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In the past fifteen years, Romania has experienced a massive process of house construction undertaken by migrants 

and returnees. This paper addresses how and under what conditions migrants build their houses. I draw from four field-

work locations in Romania, two villages and two cities at different degrees of economic development and geographical 

isolation, in which the manner and styles of house construction show a wide variety. I argue here that the houses’ con-

struction should be regarded in relation to the type of migration process their owners undergo, the existing pre-migration 

housing conditions, the level of remittances involved, and finally, the pragmatics of migrants’ transnational lives. 

Introduction

The construction of houses by migrants is a global phenomenon. It has been observed in 
many contexts throughout Europe, Asia, Africa and the Americas, that migrants invest their 
remittances in erecting new houses in their places of origin. Recent scholarship on migrants’ 
houses has also started to emerge (Boccagni 2014; Boccagni and Brighenti 2015). As mi-
gration has become a worldwide phenomenon, so the flows of remittances have started to 
encompass more and more countries around the world. In many developing countries, such 
as Mexico, Moldova, or India, remittances represent a significant share of the gross domestic 
product.2 Romania has recently become an important sending country. In the past fifteen 
years, more than fifteen percent of the population have become migrants. Today, the Romanian 
migration is one of the largest in the EU and the level of remittances has reached very high 
levels especially in the past ten years. Large amounts have been invested in houses. In some 
contexts, such investments may be considered useless overspending, in others, carefully- 
chosen investments. 

In this paper, I address the issue of migrants’ houses in Romania. Why and how have mi-
grants invested in houses? Is constructing houses a generalised phenomenon, or does it vary 
widely between geographical areas? Is this a matter of prestige and, ultimately, conspicuous 
consumption, with migrants attempting to gain higher symbolic status in their places of origin, 
or is it rather a more pragmatic, even productive undertaking? 

With such questions in mind, I started to revise different fieldwork locations3 in which I 
carried out research over the past fifteen years and where migrants have invested their re-
mittances in houses: Zăbala, the central part of the country; Carașova, in the west; Borșa in 
the north, and Sebeș again in the central part of the country. Although these locations vary 
in terms of size, economic situation, population and degree of isolation, they are all similar in 
that they display high ratios of international migration. In the first part of the paper, I describe 
some of these migratory patterns and how migrants invest in houses, while in the second 
part, I analyse in more depth the process of house investment in Borșa, a place where migrants 
invest predominantly in house construction. Based on these cases, I present some final 
considerations on migrant houses in different parts of Romania. 

Prestige or Economic Calculus? 
Reflections on Migrants’
Houses in Romania
Remus Gabriel Anghel1

The research locations

The four different locations have experienced quite different migratory patterns and processes 
of economic and social transformation since the collapse of state socialism. Zăbala is a 
village in the Hungarian-majority area of eastern Transylvania, not far from Brașov, one of the 
most developed Romanian cities. Its economy rests mainly on agriculture and on a few job 
opportunities in the small cities nearby. It has a population of 3,500 residents, Hungarians, 
Romanians and Roma. Carașova is a village in the western part of the country. It has a popu-
lation of about 2,000 people, most of them Croats. It is an isolated village located in a moun-
tainous area. Borșa, in contrast to the above localities, has a Romanian majority. Similar to 
the situation in Carașova, Borșa is also located in an isolated and mountainous area. Sebeș, 
on the other hand, is a town at the crossroads of the two main Romanian highways. Borșa 
has a population of about 30,000, while Sebeș has around 27,000. Today, the city consists of 
a Romanian majority, a sizeable Roma minority and a tiny German community. 

The history of migration from these four areas differs substantially. Consequently, migra-
tion has exerted quite different impacts in these places. If in Borșa and Carașova migration 
has become the main source of income for the local population, it is because in these regions 
the local economy almost collapsed post-socialism. They were located in mining areas that 
were dramatically affected by the closing of mines during the 1990s. In Zăbala and Sebeș, 
people did not depend on migration to such an extent as was the case in the first two locales. 
In Zăbala, they remained involved in agriculture and found employment in neighbouring cities. 
Sebeș in particular saw many Romanian and foreign companies open up factories starting 
in the mid-1990s: there are now two very large wood processors, one furniture and appliance 
factory, some textile and leather manufacturers, a series of local entrepreneurs involved in a 
wide spectrum of economic activities, as well as a new Daimler Mercedes factory for auto-
matic gearboxes. 

From Borșa, migration was predominantly irregular and oriented towards Italy. It was a 
migration initiated in the initial years after 1990, employing risky migratory strategies. It was 
started by pioneers, followed by the establishment of migrant networks that targeted main-
ly Milan and its surrounding areas. People obtained employment mainly in the secondary 
labour market: men in construction and women in the care industry. After a few years of 
relatively low levels of migration, movement increased in the context of Italy’s growing labour 
demand, visa-free regime for Romanian citizens at the beginning of the 2000s and, finally, EU 
accession. 

From Carașova, migration evolved differently. Migrants from this village were ethnic Croats 
and utilised the resources available to them from their ethnicity and language. They first went 
to Serbia after 1990, where they obtained jobs in different fields in agriculture, construction, 
and services. When the war sparked between Croats and Serbs, migrants ceased going to 
Serbia. Simultaneously, they were able to apply for Croat citizenship, which was an option 
post-1992 to ethnic Croats from around the world. Afterwards, they started to migrate to 
Croatia, where men worked for the following decade in construction. Later on, after 2003, 
women started to go to work in the Croat-inhabited areas of Austria. In all these periods of 
migration, Carașovan migrants were able to sustain a remarkable level of economic stability, 
employing relatively safe and legal migratory strategies. In their migratory experience, they 
took advantage of their ethnic affinity with their employers in all areas of migration. In Croatia, 
they were employed the same as any Croat citizen, while in Austria they relied on their ethnic 
ties to the Croat minority there. Although their income in Croatia and Serbia was higher than 
what they would have earned in Romania, it was still lower in Croatia and Serbia than it could 
have been in Western Europe.  
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From Zăbala, people migrated first to Hungary and afterwards to Germany. As the village was 
mainly Hungarian and located in a Hungarian-majority area, villagers were mostly Hungarian 
speakers – Hungarians, Romanians and Roma alike. When they decided to migrate to Hungary 
for work, Hungarians and Roma were able to find jobs relatively easy. Further, Hungarians 

were helped by institutional partnerships 
between Zăbala and different localities in 
Hungary. Similar to migration from Carașova, 
these ethnic migrants employed safe routes 
and migration and employment strategies. 
Their earnings were likewise higher than in 
Romania, however still much lower than in 
Italy or Spain, for instance. One group of 
Roma was singled out as the most success-
ful; they managed to specialise in informal 
trading, reselling large quantities of goods 
acquired from the Budapest wholesale mar-
kets. Selling was carried out in other areas in 
Hungary and later in other Central European 
countries, such as Croatia and Poland. They 
were able to step out of the marginal position 
they had previously known and acquired a 
high economic status. 

In the last case, in Sebeș, there was a strong permanent migration to Germany of ethnic Ger-
mans and some Romanians. Later on, it was followed by a strong irregular migration of Ro-
manians to Spain. After 2007, there was a diversified temporary migration of Romanians and 
Roma to different European countries. Sebeș differed in several instances from Borșa. It was 
not an isolated place as was Borșa, and had a flourishing economic life. In spite of the eco-

nomic decay at the beginning of the 1990s, 
there followed a period of stability and de-
velopment. Thus, if in the other research lo-
cations unemployment was considered high, 
in Sebeș people usually recall the wealth of 
local labour opportunities. This was actually 
one of the main reasons why their migration 
to Spain was not as developed as that from 
Borșa or Carașova. On the contrary, recent 
years have seen a constant return migration, 
especially from Spain. 

Studies on migration throughout Roma-
nia have shown that migrants usually un-
dertake house construction in their places 
of origin, especially in rural areas (Cingolani 

and Piperno 2006; Grigoraș 2006; Nagy 2008; Sandu 2006; Stan 2005; Șerban and Grigoraș 
2000; and others). In the cases I investigated, migrant investment in houses varied widely. 
While in Borșa, migrants tended to invest massively in building large houses, this did not 
happen in the other locations. In Zăbala, there lived rich Roma who pursued such investment 
strategies as erecting new houses in the centre of the village. The rest were invested more in 
substantially improving returnees’ living conditions. 

1. Typical house in Zăbala. 2012. 

2. Houses in Carașova. 2010.

In Carașova as well, in spite of the strong migration, not many houses were constructed, but 
instead investment in and enlargement of existing ones. To be sure, houses in Carașova were 
big enough to accommodate local families, and migrants did not feel the need to build new 
ones, let alone engage in building big new ones and thus enter into the local symbolic and 
status competition.

In Sebeș, too, there were some migrants 
who built houses, and in the past few years 
poor Roma started to invest in housing by 
building small new houses and improving 
living conditions that were very poor before. 
Of all these locations, only in Borșa was the 
housing construction a mass phenomenon. 
In only a few years after migrating to Italy, 
migrants there started to erect large houses, 
one or even two stories high. Locally, this 
new house construction was imbued with 
symbolic meaning: most of the people in-
terviewed considered it a matter of great 
pride to own a big house. And if some had 
big houses, their neighbours would construct 
even bigger ones. Given the difference between these places, I wondered what actually 
fuelled this fervent house construction, where large migrant houses were meant to provide 
a higher level of prestige to migrants and their families. In order to provide an answer to 
this dilemma, I first present the dynamics of house construction in Borșa, the area with the 
highest level of construction, and later discuss and compare the four cases.

Borșa: migrant houses in a remote area

Borșa was a relatively underdeveloped and isolated city in Romania. It grew from the former 
mining colony and small town that were there before communism. During state socialism, 
the town developed and attracted people from many areas in the northern part of the country. 
As late as the 1960s and 1970s, the socialist state favoured mining and heavy industry as a 
way of generally developing the country, mining regions – such as Borșa – benefiting from 
strong state support. Later on, when state socialism collapsed, such areas were prima-
ry targets for massive economic decay. Houses here were rather small and in many cases 
unable to properly accommodate the large families residing there. Often, they did not have 
modern facilities and provided only poor living conditions. The town itself had a dual residen-
tial structure. There was the former mining colony five kilometres away from the city centre, 
made up of older houses and some blocks of flats constructed during state socialism called 
Baia Borșa, and then there was the rest of the town that developed around the centre and 
along the main road. There were no paved secondary streets and no sewage system. 

When people from Borșa started to migrate to Italy, they began constructing houses not 
just in the centre and on the main roads, but mostly on the secondary streets where they 
had inherited land from their parents, or where construction plots were accessible. House 
construction received a boost when migration was still in its developing phase between 2000 
and 2005, when most migrants were residing irregularly in Italy. For instance, between 2001 
and 2005 there were officially 1,166 new houses in the city. Given that in 2002 there were 
about 6,000 houses registered and that the real number was much higher than what was 

3. Houses in Sebeș. 2013.
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officially registered, the number of new houses, mostly built by migrants, could have made 
up around 20% of all houses.4 Beyond this general pattern of house construction, a few main 
reasons can be found for why this process occurred, and why it occurred at this scale.

First of all, house construction was a reaction to the uncertainty migrants faced in Italy. 
Having an irregular status in the first years of migration, they were not able to save their 
earnings in Italian banks and therefore had to remit them to Romania. As irregular migrants, 
they had no legal right to reside and work in Italy, and sending money home was one of the 
safest strategies to protect their earnings. It may also be said that, during the 1990s, Romania 
passed through a very deep crisis, with rising unemployment and general economic decay. 
On several occasions, people from Borșa recalled certain years when they lost much of their 
savings due to the country’s currency devaluation and staggering inflation. Thus, in many 
cases, people invested these remittances into house construction, considered a ‘safe’ invest-
ment. “We built a house because we thought: You can’t stay all your life [in Italy], who knows 
[what could happen]? You could be expelled, or they might not extend your residency, [you 
never know]” (Ruxandra).5

Uncertainty in Italy was also an important motive for house construction among the legal-
ised migrants. Migrants arriving in Italy took on jobs in the secondary labour market. Among 
the challenges they had to face was the fact that the sector was too weakly regulated to 
support the newly arriving immigrants, and the arrival of other newcomers was exerting con-
tinuous pressure on jobs. Thus, facing constant competition, many migrants kept open the 
option of returning to Romania and, in this case, the construction of a house meant more 
stability and something whose value would not decrease. “Some returned and wanted to 
build houses here. In the last three years it has been difficult [in Italy]” (Bogdan). 

Starting a family was a second main aim 
for building a house in Romania. Borșa is a 
locality where, until 1990, there was a high 
fertility rate and people were accustomed 
to marrying young. Due to the abundance 
of jobs in the mining industry prior to 1989, 
many young people had no plans to con- 
tinue their education, but started working to 
provide for a family. The pressure to marry 
early was widespread in families, and many 
migrants considered the fact that often their 
parents put pressure on them to build houses, 
as house ownership was often considered a 
precondition for starting a family. In some 
cases I encountered, migrants sent their re-
mittances back home to parents who made 

the arrangements and supervised the house’s construction. “I financed the construction of 
the house because that was what my parents wanted, I couldn’t stand up to them any longer. 
They kept saying: Build a house, build a house” (Alin). In a different case, one migrant com-
plained that he sent the money to his parents in Romania and was shocked at what he saw 
upon his return, as his father had built a very big house. It was, in his words, very different 
from what he had in mind. In other cases, and especially during the times when Romanians 
were able to travel freely to Europe, youngsters were able to oversee their houses’ construc-
tion, travelling often between Romania and Italy and even spending longer periods of time ‘at 
home’ until the houses were finished. 

4. Migrants’ houses in Borșa. 
These dimensions were fairly 
typical for migrant construc-
tions. 2004.

Once the pattern of house construction emerged, migration and remittances were seen as 
generating a symbolic competition between migrants and non-migrants and amongst migrants 
themselves. Many people in the city mentioned that “everyone wants to be considered more 
powerful and richer than the other” (Oana), a pattern which has had profound influences on 
the ways in which the relative deprivation between migrants and non-migrants is perceived 
and internalised: “They built such big houses [to show they were no longer poor]. If one builds 
a house, the neighbour wants to have a bigger house too” (Tudor). It became apparent that 
the notion of social respect and financial success was in many cases associated with that of 
owning a house and, perhaps, a big house. In building houses, migrants were able to display 
their financial success gained through migration: “They think that by having bigger houses, 
[they show that] they are richer. It is a kind of self-esteem. They didn’t think to invest their 
money somewhere else. They say: I have money, let’s make a house, I won’t lose” (Vlad).

There is a hidden social logic behind this symbolic competition. In showing off the wealth 
accumulated in Italy by building big houses, buying new cars and exhibiting conspicuous 
consumption, migrants actually compensate for the deficit of social prestige and the low 
socio-economic status they actually endure in Italy. As they work hard most of the year in 
labour-intensive sectors in Italy, such as the construction and care industries, migrants often 
regard the trips to Romania as necessary and well-earned breaks, when they can recover and 
where their stakes actually lie. Such a transnational construction of social status, at least in 
this case, has profound implications for how migrants perceive each other as accomplished 
and trustworthy individuals. 

Surprisingly, this status paradox, in which migrants were granted high status at home and 
low status abroad, actually played a very pragmatic role back in Italy. Most of the men worked 
in a highly insecure environment in Milan, a sector with high returns during the first years 
of migration, yet with very informal work and a lack of contracts. Besides this, for irregular 
migrants, as very many of them were in this area, security was paramount. While living in an 
insecure social and economic environment, people from Borșa had to rely on each other. By 
using this strategy and depending on extended social networks of friends and kin, they were 

5. House in Borșa. 2007.
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actually able to become pretty successful in comparison to other migrants. In such a context, 
in order to obtain jobs and economic opportunities it was essential to be regarded by the 
others as a trustworthy and reliable person. For many, the possession of a house was meant 
to signal trustworthiness. 

Another main reason I was able to detect for this phenomenon is that houses were con-
sidered profitable investments. In the first years of migration, migrants usually lived in poor 
conditions, sharing overcrowded houses and working overtime. As their families were usually 
in Romania and they had no plans to settle in Italy, they did not accrue high living costs. As 

“target earners” (Bretell and Hollifield 2007), they were able to accumulate large amounts 
of money; at least until 2002–2003, a family was able to collect in one or two years enough 
money to build a house, even a big one. Further, this occurred in a very profitable environment. 
Between 2000 and 2008, Romania experienced very high economic growth and real estate 
prices saw a dramatic rise in prices. For instance, in Borșa a house could be built in 2001 with 
20,000 Euros, while in 2008 the same house could have been worth 80,000 Euros. This extra- 
ordinary rise was possibly due to several reasons: land prices skyrocketed due to the large 
influx of remittances and house projects, labour became more expensive due to migration 
and the general rise in labour costs in Romania, and construction materials became more 
expensive. In the past few years, despite the economic crisis that affected Romania resulting 
in a fall in prices (in Borșa, to about 60% of the pre-crisis period) and a shrinking of the real 
estate market, the construction of a house still remained a profitable investment for many. 
Besides, among the returnees there was a widespread belief that many houses could be 
turned into tourist accommodation and, for prospective pensioners, a place for a cheap and 
pleasant retirement experience. 

Why do migrants build houses? Putting the pieces together ... 

When asking why people build houses, my research in the four areas uncovered a series of 
factors that may explain the phenomenon of house construction in Romania. It may be some-
what common sense to argue that people build houses when they do not have one, or when 
an existing house does not offer decent living conditions. This was apparent in the case of 
Borșa, where the initial living conditions were not satisfactory. It was quite different in Sebeș, 
however, where despite some initial similarities concerning migration patterns and remit-
tance levels, migrants did not build many new houses. Here, the local residential situation 
differed: people had better houses, as well as access to modern utilities. Furthermore, while 
in Borșa there were large families whose accommodation required more space, this was not 
the case in Sebeș where fertility rates were lower. 

Remittance levels also played a significant role. Contrary to many popular perceptions, 
not all migrants were able to build new houses in their places of origin. In the case of the 
Roma from Sebeș, whose remittances were not that large, migrants started to invest in better 
housing, yet were not able to build houses as large as those in Borșa. In the case of Zăbala 
and Carașova, migrants went first to Central European destinations, where their earnings 
were not very high. Only those able to acquire more, the Roma from Zăbala, invested in hous-
es. When other villagers started to migrate to Western European destinations, they were then 
able to invest more. In this case, also, it was not about building new houses, but rather invest-
ing in the existing ones. When the first two conditions were met – lack of proper living condi-
tions and large amounts of remittances, migrants were able to engage in constructing new 
houses. Even there, the houses’ construction was conditioned by migrants’ decisions about 
whether or not to return. For instance, ethnic Germans who migrated to Germany, or young 

Romanian graduates from Sebeș, did not express any intention to return, and their migration 
was seen as permanent. When migrants invested in houses to an intense degree, as it was in 
the case of the Roma from Zăbala or of the Romanians from Borșa, such house construction 
was accompanied by gains in prestige, and the migrants’ houses acquired symbolic meanings 
for both migrants and non-migrants. Unfolding the patterns of house construction in this last 
case, one may argue that house construction was ultimately influenced by the type of migration 
and the pragmatics of migrants’ transnational lifestyles. 

Thus, irregular migration to Italy generated in a short period of time sufficient funds for 
migrants to build houses. At the same time, however, people had to experience legal status 
uncertainties and employment risks in Italy. It created a context in which people sought to 
secure their funds and invest in something worthwhile. Moreover, in the uncertain context that 
migrants had to face, they were forced to rely on each other. Social trust was important, so that 
gaining a well-regarded social position within the group of friends, neighbours and relatives 
from Borșa had a very practical relevance. This was sometimes achieved by building a house. 

Migrants’ transnational lifestyles also created a source of social recognition by present-
ing migrants as successful and accomplished persons ‘back home’: demonstrating that they 
could start families and have children, build a house and have sufficient funds at their disposal 
to ensure a decent living standard. If this was easily accomplished at home, it was actually 
not the case in Italy, where most were employed in the secondary economy, usually over-
working themselves and experiencing rather low social prestige. Migrants presenting them-
selves as successful individuals and struggling for social prestige through the construction 
of large houses actually seemed to be motivated by a large set of factors embedded in their 
migratory experiences: a sense of uncertainty, combined with opportunities ‘at home’ and 

‘abroad’ that migrants were ready to seize. Thus, what may seem at first glance a sort of 
‘irrational behaviour’ may actually have had pragmatic consequences for migrants and their 
families. One may conclude that such a strong phenomenon as I described in Borșa could 
be well grasped, given the everyday life of migrants, where worth and value, such as house 
construction, is transnationally created through the pragmatics of migrants’ transnational 
way of life between ‘here’ and ‘there’.  
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Footnotes

1 Acknowledgement: The research for this paper was 
undertaken with the support of the Romanian Council for 
Scientific Research, CNCS PN-II-ID-PCE-2011-3-0602, 
Recasting Migrants’ Voices: Local Perspective on Migration, 
Development, and Social Change in Romania.

2 For a comprehensive view worldwide, see http://www.
worldbank.org/en/topic/migrationremittancesdiasporais-
sues/brief/migration-and-remittances-publications.

3 Data I use have previously been published in differ-
ent articles, see Anghel (2012), Anghel (2013) and Anghel 
(2016). Data from Sebeș have not yet been published. 
The fieldwork was carried out in the following periods: 
in Zăbala between 1997 and 1998, as well as in 2012; in 
Carașova in 2010 and 2012; in Sebeș from 2012 to present; 
and in Borșa between 2004 and 2007. The pictures I use 
were taken during these fieldwork stays.

4 See Anghel (2013, 173).
 
5 Interviews cited here were previously used in Anghel 
(2013, 173–175).
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