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Since the fall of the Iron Curtain 25 years ago, the asymmetric Central European labour market that 

was cut off by different legal systems gradually disappeared and has now been replaced by a unified 

migration space, where the costs for migration or pendular mobility and the wage gain which mi-

grants can achieve are the decisive factors in the decision of whether to migrate or not. Official statis-

tics show that, over the past ten years, migration from the new member-states of 2004 and 2007 to the 

EU15 in general and to Austria – a country directly bordering many of the new EU member-states – in 

particular, has significantly gained in importance. This new East–West migration is characterised by 

high qualification, a concentration on employment-relevant age groups and high spatial flexibility. 

Migrants are moving if wage differentials are significant and employment opportunities are given and 

they return or move further away if the labour market loses its attractiveness. The new East–West mi-

gration can provide gains for the target regions, for the regions of departure and for the migrants 

themselves.  
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Introduction 

Central and Eastern Europe has undergone enormous political changes which have gone hand-in-hand with 

the gradual removal of migration-related barriers. Starting with the fall of the Iron Curtain in 1989 after 40 

years of substantial constraints in individual mobility, the region saw Austria’s accession to the EU in 1995 

and that of ten mostly Eastern European countries in 2004, followed by Romania and Bulgaria in 2007. Both 

the 2004 and 2007 enlargements went hand-in-hand with the implementation of transitional rules concerning 

labour-market access on the Austrian side, rules which were finally abolished for the 10 Eastern European 

member-states in May 2011 and for Romania and Bulgaria by the end of 2013 (cf. Engbersen 2012; 

Fassmann, Reeger 2012; Okólski 2012a).
1 

With the removal of substantial legal constraints in individual mobility – the main hypothesis of this arti-

cle – a push-and-pull-driven migration pattern becomes more and more important (cf. Kahanec, Kureková 

2014). The decisive parameters of such an international migration are income differentials on the one hand 

and migration costs on the other. In other words, proximity between the potential regions of departure of 
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labour or pendular migrants, as well as income differences and employment opportunities, become more 

important than other factors (see also Parnreiter 2000). The migration space, divided due to international 

boundaries, and with its several asymmetric labour markets, will gradually be transformed into a unified 

migration space with symmetric labour markets around the large metropolises. Policy differences between 

the countries of origin and of destination also appear to be relevant, for example in terms of regulations on 

businesses and labour markets (Westmore 2014). Cross-country differences in structural economic policies 

may also explain international migration to some extent (Strzelecki, Wyszynski 2011). 

This article focuses on this process and on the emergence of migration driven by push and pull factors. It 

is divided into four main sections. Firstly we explain the research question, the revisited push and pull model 

and (problems with) the available data used in the analysis. Secondly, we show the development of inflows, 

outflows and stocks of migration from the EU8+2 countries to the EU14 in general. In the third section we 

focus on the case of Austria and look in more detail into the stocks and flows – including some socio- 

-demographic features – from Central and Eastern European countries (CEECs). In a short concluding sec-

tion we end with an emphasis on the growing importance of intra-European migration and mobility and re-

view our three basic research questions.  

Research questions and the theoretical and empirical background 

Research questions 

We assume that, with the fall of the Iron Curtain, the accessions of 2004 and 2007 and the phasing out of the 

transitional rules, a push-and-pull-driven migration pattern becomes dominant. The decisive parameters in 

push-and-pull-driven migration are income differentials (in particular skill-specific wage differentials; see 

Westmore 2014) on the one hand and migration costs on the other (see, e.g., de Haas 2008; Hagen-Zanker 

2008). Migration costs are, furthermore, linked to the distance or proximity of the regions of origin to the 

potential target regions (Kahanec, Pytliková, Zimmermann 2014). With the ongoing process of the emer-

gence of a legally harmonised and unified migration space, the push and pull factors became more and more 

important and the legal barriers weaker. 

Our first research question examines the increase of international migration across the former Iron Cur-

tain in the last decade. If the hypothesis concerning the importance of the push-and-pull-driven migration 

pattern is correct and if the large economic differences are still in effect, international migration between the 

former East and West will increase (see also Borchers, Breustedt 2008; Strzelecki, Wyszynski 2011). It will 

increase gradually and perhaps contradictory to a converging economic process, as the population starts to 

identify migration as a project via which to solve their socio-economic problems (Reniers 1999). It is im-

portant to note that Strzelecki and Wyszynski (2011) stressed the differences and changes in unemployment 

rates between countries – important factors for migratory flows, particularly at their later stage. People need 

time to adapt and to explore, therefore the scale of international migration could increase despite the fact that 

economic disparities are starting to decrease. The emergence of a legally harmonised and unified European 

migration space requires time.  

Our second research question focuses on the emergence of transnational labour markets. If – once again  

– the hypothesis is correct that a push-and-pull-driven migration pattern is of considerable relevance 

(Borchers, Breustedt 2008), and if large economic differences are observable in adjacent regions, those re-

gions will grow together and emerge as functional regions with flows of labour migrants in one direction and 

capital in the opposite direction. With the emergence of a legally harmonised and unified European migra-
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tion space, geographical variables became more and more important. Proximity shapes and supports the 

emergence of transnational labour markets (see Hagen-Zanker 2008; Müller-Mahn 1999). We assume, there-

fore, that the over-proportional growth of such transnational labour markets is driven by the maximisation of 

migration gains (wage differentials) and, at the same time, the minimisation of migration costs by split 

households. 

Our final research question focuses on the assumption that, if the push-and-pull-driven labour-migration 

pattern of our hypothesis does indeed become dominant and legal barriers disappear, then we should see high 

spatial flexibility and an increase of in- and out-migration. With the decline of barriers, the costs of migration 

fall. Minor signals from the labour market in potential target regions in terms of wages and labour opportuni-

ties are therefore stimulating the realisation of potential migration. We expect to see the dominance of labour 

migration and a focus on labour-market relevant attributes concerning age and qualification. The young and 

the well-qualified in the sending population will be the dominant group amongst the new East–West mi-

grants because they react more quickly and are able to find employment outside their country of origin. 

The push and pull model, revised on the basis of macro factors 

In 1966, Everett Lee published his classic ‘Push and Pull Model,’ based on the general assumption that eve-

rybody is a potential migrant, evaluating the economic attractiveness of the place of residence and work and 

comparing it to other possible contexts in which to earn a living. After evaluating the complexity of econom-

ic attractiveness in one region compared to that of another region, perfectly informed and rational people are 

deciding whether or not to migrate. Historical ties are taken for granted in this approach, as are legal barriers 

and country-specific migration policies. The individually perceived and expected costs and benefits of mi-

gration are the only variables in the model.  

In this context the attractiveness itself is the sum of location factors, which can be separated into positive 

so-called pull (or plus) factors and negative (minus) push factors (see Figure 1). Push factors are those cir-

cumstances which make it unattractive for a person to live in a particular place, region or country. These 

push factors could be high unemployment, low wages or perspectives that do not promise any change in the 

future. Pull – or positive – factors, in contrast, might be a high income, a favourable job or business oppor-

tunity and promising expectations. In this context, Lee emphasises that the perception of pull and push fac-

tors is differently defined for every (prospective) migrant, depending on his or her life style and personal 

circumstances. Lee also states that the decision to migrate is never completely rational and not all persons 

who migrate reach that decision themselves (Lee 1966: 51). For this reason, amongst others, he warns that 

factors which hold, attract or repel people are precisely understood neither by social scientists nor by the 

persons directly affected (Lee 1966: 50). 

Whether or not an individual really decides to migrate depends on the balance of push and pull factors at 

home compared to the push and pull factors anywhere else. The balance in favour of the move must be 

enough to overcome the natural inertia which always exists (Lee 1966: 51), as well as any intervening obsta-

cles. Obstacles can include distance and related transportation costs or the legal frameworks governing mi-

gration which may hinder migration or make it very costly. Finally, there are also personal factors which 

affect individual thresholds and facilitate or delay migration. In this connection, Lee emphasises that it is not 

the actual factors at origin and destination, but rather the perception of these factors, which results in migra-

tion.  

In the original literature, the push and pull model is a concept which describes individual decision-making pro-

cesses at a micro level. However, assuming that the principal idea of the push and pull model is valid – the balanc-

ing of push and pull factors at home compared to the push and pull factors anywhere else, followed by the 
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decision to migrate or to stay – then the model can be transferred to the macro level of regions or countries. The 

migration from one region to the other will be directly proportional to differences in attractiveness (labour-market-

related factors like wages and unemployment, for example, and welfare and social benefits) and indirectly propor-

tional to constraints on migration, such as distance, transportation costs and political barriers in particular. 

 

Figure 1. Push and pull factors and constraints to migration – an illustration 

 

Source: Fassmann (2011) based on Lee (1966): 51. 

 

Most models at the macro level refer to two main macro-economic variables that affect the migration deci-

sion: wage differences and employment opportunities (Pytliková 2006: 78). In aggregate terms, the differen-

tials in wages and the probability of being unemployed are typically proxied by GDP per capita levels in 

destination and source countries in combination with (un)employment rates. Migration stocks and, thus, es-

tablished networks, usually foster migratory movements in reducing migration costs and in steering the di-

rection of migration flows by perpetuating them (Bauer, Zimmermann 1999). Finally the distance from the 

origin to the destination country shows a statistically significant negative influence on migration flows, sup-

porting the theoretical considerations of the costs and risks of movement on the migration decision (Fields 

1991). Recently this was confirmed by Kahanec et al. (2014: 20), who emphasised that, in addition to mere 

geographical distance, linguistic proximity is also significantly associated with stronger emigration flows. 

Despite some justified criticism of the model (Müller-Mahn 1999; Parnreiter 2000; Zolberg 1989) and debate 

about whether or not it is flexible enough to enable analysis of the complex interactions between migration 

factors, it is still relevant from our perspective. This position was confirmed by Borchers and Breustedt 

(2008: 16) who worked out the relevance of the model for migration projections and potentials. They pro-

posed an extended push and pull model, taking into account a multitude of factors and making the model 

more meaningful. Braun and Topan (1998), in particular, emphasised that a diversification of the factors in 

sending and receiving regions would be necessary. Strzelecki and Wyszynski (2011) have strongly argued 

for a more distinctive analysis of the relevant push and pull factors of Polish migration, but this does not 

mean that the model as such has become obsolete (see also Westmore 2014) as a basis for empirical analysis. 

Data situation 

For the following analysis on migrant stocks in and flows to Austria we rely on data from the Austrian Popu-

lation Register (on an annual basis) and from the register-based census. Generally it has to be acknowledged 
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that official statistics may fail to give a ‘complete picture’ in this respect, as they do not provide information, 

for example, on duration of stay or migration motives. Furthermore, some migrants either do not register (as 

they do not intend to stay for a longer period of time or even commute on a daily basis from neighbouring 

countries) or they deregister upon leaving again, as there are virtually no negative consequences for them and 

they are thus not depicted in official data. However, the population register is well elaborated and functional. 

Living in Austria for a longer period of time without being captured in the register is highly unlikely.  

We should also point out that statistics are often quite slow to accurately reflect what is happening and it 

may take a long time for data to be available. This time lag has also proven to be a problem for this article. 

For some aspects the data are quite up-to-date – e.g. for numbers up until 2013; on the other hand, flow data 

are only available until 2013, so nothing can be said about the effect of the end of the transitional rules for 

Romania and Bulgaria at the end of that year. 

The time-lag problem also applies to the data which we use for the analysis of migration from EU8 and 

EU2 countries to the EU15 in general. We sourced data on the population in the EU15 by countries of origin 

and destination from Eurostat, which relies on member-states sending in their national data. This is a princi-

pal issue when using Eurostat data – they are just as valid and reliable as national statistics. Eurostat has 

neither the potential nor the official mandate to collect data on their own. Migration data pose problems, in 

particular, of comparability (different concepts and definitions) and availability (cf. Fassmann, Reeger, 

Sievers 2009). 

East–West migration in general (2002–2012): CEE citizens in the EU15 

With the accession to the EU of the most important countries of origin of traditional East–West migration in 

2004 and 2007, a common European migration space was created for the first time. However, this new free-

dom of movement was not accompanied by a freedom to work and so, in most Western EU countries, free 

access to the labour market did not immediately exist for citizens of these ‘new’ EU countries. Germany and 

Austria, in particular, both sharing borders with some of the accession states, kept their labour markets 

closed for citizens of new EU countries until 1 May 2011 (2013 for Romania and Bulgaria). However, in 

factual terms, the transitional rules did not limit the freedom of settlement as such. As a result, it has become 

possible for citizens of the new EU states to move to any other member-state as students or retirees or to join 

family members. They also have the right to establish businesses in any EU member-state and thus to work 

in a self-employed capacity (cf. Engbersen 2012; Fassmann, Reeger 2012; Okólski 2012b). 

CEE migrants by country of origin 

Since the EU enlargement of 2004, the size – as well as the structure – of the immigrant population from 

CEECs has changed noticeably in the EU15. Before 1 May 2004, there were fewer than 1.2 million CEE 

citizens legally residing there. However, this figure did not include any current data for France, Greece, Ire-

land and Luxembourg. If these countries are included, the estimated number in 2003 rises to approximately 

1.5 million CEE citizens. In Western Europe, the share of immigrants from CEECs was thus slightly below  

7 per cent of all foreign residents officially living in the EU15. 

By 2007, however, the number of CEE citizens in the EU15 had more than doubled to just over 2.6 mil-

lion (see Table 1). Again, this figure contains no data for France, Greece, Ireland and Luxembourg; however, 

if estimates for these countries are included, the number was around 2.9 million in 2007. The increase was 

therefore more than 100 per cent within four years. This contradicted the popular expectation that East–West 

migration within the EU could actually be prevented through restrictive transitional regulations. As most 
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EU15 countries had been granting CEE citizens access to their labour markets since 2006–2007, this rate of 

increase has continued. 

 

Table 1. CEE citizens in selected EU15 countries by country of origin in 2003–2011 (absolute numbers) 

Country of origin 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2003 = 100 

Bulgaria   103 899      155 779      210 645      304 096     362 360 349 

Czech Republic     44 114        50 274        60 506        67 146       71 039 161 

Estonia     19 705        22 057        27 446        34 460       43 168 219 

Latvia      12 799        14 561        19 047        22 224       33 399 261 

Lithuania     32 861        59 326        93 529      120 090     169 755 517 

Hungary     81 308        76 963        92 247      113 315     135 412 167 

Poland     471 561      566 047      946 681   1 272 609   1 415 553 300 

Romania     334 054      673 439   1 057 858   1 851 478   2 161 710 647 

Slovakia        33 109        42 683        57 168        68 104        77 307 233 

Slovenia       30 199        31 553        34 506        35 225        36 062 119 

Total CEECs   1 165 612   1 694 687   2 601 640   3 890 756   4 507 776 387 

Foreign residents 
total 

17 223 622 19 586 664 22 206 835  24 875 965 26 236 656 152 

Note: Information on the number of foreign residents from CEECs not (completely for all years) available for France, 

Greece, Ireland and Luxembourg, these countries have been excluded from the present analysis; data for Belgium, Portugal 

and the UK have partly been extrapolated. UK data only include Lithuania, Poland and Romania. 

Source: Eurostat; own calculations. 

 

By the end of the observation period (2011), the number of CEE citizens in the EU15 had again risen 

sharply, despite the fact that some economic indicators showed a tendency towards convergence. By 2011, 

4.5 million East–West migrants resided in Western European countries; their number has grown almost four-

fold since 2003. If we once again include estimates for France, Greece, Ireland and Luxembourg, the figure 

stands at about 4.8 million people. In 2003, the share of immigrants from CEECs in the EU15 countries un-

der consideration amounted to 7 per cent, growing steadily to 11.7 per cent in 2007, 15.6 per cent in 2009 

and finally 17.2 per cent in 2011.
2
  

For the whole period, immigration into the EU15 was primarily from Poland, Romania and Bulgaria. In 

general, these three countries are characterised by lower income levels than some other new EU-member 

states, and there had, in fact, already been significant emigration from them over the previous 15 years. In 

contrast, no significant rise in emigration occurred from the Czech Republic, Hungary (until 2007) and Slo-

venia following EU accession. On the contrary, immediately after 2004 the number of Hungarian citizens in 

the EU15 decreased, whereas that of Slovenian citizens remained about the same. At the same time, these 

three countries increasingly became destination countries for immigration from other EU, as well as third, 

countries. After 2007 this situation changed: Hungary became a main ‘exporting’ country for migrants due to 

its disastrous economic performance, rising unemployment and real costs of income.  

CEE migrants by country of destination 

The migrants from CEECs were, however, not evenly distributed throughout the EU15 (without France, 

Greece, Ireland and Luxembourg due to the unavailability of data). In 2007 the largest group resided in Spain 

(767 700), followed by the UK (386 000 Lithuanians, Poles and Romanians only, unofficially 700 000), 

Germany (682 800) and Italy (456 300). The vast majority of all CEE migrants were registered in these four 
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countries, with Spain and Italy only recently having become significant destination countries for migrants 

from CEECs. By 2011, the general distribution had not much changed, though the growth was considerable 

in some countries. Generally speaking, it is important to note that Austria and Germany display the lowest 

growth rates, demonstrating the effectiveness of the transition rules on the one hand and the high proportion 

of CEE citizens in the starting year 2003 already living in Germany and Austria on the other. Italy and Spain 

are amongst the countries with the strongest growth, both with more than one million migrants from CEECs 

in 2011.  

The highest immigrant increase from CEECs can be found in Portugal (though from a low level), Spain, 

the UK and Italy (see Table 2). In contrast, Germany – up to the 1990s, still the most important destination 

for European East–West migration – recorded a decline in legal foreign residents from CEECs until 2006. 

This was partly due to high unemployment and partly to the restrictive transitional regime and a stricter con-

trol system. In the Scandinavian countries of Finland, Denmark and Sweden the increase was comparatively 

lower. This is quite surprising for Sweden, as free access to the labour market was immediately possible 

there up to 2005. In Austria, applying the restrictive transitional regime, the increase between 2003 and 2011 

amounted to 91 per cent. 

 

Table 2. CEE citizens in selected EU15 countries by destination country in 2003–2011 (absolute numbers) 

Destination 2003 2005 2007 2009 2011 2003 = 100 

Austria      82 258      95 273    109 007    135 440     157 258    191 

Belgium      21 047      45 377      69 708      80 552    119 077    566 

Denmark      11 394      12 703      18 458      35 310      47 399    416 

Finland      15 624      17 377     21 890      29 127      37 206    238 

Germany    597 480    551 360    682 843    761 767    870 123    146 

Italy    143 794    331 978    456 339    966 170 1 162 427    808 

Netherlands      15 959      22 827      33 821      64 527      93 817    588 

Portugal        1 815        9 392      16 964      36 727      48 256 2 659 

Spain    190 355    426 240    767 670 1 101 077 1 157 899    608 

Sweden     24 499      26 427      36 837      59 766      74 954    306 

UK      59 384    153 728    386 096    618 284    737 349 1 242 

Total CEECs in 
EU15 

1 165 612 1 694 687 2 601 640 3 890 756 4 507 776    387 

Note: Information on the number of foreign residents from CEECs not (completely for all years) available for France, 

Greece, Ireland and Luxembourg; data for Belgium, Portugal and the UK have partly been extrapolated. UK data only in-

clude Lithuania, Poland and Romania. 

Source: Eurostat; own calculations. 

 

For the whole observation period we can assume that the CEE migration to EU15 countries was largely tem-

porary and circular in character, facilitated by the free movement regime within the EU. This is in line with 

the growing importance of return migration, since the labour markets in the sending countries of East–West 

migration offer increasing job opportunities (Cassarino 2004; Dustmann, Bentolila, Faini 1996; Ghosh 

2001). With recovering economies in the home countries and growing migration costs in the countries of 

destination, returning home is an option for at least some of the East–West migrants. It is also likely that one 

of the consequences of the economic crisis was more-intense circular migration amongst EU15 and EU8+2 

countries. According to Grabowska-Lusińska (2010), even those who choose to return to Poland for good do 

not rule out further short-term emigration. Indeed, it has been observed that Polish returnees, after spending 

some time back in Poland, re-emigrate – often to the country of the first emigration (Barcevičius, Iglicka, 

Repečkaitė, Žvalionytė 2012: 8).  
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CEE migrants in Austria 

Inflow and outflow 

Turning to the Austrian situation and focusing on the ten countries that are primarily of interest, the cumula-

tive migration balances with both EU8 and EU2 countries were always positive between 2002 and 2013, 

with the inflows always being higher than the outflows (see Figure 2). The year 2004 marked a first peak of 

the inflow overhang; in 2005 a regressive trend started that lasted until 2010. As of 2011, a new take-off 

phase began, easily explained by the termination of transitional rules for the EU8 countries. From 2011 on-

wards, Austria guaranteed free access to the labour market for EU8 citizens and, from the beginning of 2014, 

for citizens from Romania and Bulgaria. 

 

Figure 2. Inflows and outflows from EU8 and EU2 in 2002–2013 

 

Source: Statistics Austria, own design. 

 

The ten countries under consideration show widely varying inflows and outflows in the years from 2002 

until 2012. For some of these countries, Austria is an extremely attractive destination, with its existing net-

works and geographical proximity whilst, for others, it is not an option in terms of migration, mostly due to 

greater distances, other more attractive destinations or a generally lower level of emigration. Overall, 309 

000 persons born in one of the ten CEECs entered Austria between 2002 and 2012, and 192 000 left.
3 

Though migration relations between Austria and Romania are comparatively new, Austria is the country 

with the highest cumulative inflow between 2002 and 2012 (92 300 persons) and displaying the highest posi-

tive migration balance (38 700). It is followed by Poland, Hungary and Slovakia, countries that share a long 

migration history with Austria, and the Vienna region in particular (see Table 3). Flow data prove that – at 

least up to now – Austria has not been an important destination for people from the Baltic countries or Slo-

venia. 

Romania entered the EU in 2007, which is clearly reflected in the flow data. Until 2006, Romanians were, 

legally, third-country nationals and the number of persons registering in Austria remained at around only  
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5 000 persons per year. As from 2007 we see a pronounced rise, with 9 000 entries by 2009 and a peak of 13 

400 entries in 2012. Outflows remained considerably lower, resulting in a pronounced positive net migration.  

 

Table 3. Inflows, outflows and net migration of persons born in CEECs from and to Austria, 2002–2012 

cumulative 

Country of origin Inflow In % Outflow In % Net migration In % 

Romania   92 251   29.9   53 583   27.9  38 668   33.2 

Poland   60 351   19.5   35 717   18.6  24 634   21.1 

Hungary   59 127   19.1   37 505   19.5  21 622   18.5 

Slovakia   43 128   14.0   27 400   14.3  15 728   13.5 

Bulgaria   24 469     7.9   15 100     7.9    9 369     8.0 

Czech Rep.   16 759     5.4   13 949     7.3    2 810     2.4 

Slovenia     8 059     2.6     6 110     3.2    1 949     1.7 

Latvia     1 648     0.5        847     0.4       801     0.7 

Lithuania     2 302     0.7     1 534     0.8       768     0.7 

Estonia        674     0.2        382     0.2       292     0.3 

Total 308 768 100.0 192 127 100.0 116 641 100.0 

Source: Statistics Austria, Population Register. Sorted descending by net migration. 

 

In the case of Hungary, the balance has seen almost continual growth (with the exception of 2006), and 

reached an interim peak in 2011 (the year in which the transitional rules were abolished), with 9 638 persons 

registering in Austria, the highest number for all countries under consideration and for all points in time. The 

trend is not as clear for Poland. From 2004 until 2009 the balance diminished and was near zero by 2009; 

however, it then improved and reached 6 907 persons in 2011. The migration balance for Slovakia fluctuated 

constantly between 2002 and 2011. Inflow grew in 2011, as did outflow, though at a lower level. Finally, 

official migration from the Czech Republic to Austria was very stable in the previous decade, at a very low 

level, with about 1 200 people entering and around 1 000 Czechs leaving Austria every year.  

Population stock  

Table 4 again focuses on the ten countries that are of interest in this analysis. In total, 295 500 persons who 

were born in a CEEC are currently officially registered in Austria; their total number has grown by 41 per 

cent since 2002. A quarter emigrated from Romania, with Poles second in quantitative terms, making up 

more than a fifth. Hungary (16.3 per cent) and the Czech Republic (14.1 per cent) are third and fourth in this 

‘ranking’ of 2013. However, not all groups have been growing in quantitative terms between 2002 and 2013: 

the number of Czechs and Slovenians fell over the previous decade, a consequence of the mortality of the 

population born in the Czech Republic and Slovenia and expelled after World War II. Furthermore, Table 4 

proves that immigration from the Baltic States is more or less irrelevant in the case of Austria.  

Accession of the CEECs to the EU in 2004 as such did not immediately leave a significant trace in the devel-

opment because regulations still existed which reduced the free admission of labour from Eastern-European EU 

countries into Austria. The number of gainfully employed CEE citizens has been growing since 2000. Before 

the EU accession of CEECs (and for citizens of new EU member-states for as long as the transition regula-

tions still applied), one way of gaining access to the labour market was through seasonal work, predominant-

ly in tourism and harvesting.  



48 H. Fassmann, J. Kohlbacher, U. Reeger 

 

Table 4. Austrian population born in CEECs in 2002 and 2013 

Country of 

origin 

2002 2013 2002–2013 2002–2013 

Abs. In % Abs. In % Change abs. Change in % 

Romania    39 149   18.7   73 904   25.0  34 755   88.8 

Poland    41 337   19.7   63 242   21.4  21 905   53.0 

Hungary    30 722   14.6   48 137   16.3  17 415   56.7 

Czech Rep.    56 739    27.1   41 618   14.1 -15 121  -26.7 

Slovakia    12 796     6.1   29 963   10.1  17 167 134.2 

Slovenia    20 573     9.8   18 871     6.4   -1 702    -8.3 

Bulgaria      7 601     3.6   17 043     5.8    9 442 124.2 

Latvia         353     0.2     1 158     0.4       805 228.0 

Lithuania         333     0.2     1 137     0.4       804 241.4 

Estonia         138     0.1        421     0.1       283 205.1 

Total  209 741 100.0 295 494 100.0   85 753   40.9 

Source: Statistics Austria, Population Register; own calculation. 

 

Statistics from the Federation of Austrian Social Insurance Institutions mirror the situation on the Austrian 

labour market in the two years following abolition of the transitional labour market restrictions. Thus, the 

number of legally employed Hungarians increased extremely quickly over the two years from March 2011 

(28 219) to March 2013 (55 327) and they are now the second largest group of migrants (after Germans) on 

the Austrian labour market. During the same period the employment of Slovakians almost doubled (from 11 

203 to 22 461). The number of Poles grew from 18 060 to 26 694 whilst, in the Czech case, the increase was 

rather more modest – from 9 033 to 12 200. There is virtually no displacement of the Austrian workforce by 

this inflow but, instead, the replacement of a poorly qualified foreign labour force by better-qualified CEE 

citizens. 

The emergence of transnational labour markets: Austria and its neighbours 

The fast-growing influx after transitional rules ended clearly demonstrates how flexible the workers from the 

neighbouring countries are. They make their decision to migrate based on the costs and gains of mobility and 

are able to re-orientate their destination countries within a short period of time.
4
 Most striking is the im-

portance of distance and of neighbouring countries for the regional distribution of EU8 and EU2 migrants in 

Austria. For all CEE migrants, Vienna and its urban region is the most important target, though in differing 

proportions – a distribution that can be easily explained by the geographical distance and the possibility of 

commuting from the neighbouring countries of Hungary, Slovakia and the Czech Republic. The capital of 

Slovakia is adjacent to the Austrian-Slovakian border. The construction of a motorway to connect the two 

capitals was completed in recent years. From city limit to city limit, in reasonable traffic, the journey takes 

45 minutes. Both are Schengen countries and thus the border control was abolished after the accession of 

Slovakia to the EU. However, commuters and short-term migrants do not exclusively originate from the Bra-

tislava region, which is – compared to other Slovakian regions – a relatively high-wage region. The catch-

ment area of near-border mobility includes the poorer regions in the east of Slovakia (cf. Kahanec, Kureková 

2014: 7) as well as the western part of Hungary. 

Map 1 illustrates the distribution of EU8+2 citizens in Austria as a percentage of the population in each 

municipality. There is, in general, a high concentration in the enlarged Viennese urban area and some further 

spots of high concentration in other municipalities, mainly linked to job opportunities in tourism, agriculture, 

forestry and specific health resorts. Geographical distance to the regions of origin of these EU8+2 citizens 
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seems to be an important factor. In addition to the foreign resident population, commuters from the neigh-

bouring countries strengthen these transnational relations. Migration from Austria’s neighbouring countries 

still has a largely temporary and circular component. The migrants are reacting to unemployment or low pay, 

and to the lack of job opportunities in their country of origin, by a quick return home, where the costs of 

living are (still) substantially lower (Okólski 2012b: 35).
5
 Furthermore there is empirical evidence, at least 

for Polish migrants, that the circular pattern has become more diversified since 2007, with an increasing 

share settling down in their destination country (Kaczmarczyk 2014). 

 

Map 1. Share of EU8+2 citizens in the total population in Austria on the municipal level in 2011 

 

Source: Statistics Austria, Register based Census; own calculation and design. 

 

The emergence of a transnational labour market has been evident over the last decade, but it includes more 

than migrants and commuters. Some of the Austrian villages in the east are now, essentially, suburbs of Bra-

tislava due to cheap land prices and good accessibility. In recent decades the urban area around Vienna has 

expanded significantly to the south, and it is now realistic to assume that the east–west axis will be the deci-

sive direction for future settlement.  

Basic socio-demographic features of CEE migrants in Austria 

Sex and age 

In the early phase, when immigration from CEECs re-emerged, labour migrants were – typically, for new 

migration flows – young, male and well-educated (Fassmann, Hintermann 1997; Fassmann, Kollar 1996). 

Thus, in 1991, when immigration from CEECs began in greater numbers, the demographic selectivity of the 

labour force coming to Austria was rather pronounced (cf. Fassmann, Hintermann, Kohlbacher, Reeger 

1999). The majority of East–West migrants was made up of young, economically active males who were 
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more often willing to take on migration-related risks, as they were usually ‘footloose and fancy-free.’ In 

1991 the proportion of male migrants amongst all CEE migrants was around 70 per cent, with only a limited 

margin of variation between the individual sending countries. At the same time, they were very young, with 

around one third and – in the case of the Czech and Slovak Federal Republic – even 43 per cent under 30 

years old (for Polish migration, cf. Kaczmarczyk 2014: 129). 

The gender composition has changed dramatically since the fall of the Iron Curtain, female migrants from 

the CEECs (over 15 years old) becoming more prevalent and today clearly outnumbering males in almost all 

age groups. Women from CEECs can very often be found in all sub-segments of the service sector, such as 

in private households, in child- as well as elderly-care (cf. Kahanec, Kureková 2014: 13). These are fields of 

occupation where demand is strong in Austria, thus providing a considerable numbers of jobs, but generally 

subject to modest incomes and often organised on an informal basis.  

The current age structure of CEE migrants demonstrates a concentration in the age groups relevant to the 

labour market. Around 45.2 per cent of the population born in the EU8 and 60.6 per cent born in the EU2 are 

in the age group 15–44 years. The proportion of the under 15-year-old population is significantly below the 

Austrian average. The high proportion of elderly people, not typical for labour migration, must be mentioned 

– the majority of them born in one of the countries of the EU8 were from the Czech Republic. The figures 

reflect migrations to Austria that date back to the post-war period: displaced persons from the Sudeten region 

and asylum-seekers during the time of the so-called Prague Spring (see Enengel, Fassmann, Kohlbacher, 

Reeger 2014). 

 

Table 5. Age of persons born in CEECs and in Austria in 2014 

Age in years 
EU8 EU2 Austria 

   Abs.          In %   Abs.             In %  Abs.           In % 

Under 15    11 736    5.4    6 457    6.6 1 141 494   16.1 

15 to 44    98 547   45.2 59 242   60.6 2 600 993   36.7 

45 to 59    43 569   20.0 19 987   20.4 1 598 835   22.5 

60 and more    64 041   29.4 12 059   12.3 1 751 840   24.7 

Total 217 893 100.0 97 745 100.0 7 093 162 100.0 

Source: Statistics Austria, Population register; own calculation. 

Education 

An important characteristic of East–West migration affecting guestworker migration from the former Yugo-

slavia and Turkey of the 1960s and 1970s is the above-average level of education of many more recent im-

migrants (Fassmann et al. 1999; Fassmann, Kohlbacher, Reeger 2004) which has made brain drain an 

integral part of this migration stream since 1989 (Iredale 2001). The majority of the guestworkers from Tur-

key and the former Yugoslavia were often educated only to primary-school level, and some were illiterate. 

The proportion of secondary academic school graduates was almost negligible.  

In contrast to the guestworker migration, the new East–West migration is characterised by a high level of 

formal and occupational qualifications (Kaczmarczyk 2014: 133). The statistics show that the share of mi-

grants from EU10 and EU2 countries with a tertiary education is higher than that of the Austrian-born popu-

lation (cf. also Kahanec, Kureková 2014: 15). Slightly over 17 per cent of EU10
6
 immigrants finish tertiary 

education (see Table 6). On the other hand, however, almost one in three immigrants born in Romania or 

Bulgaria has only primary-school education compared to the Austrian-born at 25.6 per cent (cf. Enengel et 

al. 2014).  
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Table 6. Educational level of persons born in Austria, the EU10 and EU2, aged 15 and older in 2011 

Education level 
Austria EU10 EU2 

  Abs. In %  Abs.   In % Abs.   In % 

Primary 1 516 260    25.6   49 600   26.9 25 024   31.8 

Secondary  3 753 835    63.3 103 263   56.0 41 420   52.6 

Tertiary    662 283           11.2   31 604   17.1 12 233   15.5 

Total 5 932 378  100.0 184 467 100.0 78 677 100.0 

Source: Statistics Austria, Register-based Census 2011; own calculation. 

 

The educational profile of CEEC migrants was, and remains, markedly higher than the Austrian average. 

This fact continues to contrast with how migrants, in particular women, from CEECs often accept downward 

mobility in terms of status and qualifications and often become trapped in particular de-skilling jobs and 

sectors, with low wages and few opportunities for upward mobility in the labour market (Kaczmarczyk 2014: 

133; Lendvai 2010: 8). Favell (2008: 711) highlights the danger of the ambitious ‘New Europeans’… becom-

ing a new Victorian servant class for a West European aristocracy of creative-class professionals and uni-

versity-educated working mums. This may sound too drastic, but female migrants holding a teacher’s 

diploma or even a PhD and working in Austria in child or geriatric care is not an uncommon occurrence, 

though it is becoming less relevant in quantitative terms.  

Qualifications and training obtained in Austria are key to gaining employment that correlates to the level 

of educational attainment acquired. The duration of stay and length of employment are other important fac-

tors when seeking adequate employment. In the medium-skill segment, over-qualification is fairly rare, par-

ticularly in the case of an apprenticeship education (Bock-Schappelwein, Bremberger, Hierländer, Huber, 

Knittler, Berger, Hofer, Miess, Strohner 2009). University graduates are more likely to work below their skill 

levels, especially if they have not graduated from an Austrian university. This is particularly true for those 

persons who migrate to Austria at a more mature age, say over 40 (Biffl 2011).  

Occupational status  

The current activity status of CEE migrants compared to the Austrian population allows an assessment to be 

made of important social groups, like the economically active, the unemployed, students, retirees and other 

non-economically active people (cf. Enengel et al. 2014). About 50 per cent of EU10 and 56 per cent of EU2 

migrants are economically active, but have a higher share of unemployment than the Austrian-born popula-

tion (unemployment rates: Austria – 4.9 per cent, EU10 – 8.0 per cent, EU2 – 8.8 per cent). Children, pupils 

and students as part of the non-economically active population are under-represented amongst CEE migrants. 

As a consequence of the definition of migrants as a foreign-born population that includes elderly people who 

migrated decades ago (e.g. from the Czech Republic), the share of retirees is higher among EU10 migrants 

(28.7 per cent) than among Austrians (23.2 per cent) and quite low for Romanians and Bulgarians (10.5 per 

cent).  

An interesting group is that of ‘other non-working persons,’ which is made up of people aged 15 years 

and older who are either co-insured with another person, have an income from their own capital, or are not 

economically active due to other reasons (e.g. housewives). Of Romanians and Bulgarians, 23.3 per cent are 

part of this group and the share of EU10 migrants is also almost three times higher than in the Austrian popu-

lation. Many of them probably form part of the informal labour market while being officially registered as 

part of the resident population. 
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Table 7. Activity status of persons born in Austria, EU10 and EU2 in 2011 

Activity status 
Austria EU10 EU2 

Abs. In % Abs. In % Abs. In % 

Economically active, employed 3 369 282   47.5   86 966   45.1 43 303   51.6 

Unemployed   175 168      2.5     7 613     4.0   4 192     5.0 

Persons below the age of 15 years 1 153 778   16.3     8 241     4.3   5 177     6.2 

Retirees 1 644 992   23.2   55 217   28.7   8 781   10.5 

Pupils and students aged 15 years and older    311 312     4.4     3 588     1.9   2 900     3.5 

Other non-working persons    431 624     6.1   31 083   16.1 19 501   23.3 

Total 7 086 156 100.0 192 708 100.0 83 854 100.0 

Source: Statistics Austria, Register-based Census 2011; own calculation. 

 

The analysis of the occupational status of East–West migrants on the Austrian labour market in the 1990s 

was clear: although their level of qualification was quite high – not only compared to other migrants but also 

to Austrian citizens – they only had limited access to the labour market in the lower segments (see Bauer 

1996). High proportions of skilled, semi-skilled and unskilled workers and fewer opportunities to find  

white-collar positions painted an undoubtedly pessimistic picture. At the end of the 1990s we argued that de-

qualification was the price which East–West migrants had to pay for access to the Austrian labour market 

(Fassmann et al. 1999). The widespread phenomenon of occupational de-qualification was empirically prov-

en for the Austrian Polonia by Fassmann, Kohlbacher, Reeger (1995, 2004) and for East–West migration in 

general by Morocvasic (1994) and Morocvasic, de Tinguy (1993). 

 

Table 8. Occupational positions of economically active CEE migrants and Austrians in 2011 

Occupational position 
EU10 EU2 Austria 

Abs. In % Abs. In % Abs. In % 

Gainfully employed 81 705   86.4 39 483   83.1 3 145 111   88.7 

Self-employed total 12 038   12.7   7 673   16.2    390 820   11.0 

   Self-employed with staff   2 626     2.8   1 643     3.5    102 609     2.9 

   Self-employed without staff   8 708     9.2   5 581   11.8    252 555     7.1 

   Family members of self-employed     704     0.7     449     0.9      35 656     1.0 

Other     836     0.9     339     0.7        8 519     0.2 

Total 94 579 100.0 47 495 100.0 3 544 450 100.0 

Source: Statistics Austria, Register-based Census 2011; own calculation. 

 

Data for 2011 do not allow for a differentiation between white-collar and blue-collar positions, only for self-

employed and gainfully employed persons, which nevertheless gives some interesting insights. We can see 

an enormous growth in self-employment between 2001 and 2011, with 27 per cent of Slovakians belonging 

to this segment and one in five migrants from Poland. Being self-employed does not play such an important 

role for Hungarians and migrants from the Czech Republic. This growth is a reaction to the transitional rules, 

which limited access to the labour market as a gainfully employed person and opened possibilities for the 

self-employed. However, the growth of self-employment can be seen as part of a convergence and normali-

sation process between the native and the foreign labour force. The significant de-qualification as the en-

trance fee to the labour market is increasingly replaced by a general allocation of jobs and job-seekers. The 

effect of being a CEE migrant for one’s position on the labour market disappears gradually.   

However, there are some branches where EU8 or EU2 migrants can be found to a significantly higher or 

lower degree. The construction sector has to be mentioned as one such branch featuring a higher share of 
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East–West migrants, as well as accommodation and food services, administration and support services. On 

the other hand, public services like education or public administration and defence are occupied to a higher 

degree by the native population. Once again, the high concentration of the East–West migrants in some ex-

clusive niches can still not be observed, even two decades after the fall of the Iron Curtain. 

 

Table 9. Employment by ÖNACE of the workplace, persons born in Austria, EU10 and EU2, in 2011 

Activity in 
Austria EU10 EU2 

Abs. In % Abs. In % Abs. In % 

Agriculture, forestry    135 133     3.8   1 444     1.5   1 303     2.7 

Mining, quarrying        6 760     0.2        73     0.1       44     0.1 

Manufacturing    516 770   14.6   9 148     9.7   6 751   14.2 

Electricity, gas, steam supply      26 684     0.8     125     0.1        85     0.2 

Water supply, waste management      16 361     0.5     295     0.3      216     0.5 

Construction    248 638     7.0 12 228   13.0   4 912   10.4 

Wholesale, retail, PKW repair    562 129   15.9 13 361   14.2   6 480   13.7 

Transportation, storage    164 748     4.7   4 213     4.5   2 715     5.7 

Hospitality, food service    176 294     5.0 10 823   11.5   5 496   11.6 

Information, communication      86 525     2.4   1 788     1.9     891     1.9 

Finance, insurance    121 522     3.4   1 705     1.8     782     1.7 

Real estate      60 381     1.7   2 025     2.1     826     1.7 

Professional, science, technics    224 842     6.3   5 991     6.4   2 268     4.8 

Administration, support service    157 453     4.4   8 127     8.6   5 422   11.4 

Public administration, defence    296 253     8.4   2 939     3.1     920     1.9 

Education    275 150    7.8   4 382     4.6   1 528     3.2 

Health, social work    269 297     7.6   8 392     8.9   3 264     6.9 

Arts, entertainment, recreation      49 746     1.4   1 885     2.0     926     2.0 

Other services    100 924     2.8   3 785     4.0   1 972     4.2 

Private households        6 143     0.2     346     0.4     144     0.3 

Exterritorial organisations           752     0.0     116     0.1       40     0.1 

Unknown      38 937     1.1   1 151     1.2     400     0.8 

Total 3 541 442 100.0 94 342 100.0 47 385 100.0 

Source: Statistics Austria, Register-based Census 2011; own calculation. 

The informal dimension 

The picture thus far only provides information on persons working in Austria on a legal, official basis. Rela-

tively little is known about the structures and actual amount of illegal employment of CEE nationals in Eu-

rope in general (Cyrus 2008) and in Austria specifically (Biffl 2011; Fassmann, Kollar 1996; Fassmann et al. 

1995, 2004). Kraler, Reichel, Hollomey (2008: 53) stated that on the basis of the available evidence, no seri-

ous quantification of irregular migration in Austria is possible. Sometimes researchers or political officials 

made estimates about the extent of and numbers in irregular employment, but these have always been very 

vague (for example, Grzezgorzewska-Mischka 1995; Sauberer 1991; Walterskirchen, Dietz 1998). Biffl 

(2002: 360) spoke of 47 000 foreigners working in the informal sector and based her approximation on the 

assumption that the share of foreigners in the informal sector is about 10 per cent of overall employment. 

Jandl (2004), on the basis of data from the Inspectorate of Labour, criticised the unrealistically high esti-

mates based on extrapolations. Enste and Schneider (2006) estimated that about 104 000 illegal foreign  

full-time workers were employed in 2005. Schneider (2006) estimated that 98 000 full-time-equivalent for-

eigners were working illegally in Austria. Jandl, Hollomey, Stepien (2007: 37), in their Delphi study, esti-
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mated the extent of irregular migrant work in Austria as a percentage of total employment to be highest in 

construction and in catering/tourism (around 15 per cent) and agriculture (13 per cent). Substantially lower 

was the average estimate for trade and industry (5.2 per cent). The estimated share of irregular migrant work 

in total employment in Austria came out at 5 per cent. The estimates on the absolute numbers of irregularly 

employed foreigners were around 29 000 in the care sector in private households and for cleaning in private 

households it was around 24 000. For the household sector, estimates at the high end were backed up with 

evidence from surveys on household expenditure, which allegedly indicated some 60 000 illegally employed 

household helpers.  

Bearing in mind the short distances and thus the possibility of moving back and forth on a daily or weekly 

basis, as well as the income differentials on the one hand and the demand for cheap help in private house-

holds in Austria on the other, we can assume that there are many housekeepers, baby-sitters and (geriatric) 

nurses who find work. From the perspective of individual migrants, illegality is often seen as a temporary 

and passing state (even though it may last for several years). Migrants tend to ‘settle within mobility,’ stay-

ing mobile ‘as long as they can’ in order to improve or maintain the quality of life at home. This is especially 

true for care work in the household sector, to a large extent undertaken by persons from the new EU coun-

tries without the legally required steps of social-security-backed employment contracts. Reacting to this, 

parliament changed the legislation in 2007. These workers can now be legally employed under the terms of 

the ‘Private Household Workers Act’ or as self-employed nurses (see Adam 2007), another sign of a normal-

isation process. This materialised to a large extent in 2008, raising the employment of foreigners (salaried as 

well as self-employed) by some 20 000, and thereby contributing to the slow-down in measured productivity 

growth, which was a result of legalisation (Biffl 2011: 96).  

Summary and outlook: the growing importance of intra-EU mobility 

We started out with three main research questions. First we assumed that, with the fall of the Iron Curtain, 

the accessions of 2004 and 2007 and the phasing out of the transitional rules, a push-and-pull-driven migra-

tion pattern had become dominant. Second, we expected that, with the emergence of a legally harmonised 

and unified European migration space, geographical variables would become more and more important and 

lead to the emergence of transnational labour markets. And finally, we assumed a further focus of the new 

East–West migration. If the push-and-pull-driven migration has become the dominant form, we expect to see 

a clear focus on the labour-market-relevant attributes.  

The first research question was clearly proven. The size of the migration from CEE countries to the EU15 

increased from year to year. Throughout the observation period (2002–2011) the number of citizens living in 

one of the EU15 countries increased by nearly 400 per cent. This increase does not exactly hold true for eve-

ry EU15 country (different starting positions and different legal frameworks), but a general tendency is clear-

ly detectable. The EU8+2 countries became an important and closely linked periphery to the EU15 and  

a reservoir for a flexible and spatially mobile labour force. The observation made on the EU15 level is the 

same as that for Austria. 

The second research question was also approved. We have illustrated with the Austrian example how 

quickly and how clearly a transnational labour market has emerged. The distance between sending regions 

and economically prosperous receiving regions became much more important. Asymmetric labour markets 

cut off by different legal systems disappeared gradually and have now been replaced by labour markets 

where the costs for migration or pendular mobility and the wage gain are the decisive factors.  

Finally, we analysed the stock of migrants from the EU8 and EU2 countries in Austria and compared it to 

stock data from a decade earlier. We observed a growing importance of the peak working age, a convergence 
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of the employment status and a more uniform distribution of the sectors in which EU8 and EU2 migrants are 

employed. In the construction, accommodation and food-service sectors, and in administration and support 

services, the share of new East–West migrants is higher; however, when compared to the distribution one or 

two decades ago, a ‘normalisation process’ can be observed. 

Notes 

1
 In this article we refer to the 10 sending countries to be analysed (in alphabetical order, Bulgaria, Czech 

Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia) either as CEECs 

(Central Eastern European Countries) or as EU8 (accession countries of 2004 without Cyprus and Malta) 

and EU2 (Romania and Bulgaria). 
2
 It is apparent that a mass return migration of CEEC nationals did not occur during the economic reces-

sion of 2009–2011 (see Holland, Fic, Rincon-Aznar, Stokes, Paluchowshi 2011: 35; Koehler, Laczko, 

Aghazarm, Schad 2010: 24). However, it is a fact that new migration from Poland to the UK and Ireland, 

for example, has fallen sharply (Krings, Bobek, Moriarty, Salamonska, Wickham 2009; Ratha, 

Mohapatra, Silwal 2009: 5). Many migrants chose a wait-and-see strategy before returning. Thus, the fi-

nancial crisis resulted in a slight freezing of both emigration and return migration, rather than in a pro-

nounced intensification of returns. What, in the case of Poland, was taken as a sign of a large-scale return 

migration appears to have been an ‘overestimate’ (Iglicka 2010). 
3
 It is important to keep in mind that an individual can be included more than once, as people can go back 

and forth a good deal in 11 years. The present statistics do not allow for tracing back individuals who are 

included more than once. 
4
 When Austria – as well as Germany – set up their transitional rules, many experts criticised the decision, 

arguing that the migration linkages are cut down for a long time and that the ‘best and brightest’ migrants 

would be lost because they went to the UK and Ireland. The dynamic of the re-orientation of the migra-

tion pattern shows these predictions to be false. The UK and Ireland lost their attractiveness when Austria 

and Germany opened their labour markets. 
5
 It can be shaped by the term ‘liquid migration,’ which means that the transformation of institutions and 

the enhancement of individualisation processes promote all forms of temporary migration (Engbersen 

2012; Engbersen, Snel, de Boom 2010). 
6
 Data from the register-based census of 2011 are only available for the EU10, including Cyprus and Mal-

ta. As the number of persons from these two countries (persons born in Cyprus: 296 and in Malta: 101) in 

2014 in Austria is very small, the outcomes are not biased. 
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