experience; (2) Meso-level processes: the fam-
ily, social networks, and organizations that create transnational contacts; (3) Micro-level 
processes: personal deÞnitions of the situation that include their notion of home and iden-
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tity. We explore the cross pressures on them to choose: a place, their kinship contacts, 
their own partners. Their social networks greatly inßuence their settlement decisions. 
Having roots in Hong Kong they are able to Þt into society and Þnd work there. Their 
choice to return balances the location of parents and partners. If both parents and partners
are in the same locale, the youth tend to chose that place.

Introduction. Transnational ties: the economy or social relations? 

Transnational ties and social relations must not be presumed but rather carefully 
analysed, and that structural as well as cultural aspects must be introduced in this 
analysis (Dahinder 2005).

Hong KongÕs reversion to China in 1997 was an historically unique political event which 
spun off dramatic issues, among which were unusual patterns of migration, the topic of 
this paper. As political arrangements were being made for reversion of BritainÕs most 
economically prosperous colony to underdeveloped communist China, large numbers of 
middle class and business families emigrated. Hong Kong became CanadaÕs main immig-
rant source, and an important source for Australia and the United States as well 
(Citizenship and Immigration Canada 2001; Skeldon 1994b; Skeldon 1994a; US 
Citizenship & Immigration Services 2001). Their large numbers and compressed arrival 
dramatically changed the character of the cities in which they settled. In Toronto, our 
study site, they transformed entire suburbs into Cantonese speaking districts, with stores 
that served them which had close personal and commercial ties to Hong Kong for 
products (Luk 2007). Their many reasons for leaving Hong Kong ranged from the uncer-
tain future of their jobs, professions, and their habitual life style, to political concerns 
over their familiesÕ security, and on to the hope for a better life abroad. Despite assur-
ances that their lives would remain Òunchanged for 50 yearsÓ after reversion to China, 
none knew what the future would bring. One unique feature was the long time frame, 
from inking the agreement in 1984 to the event itself in 1997, which given Hong Kong 
residents time to mull over their actions. Suddenly, ChinaÕs crackdown on protesters in 
the June 4, 1989, Tiananmen incident, sparked a huge emigrant wave. Many had worked 
hard to build up their family economy, and had been reluctant to impoverish their famil-
ies by leaving, Now they left, still reluctantly, under pressure (Skeldon 1994b). Sub-
sequently, with the realisation that they faced difÞculties in Þnding good jobs or opening 
new businesses in Toronto, Sydney, and other places of refuge, yet another issue 
emerged: should they stay? Many reassessed permanent migration, and large numbers be-
came transnational migrants. Even before Hong KongÕs retrocession to China, an estim-
ated one-third of Hong KongÕs Þrst-wave emigrants returned from Canada (Aydemir and 
Robinson 2005) (see Tables, 1, 2. below). They would have the best of both worlds, tak-
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ing advantage of new opportunities for their childrenÕs education and comfortable home 
surroundings for their family abroad, while keeping their jobs in Hong Kong. In Chinese 
parlance, they were astronauts.

Many immigrants maintain ongoing personal or organisational relations both with 
their country of origin and their adopted country. Observers coined the terms transnation-
al migrants to refer to people with jobs, family, ongoing communications and activities 
and in two nations (Glick-Schiller 1999; Pessar and Mahler 2003). This phenomenon has 
manifested for Hong Kongers to such an extent that they ued their own phrase: astro-
nauts, which referred to migrants, usually the husband, who hold a job in Hong Kong, 
and have part of their family in Canada or other places. The children that are left abroad 
on their own while their parents return to Hong Kong are termed parachute children. Yet 
another deÞnition would be helpful here, the 1.5 generation of immigrants whether with 
their family or as parachute kids, as children or early teenagers. In distinction from their 
parents who were brought up in their home culture, the 1.5 generation experienced and 
mastered two cultures. The term highlights their adaptation experiences and language 
ability which enable them to work within their home and adopted culture (Hurh 1990; 
Kim et al. 2003; Park 1999).

Insert Figures 1, 2 here

Ten years after Hong KongÕs retrocession to China, we explore the return of the 1.5 
generation to Hong Kong. Although Hong KongÕs transnational parents have made news 
and a number of studies have been written about them, the lives of their children today 
have not. One reason for limited research on these children of transnational adults is that 
they have just come of age. In the case of those in our study, they are now making deci-
sions about where to call home. Now, it is timely to ask: what has happened to the para-
chute children who left Hong Kong on the eve of Hong KongÕs reversion to China? 
(Orellana et al. 2001; Pe-Pua et al. 1998; Pessar 1999; Smith 2006). Have they remained 
in their adopted home? Returned to Hong Kong? Become transnationals like their 
parents?

Three sets of factors a!ect the choice of migration

Three sets of factors affect the migration journey of these 1.5 immigrant youths we study:
(1) Large scale institutional, or macro-level, economic and legal factors. Key is their 

labour market position in Canada versus Hong Kong, and employersÕ perception of their 
credentials and talents. Are Canadian employers prejudiced against them (Reitz 2001)? 
Do the Hong Kong employers favour their Western credentials (Waters 2001)? Transna-
tional institutional links between Hong Kong and the West also enable ease of recruit-
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ment of Hong Kong youths from Canada abroad. Alternatively, they may consider job 
opportunities and the chance to advance better in Toronto. A key issue is whether they go
to where their Canadian education is most honoured or to jobs where their social net-
works take them (Granovetter 1974).

(2) Intermediary relations, referred to as meso-level factors, which include the mi-
grantsÕ social networks and the organisations in which they participate. The many parents
who returned to Hong Kong as astronauts left them as parachute kids. Now, having 
achieved their education, many honour Þlial obligations to their parents to return to their 
side. There are also ties to loved ones, partnerships they formed while in Canada which 
may exert pulls on them to stay or return. Indeed, a key issue is: do parents or lovers pre-
vail in their decision making to remain abroad or return to Hong Kong?

(3) Identities at the personal, micro-level. Hong Kongers form a substantial body of 
visible immigrants in Toronto. Does their ability to maintain their Hong Kong Chinese 
identity in Toronto ease their return to Hong Kong or keep them in Canada (Ooka 2007)? 
Ethnic segmentation and Canadian multicultural policies ease retention of their mother 
language. They are likely to have meaningful ties to peers of their background in Toronto
(Rodr’guez-Garc’a 2006). Dual, or hyphenated, identities is encouraged: ÒWe are Hong 
Kong-Chinese-CanadiansÓ a the common refrain. On the other hand, having spent their 
adolescence in Canada, they feel special pulls to its hyphenated lifestyle and people. 
There are also cultural issues: How they imagine the return to Hong Kong and the mixed 
reactions they face on their return to Hong Kong (Chan and Lee 2007; Sussman 2004; 
Ong 1999; Pessar and Mahler 2003).

The focus of this paper is how these issues enter into the migration decisions of 24 
young people who left Hong Kong for Canada with their parents on the eve of Hong 
KongÕs reversion to China. While it might be too early to track their achievements, it is 
not premature to examine their intentions, even if they should later revise their plans. We 
shall term them transnationals, returnees or stayers, depending on their decisions at the 
point of study. We Þrst present our data and methods, then we discuss each level of ana-
lysis while presenting the results.

Our Data

This paper draws on two longitudinal studies: Shik (2003) and Salaff, et al (2007). The 
24 young adults who comprise our study population arrived in Toronto between the ages 
of 12 to 19. All migrated from Hong Kong to Toronto on the eve of the reversion to 
China. All had attended some school in Hong Kong and some in Canada. Their parents 
are all middle class, lower-middle to upper-middle, the vast majority business people. Al-
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though all migrated as families, in fact, some of their parents returned to Hong Kong, 
while the youths attended school in Canada. These are the subjects of our study.

Our research is exploratory, the information we collected was drawn from qualitat-
ive, discussion-type interviews and naturalistic observations. Over the years, we recorded
what they have studied, where they have worked, and their views about living in Canada 
and Hong Kong. We quote what they told us and their names are pseudonyms. In the Þrst
study, Shik (2003) interviewed 17 young Hong Kong migrants in Toronto in 1996. Her 
sample was drawn via snowball sampling (i.e., one participant tells others about the study
who then get in contact with the researchers), through a Toronto Cantonese church. She 
conducted lengthy interviews on the topic of their social and psychological identity, and 
did naturalistic observations in their peer groups. She then re-interviewed 16 of the ori-
ginal interviewees between 2003 and 2006 in Toronto and Hong Kong after they had 
entered the work force.

In the second study, eight respondents were followed by Salaff, et al. (2007) from 
1992 to 2006. Some of these youth were an initial part of a 1991 survey conducted with 
their parents in Hong Kong. Others were obtained by snowball sampling with those fa-
milies who participated in the 1991 survey.

In 2006, the 24 youths comprising our combined sample ranged from unmarried 
adults in the Þrst year of college to married adults in their early 30s. There were six sets 
of siblings in the sample. They all studied some high school in Canada, but received their 
pre-secondary education in Hong Kong. All speak English ßuently. All but one have, or 
are in the process of studying for, Bachelor degrees. Our 24 respondents studied wide 
range of Þelds including: health care; economics; insurance; computer repairs and inter-
net; business services (marketing, sales, and accounting); hospitality and tourism; visual 
art and photography. Additionally, some had work experience.

The youth and their parents live divided lives. Their lives are divided by place as 
well as by identity. Many parents were ÒastronautsÓ for a period of time, leaving their 
family in Canada and working in Hong Kong. Several parents are now divorced and live 
in different countries. Twenty of the 24 youth have at least one parent living in, or with 
businesses in, Hong Kong today. They visited their parents in Hong Kong as young 
adults. All have Canadian citizenship, but all have the right to work in Hong Kong by vir-
tue of having been born there. In crucial ways, all cultivate aspects of both Canadian and 
Chinese culture.

Of the 24 youth in the sample, nine have returned to Hong Kong. Six frequently raise 
the possibility of their return to Hong Kong, expressing conÞdence that someday they 
will do so. One wants to return, but her ÞancŽ does not want to leave Toronto. Ong 
(1999) calls this being transnational in their imagination. Six have no plans to return. 
Only two of the nine in Hong Kong do not have one or both parents there; of those six 
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wanting to return to Hong Kong, only one has both parents in Toronto. None of the six 
with no plans to return has parents in Hong Kong, one has a sister there, and anotherÕs 
parents live in Toronto, but they also have a residence in Hong Kong.

This study population presents an excellent case for us to assess the factors leading 
such young immigrants to stay in Canada or to return to their place of origin. Are they, 
like their reluctant emigrant parents, eager to pursue Hong KongÕs economic opportunit-
ies? Or are Canadian opportunities more compelling? Do their social relations pull them 
to Hong Kong, or bind them to Canada? How do their identities affect their sense of a 
homeland? In response to these questions, we turn to the ways in which macro-, meso-, 
and micro-level factors affect what they call home.

Macro-Structural Factors that Encourage Return

Macro factors encourage the 1.5 generationÕs return to Hong Kong, starting with their 
legal right to enter as residents and to work, economic demand, and what they bring to 
the Hong Kong and Canadian labour markets in terms of perceived human capital. 
Macro-level factors like these are the contexts within which many make their decision to 
return, whether permanently or temporarily.

Many of the parents had intended to settle in Canada, but were excluded from jobs. 
They faced a racial and gendered glass ceiling, encountered recessions, unemployment, 
and lack of recognition of their skills. Their careers stalled, their return to, or continued 
work in Asia appeared more attractive (Aydemir and Robinson 2005; Mak 1997). And al-
though Hong Kong immigrants have built an ethnic economy in Canada, this sector does 
not offer high-level jobs that suit their skills and experience (Li 2001b; Li 2001a).

On their part, these 1.5 immigrant generation youths who are born in Hong Kong, 
hold Hong Kong identity cards as well as Canadian passports. They are eligible for jobs 
in both places (Lam 2000; Pessar and Mahler 2003). With local credentials, they may suf-
fer less from overt exclusion in Canada than their parents (Li 2001b).

Apart from legal requirements, the many possible work opportunities, due to the ex-
pansion of the service sector in Hong Kong, attract them. Growth in personal and Þnan-
cial, and corporate services has increased demand for post-secondary educated workers. 
Just across the border, where China is building an infrastructure and expanding profes-
sional opportunities in many directions, skilled returnees are even more in demand 
(Zweig et al. 2005).

The globalisation of economies means that the occupations for which they trained in 
Canada can also be found in Hong Kong, and many have trained in North America for 
positions that are also in demand in Hong Kong. Further, human capital is socially de-
Þned, and credentials earned in Canada are attractive to Hong Kong employers. The actu-
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al content of their education or experience abroad may not differ from the home-grown 
variety, but may be seen to be superior by Hong Kong employers (Waters 2004; Weiss 
1995).

Even so, the apparent similarity of degrees, work places, and experiences vary by 
profession and cannot be taken for granted. Social deÞnition of occupations also mean 
that each profession in Hong Kong and Canada has its own rules, heritage, and local 
practices, all of which affect work conditions. There is often some basis to the valuing of 
the foreign credential. Migrants are in a position to combine resources from abroad and 
home, especially in the case of workers in the knowledge sectors (Saxenian 2002; Zweig 
et al. 2005). These workers can link networks in one location to those in another, also re-
ferred to as Þlling Òstructural holesÓ (Burt 1992). They may launch projects that are fa-
miliar in Canada, yet new and innovative outside their home context. They Þnd new ap-
plications for existing ideas in a new location. Some master a technology, training, or 
way of doing things, that while familiar in Canada, is uncommon in Hong Kong. On the 
other hand, in order to maintain their degrees, networks, and international projects, they 
may need repeated return to Canada.

In addition to foreign credentials and content of education, one of the main contribu-
tions to the transnational capital possessed by these youth is language facility. Having left
Hong Kong for Canada as teenagers, they are bilingual in Cantonese and English. Import-
ant in many Hong Kong work environments, this language ability gives them an employ-
ment advantage both in Hong Kong and in Greater China. Their ability to work in 
Chinese and English in Hong Kong appeals to them, especially as this skill is rarely val-
ued in North America, where their accented English may even be held against them 
(Pendakur and Pendakur 1998).2 In Canada, being bilingual is an asset only for those who
use Cantonese in jobs directed towards their co-ethnics, but many do not want to be 
shunted into the ethnic economy.3 On the other hand, bilingualism creates a challenge. 
Those who used English as their working language in Canada face a dilemma in Hong 
Kong: which language are they best equipped to use in the Hong Kong ofÞce? Language 
maintenance takes a great deal of work. In order to maintain dual language facility, they 
may decide to return to Canada to work for spells. This can also contribute to short term 
stays in Canada.

2. Basran and Zong (1999) surveyed Chinese and East Indian immigrants residing in British Columbia 
who were in professional positions. In terms of individual barriers, their study showed that 79% of the 
participants indicated that speaking English as a second language was a factor that had inßuenced eval-
uation of their credentials and recognition of their work experience.

3. LamÕs (1994, p. 365) slant on bilingualism differs, he argues that those who learn English may integrate
better and stay in Canada.
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For example, Amy, had a Bachelor of Science in Psychology from the University of 
Toronto and a Masters of Education from England. She found a job teaching high school 
English at Diocesan BoysÕ School Ð one of the most prestigious secondary schools in 
Hong Kong. Her English skills, not particularly valued in Toronto, gave her an advantage
in Hong Kong.

Several took positions in regional headquarters of large multinational Þrms located in 
Hong Kong where their bilingualism and familiarity with Western life styles give them 
an edge in employment over Hong Kong locals or expatriate outsiders. Such opportunit-
ies to work in sizeable expanding headquarters were not available in Toronto, where their
bilingualism may actually be seen as a liability rather than an asset.

Heather, with a BA in English Literature and Sociology from York University, 
lived in Toronto from age 12 to 23. In 2003, she and her husband took jobs teach-
ing English in China. Then, ready to raise her family, they moved to Hong Kong, 
where she is working in public relations and marketing for a Proctor and Gamble 
subsidiary.

Upon their return to Hong Kong, the younger generation sought to overcome the outsider 
status that they may have been labelled with. In most cases, their efforts to prove them-
selves in combination with the fact that they came from Hong Kong originally and have 
family in Hong Kong should engender trust (Kramer 1999). Their socially accepted back-
ground allow Þrms to view them as Òinsiders,Ó and lead to the employersÕ assumption 
that they will Þt, at least partially, into Hong Kong organisations. Their position in a 
known system affects their ability to achieve in Hong Kong as returnees. Their achieve-
ments need to be recognised, and personal ties form the context in which they can return 
and gain recognition. On the other hand, most were hired in entry level jobs, with lower 
pay and longer work hours than in Canada.

Many parents of those in our sample had their own business in Hong Kong, but in 
very few cases did they incorporate the going-abroad youth back into the family Þrm. 
Sons may have been encouraged to pursue higher education abroad so that they would re-
turn to take over the family Þrm, however, it was not easy to do so. For some of these 
youth, the experience of living abroad distanced them from their family obligations, and 
required particular effort on the part of their parents to bring them back.

Tom, with a Bachelor of Commerce, was expected to take over his family um-
brella factory in Hong Kong and South China after graduation. He had chosen his 
Þeld of study with that intent. As graduation loomed, Tom dreamed of avoiding 
that obligation. He rarely attended classes. He set up his own short-lived company, 
following his passion of racing cars. A car accident and ultimately a showdown 

- 8 -



with his parents led him to retreat. He buckled down, passed his courses, and re-
turned to lead the Þrm.

In fact, few business families expected a direct input from their children in the Þrm. 
Some (a jewellery designer, a cabinet maker) had built businesses based on their own 
skills, which they could not transfer to a child. Elic received a technical education that 
could have given him a place in his fatherÕs Þrm, which used computers to co-ordinate 
transportation and delivery services. However, claiming he lacked his fatherÕs social net-
works, Elic hesitated to return to Hong Kong to become part of the family business. Ulti-
mately, Elic believed that he could not not easily craft the social relations necessary to 
become an asset to the family business:

IÕve been away eight years. I donÕt know my way around. FatherÕs contacts there 
wonÕt treat me as an equal. And heÕs in authority, what he says goes. IÕd be spend-
ing my time socialising with Father. ThereÕs no point, all IÕd get is a free lunch. I 
wonÕt be able to learn anything. ItÕs better to stay here. Maybe later on, I may re-
turn as a computer advisor (Elic Chou, Diploma Computer science).

Thus, even for those youth whose parents might have educated them with the intention of
returning to a family business, the consequences of having split their youth in the two 
worlds was not easy to overcome.

More respondents reported satisfactory work experiences in Canada than blocked ca-
reers, although both were in evidence. But it was not only lack of advancement in Canada
that drove them to return to Hong Kong. Hong Kong opportunities appealed to them for a
number of other reasons. For example, the opportunity to use skills that would be con-
sidered unique or special in Hong Kong impacted the decision of some returned youth.

Nancy, with a BSc in Physiotherapy found her skills and training were prized by 
Hong Kong agencies. In Canada, she felt she could not make much of a contribution 
through her job, her Canadian credentials are considered unique in Hong Kong. While 
she was still in Canada, she was recruited to a large Hong Kong hospital:

It was quite a coincidence! I submitted an application and it just happened that 
there was an annual recruitment from the Hong Kong Hospital Authority and they 
asked me to apply for it, and after a month, they asked me to have an interview in 
Hong Kong (Nancy Chow, BSc physiotherapy).

Nancy thinks Canadian returnees in her Þeld of physiotherapy get hired quite easily in 
Hong Kong because they have a wide range of skills, they are Òmore proactive,Ó and they
work better in a team setting. Nancy told us that it is easy for most returnees to Þnd jobs 
in Hong Kong:
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You know, because of all the different opportunities in Hong Kong, it is quite easy 
for any returnee to Þnd a job in Hong Kong, as long as you are not picky. My 
friends come back and look for postings in the newspaper. I will say it will not 
take longer than 2 months for any returnee to get a job in Hong Kong. Once you 
got your Þrst job, you will have income and experience, will be able to meet 
people to establish networks, which could lead them to another more suitable job. 
So usually, a returnee will not stay in the Þrst job for very long. It is not uncom-
mon to see returnees changing jobs rather frequently after they returned to Hong 
Kong. ItÕs called Òstabilising the horse while riding the oxÓ.

Despite her overseas recruitment, however, and the ease with which most returnees Þnd 
work, Nancy had mixed views of work in Hong Kong agencies. They offered her jobs 
with lower salaries and longer work hours than those in Canada, and she has had a hard 
time getting a job that she liked:

I didnÕt know the physiotherapy market in Hong Kong. I learned, for most, it was 
quite hard to Þnd a job. There are about 150 local graduates yearly. In the year I 
applied, they only hired around 20, and they wanted to give preference to the local 
graduates. I was lucky to be hired (Nancy, BSc physiotherapy).

Although Nancy stated Òthey wanted to give preference to the local graduates. I was 
lucky to be hiredÓ it appeared that she was in fact favoured since she got the job, surely 
her foreign credential gave her an edge.

Most respondents recognised that they could not simply walk into a job that they 
liked in Hong Kong. Thus, they are trying to improve their chances in Hong Kong by get-
ting work experience in Toronto Þrst. Nevertheless, many conÞdently expect they can to 
transfer this transnational capital to Hong Kong. For example, NancyÕs brother, Robert, 
has a BA in Graphic Design from Ontario College of Art and Design. The advertising 
Þeld appealed to him, yet he knew it would be risky to Þnd a job in Hong Kong without 
any work experience. He hoped to Þnd work in Canada that would give him experience 
and pay off some of his school loan before he returned to Hong Kong. Knowing that his 
Þrst job in Hong Kong would start at the bottom, and so his income wouldnÕt be high 
enough to pay off his loans, he strategically sent his portfolio to advertising-related com-
panies in Toronto that had branches in Hong Kong. His plan, if successful, should lead 
him to parlay his experience to a related job in Hong Kong.

In the case of Nancy, she has changed jobs several times since her initial recruitment 
to the hospital, most recently to a clinic for seniors in a community centre:

There is only one physiotherapist, myself, in the centre. I have to work together 
with social workers, nurses, and doctors. It is like a medical team caring for the 
seniors. After my 3-monthsÕ probation, the social worker who discussed my per-
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formance with me was surprised. A lot of seniors had remembered meÉ and also 
called to the centre and said that I was helpful. The social worker said that this 
doesnÕt happen often because there are many nurses and seniors donÕt have good 
memories. They seldom call the centre and thank a particular nurse.

Despite such positive feedback, Nancy has ultimately been disappointed in her work con-
ditions where the caseload was heavy, and wages on the low side. Her after tax earnings 
ended up the same as in Canada. The need to return to Canada to upgrade her credentials 
became an opportunity to re-evaluate her return to Hong Kong:

Overall Hong Kong is good for me except my career. The Þeld of physiotherapy 
has more prospects in Canada. Usually the jobs in Hong Kong are by contract. So 
you wonÕt Þnd a permanent job. I wish to Þnd a job that I can learn from and be 
happy. As for career goals, I am thinking whether I will go back (to Canada) and 
study more. Maybe after 1 or 2 years, I will see which directionÉ The working 
environment, opportunity, and beneÞts are better in Canada. There is demand in 
Hong Kong. However, the Hospital Authority doesnÕt have enough money. Al-
though Canada as a country has an economic debt, health care is better funded. So 
it is better in Canada. So every time I change my job, I would think of trying to go 
back to Canada.

Transnational youth such as Nancy are likely to be more mobile than those who have 
never emigrated at all, and their continued stay in Hong Kong cannot be taken for gran-
ted. Although her work in Hong Kong gave Nancy a feeling of being of real use, some-
thing she feared she would not get in Canada, she felt it was harder to build a career 
there. She has returned once to Canada to take an exam in her Þeld. As a consequence, 
her upgraded qualiÞcations have increased the demand for her in Hong Kong. At the 
same time, the return gave her a chance to explore the Canadian job market once more. 

However, NancyÕs ÞancŽ has recently moved to Hong Kong. Nancy remarked that 
ultimately it her Þancee's insistence on staying in Hong Kong which propelled her to re-
main there. His return ties her there more than any job can. NancyÕs ÞancŽ justiÞed his 
own return in terms of opportunity costs. Nancy comments:

He graduated with a degree in IT. He thinks if he returns to Hong Kong, he will 
deÞnitely Þnd a good IT job. But, he also thinks if he stays in Canada, he may Þnd 
a good IT job, too. So, after he has calculated the opportunity costs, he concluded 
it is much more economical for him to return to Hong Kong. He came back in 
1998, right after his graduation. At that time the economy wasnÕt that great after 
the stock market crash in October of 1997. However, he managed to Þnd a job in 
Hong Kong quite fast. He is still working in the same Þeld now.

- 11 -



The opportunity to use a unique skill may not be the same as job satisfaction. The com-
parison of jobs held and familiarity with Þelds in the two locales may result in explora-
tions of return to Canada. Nothing is sure for transnational migrants.

In sum, a number of factors inßuence the youthÕs return. Multiple paths and events 
that are not controllable, give them more choices: hence, they negotiate and balance op-
tions over their return to Hong Kong.

The Meso Level: Social Structures

That NancyÕs love relation cemented her return to Hong Kong leads us to the meso-level, 
the intermediary social structures with those with whom they have meaningful relations 
and who have an inßuence on them. Key among these are friends and loved ones whose 
whereabouts affect our respondentsÕ relocation. Finally, the meso-level includes churches
and other civic associations in which the youth make meaningful friendships. All these 
interpersonal factors affect their decision to stay or return.

Family, networks, and interactions

Important in our understanding of transnational migration is how these youth incorporate 
themselves simultaneously within and across borders (Pessar and Mahler 2003). Chain 
migration, whereby people emigrate to speciÞc locations following others in their social 
networks has been studied both with respect to the initial foray of those leaving home for 
a new place and return migration as a network (Massey 1990; Salaff et al. 1999; Smith 
2006).

The Hong Kong Chinese family has been called ÒinstrumentalÓ and ÒßexibleÓ (Lau 
1982; Ong 1999; Waters 2001). Such a view turns on the complementary division of 
roles and an accepted system of authority. Parents plan the membersÕ futures to help the 
family as a whole survive and achieve. The family may accumulate investment capital 
with the membersÕ input. Or it may send children abroad to gain cultural capital.

To say that the transnational emigrant families in our study are part of the Chinese 
diaspora moves, suggests that their family has designs for them. But often their moves are
negotiated, and appear to occur by chance. The fact that his sister, Nancy, moved out of 
the home to marry, let her brother Robert take over the spare bedroom. Nevertheless, 
these negotiated outcomes are more than random. Family ties are central in their return. 
Their fathersÕ residence plays a major role in childrenÕs own residence decisions. Tables 
1 and 2 reveal these patterns.

(Tables 1, 2)
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Even during their time in Canada, their strong Hong Kong ties led to return visits. 
Our respondents arrived in Canada as teenagers, and by the time they Þnished university, 
most already had been back to Hong Kong for short visits. These were often family visits.
Since many had family in Hong Kong, the return was not unexpected, but it underlies the 
importance of their transnational ties. Having kin in Hong Kong enables them to visit 
without great cost. By cost, we not only refer to expense but also to commitment.

Their Þrst visits are often brief, on a holiday, but a temporary stay can lead to more 
committed relations. Once they return, they discover hidden resources in Hong Kong 
upon which they can build. Finding people open to them, some considered taking a job. 
Those who retain their personal ties in the home society have an easier time returning and
getting positions through those who know them or know about them.

Within Hong Kong, these social networks also created a web of belonging distin-
guishing insiders from outsiders, which Þgured into decisions to return and reintegrate. 
For example, social networks in Hong Kong may include weaker ties to those who have 
only heard of the youth, and yet even such indirect ties may link them to jobs.

Moreover, social networks within Hong Kong may help the youthÕs return in more 
practical ways. For example, returning to, and remaining in Hong Kong is costly, and 
these costs are factored into the youthÕs residency decisions. Among the more prohibitive
costs are those of housing in Hong Kong, which is not only expensive, but very hard to 
Þnd. Having parents or kin with whom they can live may be motivation to return. Some 
delayed their return until housing opened up. Although he was sure he would return to 
Hong Kong, Robert was hesitating, since he had to start from scratch. He would have to 
do everything at once, and his parentsÕ place in Hong Kong was very small. But his youn-
ger sister, Nancy, was getting married in early December and would move out. Also his 
parents would soon retire, and they planned to go to Canada.4 Would his parents keep the 
ßat, or sell it and use the money to live a retired life? Robert said the ßat was negative 
equity, so they wouldnÕt get money if they sold it. He was strongly considering whether 
he should live in the ßat and pay the mortgage. In that way, he would share expenses with
his parents.

However, others do not wish to share. Married returnees are likely to be unaccus-
tomed to living with in-laws and regret their lack of choice. Still others do not have a 
place to live, which can encumber their return.

The impetus to return builds over the life cycle (Smith 2006). Heather returned to 
Hong Kong a year after her marriage to a Hong Konger she met at York University in 
Toronto. Her family had returned the year before, leaving her with no kin in Canada. She 

4. See the Þndings of Ley & Kobayashi, 2005.
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Þrst got a job in China teaching English and is now working in a Proctor and Gamble 
subsidiary in Hong Kong:

I decided to go back to Hong Kong because my career did not seem like itÕs going 
to excel. In Hong Kong, I do well as I can speak and write and listen in English, 
Cantonese, and Mandarin (Heather, BA English literature and sociology).

But it was not just her career: she also wanted a family. After her Þrst child was born, in-
teraction with her family increased. She got her motherÕs help with her infant.

HeatherÕs mother said:

Our mother-daughter relationship has improved since Heather had her baby. Now 
she understands how difÞcult it is to become a mother. I think most daughters will 
start to appreciate their mothers after giving birth.

According to Heather:

We [Heather and her husband] are young, and there are different things we want to 
try out. We didnÕt want to stay in Toronto and settle there. We have plans to have 
kids, and before that we wish to venture out and see what is out there. We Þrst 
went to China to teach English [in 2003]. We did not have any deÞnite plans, we 
just knew we wanted to return. We think one of the key reasons which allow 
people like us to return is whether they have a ÒhomeÓ in Hong Kong. Both our fa-
milies have already moved back to Hong Kong.

Friendships and social networks

Most youths had little say in the decision to move to Canada in the Þrst place. Most were 
told suddenly that their family would leave, and few had ever been to Canada before their
Òlanding.Ó Although they arrived with siblings, they left behind their friends, and many 
were initially quite lonely. Many found solace in the Cantonese language church in 
Toronto, which became a central point of their Toronto lives. There they encountered 
people who were socially similar, and whose support helped them through their settle-
ment problems. They often struck up friendships with other children of divided families, 
other parachute kids. Thus, during a decade of residing and completing their education in
Toronto they formed close friendships. As we demonstrate below, the residency decisions
of such close others have a direct impact on their own decisions.

In one family, however, the daughter made her own decision to leave for Toronto, in 
order to have a better school. Her parents and two of her three siblings then followed her 
and emigrated to Canada.

The more likely their friends are to discuss a return to Hong Kong (or to actually re-
turn), the more likely respondents are to think they should follow suit. In fact, spouses or 
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ÞancŽs inßuenced half our respondents to return to Hong Kong. Since they mainly dated 
Hong Kong Chinese in Canada, their plans to return took into account the wishes of their 
future partners (Rodr’guez and Egea 2006).

The motivation to return was often mixed, as seen for Bill, who graduated with a 
Bachelor in Environmental Science from the University of Toronto. Bill had trouble Þnd-
ing work in his Þeld, and considered a move back to Hong Kong. As the only son in his 
family, he wanted to be able to provide for his parents and to be with them. He felt torn 
about remaining in Toronto. After a series of aimless part-time sales positions while he 
was at university, he found a full-time sales job in a furniture store after graduating. He 
described it as a good job. His sister, however, characterised it as working in a ware-
house. Ultimately, he opted to return to Hong Kong, to satisfy what he believes to be the 
wishes of his girlfriend who, as a visa student, must return Hong Kong. His jobs in 
Toronto were not promising enough to give him reason to remain behind, while his im-
portant networks were in Hong Kong:

My girlfriend is a visa-student from Hong Kong, and her family is there. I know 
she would want to return to Hong Kong when she completes her studies at the 
University of Toronto. I would like to return to Hong Kong to Þnd a job before she 
graduates, so that we could settle faster when she comes (Bill, BSc environmental 
science).

His sister Karen on the other hand, remained on Toronto where she found a place for her-
self in her Þeld. About her brother, she said:

We [Karen and her parents] are pretty worried about Bill. We donÕt know what he 
is planning to do with his future. Mom and dad are hoping Bill would Þnd a better 
job instead of working in a warehouse, having to move stuff all the time. This is 
hard labour. We really donÕt know what he is thinking. We hope he could Þnd a 
better job (Karen, BSc Economics, diploma in pastry making).

Hoping to Þnd a better job and to be able to provide for his parents and satisfy his girl-
friendÕs desire to return to Hong Kong, Bill returned to Hong Kong in 2006.

There also is a social comparison effect. The more members of the 1.5 generation, 
who are like them, that these youth know who cross borders and return home, the more 
likely they will want to do so as well. In addition to those they know personally who re-
turn, migrants follow others they hear about and recognise. Those they do not know per-
sonally, but who hold structurally similar positions, become role models. They set the 
stage and are part of the ÒbandwagonÓ that causes emigrants to become returnees (Salaff 
et al. 2007, Ch. 1).

Transnational migrating youth believe there is a ÒbandwagonÓ of returnees, whether 
or not the facts back them up. Those who returned to Hong Kong said, Ò90% of my 
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Toronto friends have returned,Ó or, ÒEveryone I know in Hong Kong is a returnee.Ó This 
is part of the bandwagon effect, the core of which revolves around social networks. As 
shown here, some of these networks were forged in Canada, while other networks existed
in Hong Kong. With Hong Kong as their end point, they functioned to draw youth back 
to Hong Kong.

Ultimately, however, social ties will not necessarily keep these transnational mi-
grants who return permanently in Hong Kong. They have experienced two cultures, and 
often have in their minds the idea of sampling both; a return to Canada may be part of fu-
ture plans. For example, even though Amy (BSc psychology), chose to return to Hong 
Kong, she said she might return to Canada in the future, after she has children, because 
Canada has a better environment, and has a better education system for children than 
Hong Kong.

Churches, and campus ministries

The importance of churches for new immigrants has been well documented (Chai 1998). 
Most of the youth in this sample have ties to speciÞc Chinese churches and participate in 
youth fellowships. For those whose closest friends and partners belong to their church, 
these interpersonal factors affect their decision to stay or return.

The church acts as one of the main channels where immigrant youths meet new 
friends with similar backgrounds. Many new immigrants were brought to church fellow-
ships by their friends, or they may be approached by campus ministry workers. Some 
transferred ministries from Hong Kong. As a place where immigrant youths felt they 
would be accepted, the church became one of the most important sources of emotional 
support and social networks while these youths were adapting to a new country.

Karen and her brother lived with their aunt, uncle, and cousin, but in KarenÕs case, 
church friends gave her the most help in her integration into Toronto:

The time before I went to university was a difÞcult time for me: because, at that 
time, I was afraid that I couldnÕt enter university. I Þnished form 6 and one 
semester of form 7 and I thought that I could go to university when I came here. 
However, I couldnÕt enter university and had to study in high school again. And so 
I felt my future was lost. (My friend) brought me to the churchÉ There were some 
people who were around the same age or one or two years older than me. They 
told me their experience. How they had struggled and the experience could com-
fort me (Karen, BSc Economics, and diploma in pastry making).

Some of these youths become very involved in church and campus ministries. They 
would even rely on their ministries to decide whether to stay or return. Some youths may 
choose to stay in Canada because they felt a strong sense of belonging to their church. Or 
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they may choose to return because they felt a need to continue their ministry in Hong 
Kong. In many cases, the church and campus ministries are one of the key factors inßu-
encing the youthsÕ decision to return to Hong Kong or remain in Canada.

Micro-level Factors: Culture and Identity

The micro-setting refers to the youthÕs identity as Chinese living abroad, and their ac-
counting of how they came to live abroad, which, in turn, affects their re-migration goals.
OthersÕ views of people like them also affect their identities. Bridging several societies 
creates identities that can prompt them to return. Their special context, that of migrants of
reluctant immigrant parents, contributes to the creation of a double identity. As those who
migrated when they were children or adolescents, they experienced two cultures. The 
term 1.5 generation highlights their adaptation experiences and language ability which 
enable them to work within their home and adopted culture (Hurh 1990; Kim et al. 2003; 
Park 1999).

Social ties inßuence peopleÕs identities. As noted, the youth we met all live in a 
Hong Kong Chinese social world in Toronto. Their friends, close associates in church, 
and Þnally, their partners come from the same sub-ethnic group. This is common for 
young adult Chinese in Canada (Ooka 2002; Hiller and Chow 2005; Rodr’guez-Garc’a 
2006). Their imaginings about life in Hong Kong are greatly inßuenced by the media and 
those they know (Ong 1999).

Those who maintain ties to others from the same culture area are likely to have a 
stronger ethnic identity. Ooka (2002) found that Chinese teenagers whose parents main-
tained active social ties to others from Hong Kong had strong feelings of belonging to the
Hong Kong Chinese community. These feelings of identiÞcation may contribute to the 
desire to return to the mother lode of their origins, to Hong Kong itself.

In order to ßourish in this constructed Hong Kong world within Canadian society, 
many privatise their identiÞcation. They work in the world of the majority, but socialise 
in the world of their Hong Kong family and youth peers (Avenarius 2006; Hiller and 
Chow 2005). This social division, while common among the 1.5 generation immigrants, 
is nonetheless uneasy (Kim et al. 2003; Zhou 1997). In the Hong Kong case, it often may 
be handled, if not resolved, by transnational ventures.

Culture and images of being Chinese in Western society

Our respondents feel themselves to be Hong Kong Chinese, and are proud of it. Yet this 
is often a somewhat uneasy self-image. First, they may need to come to terms with being 
Chinese, and many return to Hong Kong out of a sense of an unfulÞlled past. As young 
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immigrants in a culturally different setting, many were forced to account for being in 
Canada, rather than their birth country. One way for them to make sense of this is to cre-
ate a negative image of Hong Kong. When negative images outweigh the positive ones, 
they stand in the way of considering a longer stay or even a life in Hong Kong. Yet im-
ages are not unshakeable. If their networks are in place, they are likely to visit and then 
consider returning. During a visit, they often reassess their views.

For these young people, whose self-image is being formed, visits home can be cru-
cial in precipitating change. One returnee, with family in Hong Kong, made a fateful vis-
it, which shook his notions of what life would be like in Hong Kong. He had long insisted
that he would never return, but changed his mind:

I never expected to return to Hong Kong because I heard it was polluted, crowded, 
and competitive. When I returned this summer, I found that the opportunities were 
great, and those other factors didnÕt matter so much.

A range of cultural effects contributes to their sense of being insiders or outsiders in both 
Canada and Hong Kong. Robert (BA Fine Arts) was excited to come to Canada in 1996. 
He had many church friends in Toronto and thought he would stay there after graduation 
from university. However, he was disappointed with what he found in Toronto and felt 
more suited to life in Hong Kong: ÒIt wasnÕt what I expected. É I felt Hong Kong is 
more suitable for me. I may need to spend some time to adapt to life once again, but I feel
I belong there.Ó

Perhaps youth like Robert arrived too late in their school careers to adapt thoroughly. 
And the fact that their transnational parents give them many opportunities to maintain 
cross-border ties continues to make a difference. Mark (BSc IT) says: ÒEven after I have 
gotten my Canadian passport, I still felt like I was in someone elseÕs land. I did not feel 
that it [Toronto] is my own place.Ó

Even so, Mark did not think of returning to Hong Kong until he unexpectedly went 
back to attend his fatherÕs funeral in 2004. This visit crystallised his views.

I had to return home for some urgent mattersÉ my father passed away suddenly, 
so I had to return to Hong Kong with my mother to handle my fatherÕs funeral ar-
rangements. I ended up staying to work in Hong Kong for a year. The feeling I had 
was very rewarding. It is hard to describe this feeling. You know, when I worked 
in Toronto, I worked for a company in the mainstream society and my boss was 
Caucasian from England. There wasnÕt explicit discrimination. I just felt I did not 
Þt in. I could not get myself to laugh at the jokes my colleagues said because we 
are from different cultures, and I simply didnÕt Þnd their jokes to be funny. Nor 
would they get the jokes I tell. I did not feel I had any chance for advancement in 
this company. I just didnÕt Þt. When I came back to work in Hong Kong, I experi-

- 18 -



enced a better Þt. It is not just about how much you make, or the kind of job you 
have. It is the ÒFeel.Ó When you walk on the street, you see people the same as 
yourself. You feel closer to these people. It doesnÕt seem like you are in a foreign 
land. When I returned (to Hong Kong), I feel this is my own place (Mark, BSc IT).

Conclusion

In this paper, transnational youth voice what propels them to return to Hong Kong, what 
keeps them in Toronto, and sends them back and forth. A number of factors Þgure in their
return.

At the macro-level, mostly concerned with jobs, they explore what resources are 
available to them, and what they lack. Trained abroad, in Canada or England, they are re-
spected for their advanced knowledge and foreign credentials. They are attractive in the 
Hong Kong labour market, where they face less competition than in Canada for good po-
sitions that suit their training. Macro-level factors, permission to work, or recognition of 
their certiÞcation, pose little problem for returnees. They even have some advantages 
over the locals. The chief problem is their perception that they are being hired at beginn-
ing levels. Hence, at the macro-level, while they are treated as sons and daughters of 
Hong Kong in most respects, there is an element of being taken advantage of, being 
asked to give more (their prized Western learning), for a modest income no different 
from that of non-migrant Hong Kong sons and daughters.

It is in the meso-level realm of social networks where their cross-border ties are most 
likely to bring them home to Hong Kong. In fact, social networks and kin relations are 
crucial in determining whether youth stay in Canada or return to Hong Kong, or go back 
and forth. Those in our sample whose parents are currently in Hong Kong are most likely 
to return or aim to return. Those who do not wish to return to Hong Kong are less likely 
to have parents there. It is tempting to conclude that having kin in Hong Kong determines
their return to Hong Kong from Canada, and that lacking networks in Hong Kong deters 
return. But with the combinations of parents going back and forth, divided households, 
and so forth, such a statement cannot be made. Indeed, it is this very ßux that puts these 
youth at risk of going back and forth between Hong Kong and Canada themselves.

Just as their parents continue to experience transnational pulls, which they have not 
yet resolved (Ley and Kobayashi 2005), so too, the return of these youth will not be 
straightforward. The youth may try out the Hong Kong work life for a designated period 
of time. But unlike their parents, these youths grew up in two cultures, and are aware of 
the opportunities and costs of living in either one. They are gratiÞed by changes in polit-
ical conditions in Hong Kong and the relative economic attractiveness of both Hong 
Kong and their adopted country (Lam 2000). They have personal ties in both worlds. 
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Even if they opt to return to Hong Kong, there are many reasons they might later return to
Canada. They are the embodiment of transnational youth contributing some form of cos-
mopolitanism that Hong Kong prides itself on.

The youth mainly return to follow their social ties. At the meso level, sponsored re-
turn visits can provide occasions for advance visits without commitments.5

They may not be patriotic in a traditional sense of the term, but like others, they are 
attracted by China. Being sought after is a Þrst step, but they can be expected to be peri-
patetic, as they easily refer to international standards, and they have multiple goals to Þll. 
Hence, even if they can provide a Þllip to Hong KongÕs labour force, they may not be a 
permanent solution. These youth are part of Hong KongÕs cosmopolitanism that contin-
ues past the reversion to China. Through them, Hong Kong can continue to blend the loc-
al and the international into a new cosmopolitan Hong Kong.
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Figures and Tables

Figure 1: Immigration to Canada from Hong Kong, males aged 25-45,
1980-1996

Source: Aydemir, & Robinson, 2005
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Figure 2: How Many Stayed in Canada ?

Discrete proportional survival rate by source region

Source: Aydemir, & Robinson, 2005
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Table1: ChildrensÕ residence by ParentsÕ residence

Parents 
residence

Childrens residence

Count Hong Kong Toronto Sum

Hong Kong 5 5 10

Split 3 2 5

Toronto 1 8 9

Sum 9 15 24

Likelihood ratio, ChiSquare = 4.83, p = 0.087

Table2: ChildrenÕs wanted residence by parentsÕ residence

Parents 
residence

Childrens wanted residence

Count Hong Kong Split Toronto Sum

Hong Kong 9 0 0 10

Split 4 1 0 5

Toronto 2 0 7 9

Sum 15 1 7 23

Likelihood ratio, ChiSquare = 21.21, p < 0.001
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