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Introduction: 
The Hong University of Science and Technology (HKUST) is carrying out a research project with the 

Federa�on of Indian Chambers of Commerce and Industry (FICCI) �tled, 'Coming Home: Reverse Migra�on 

of Entrepreneurs and Academics in India and Turkey in the light of the Chinese experience'. It is a primary 

research project that aims to study the opportuni�es created by the possession of technology developed 

abroad, and that is in short supply in their home country resul�ng in a�rac�ng entrepreneurs back home, 

crea�ng a 'brain gain'. It tests the hypothesis that, given the right condi�ons, market forces within some 

emerging economies may create a reverse brain drain and a�ract the technology from abroad that these 

countries need. So far the research has been completed in the city of Pune and is ongoing in Delhi NCR and 

Bangalore. An in-depth ques�onnaire was administered to a total of 75 entrepreneurs (25 local and 50 

returnee entrepreneurs) in the city of Pune. The report lists the preliminary findings from the city of Pune 

and the policy recommenda�ons that emerge from this research:  

Preliminary findings: 

I. Reasons to return to India:

Entrepreneurs and professionals from IT, health, finance, and construc�on sectors were interviewed. 

While a majority of them had returned permanently, 3-4 people indicated the possibility of returning to 

their respec�ve des�na�on country. 

The common sen�ment among the returnees was that they wanted to give back something to their 

country of origin or start their own venture in India. Ge�ng a degree abroad or working at an interna�onal 

company was the road to financial stability, enhancing and acquiring an interna�onally recognised skill set. 

None of the respondents men�oned that they were not happy with the work they were doing abroad. 

Therefore, the decision to return seemed more emo�onal than logical. 

The highest preferred reason to return was that these individuals have the skill set and knowledge of 

technology with be�er prospects in India. Those with entrepreneurial backgrounds want access to the 

Indian market. As men�oned by many, by earning in foreign currency they have gained financial stability 

and now they want to explore markets in India, establish a business using diverse human resources 

available in India. For a few, the current poli�cal situa�on now seems more conducive for business. 

People who have gained specialised degrees such as those in aerospace or ar�ficial intelligence or 

experience in drug discovery felt that they have be�er prospects in India as they have the 'first mover 

advantage'. Even though they are well aware of the challenges that lie ahead in terms of gaps in the 

ecosystem, they think the pros far exceed the cons. 

Many of the IT professionals who were interviewed were not sa�sfied with their work condi�ons in India 

and felt that they had a be�er work-life balance abroad. On the contrary, tech-entrepreneurs seemed to 

be enjoying the win-win situa�on as they are able to take the advantage of the growing technology sector 

in India and therefore making the most of their interna�onal connec�ons to grow their business and enjoy 

the social and cultural comfort in India. The second most common reason is to look a�er the parents and 
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stay closer to the family, which is easily fulfilled in the win-win situa�on. 

Apart from work prospects and access to India, many returned for their children's educa�on. This however 

needs further research. Though many may have returned for their children's educa�on, they are not 

en�rely sa�sfied with the educa�on system in India.

II. Skills developed overseas and its implica�ons in home country:

For a majority of interviewees, technical skills that they have acquired are secondary. The primary benefit 

of studying abroad has been the be�erment of their so� skills such as communica�on, people 

management, leadership, and understanding of other cultures. These skills according to them were far 

more influen�al in developing their profile and approach towards work. The interna�onal exposure and 

avenues that have opened up a�er having worked at a foreign company played a crucial part in developing 

as a professional. A�er returning to India, their talent is more valued because they have acquired 

interna�onally recognized skills. 

Some of the local entrepreneurs interviewed have short-term work experience or a�ended short term 

overseas training abroad. According to these entrepreneurs, this has added value to their profile. It has 

also helped the entrepreneurs to get new perspec�ves about business. 

Many stated that some�mes having a high-skilled profile also becomes a hurdle at work in India. According 

to them a�er joining the office in India or star�ng an enterprise, they do not find colleagues or employees 

with equal or somewhat equal calibre which ul�mately affects their produc�vity. As stated by them, 

though India has poten�al, the needs of high skilled returnees are not matched with opportuni�es 

available.  The focus of the returnees was on empowering employees in the local market. Majority of them 

strongly addressed the need of empowering mid-level management and semi- skilled employees to match 

the growing need in the market. For example, encourage crash courses, short term training programs 

either through government bodies or private ins�tutes. According to them the need to empower mid-level 

management is more strongly required. 

III. Challenges faced by the returnees:

 a. At work / professional level:

According to the returnees who have now lived in India for 5-10 years since their return, business and work 

condi�ons in India have definitely improved. The government is ac�vely focusing on digi�za�on which is 

welcomed by all the entrepreneurs as well as CEOs and directors. To illustrate this, around 3-4 

entrepreneurs approached the PMO website to resolve the issue related to grant release. The issue was 

resolved within a day and it has definitely boosted their confidence in the government. However, there are 

s�ll a lot of changes desired. 

An interes�ng observa�on that was common to most respondents was that rather than cultural and social 

challenges, the returnees men�oned issues related to work culture, habits, ownership a�tude and lack of 

professionalism in the work place. As men�oned earlier, this is related to developing so� skills and not an 

exclusive focus on technical skills. 

A majority of the challenges are faced by those who are running their own company or looking a�er a 

family business. For example, ambiguity in the governing rules and regula�ons create obstacles in planning 

business strategies. 

Returnee entrepreneurs are also dissa�sfied with the prevalent bureaucracy and corrup�on that they face 

while dealing with business procedures and the widely prevalent underhand dealings. A majority of them 

men�oned that they found it extremely difficult to deal with the government officials at various local 

offices. They were not fully aware about to how to handle issues and hence had to either rely either on an 

agent / consultant or had to hire a separate employee to look a�er these administra�ve issues. Many 

men�oned that it is difficult for those who want to do business ethically. The interviewees also added that 

since they are not fully aware about the procedures, rules and regula�ons, there is a constant pressure of 

an�cipated and surprise inspec�ons heavy fines and penal�es resul�ng from these. Most referred to the 

usefulness of introducing orienta�on programmes for returnees where they could have an opportunity 

to understand how Indian markets and businesses work.  

Absence of defined processes and frameworks was the key issue addressed by many. According to the 

respondents, there is a need to reduce subjec�vity in the processes and make it less person centric and 

more process-oriented. For example, according to one of the interviewees who constantly deals with 

interna�onal clients discussed that officials at the tax offices or customs do not understand the nature of 

their business. Their common mind-set that besets these officials is that returnee entrepreneurs make a 

lot of money, and therefore they are en�tled to some of this money. 

The returnees understand that the government cannot be responsible for everything and it is certainly not 

the government's job to implement and execute everything. This is where they feel the talent of highly 

skilled returnees should be used to create frameworks and processes and use technology to implement it. 

Entrepreneurs from the manufacturing sector are of the view that dras�c reforms are required. Many of 

the returnees who own family businesses in the manufacturing sector do not wish to start their own 

manufacturing plants on return. They expressed the need to support small-scale and medium-scale 

industries. There is also a felt need to bring standardiza�on and many think that this can be done with the 

help of returnee consultants who have had be�er exposure and experience. 

Those returnees who are into research and innova�on addressed the need to have more incuba�on and 

innova�on centres. The current environment in India is not innova�on conducive. However, they 

appreciated organiza�ons like BIRAC who are playing a very important role in suppor�ng innova�on 

related start-ups.

 b. At a personal / family level:

Considering family life, the returnees seemed sa�sfied as they get to stay closer to their parents and it is 

one of the main reasons stated by them to return to India. However, they are not sa�sfied with the overall 

quality of life in India. According to them, the overall city life, public transport, infrastructural facili�es 

need a complete makeover. Taking ac�ons to implement this will automa�cally a�ract individuals to 

return to their country.  

IV.  The gaps in the role of the government in facilita�ng the business: 

The ini�al period of se�ng up a business is always complicated. This is a challenge faced for returnees as 

well as local entrepreneurs. The government needs to focus on how the ini�al phase can be made easier. 

The transi�on phases for the returnees in terms of professional and work-wise is chao�c at the moment. 

As suggested by many, the role of the government should be on crea�ng systems and not actually ge�ng 

into running a business. The government is definitely working towards digitalizing processes; however 

there is a gap between what is conceptualized and what actually happens. To implement this there is a 

need to have a well-defined framework of regula�ons.

When a returnee starts her/his business, s/he mainly has to deal with the local government. Strengthening 

officials at the local level should be a higher priority of policy-makers according to respondents. Officials 

need capacity-building in terms of professionalism, dealing with queries and handling issues and basic 

knowledge of the sectors they are responsible for dealing with. Corrup�on, especially at the lower levels, is 

another challenge that the government needs to tackle. Addi�onally, returnees shared that not all the 

people working in the systems are clear about their roles and responsibili�es; they have very limited 
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knowledge of their own field. Hence, trainings and programs to strengthen workforce in the government 

sector are required. 

Currently the local as well as returnee entrepreneurs are limi�ng their business with the government. They 

would like to interact with the government only when it is absolutely unavoidable. The image of the Indian 

government and industries is not very welcoming. Returnees and outsiders look at it as a very complex 

structure and find it difficult to build a business. Majority of the returnees men�oned that more than 

financial incen�ves to start a business, they need on-site support to manage the administra�ve needs of 

se�ng up businesses. Returnees have financial strength to start their own venture in India. However, what 

they lack is the understanding of the Indian markets. Establishing informa�on and data portals to inform 

not only returnees but also locals is extremely desirable. Individuals feel that there is a need to develop an 

en�ty which can play the role of a mentor or facilitator who will guide the local and returnee businessmen.

One of the flagship programmes of this government, Start-up India, is perceived as a good ini�a�ve and 

people are apprecia�ng the efforts. However, the procedures are perceived as extremely complicated. 

There is a need to undertake feedback from the ground, and have a more realis�c approach. Respondents 

are of the view that the Government and Industry should be open to adopt, learn and accept new 

approach, innova�ons, and technologies. 

V. Empower locals and encourage temporary involvement by returnees:

Majority of the returnees are not in the favour of encouraging people to come back to India. As explained 

by them, the government and the Indian businesses, industries will not be able to cater the financial as well 

as professional needs of the high-skilled returnees. Moreover, they think that it is a personal choice and no 

one can intervene in it. However, they are of the view that crea�ng conducive environment for business, 

companies and enriching standards of living will automa�cally a�ract returnees.    

According to non-returnees, empowering local talent should be a priority. Majority of the returnee 

entrepreneurs supported this idea. Temporary overseas migra�on would help locals to get the 

interna�onal exposure and acquire new skills. Strengthening higher educa�on systems would also 

contribute to building local talent. 

While local business people and entrepreneurs do not view the return of professionals of Indian origin very 

favourably, they admit the necessity to involve returnees on a short-term/contract basis to elevate the 

nature of their businesses and achieve interna�onal standards. For this the Indian industries should 

encourage temporary or contract-based involvement and the government should sign bi-lateral 

agreements to promote freer movement. Another sugges�on was to encourage overseas Indians to invest 

in Indian market and industries and also provide required mentorship and/or advisory services. 

Another interes�ng point was men�oned by academicians who have returned to India and have started 

innova�on start-ups. They think majority of them have good knowledge and skills to develop innova�ve 

technology, however, they lack understanding of business development. Can the government, therefore, 

provide consulta�on / mentoring on how to design business models or perhaps connect expert 

businessmen with these academicians? Currently the government has good funding schemes for such 

start-ups however, only funding is not sufficient.

One of the interviewees was of the view that China has a strategic plan to a�ract returnees, as they need 

individuals who are well- trained, can speak fluent English and represent their company at the 

interna�onal level and although India does not have the same requirements, the government should treat 

overseas Indians as a source of knowledge, excellence and exper�se.

Policy Recommenda�ons:

n There is a need for a strategic approach to how global talent, leadership, interna�onally recognized 

skill sets and vision of overseas Indians can be incorporated in the growth of local Indian market and 

businesses. Freer movement of human resources needs to be encouraged. 

n Treat businesses set up by returnees (or for that ma�er any business) as a means of crea�on of 

employment, upli�ing standards of living and increasing wealth. A scien�fic approach is required to 

empower entrepreneurs.

n Focus on skill development - low, mid and high level. Encourage public-private partnership to execute 

training programs and courses. 

n Strengthen legal and regulatory frameworks and outsource technologies for its implementa�on.

n Policy backed by empirical research should be encouraged. The interviewees appreciated the research 

undertaken by the Hong Kong University of Science and Technology in associa�on with the Federa�on 

of Indian Chambers of Commerce and Industry and expect more such research to be conducted in 

order to strengthen policy-level decisions 
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A non-government, not-for-profit organisa�on, FICCI is the voice of India's 
business and industry. From influencing policy to encouraging debate, 
engaging with policy makers and civil society, FICCI ar�culates the views and 
concerns of industry. It serves its members from the Indian private and public 
corporate sectors and mul�na�onal companies, drawing its strength from 
diverse regional chambers of commerce and industry across states, reaching 
out to over 2,50,000 companies. 

FICCI provides a pla�orm for networking and consensus building within and 
across sectors and is the first port of call for Indian industry, policy makers and 
the interna�onal business community.


