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A Decade of EU Enlargement:  
A Changing Framework and Patterns 
of Migration  
 

 

 

Introduction  

Migration from Eastern to Western Europe gained greater political prominence and scholarly attention both before 

and after the 2004 EU enlargement. The EU enlargement process not only contributed to a re-integration of Euro-

pean countries from the former Soviet bloc into the rest of Europe, but also set up a new framework for European 

mobility. A variety of forecasts and analyses concerning mobility across Europe have since been conducted, 

sometimes providing contradictory outcomes. This process of eastward enlargement was completed in 2007 by  

a second round, which brought Romania and Bulgaria into the European polity, and led to unjustified fears of 

massive flows from the two countries to some Western states in particular, such as the United Kingdom.  

Academic discussion concerning the different types of mobility in Europe is, however, far from being exhaust-

ed. New issues have been raised by the economic crisis which is still sweeping the continent, by the demographic 

deficit affecting both Eastern and Western Europe, and by the next steps in the EU enlargement wave which will 

again involve South-Eastern Europe ï especially the Western Balkan countries (other than Croatia which finally 

acceded in 2013). The aim of this special issue is to explore the variety of unprecedented processes in the field of 

migration which have emerged across Europe over the last decade. The papers in it seek to make sense of these 

processes, while trying to capture their evolving nature in the framework of a European migration system which 

has only been in existence for a relatively short time and which still lacks consolidated and harmonised rules.   

In preparing this special issue we have attempted to summarise this array of migratory processes: the sub-

stantial migration of Eastern Europeans to Western EU countries; the emergence of new forms of intra- 

-European mobility and transnational migratory patterns; the growth of particular migrant communities and  

a redefinition of inter-ethnic relations, especially in the main destination countries; and last, but not least, the 

reconfigurations of the European labour market. 

The recent economic crisis has posed additional challenges to economic and social relations between mi-

grants and natives and has resulted in considerable return migration, which has generated positive and nega-

tive outcomes for both sending and receiving countries. Empirical research has shown that return migration 

has not happened to the extent which many predicted in the media. A ówait-and-see approachô has often pre-

vailed in response to difficulties which the countries of origin have experienced during EU integration 

(Iglicka 2010). Migration flows across the continent have also changed as young, highly skilled migrants 

from Southern Europe have migrated to Northern European countries. EastïWest migration has, therefore, 

been coupled with other types of mobility which only superficially resemble previous migratory patterns 

such as the óguestworkerô influx. Furthermore, they are initiated by more than mere ópush-and-pullô factors.  
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Complexity should be the keyword to any approach to European migration in this regard. Current migra-

tory configurations in Europe require new, more subtle, instruments of analysis which move beyond the mere 

application of such mutated conceptual features as migration óliquidityô or simple explanations concerning 

the temporary character of migrant strategies. To explain the supposed temporality and situatedness of cur-

rent migration features, migration theory needs to draw on an analysis of the social and economic factors 

operating in both source and destination countries. At the policy level, the present multi-directionality of 

migration patterns in Europe attests to the many implementation gaps in migration management and the 

overall incompleteness of the European integration process, with its interlocking and still unsolved EastïWest and 

NorthïSouth dimensions. At the economic level, the current forms of mobility highlight the need to find solutions 

to the persistent social inequalities between the different regions of the European continent, as well as between the 

global North and South. In this regard, the dominant neoliberal model contributes substantially to the increase of 

economic differentials between neighbouring regions by permitting and facilitating various forms of abuse and 

exploitation connected to migration, and which constitute some of the distinctive challenges lying ahead.  

The papers 

This issue is a collection of high-quality syntheses concerning the impact of EU enlargement on the field of 

European migration over the last ten years. It brings together perspectives from both the sending and the 

receiving countries, as well as contributions covering the changing European migration system as a whole. 

The articles have been selected on the basis of their interdisciplinary and comparative approach, include both 

theoretical and empirical work and draw on quantitative, qualitative and mixed methods. They have been 

grouped according to macro and meso levels of analysis and geographical context. Themes at the macro level 

include EastïWest post-accession migration, the determinants of migration, and transnational labour migra-

tion, while the meso level includes mainly case studies pertaining to labour mobility in the post-EU acces-

sion period and the role and function of social networks and employment agencies in initiating and 

facilitating migration and rural return migration. Finally, the geographical context covers Central and Eastern 

Europe and the South-Eastern European region in terms of both migrant source and migrant destination 

countries. Demographic dynamics and regional development are also investigated in this context. The chang-

ing and multidirectional character of migration in Europe is a consistent theme amongst all the articles and 

suggests the direction which future research might take.  

The first article, Polish Emigration to the UK after 2004: Why Did So Many Come?, by Marek Ok·lski 

and John Salt, is a well-constructed and authoritative dialogue between two migration experts and focuses on 

the structural factors of Polish post-accession migration to the UK. The article builds upon and compares the 

different datasets either in the UK or Poland and also draws from several periods of fieldwork in suggesting 

the causes and circumstances of this major intra-European óperfect migration stormô of our times. From  

a theoretical point of view, the article moves beyond any possible ófluid-migrationô perspective to emphasise 

the full migration determinants of this population movement over an unprecedented short time. Ok·lski and 

Saltôs paper may encourage further research which analyses the impact and consequences of Polish/CEE  

out-migration on the UK social fabric and on migrants themselves.   

The second article, The Re-Emergence of European EastïWest Migration: The Austrian Example, by 

Heinz Fassmann, Josef Kohlbacher and Ursula Reeger, is an attentive analysis of the current unified migra-

tion space in Europe, and argues that an explanation of EastïWest mobility should be sought in terms of  

a resurgence in ópush-and-pullô migration patterns. The article describes different features, including migrant 

socio-demographic profiles, of these flows in order to propose a typology of the various causal factors which 

encourage migration from different CEE countries to both Western Europe and Austria. The cost and benefits 
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of migration are the decisive factors in the decision to migrate or not. Although the authors rely on Leeôs theoreti-

cal conceptualisation (1966) of the push-and-pull process, it is worth noticing that they also emphasise the ways in 

which his approach takes for granted historical ties, legal barriers and country-specific (and EU) migration poli-

cies. These are clearly all factors which figure substantially in EastïWest post-accession waves of migration. 

Based on some good qualitative work, the third article, The Labour Market Mobility of Polish Migrants: 

A Comparative Study of Three Regions in South Wales, UK, by Julie Knight, John Lever and Andrew 

Thompson, explores the trajectories of some post-2004 accession Polish migrants in three different Welsh 

regions. Drawing on Parutis (2014), the article moves on from the concept of ómiddling transnationalismô to 

remind the reader of the rationale choice of highly skilled migrants to take low-skilled jobs. It shows the 

ascent (or lack thereof) in the local Welsh labour market of Poles with diverse backgrounds and skills across 

time and from a variety of geographical locations. Looking at employment agencies and social networks, the 

contribution seeks to engage critically with the literature and empirical findings regarding peopleôs expecta-

tions of short-term and circular migration.  

The fourth article in this collection is A Decade of Membership: Hungarian Post-Accession Mobility to 

the United Kingdom, by Chris Moreh. This is a very important contribution since Hungarian post-accession 

migration to the UK has recently gained in momentum. The paper allows for interesting comparative as-

sessments with former flows of different CEE nationalities, particularly Poles, and is built on an elaboration 

of different datasets and a number of semi-structured interviews carried out in London in 2013. These meth-

ods support the wider discussion of ónew mobilityô and its features ï i.e. the so-called ófluidô and óindividual-

isticô nature of these patterns of migration. The socio-economic and political factors which triggered these 

recent flows are also explored in the light of former waves of migration from Hungary. 

Based on the quotation Itôs a Free World by the UK film director Ken Loach, who has been acclaimed for 

his social realism movies, the fifth article is óIt Was a Whirlwind. A Lot of People Made a Lot of Moneyô: 

The Role of Agencies in Facilitating Migration from Poland into the UK between 2004 and 2008, by Katharine 

Jones. She provides an interesting snapshot of the still-understudied role of óprivate subcontractorsô in migra-

tion as well as that played by exploitation within the overall neoliberal model. Her focus is on the develop-

ment, after the 2004 EU enlargement, of recruitment agencies as migration intermediaries in the UK and Poland 

in matching labour demand and supply and in creating a demand for Polish migrant workers in the UK. Her con-

clusions remind the reader of the possible global institutionalisation of the cross-border recruitment of migrant 

workers and the so-called flexibility of labour, from the ówhirlwindô phenomenon of those pre-crisis years. 

The sixth article, Rural Return Migration: Comparative Analysis between Ireland and Lithuania, by 

Maura Farrell, Emilija Kairytǟ, Birte Nienaber, John McDonagh and Marie Mahon, covers an important 

topic for migration research ï return migration. They emphasise the órural returnô dimension through a com-

parison of migrants returning to two counties in Ireland and to Lithuania at different periods of time. From  

a theoretical point of view, the article relies quite extensively on the work of Cassarino (2004, 2008) and the 

transnational and social-network theories applied to return migration. Methodologically, a number of semi- 

-structured interviews were carried out, the responses to which help to explain the complexities of present 

return-migration experiences and the context dependency of return-migrant behaviour, including the shift in 

value-priority scale from economic to social values. 

The last section of the special issue explores convergences and divergences in development and demo-

graphic dynamics across South-Eastern Europe by encompassing countries at different stage of their migra-

tion experience. It also includes a research report on the development of Bulgarian migration to Germany at 

different periods of time and the impact of the EU citizenship regime. This section opens up new ground for 

comparative research in a region where countries are following different paths in their EU accession process 

and where migration, transnationalism and regional development are key features for investigation. 
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The seventh article, Longer-Term Demographic Dynamics in SouthïEast Europe: Convergent, Divergent 

and Delayed Development, by Heinz Fassmann, Elisabeth Musil, Ramon Bauer, Attila Melegh and Kathrin 

Gruber, provides a synthesis of the main findings of the eight countries analysed in the SEEMIG project  

ï Austria, Bulgaria, Italy, Hungary, Romania, Serbia, Slovenia and Slovakia. Their analysis relies on longer-

term national statistics on migration and other macro-statistical time series. The article considers different 

theoretical models but, in the migration context, it is mainly based on the policy learning process developed 

in the ómodel of the migration cycleô by Fassmann and Reeger (2012) and the resulting changes ï for exam-

ple, from an emigration to an immigration country ï when new demographic and economic conditions arise 

and demographic reproduction is not guaranteed. The conclusions stress the diversity in the long-term distri-

bution of growth and decline in the region and thus the authors highlight the need for differentiation and 

specific explanations. The need for a better quality of data at the different levels of governance is stressed not 

only as an important pre-requisite for future research but also for evidence-based policy-making.   

A research report by Vesela Kovacheva entitled EU Accession and Migration: Evidence for Bulgarian 

Migration to Germany closes this collection of studies for the special issue by keeping the focus on emigra-

tion from a South-Eastern European country which joined the EU in 2007. Based on administrative data and 

some quantitative analysis in the region of Hamburg, the report addresses the extent, direction and composi-

tion of Bulgarian migration flows to Germany across different periods of time. It shows the influence of the 

changing EU citizenship regime in both promoting temporary and diminishing circular migration, thus chal-

lenging some well-known assumptions concerning the pre- and post-accession stages in migration. It is inter-

esting in comparative terms, although the GermanïBulgarian case study needs to be taken as just one 

example of contemporary migration across European regions. 

Conclusion 

While far from being exhaustive, this special issue has presented a wide range of contemporary research on 

migration across Europe, with particular reference to EU enlargement processes since 2004. It demonstrates 

the pressing need to better link sending and receiving countries and to explore more deeply the impact of 

migration in both geographical contexts, and provides fertile ground for future research. The same applies to 

the link between the much-investigated determinants of migration, transnational migrant patterns and the 

resulting incorporation of different migrant cohorts and generations in national and local contexts. Notwith-

standing the current difficulties that the EU has been experiencing at the institutional level, its future en-

largement agenda provides additional opportunities for investigating the transformation of the European 

migration system across the South-Eastern European region. This policy agenda might also allow a more 

comprehensive migration strategy towards the flows taking place across the EUôs eastern and southern bor-

ders. It could also seek to solve, or at least to alleviate, the current social inequalities between regions which 

are pursuing different paths in their migration experience and economic development.     

Two book reviews complete the special issue. Teresa Piacentini (University of Glasgow) reviews Raj S. 

Bhopal (2014), Migration, Ethnicity, Race, and Health in Multicultural Societies: Foundations for Better 

Epidemiology, Public Health, and Health Care, second edition, Oxford: Oxford University Press, while An-

drew Wilbur (University of Texas at Austin) discusses the book by David Goodhart (2013), The British 

Dream, London: Atlantic Books. 

 

Paolo Ruspini, University of Lugano (USI), Switzerland 

          John Eade, University of Roehampton, United Kingdom 
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Polish Emigration to the UK after 2004, 
Why Did So Many Come?   
Marek Okólski*, John Salt** 

Despite the abundance of studies of Polish migration to the UK immediately before and in the after-

math of accession to the EU in 2004, one fundamental question has never been clearly answered: why 

did so many Poles move to the UK? We have sought to provide general explanations, rather than in-

quiring into the range of observed diversity. We begin by putting together statistical and other data 

from both ends of the flow in order to assess the scale of movement to and from the UK and to deter-

mine the reasons for what may well have been the largest voluntary migration between two countries. 

We used data from both countries and especially the recently published statistics from the 2011 UK 

census to present a detailed picture of the characteristics of those involved. Polish statistics suggest  

a more óeliteô flow to the UK than to other countries. The UK census pictures a maturing settled popu-

lation, still tending to occupy relatively lower skilled jobs but showing evidence of upward social mo-

bility. The movements are particularly a response to demographic and economic factors in Poland 

and to a widespread but to some extent hidden shortage of labour in some sectors in the UK. These 

factors combine with a set of political circumstances in both countries to produce an explanatory 

framework that may be summarised as óright people, right place, and right circumstances.ô  

 

Keywords: post-accession migration; statistics of migration from Poland to the UK; determinants  

of migration from Poland to the UK 

Introduction  

The EU accession treaty stipulated a transition period of up to seven years before free movement of people 

was allowed. Throughout the period of accession negotiations the government of Poland had stressed the 

importance it attached to free movement of people (and labour) as a basic principle of European unity and  

a major benefit of membership. Moreover, the government insisted that the principle should be fully respect-

ed in order to protect Polish citizens against discriminatory practices in other EU countries (Kuğakowski 

2001; UKIE 2003). Such a position was widely popularised and largely supported by the mass media. Alt-

hough this position was initially upheld by some member states there was no consensus. Contrary to early 

expectations, only three countries of the EU15 agreed to free their labour market instantly; among them the 

UK was by far the largest. France and Germany, considered in the pre-accession period as main targets for 

Polish migrants, quickly expressed their reluctance and decided to introduce a transition period; Italy, Den-

mark and the Netherlands, which at the time of negotiations were favourable to immediate and unlimited 
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access to their labour markets, eventually adopted a partial solution (UKIE 2005). Ultimately only the UK, 

Ireland and Sweden opened up their labour markets immediately so that the whole potential flow of emi-

grants from Poland, which otherwise could have dispersed across 15 countries, was now directed to only 

three of them. As easily the largest labour market, the UK became the main target. 

There was a Polish population in the UK before 2004, and this helped to create networks and contacts be-

tween the diaspora and those back home. The 1951 UK census recorded 152 000 people born in Poland, as  

a relic from the Second World War when many preferred to relocate to or stay in the UK rather than return 

home. By 1981 the number had shrunk to 88 000 and although unrest and martial law in Poland continued to 

encourage a trickle of new migrants to the UK, the inevitable ageing of the post-war group took its toll so 

that by 2001 the number had fallen to 58 000. The next decade, however, saw a rapid increase in the number 

of Polish-born in the UK to 676 000 in 2011. 

The flow between the two countries has certainly been one of the most studied in the period of post- 

-accession population movements: one website devoted to the subject records almost 500 scholarly pieces, 

mainly on Polish migration, largely to the UK, most of it after 2004. In both countries the economic costs 

and benefits of the flows have been closely scrutinised. The focus in the UK has been on the labour market 

impact for the domestic population and on the fiscal benefits or otherwise of immigrant workers. The bur-

geoning literature suggests that the flows have been broadly neutral or even positive for the labour market, 

with an overall fiscal benefit (for a review of findings, see Salt 2011). 

Several edited collections have brought together a range of empirical studies, mainly concerned with so-

cial issues (see, for example, Burrell 2009). A review of the literature finds that almost all aspects of the 

movement over the last decade have been examined in detail. For the most part, research has been supply 

side based, focusing on the migrants themselves. Particular attention has been paid to their characteristics, 

economic and social situations, the networks in which they engage, their health and wellbeing and their inte-

gration into the host population. The varied geography of the movement, affecting regions and communities 

not normally associated with immigration as well as the common honeypots like London, has made for a rich 

tapestry of analysis.  

What persuaded us to write this paper was that, despite the abundance of studies, one fundamental ques-

tion has never been clearly answered: why did so many Poles come to the UK after 2004? By putting togeth-

er statistical and other data from both ends of the flow we hope to assess the scale of flows to and from the 

UK and in turn to tease out the reasons for what may well have been the largest voluntary migration between 

two countries over a short period. Meeting this goal did not seem manageable without a comprehensive re-

view of statistics collected by various sources (agencies) in Britain and Poland and without reflecting on 

their consistency and accuracy. 

The paper falls into two main sections: statistical and explanatory. After a brief review of available statis-

tical sources, we attempt to assess the scale of movement as far as data allow. Then, using UK and Polish 

census data we summarise the main characteristics of the Polish population in the UK and identify the degree 

of selectivity of those moving to the UK compared with those going to other countries. We then review the 

main causal factors in Poland which had the effect of creating a push towards the UK. This is followed by  

a discussion of how demand for immigrant labour was articulated in the UK. Finally we suggest that the 

principal motivation of the migration was employment and that a particular combination of circumstances in 

both countries orchestrated the flow. 

  



Central and Eastern European Migration Review  13 

What statistics are available? 

Inevitably, there are more data available on the numbers and characteristics of migrants in the destination 

country (UK) than the origin country (Poland). Some of the analyses in the UK have been based on quantita-

tive datasets, notably the Labour Force Survey (LFS), International Passenger Survey (IPS), Worker Regis-

tration Scheme (WRS) and National Insurance Number issues (NINos). The recent publication of the first 

results of the 2011 census provides a level of detail of the Polish population hitherto unavailable and only 

now beginning to enter the literature. Because the census provides us with the first clear snapshot of the 

Polish stock in the UK, below we report some of its principal findings on Poles living in the UK in the spring 

of 2011, paying particular attention to those entering since 2001. However, the availability of statistics from 

the Polish LFS and census allows us to supplement the UK data as well as enabling a comparison of the 

characteristics of those who came to the UK with those going elsewhere. 

In addition to official statistical sources, a multitude of qualitative surveys exists which form the basis of 

much of the research on PolandïUK movement, and we use the findings of the main ones here. By definition 

many of them are relatively small scale, often contingent on what is feasible in PhD research, bearing in 

mind its typical human and financial resource endowment. Others are more ambitious but rarely involve 

more than a few hundred respondents. Some focus only on Poles, some on those from other accession states 

as well. Some are geographically focused in particular localities; others sample the range of conditions 

across selected areas and settlement types.  

How many Poles came to the UK after 2004? 

Estimating the number of Poles who came to the UK is not easy. Neither UK nor Polish data can provide  

a definitive figure. Stock data may measure the number at any one time (LFS, census). Flow data are provid-

ed by the Workers Registration Scheme (WRS) and the issue of National Insurance Numbers (NINos). It is 

possible, as seen below, to link different sources to make better estimates but they can never be accurate. 

Polish emigration data confirm that the UK was not a major destination at the turn of the nineties. Official 

emigration
1
 from Poland was low, around 200 per annum in 1998ï2002 (approximately 1 per cent of Po-

landôs total emigration). In 2004, however, it started to rise sharply ï from 500 (2.6 per cent) to the maxi-

mum 24 000 in 2006 (30.3 per cent) but in the following years it stabilised at a much lower level ï between  

3 500 and 5 000 (approximately 20 per cent). Altogether, between 2004 and 2012 only 55 000 Poles official-

ly emigrated to Britain and ceased to be counted as official residents of Poland. Strikingly, this figure was  

a small fraction of the cumulative number of new Polish immigrants recorded in the UK in that period (see 

e.g. Table 2 and Figure 2). The difference between migration flows measured in the two countries is because 

a large proportion of people actually emigrating from Poland were officially designated as temporary mi-

grants and therefore excluded from the public migration statistics.
2
  

Indeed, the outflow of temporary migrants to other countries, including the UK, was much higher than of-

ficial emigration. According to the 2002 census, 786 100 Polish people (2.1 per cent of the total population) 

were temporary migrants, of whom only 23 700 were in the UK (3.0 per cent of the total). The number of 

long-term temporary migrants, i.e. those staying in a foreign county for at least one year, was 626 000, of 

whom 15 000 were believed to be in the UK, meaning that Britain ranked sixth among the most attractive 

countries for Polish migrants. The 2011 census revealed 2 015 500 temporary migrants, of whom 611 000 

were living in the UK (30.3 per cent of the total); of these, 466 500 had stayed in Britain for at least one year. 

Thus, in the post-accession period the UK came to occupy a dominant role as a destination (Table 1). Over-
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all, the net increase in the stock of Britain-based temporary Polish migrants between 1 May 2004 and 31 

December 2012 was between 573 000 and 588 000.  

 

Table 1. Estimated stock of temporary migrants from Poland in 2002ï2012 by major country of desti-

nation 

  Country of destination of all temporary migrants (thousand)b 

Yeara All destinations 
All  

European 

Union 

United 

Kingdom 
Germany USAd Ireland Italy Netherlands  

 Total 
of which  

long-term  

migrants 

2002c    786    626    451  24 294 158   2 39   10 

                    

2004 1 000    780    750 150 385 .  15 59   23 

2005 1 450 . 1 170 340 430 .  76 70   43 

2006 1 950 . 1 550 580 450 . 120 85   55 

2007 2 270 . 1 860 690 490 . 200 87   98 

2008 2 210 . 1 820 650 490 . 180 88 108 

2009 2 100 . 1 690 595 465 . 140 88   98 

2010 2 000 . 1 607 580 440 . 133 92   92 

2011 2 060 1 600 1 670 625 470 219 120 94   95 

2012 2 130 1 650 1 720 637 500 . 118 97   97 

(.) No estimate. 

a On 31st December. 

b Polandôs official residents staying abroad more than two months in 2002ï2006 and more than three months in 2007ï2012. 

c On 20th May. 

d Estimates available only for population census years. 

Source: Central Statistical Office of Poland. 

 

UK data provide a fuller picture but in general have been fairly consistent with Polish sources. Those record-

ed in the census and the LFS represent only those living in the UK at the time: many others have come and 

returned home, some of them on more than one occasion. During the 1990s Poles were already coming into 

the UK to work, for example, 3 200 in 2000 under the Seasonal Agricultural Workers Scheme. Others were 

in skilled occupations, some 400ï600 a year in the late 1990s under the work permit system, rising to 1 761 

in 2003, with the rate of increase among Poles in the intervening period being almost five times greater than 

the rate for all work permit issues. The increase was accompanied by a shift in the occupations for which 

permits were granted. In 2000, almost three-quarters (72.8 per cent) were for professional, managerial or 

associate professional and culture and media occupations. By 2003, although the number in almost all cate-

gories had risen, the proportion of elementary occupations had reached 40.9 per cent while that for profes-

sional, managerial or associate professional and culture and media occupations had fallen to 44.4 per cent. It 

appears that in anticipation of 2004, entry policy through the work permit system was already shifting to-

wards lower skilled occupations, implying that job vacancies at that level were already manifest.  

The two most used statistical sources for measuring the inflow of Poles by researchers, politicians and the 

media are the Worker Registration Scheme and the issue of National Insurance Numbers. Nationals of the 
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eight newly accessed EU countries who wished to take up work with an employer in the UK for at least  

a month were required to register in the WRS. They were also required to re-register if they changed em-

ployer (but without needing to pay another fee) but it appears that substantial numbers did not do so. To 

avoid counting applicants more than once, each applicant is represented only once in the data. They give no 

clue as to the duration of employment, nor if and when a return home occurs. The data thus record those 

arriving but nothing on departure and so cannot be regarded as migrant stock statistics. 

Every foreign worker who is legally employed requires a NINo, so the allocation of new numbers should 

give an indication of the annual (year running AprilïMarch) increment to the workforce. Foreign workers re-

entering the UK after a period away and who already have a NINo are not required to re-register. Hence, 

NINos are in effect flow figures. NINos also allow migrants to access the benefits system. Inflow and out-

flow data are available only from the International Passenger Survey which is based on stated intention at the 

time of entry and exit and defines an immigrant/emigrant as someone who intends to stay/leave for more 

than a year, having been out of/in the country for a similar period. It is a sample survey, consisting of about  

4 400 contacts. Adjustments are made to the survey data to take into account those whose intentions change, 

asylum seekers whose cases are still under consideration and flows between the UK and Ireland. These ad-

justments produce Long Term International Migration statistics.
3
 Compared with WRS and NINo data, 

where there is no stipulation of length of stay, IPS records show a lower level of inflow. 

Over the period 2004ï2012 the IPS records a total of 396 000 (+/ï 44 000) long-term (over one year) 

Polish immigrants and 165 000 (+/ï 27 000) emigrants, with a net balance of 231 000 (+/ï 51 000) (Table 2). 

On average, 44 000 came each year, the highest figure being 88 000 in 2007; since 2009, the number has 

been just over 30 000 per annum. It is likely that these data underestimate the overall number of long-term 

migrants because of an inadequate sampling frame before 2008 (ONS 2014), although compared with other 

sources the number would still be low. Taken together, UK data indicate large annual temporary flows by 

migrants with at best uncertain stay intentions ï a pattern clearly indicated by the series of special surveys 

carried out in the UK. 

 

Table 2. Long-term international migration flows of Polish citizens into and out of the UK in 2004ï2012, 

estimates from the International Passenger Survey (in thousands)  

Year 
Inflow Outflow Balance 

Estimate +/ï CI Estimate +/ï CI Estimate +/ï CI 

Total 396 44 165 27 +231 51 

2004  16   9 . .   +16   9 

2005  49  16     4   4   +45  17 

2006  60  20     9   7   +51  21 

2007  88  23   19   9   +68  24 

2008  55  17   53 19     +2  26 

2009  32  11   26   9     +6  14 

2010  34   9   18   6   +15  11 

2011  33   9   20   8   +12  12 

2012  30  11   15   7   +15  12 

Note: This table uses 95 per cent confidence intervals (CI) to indicate the robustness of each estimate. For any given estimate, 

there is a 95 per cent probability that the true figure lies in the range: estimate +/ï confidence interval. Users are advised to be 

cautious when making inferences from estimates with large confidence intervals. 

Source: Office for National Statistics.  
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By the end of 2005, 185 490 Poles had registered in the WRS and over the next three years a further 401 268 

did so. By the time of its demise in April 2011, the WRS had registered 1.134 million A8 citizens, of whom 

705 890 (62.2 per cent) were Poles. However, WRS registrations undercount actual numbers coming to 

work. Those who were self-employed were not required to register. Others chose not to register, although 

they should have done, with surveys variously suggesting that the proportion choosing not to register was as 

high as 36 per cent (CRONEM, n.d.) and 42 per cent (Pollard, Latorre, Sriskandarajah 2008). The likelihood 

of registering varied by geographical location and sector. More likely to register were people living in small-

er towns, older workers and those intending to stay for longer periods (CRONEM, n.d.); construction sector 

workers were also less likely to register since the majority of them were self-employed (Drinkwater, Eade, 

Garapich. 2009). On a conservative estimate that a third of those who should have registered did not, it may 

be that about 920 000 employees came in. To these must be added an unknown number of self-employed 

whose numbers vary by sector, perhaps 55 per cent of construction workers and 10 per cent in hospitality 

(Drinkwater, Eade, Garapich 2009). LFS data suggest that, overall, 14 per cent of Poles living and working 

in the UK were self-employed. If we relate this proportion to NINo data (2004ï2011) it suggests another  

140 000 workers on top of those derived from the WRS, giving a total of about 1.14 million by 2011. This is 

slightly more than the one million NINo issues between 2004 and 2011 (Table 3).         

  

Table 3. National Insurance Numbers (NINos) and Worker Registration Scheme (WRS) data for Poles 

in 2002ï2013 

Year NINos WRSa 

2002    4 735 - 

2003     9 461 - 

2004   38 425   66 536 

2005 144 807 118 954 

2006 192 105 153 939 

2007 242 584 144 977 

2008 152 275 102 352 

2009   85 859   55 635 

2010   74 826   53 306 

2011   84 149   10 191 

2012   80 475 - 

2013 111 449 - 

a 2004 data are for MayïDecember; 2011 data are for JanuaryïApril.    

Source: Department of Work and Pensions. 

 

The number of NINo issues was already beginning to rise before accession but it then escalated rapidly, 

reaching almost a quarter of a million in 2007 (Table 3). By 2011 one million NINos had been issued to 

Poles and by 2013 the figure had risen to 1.164 million. As the recession took hold, the number fell but from 

2009 it was relatively stable at around 80 000 until 2013 when it rose to 111 000. It is too early to say wheth-

er this reflects economic recovery in the UK ï unlikely given the scale of the increase (and perhaps the anti-

immigration rhetoric from the government and others) ï or a slow-down of economic growth in Poland. Alt-

hough after adjustments there is a broad consensus between them in the number of Poles coming to work, 



Central and Eastern European Migration Review  17 

Harris, Moran and Bryson (2010) show that discrepancies between WRS and NINo statistics vary geograph-

ically, being particularly great in London (55 per cent difference) where self-employment is more likely. 

The differences between the aggregated óflowô data from the WRS and NINos and the óstockô data from 

the census and LFS give some indication of the scale of temporary migration and the reasons for them. 

NINos record a shift in the ages of those registering. The proportion of those aged 25ï34 declined after 2002 

while that of the younger 18ï24 population increased. This concurs with the Polish data and is consistent 

with a pattern of young people moving temporarily, probably single and willing to accept shared accommo-

dation, coming to work at the end of their secondary or tertiary education or to pursue further or higher edu-

cation in the UK. 

 

Table 4. Worker Registration Scheme applications approved for Poles in 2005 and 2010 

2005      

 Occupation 
Number of  

applications 
%  Occupation 

Number of  

applications 
% 

81 Process, plant and  machine operatives   38 371  30.1 811 Process operatives   37 767   29.7 

92 Elementary  administration and ser-

vice occupations 

  23 918  18.8 922 Elementary personal services 

occupations 

  15 759   12.4 

91 Elementary trades, plant and storage 

relate occupations 

  20 933  16.4 911 Elementary agricultural occupa-

tions 

    9 369     7.4 

71 Sales occupations   13 221  10.4 712 Sales related occupations     8 895     7.0 

82 Transport and mobile machine drivers 

and operatives 

    5 177     4.1 913 Elementary process plant occupa-

tions 

    7 752     6.1 

61 Caring perconal service occupations     5 165     4.1 923 Elementary cleaning occupations     7 599     6.0 

00 Total 127 325 100.0 00 Total 127 325 100.0 

2010       

 Occupation 
Number of  

applications 
%  Occupation 

Number of  

applications 
% 

81 Process, plant and  machine operatives 19 602  36.6 811 Process operatives 19 505   36.4 

92 Elementary administration and service 

occupations 

  9 530  17.8 712 Sales related occupations   5 413   10.1 

71 Sales occupations   7 380  13.8 922 Elementary personal services 

occupations 

  5 260     9.8 

91 Elementary trades,  plant and storage 

relate occupations 

  7 182  13.4 923 Elementary cleaning occupations   4 161     7.8 

62 Leisure and other  personal service 

occupations 

  2 053    3.8 911 Elementary agricultural  occupa-

tions 

  3 595     6.7 

54 Textiles, printing and other skilled 

trades 

  1 586    3.0 913 Elementary process plant occupa-

tions 

  2 728     5.1 

00 Total 53 536 100.0 00 Total 53 536 100.0 

Source: Home Office, Worker Registration Scheme. 

 

Although the WRS is an incomplete record of the total Polish labour migration, it does give us a dynamic 

account of which occupations they entered. Table 4 shows the proportions in 2005 and 2010 by sector (two 

digit level). It is clear that Poles were highly concentrated in certain, mainly less skilled, occupations. In 

2005 the top six groups accounted for 83.9 per cent of the total, with process, plant and machinery the larg-

est, followed by elementary administrative and service jobs, then elementary trades and sales occupations. It 

is possible to break down these groups in more detail (three digit level). The top six accounted for 68.6 per 
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cent of all occupations, among whom process operatives were the most important, then a series of elemen-

tary jobs in personal services, agriculture, process and cleaning, along with sales related jobs. 

The data for 2010 show similar concentrations, indicating that over the intervening period little had 

changed. Four groups stand out, accounting for 81.6 per cent of registrations. The process, plant and machin-

ery group was still the most important, having increased its representation from 30.1 to 36.6 per cent of the 

total. The more detailed breakdown shows a growing concentration in a smaller number of occupations. The 

top six groups accounted for 75.9 per cent of the total, up from 68.6 per cent in 2005. Process operatives 

were again the most important, increasing from 29.7 to 36.4 per cent of the total. As in 2005, a series of ele-

mentary and sales related jobs occupied the bulk of the Polish workforce. Particularly significant in this 

comparison is the role of the process sector: although there is no comprehensive statistical evidence, some 

survey evidence suggests that substantial numbers work in food processing (the so-called three óPô jobs  

ï picking, packing and plucking), which explains the presence of Poles and citizens of other newly accessed 

EU countries in more rural parts of the country. What we may glean from these data is that the stream of new 

Polish entrants continued into similar low-skilled occupations. They do not indicate that earlier entrants re-

mained in those occupations. 

The characteristics of the Polish population in the UK 

The view from Poland 

Polish LFS data on ótemporary migrantsô allow comparisons of the characteristics of those coming to the UK 

with those going to other countries and also how they evolved in the years after 2004. The analysis below 

shows that the nature of the flows varied as circumstances changed over three distinct periods: 1999ï2004 

(immediate pre-accession), 2004ï2007 (early post-accession) and 2008ï2011 (economic recession).  

Age and sex. A long-lasting trait of Polish migrants departing to the UK is male preponderance. The early 

accession period saw a strong increase in the proportion of men in the flow (from 52.7 to 65.2 per cent) 

which then gave way to an almost equally strong decline (to 55.5 per cent). A majority of post-accession 

migrants were of young working age (81ï83 per cent at age 20ï34) but in the course of time new migrants 

included more children and middle-aged adults.
4
 Of particular note is that the age profile of the UK-bound 

Polish migrants shows a large, albeit decreasing over time, predominance in the 20ï24 bracket (42 pre- 

-accession, 37.8 early post-accession and 36.2 per cent recession period). This is in contrast to the older co-

horts (25ï29 and 30ï34) who tended to go to Italy, Germany and the Netherlands. 

Education level. Emigrants with secondary education dominated; their share in all three periods was 

around 50 per cent. Degree holders were relatively highly represented but their proportion declined with time 

from 25.2 per cent pre-accession to 17.5 per cent in the later period. The proportion of migrants with basic 

vocational education was relatively low but rising (from 19.8, to 23.6 and 24.9 per cent). Hence, it appears 

that the early flow attracted more highly educated people while latterly the flow was less qualified. This is 

consistent with evidence (below) from UK studies which suggest that an initial attraction of Polish workers 

for UK employers was their ability, even in relatively mundane occupations. As they settled in the UK, the 

more able managed to move into jobs higher up the socio-economic ladder, for example from bar staff into 

hospitality management. This process in turn created low-skilled vacancies that could be filled by a less qual-

ified workforce. 
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Urban/rural residence prior to migration. A majority of migrants originated from cities but the data indi-

cate a declining trend ï from 67.2 to 61.1 and to 56 per cent in the three successive periods. This is con-

sistent with the trend for earlier flows to include a higher proportion of the better educated. 

Are they different from the óaverageô Polish emigrant? Comparisons of these characteristics with those of 

emigrants to other countries reveal major differences which may be analysed by the Migrants Selectivity 

Index (MSI ï see Anacka, Ok·lski 2008). The MSI measures over- (positive values) or under-representation 

(negative values) of a given category of migrants relative to the share of that category in a general population.  

Table 5 presents the selectivity pattern in the three sub-periods for Polish migrants irrespective of the des-

tination of their movement and for those heading only to the UK. MSI values are based on four variables: 

sex, age, education and type of residence prior to migration. 

 

Table 5. Migrants Selectivity Index for selected characteristics by period of migrant departure and 

country of destination 

Category/variable 
1999ï2004a 2004ï2007b 2008ï2011c 

All destinations UK All destinations UK All destinations UK 

Sex (males)  0.20  0.17  0.35  0.37  0.32  0.17 

Age (mobile, 20ï39)  0.97  1.53  1.32  1.60  1.14  1.46 

Age (20ï24)  1.56  3.20  1.84  2.78  1.92  2.98 

Age (40ï44)  0.29 -0.69 -0.07 -0.42  0.06 -0.33 

Education (tertiary)  0.02  1.09  0.27  0.78 -0.14  0.18 

Education (basic vocational)  0.34  0.07  0.29 -0.08  0.35  0.01 

Type of residence (urban areas) -0.11  0.22 -0.05  0.11 -0.09 -0.01 

a Persons aged 15+ who left Poland before 1 May 2004.  

b Persons aged 15+ who left Poland between 1 May 2004 and 31 December 2007.  

c Persons aged 15+ who left Poland between 1 January 2008 and 30 June 2011. 

Source: BAEL (Polish Labour Force Survey). 

 

A low to moderate over-representation of male migrants was observed in all three sub-periods for those 

heading for the UK, although in the third sub-periods it was considerably lower. A plausible reason for this 

might be stabilisation of Polish migrantsô residence in Britain compared with those going elsewhere, result-

ing in an intensified family reunification as more women arrived. 

One important feature of the migration of Poles to the UK is a large over-representation of people aged 

20ï39 which continued over the three sub-period and was distinctly higher than in case of moves elsewhere. 

This surfeit of 20ï24 year olds in particular reflects the attractiveness of the UK to Polish labour market en-

trants, as discussed below. By contrast, Polish migrants aged 40ï44 (and more so the older ones) were under-

-represented in the UK-bound flow.  

The óothernessô of persons migrating to the UK is particularly noticeable with respect to education level. The 

British flow was characterised by a very strong over-representation of migrants with a university degree in the 

first two sub-periods and still (but much lower) over-representation in the last period. This was in sharp contrast to 

the general pattern where such migrants were under-represented or over-represented to a small degree. For those 

with a basic vocational education the UK showed an óindifferentô pattern, whereas the pattern for those going 

elsewhere was a continuous moderate over-representation. The UK was also more successful than other destina-

tions in attracting migrants from urban areas, although to a lesser extent in the crisis sub-period. 
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Figure 1. Migrants Selectivity Index by selected Polish migrantsô characteristics in the UK and Ger-

many in pre-accession, early post-accession and recession period 

 

 

 

 

Source: BAEL (Polish Labour Force Survey). 

-1 

-0.5 

0 

0.5 

1 

1.5 

males 

mobile age (20-39) 

tertiary education 
basic vocational 

education 

rural residence prior 
to migration 

the UK 
Germany 

-1 

-0.5 

0 

0.5 

1 

1.5 

males 

mobile age (20-39) 

tertiary education 
basic vocational 

education 

rural residence prior 
to migration 

the UK 

Germany 

-1 

-0.5 

0 

0.5 

1 

1.5 
males 

mobile age (20-39) 

tertiary education 
basic vocational 

education 

rural residence prior 
to migration 

the UK 

Germany 

Pre-accession 

Early post-accession 

Recession 



Central and Eastern European Migration Review  21 

The selectivity of Polish migration flows is particularly noticeable when the UK and Germany ï traditionally 

(until 2004) the main destination for Polish emigrants ï are compared as destinations (Figure 1). The most 

striking contrasts were with respect to the level of migrantsô education: unlike the UK, Germany strongly 

attracted persons with basic vocational education (high positive values of MSI) while those with a university 

degree were much less likely to go there (high negative values of MSI). In addition, the attraction of the UK 

for Polish migrants at the most mobile age (20ï39) proved to be much stronger than in the case of Germany. 

Conversely, the UK was less attractive than Germany for residents of rural areas. Another significant charac-

teristic of that selectivity is its stability over time in both the host countries, with apparent resistance to ex-

ternal shocks such as the EU accession or post-2007 economic recession. 

In sum, especially in the post-accession period, a stylised portrait of a Polish migrant heading for the UK 

is that of a young male, highly educated, and originating from an urban area. However, in the last of three 

periods under consideration, these characteristics became a little blurred as the nature of migrants evolved. 

The view from the UK 

Data on the stock of the Polish population by nationality after 2004 are available annually from the UK La-

bour Force Survey. They show a steady rise in number to 658 000 in 2011, similar to the census figure for 

that year, and 679 000 in 2013 (Figure 2). The results of the 2011 census provide an opportunity to profile 

the new Polish population in the UK. Two new questions in the 2011 census, on year of arrival and nationali-

ty, allow analyses not hitherto possible. The statistics below refer to nationality, not country of birth. How-

ever, at the time of writing a detailed breakdown for those in Scotland is not available so that the data below 

refer to England and Wales only.  

 

Figure 2. The stock of the Polish population in the UK in 2004ï2013 

 

Source: Labour Force Survey (annual) and 2011 census.  

 

Age and sex. The Polish population in the UK in 2011 is a youthful one: 57.3 per cent were aged 20ï34 and 

only 4.6 per cent were aged 60 and over, the latter reflecting earlier inflows. Children (under 15) comprised 

11.4 per cent of the total. Given the even split by sex and the number in the fertile age range (two-thirds be-

ing aged between 20 and 39), further family formation is likely. 
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Year of arrival. Only 8.2 per cent arrived before 2001, although many who had come during this time 

would have become naturalised. In the run-up to 2004 the number almost doubled. Over a quarter of a mil-

lion (45.4 per cent of those present in 2011) arrived during 2004ï2006. In total, almost half a million (85.8 

per cent) arrived from 2004 onwards (Figure 3). 

 

Figure 3. The stock of Poles in the UK in 2011 by year of arrival  

 

Source: 2011 census. 
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Housing tenure. The majority of new arrivals (75.6 per cent) were living in private rented or rent free 
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cent). The transport and communication industry hosted almost 10 per cent, but only small numbers were in 

agriculture (1.3 per cent) and public utilities (1.4 per cent).  

They were also spread throughout the occupational range, giving credence to the view that as they be-

came established some Poles engaged in upward occupational mobility. However, jobs were still mainly at 
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in manufacturing as process, plant and machine operatives, 15 per cent in managerial, professional and tech-

nical occupations, 16 per cent in skilled trades and 18 per cent in other services (leisure, caring, sales and 

administrative and secretarial). 

 

Table 6. Poles arrived in 2001ï2011 by occupation and industry 

All categories: Occupation 390 815 100.0   All categories: Industry 390 815 100.0 

1. Managers, directors and senior 

officials 

  15 512     4.0 

  

A Agriculture, forestry and fishing     5 179     1.3 

2. Professional occupations   22 778     5.8   C Manufacturing   74 923   19.2 

3. Associate professional and tech-

nical occupations 

  19 859     5.1 

  

B, D, E Energy and water     5 332     1.4 

4. Administrative and secretarial 

occupations 

  21 294     5.4 

  

F Construction    36 347     9.3 

5. Skilled trades occupations   62 084   15.9   G, I Distribution, hotels and restaurants 105 512   27.0 

6. Caring, leisure and other service 

occupations 

  30 362     7.8 

  

H, J Transport and communication    38 390     9.8 

7. Sales and customer service occupa-

tions 

  18 632     4.8 

  

K, L, M, N Financial, real estate, profes-

sional and administrative activities 

   64 658   16.5 

8. Process, plant and machine opera-

tives 

  72 724   18.6 

  

O, P, Q Public administration, education and 

health 

   45 237   11.6 

9. Elementary occupations 127 570   32.6   R, S, T, U Other    15 237     3.9 

Notes: 

B, D, E óEnergy and waterô includes the SIC 07 groups óB Mining and quarrying,ô óD Electricity, gas, steam and air condi-

tioning supplyô and óE Water supply, sewerage, waste management and remediation activities.ô 

G, I óDistribution, hotels and restaurantsô includes the SIC 07 groups óG Wholesale and retail trade; repair of motor vehicles 

and motor cyclesô and óI Accommodation and food service activities.ô 

H, J óTransport and communicationô includes the SIC 07 groups óH Transport and storageô and óJ Information and communi-

cation.ô 

K, L, M, N óFinancial, real estate, professional and administrative activitiesô includes the SIC 07 groups óK Financial and in-

surance activities,ô óL Real estate activities,ô óM Professional, scientific and technical activitiesô and óN Administrative and 

support service activities.ô 

O, P, Q óPublic administration, education and healthô includes the SIC 07 groups óO Public administration and defence; com-

pulsory social security,ô óP Educationô and óQ Human health and social work activities.ô 

Source: 2011 census. 

 

These data complement those from Poland, discussed above. What they reveal is a relatively newly arrived 

Polish population now showing evidence of settled maturity. It is a young, sex-balanced cohort, engaging in 

family formation. It is well educated, with good English language capabilities. It mainly makes use of the 

private rented housing sector, but with one in seven already in some form of ownership. Over 80 per cent are 

in employment, with a substantial number in self-employment. Industry and occupation distributions show  

a wide penetration of the UK economy, although still with a tendency to occupy relatively lower skilled jobs. 

Why did the Poles come? 

On the surface it seems clear that simple economic motors ï disadvantage in the homeland, opportunity in 

the new land ï drove Polish migration to the UK. In fact, this is only part of the story. The post-2004 migra-

tions ï and their cultural and political consequences ï may also be seen as managed and negotiated by  
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a range of agencies, each of which having a vested interest in maximising its returns from population move-

ment. Above all, the flow resulted from a concurrence of political circumstances, socio-demographic forces 

in Poland and a pent-up demand in the UK for low-skilled labour. 

The role of government policy 

Impact of the terms of the accession treaty. The position of the Polish government during the period of ac-

cession negotiations and mentioned at the start of this paper was based on several premises, including ónu-

merous analysesô predicting only moderate out-migration after accession (Kuğakowski 2001; Rada Ministr·w 

2002). First, it was thought that after 2004 most of the increase in the working age population would consist 

of óimmobile peopleô aged 45 or more. Second, in view of a supposedly decreasing demand for low-skilled 

workers in the EU, a relatively low propensity to migrate was expected on the part of Polish workers, who 

were described as in general poorly educated and unable to communicate in foreign languages (ibidem). 

Third, the evidence of earlier EU enlargements indicated that the economic integration of Poland with the 

EU would promote growth in the Polish economy and thus weaken emigration pressure. Fourth, the analysis 

predicted a steady increase of immigration into Poland from other EU countries, so flows would be two-way. 

Fifth, studies suggested that, for social rather than purely economic reasons, dwindling numbers of Polish 

citizens were interested in working abroad (ibidem). This last claim was based on the growing costs of sup-

porting two homes by migrant workers (one in Poland and another in a foreign country), which could not be 

offset by the existing (in fact, narrowing) wage differences between Poland and EU15 countries. Generally, 

the Polish government estimated an extra migration potential of only 100 000 persons in addition to what 

might have happened in the absence of an EU accession outflow. It thus argued that there was little danger of 

destabilising the EU labour market as a result of granting the citizens of Poland instant access to that market. 

After the accession treaty was agreed, the mass media and analysts, while presenting it as a success for 

the government, emphasised the importance of unrestricted access to the EU market, including its labour 

market, and funds for combating unemployment as the most significant achievement from the point of view of 

society (G·rska 2006: 184). As a result, during the early post-accession period the climate of enthusiasm for 

the westward movement of people and the exploration of employment opportunities in the old EU countries 

became a normality (Romejko 2009). Even before, but especially after May 2004, many Poles ventured  

a journey to EU15 countries to ótestô the freedom of movement and work. Apparently the test came off well. 

A public opinion poll in March 2006 revealed that the possibility of working freely in other member coun-

tries was perceived as the most positive effect of Polandôs EU membership (CBOS 2006b). However, this 

perception stemmed mainly from a two-year long experience of unlimited access to the UK.
5
 Hence, a posi-

tive association of the benefits of movement became synonymous with the UK labour market. 

Policy in the UK. In the UK, the migrations from 2004 onward followed several years of relatively per-

missive labour immigration policies by the Labour government which came into power in 1997. From the 

late 1990s, with backing from several ministries, notably including the Treasury, a more liberal approach to 

labour migration, particularly for the skilled and highly skilled, was pursued. A series of schemes was either 

expanded (Seasonal Agricultural Workers, Working Holiday Makers) or instituted (Sectors Based Scheme, 

Highly Skilled Manpower). Opening up to the accession states was perceived as being sound from the per-

spective of foreign policy as well as offering a solution to increasingly publicised shortages of both skilled 

(especially in construction) and lower skilled labour (especially in agriculture and hospitality). When the UK 

initially made its decision, it was not known that most other EU15 states would refuse to open their borders 

in similar fashion. Furthermore, an econometric study carried out for the Home Office and written before the 

policies of the other EU15 countries were known forecast a net annual immigration from the accession states 
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of some 13 000 during the first decade (Dustmann, Casanova, Fertig, Preston, Schmidt 2003). Although it 

was assumed that substantial numbers might come, it was also assumed that most would return home in due 

course. Hence, in both countries forecasts of the scale of migration were wide of the mark. 

Major factors in emigration from Poland to the UK 

Most explanations for the subsequent migration are based on labour market and other economic differences 

between the two countries. Various regression analyses have shown migration flows to be positively related 

to variations in wage rates, unemployment and economic growth (see, for example, Drinkwater, Eade, 

Garapich 2009 Pollard et al. 2008; Szwabe, n.d.). Most emphasis is put on conditions in Poland, emphasising 

the push effects of low wage rates, youth unemployment and lack of opportunities, especially for women, 

resulting from the post-communist restructuring of the Polish economy. However, it is not just aggregate 

wage rates which affect decisions to move. Average monthly net wages in Poland and the UK vary by sector: 

in construction and hospitality, for example, the differential was threefold in one study (Cizkowicz, Holda, 

Sowa 2007). The series of surveys of Polish immigrants carried out in the UK consistently found that finan-

cial reasons, lack of opportunities in Poland and the desire for personal and professional development were 

key factors in decisions to migrate. Surveys of return migrants in Poland (IIBR 2006, quoted in Cizkowicz  

et al. 2007; CBOS 2006a) uncover a similar situation, with discrepancies in earnings level as the primary 

determinant of the decision to move to the UK, even at the minimum UK wage, even among well-educated 

Poles. Cizkowicz et al. (2007) argue that job compatibility with the migrantôs education was not a prerequi-

site for the decision to migrate, better pay being more important. What was perceived as good pay was 

strongly positively correlated with job satisfaction even if the job did not require the use of the skills and 

qualifications held. Furthermore, a body of primarily qualitative research has emerged which suggests  

a complexity of non-economic motivations for movement (Burrell 2010; Luthra, Platt, SalamoŒska 2014). 

A great wave of Polish citizens migrating to the UK after Polandôs accession to the EU might be per-

ceived as a paradox, at least when it comes to looking at its root causes in the home country. It took place at 

a time of very fast economic growth, job creation, wage rise and declining unemployment in Poland (Fihel, 

Kaczmarczyk, Ok·lski 2007). This may suggest that the causes on the part of the receiving country, the ópull 

factorsô might have been more powerful than the óstick factorsô in Poland that might discourage emigration. 

Alternatively, ópush factorsô influencing decisions whether or not to emigrate might have been at play. Be-

low we analyse the determinants of recent Poland to the UK migration in their complexity and interdepend-

ency. 

Structural demographic and economic factors. On the eve of Polandôs accession to the EU several struc-

tural factors favoured out-migration, some of them specifically to the UK.  

The period around the date of accession to the EU coincided with increasing numbers of new labour mar-

ket entrants. Assuming that the average age of entry was around 23 years, between 2002 and 2007 the Polish 

labour market had to face the arrival of people born in 1979ï1984. In that period the number of births (4.3 

million) was 322 000 higher than in the preceding six years and 573 000 higher than in the following six 

years. Moreover, those baby-boomers were as a rule better educated and their occupational aspirations were 

higher than the general economically active population.
6
 At that time, entry of young people into the labour 

market in Poland was difficult owing to very high unemployment (41 per cent of those aged under 25 were 

unemployed in 2004). Given that the only accessible and absorptive labour market was the UK (and to lesser 

extent Ireland) it is not surprising that many of the baby-boomers of 1979 to 1984 were Britain bound. 

The structure of the labour force was changing too. Firstly, in the years preceding and following 2000 the 

working age population was growing fast, with the number of people entering retirement age declining and 
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those entering working age increasing. Between 2000 and 2005 the share of population aged 25ï59 rose 

from 47.1 to 50.1 per cent,
7
 exerting a significant supply pressure on the national labour market, which in 

some of its segments struggled with over-employment inherited from the communist past.  

Secondly, the legacy of a large economically redundant population in relatively backward and predomi-

nantly rural areas led to a sizeable potential for current and future emigration. For these people the transition 

to a market economy after 1989 offered few viable employment opportunities outside the major urban areas 

in Poland (Ok·lski 2012). Until accession, the realisation of this potential flow was slow because of its high 

dependence on relatively few social contacts in receiving countries and on the ability to find jobs in the 

shadow economies of EU15 countries. Therefore, the accession-related freedom of population movement 

and unlimited access to some EU labour markets removed a major obstacle to a massive outflow of that su-

perfluous labour force.  

Thirdly, the opening up of the huge labour market of the UK (approximately twice as large as the Polish 

market) on 1 May 2004 expanded the space in which Polish citizens could freely seek employment opportu-

nities, without having to depend on their social capital and ensuing migration networks. It is therefore plau-

sible to argue that structurally Poland was a country with a great migration potential; what was less certain 

how big was the UKôs capacity to absorb new migrant workers.  

Viewed by a typical economically active person in 2004, Polandôs economic situation seemed much less 

favourable than that of the UK, which was generally richer and its institutions, including employment, public 

health care, social security and welfare more highly developed. Life in the UK was perceived to be easier 

and of higher quality. In particular, the prospects of having a job differed substantially. In 2004 the unem-

ployment rate in the UK stood at 4.8 per cent, in Poland it was 19.5 per cent. The number of vacancies in 

2004 was around 600 000 in the UK and only 220 000 in Poland, which translated into 2.5 unemployed per-

sons per vacancy in Britain and 13.5 in Poland. The difference with respect to job availability did not change 

much in the next two to three years.
8
 

Additionally, pay in the UK was much higher than in Poland. The minimum monthly wage in the UK 

(expressed in US$ using purchasing power parity, or PPP) was 1 507, whereas in Poland it was 628 (ILO 

2010). A McDonaldôs cashier or crew member earned an hourly wage rate 5.5 times higher in the UK than in 

Poland. Even accounting for differences in price levels, the gap was still significant: British employees of 

McDonaldôs could buy 2.11 Big Macs for their hourly wage while Polish employees had to make do with 

less than one (Ashenfelter, Jurajda 2001). 

Although the wage differentials diminished after Polandôs accession to the EU, Polish wages still lagged 

behind British ones. The difference in an annual wage per full-time equivalent dependent employee (ex-

pressed in US$ using PPP) was 25 776 (57.5 per cent) in 2004 in favour of the UK and 24 674 (55.2 per 

cent) in 2011 (OECD 2014). Also, compensation costs of labour in manufacturing in the UK differed sub-

stantially from the respective costs in Poland. In nominal terms (expressed in US$), in 2011 it was 30.77 in 

the former country and 8.83 in the latter, or 22.00 and 5.34 if social insurance contributions, labour-related 

taxes and directly-paid benefits
9
 were excluded (BLS 2012). 

Educational boom in Poland and improved human capital endowment of migrants. Contrary to the views 

of the Polish government during pre-accession negotiations with the EU, the level of education and ability to 

communicate in foreign languages was not low and in the immediate pre- and post-accession period, the 

situation greatly improved. In 2002 only 9.9 per cent of Polandôs population aged 13+ consisted of university 

graduates, but 41.4 per cent had completed at least secondary education. Among those aged 25ï29 and  

30ï34, 20.5 and 16.2 per cent respectively had obtained a university degree. In both these age groups, the 

share of people whose education was at least secondary exceeded 50 per cent. Moreover, the transition peri-

od witnessed a great educational boom, especially among the population of rural areas. Overall, the propor-
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tion of 19ï24 year olds in higher education rose from 12.9 per cent in 1990/1991 to 40.7 per cent in 

2000/2001 and 48.7 per cent in 2013/2014. By 2011, 36.1 per cent of 25ï29-year olds and 32.9 per cent of 

30ï34-year olds held a university degree. In these two groups as a whole, two-thirds of people had complet-

ed at least secondary education. All this means that at the time of accession, a high quality labour force was 

available and one which continued to improve.
10

 

Parallel to this boom, a significant improvement occurred with regard to the incidence of learning and 

knowledge of foreign languages, especially English and German. Whereas 34.2 per cent of pupils in primary 

and secondary schools were learning these two languages in 1992/1993, of which 18.2 per cent were learning 

English, in 2004/2005 99.5 per cent were learning the two languages, 77.1 per cent of them learning English 

(MEN 2005). The knowledge of English increased from 9 per cent of the adult population in 1997 to 17 per 

cent in 2004 and 30 per cent in 2012, by which time 77 per cent of those aged 18ï24 could communicate in 

English (CBOS 2012). In a 2012 study of proficiency in English in more than 50 countries, Poland was given 

a óhigh knowledgeô mark (together with Austria, Belgium, Germany and Hungary), just behind a óvery high 

knowledgeô which was attributed to four Scandinavian countries and the Netherlands (Gazeta.pl 2012). The-

se changes transformed and upgraded the human capital of Polish youth and often stimulated professional 

aspirations and life strategies that could not be fulfilled in Poland but required further studies or work in 

other countries. 

The emergence and rapid growth of a middle class after 1989 was accompanied by a growing demand for 

an international education. Growing familiarity with the English language increased the attractiveness of UK 

universities and colleges (Andrejuk 2013; Szewczyk 2012). Why was Britain so attractive for Polish stu-

dents? First, British universities were highly regarded and had well developed admission programmes for 

foreign students. In addition, accession to the EU meant that Polish students enjoyed the same conditions as 

the British with regard to tuition fees and access to stipends. Furthermore, large international communities of 

students and teachers and the relatively high degree of tolerance of British society to foreigners were also 

important. Second, there was a high incidence of secondary school graduates in Poland proficient in the Eng-

lish language. Many of them attended Polish schools offering an International Baccalaureate programme, 

recognised in the UK. Finally, the openness of the UK labour market to Polish citizens enabled a large num-

ber of young but less well-off Poles to initiate, continue or resume education there along with being em-

ployed. Between 2004/2005 and 2012/2013, approximately 30 000 Poles were admitted to universities in the 

UK (HESA 2014). This figure may seem low when compared to the total number of Polish residents, but 

thanks to the internationally highly-valued university degrees and relatively easy access to jobs in the prima-

ry labour markets all around Europe, in transnational corporations and European institutions, those persons 

were likely to be members of the elite among the Polish post-accession migrants. Hence, studying in the UK 

constitutes one of stages on the path of further professional mobility (Andrejuk 2013: 272). The author of the 

above quotation argues that those studentsô experiences and aspirations point to their significant role in the 

creation and development of a new occupational class of pan-European mobile professionals (ibidem: 274). 

Other factors. There was not only an aspiration to emigrate. Practical improvements in travel eased the 

friction of distance for those moving. The increased availability of transport means and routes, with the wide 

availability of regular coach lines and cheap airlines, made it easier to come and go. Other improvements that 

made the post-accession migration of Poles easier, more effective and executed at lesser costs included the 

widespread use of plastic money cards, mobile phones and the internet.  

Perceptions also shifted. Over several months after 1 May 2004, journeys from various parts of Poland to 

London and other cities of the UK became iconic in the Polish media. They reported, for instance, that in 

June coaches from Poland arrived at Victoria Station every 10 minutes. Although many migrants failed and 

returned (or ended up in the streets), the prevalent message sent to relatives and friends in Poland was one of 
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success. The narratives about the migration of Poles to the UK in those early post-accession months recalled 

tales of the Klondike Gold Rush in the late 1890s.  

Such mystification culminated in óThe Londonersô (LondyŒczycy), a TV drama series which had its debut 

on the main public television channel in Poland in October 2008. It was watched on average by more than 

three million people. Although particular episodes focused on hardships, inter-personal conflicts and even 

criminality, the series painted life in London as colourful and manageable for all, irrespective of their social 

background and past experience.  

Within a relatively short time Britain, and especially London, became well known to Polish public opinion, 

better than any other place outside Poland, and it became clear that in practically every corner of Poland some 

persons were missing because of migration to the UK. The practical side of this knowledge included information 

about employment opportunities and living conditions and access to quickly expanding Polish-British social net-

works that paved the way for a well-thought, steady and regular movement of people between the two countries. 

Labour demand in the UK 

What has received less attention in the literature is where the jobs taken by migrants came from and how the 

demand for labour by UK employers was activated. For most commercial employers, recruitment and mobil-

ity decisions and processes are determined by the need to maximise profitability, often involving highly flex-

ible work arrangements such as the need to bring in additional workers to meet peaks of service, product and 

process demand. Circumstances vary between sectors and by type of employer because of the nature of each 

organisationôs main activities. Each industry has its own distinguishing characteristics in size, skill mix and 

training requirements, geographical spread of operations, ownership, nature of service or product and trends in 

product/service demand, all of which affect the recruitment of migrant labour. Hence, the nature of business oper-

ations underlies the ability of the UK labour market to attract and offer employment to Poles and other incomers.  

 

Figure 4. Vacancies (thousands, left hand scale) and unemployment rate (right hand scale) in the UK 

in 2002ï2006 

 

Source: Labour Force Survey. 
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It is clear that in the years both before and after 2004, large numbers of Poles and other citizens of new EU 

countries found jobs. A survey in Britain among the UK citizens and members of the 25 most numerous im-

migrant nations revealed enormously high employment (rank 3ï4) and low inactivity (rank 24ï25) among 

Polish migrants, accompanied by very high workloads per week (rank 2) (IPPR 2007). In the circumstances, 

a shift in the number of job vacancies might have been expected. In fact, as Figure 4 shows, there was little 

change in recorded vacancies between 2001 and 2006. Only after 2008 did the number of vacancies start to 

fall. There is no evidence of a rise in vacancies before 2004 or a fall afterwards, both of which might have 

been expected if there was an unfilled demand which the new migrants were able to satisfy. Furthermore, the 

industry sectors with the most vacancies were not necessarily those into which migrants from newly accessed 

EU countries moved. However, it is likely that many (most?) vacancies were not registered. Unemployment 

data show a similar pattern. There was little change in overall numbers of unemployed before and after 2004. 

It thus appears that immigrants from those new EU countries were absorbed into the labour market with little 

effect on the two major indicators. 

Self-employment. One reason for the lack of effect on vacancies and unemployment was self-employment. 

Many immigrants entered into self-employment on arrival in the UK, a process already occurring before 

2004. The 1993 EU Associate Members Agreement gave the accession countries the right to establish busi-

nesses in EU15 states. By the turn of the century Polish businesses were already being set up in the UK, in 

low-income businesses such as window cleaning as well as more skilled trades (Anderson, Ruhs, Rogaly. 

Spencer 2006) although how many were employed in this way is uncertain. Self-employment was especially 

common among immigrants from the newly accessed EU countries working in construction before 2004, 

accounting for 48 per cent of the total in the sector. Two-thirds of the self-employed were in skilled trades 

(the stereotypical óPolish plumberô). They were able to find work because of a chronic shortage of skilled 

building trade workers, possibly a consequence of government changes to the industrial training system in 

the 1980s and 1990s which resulted in fewer young people entering apprenticeships (Holmes 2010). 

For many self-employed, some mastery of the English language, enabling them to cope with the neces-

sary legal and bureaucratic complexities, was key to business establishment (Helinska-Hughes, Hughes, Las-

salle, Skowron n.d.). However, these complexities may not themselves have been barriers, given migrantsô 

experiences of the regulatory barriers and bureaucracy in Poland. Not surprisingly, entrepreneurs initially 

occupied the enclave economy. In their study of Polish entrepreneurs in Scotland, Helinska-Hughes et al. 

(n.d.) found that initially businesses tended to be in the enclave economy, relying on personal resources ow-

ing to lack of access to formal sources of finance and advice. They rapidly branched out from a Polish clien-

tele, especially into construction, transport and small food and personal service outlets and IT, often 

becoming more localised over time and serving the whole community (Harris 2012). Similarly, many highly 

skilled Poles in London, working in jobs that maximised their skills and qualifications, were initially provid-

ing services for the Polish community (Iglicka 2008). Pollard et al. (2008) quote a British-Polish Chamber of 

Commerce estimate that, as of 2008, 40 000 Polish entrepreneurs had set up business in UK. Self- 

-employment seems to have been a vehicle for longer term stay.  

Sectoral demand. In the years leading to 2004, shortages of low-skilled labour were already manifest alt-

hough, as it transpired, many were not registered with the government vacancy service. In one study of the 

recruitment of citizens of the eight new EU countries, carried out on the eve of accession, all employers sur-

veyed reported recruitment difficulties (Anderson et al. 2006). This was especially the case for low skilled 

and some higher skilled positions in agriculture, hospitality and construction. A large majority of employers 

had tried to recruit domestic workers and raised pay and non-wage benefits but still had shortages. However, 

no one factor underlay recruitment difficulties, depending on the kinds of jobs available in each sector: fac-

tors included geographical location, prevalence of self-employment and degree of informality. One key find-
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ing, to be repeated in several other studies over the following years, was that two-thirds of employers in agri-

culture and food processing and 40 per cent in hospitality suggested that UK workers were difficult to recruit 

because the work was physically demanding and ónot glamorousô (Anderson et al. 2006; Rogaly 2006; 

McCollum, Findlay 2011; MAC 2014). 

A key sector for the employment of Poles and other Eastern Europeans was agriculture and related food 

processing (óagribusinessô), as WRS data show. The government Migration Advisory Committee (MAC) and 

several other reports into seasonal work in agriculture pointed to the growing trend towards greater capital 

investment and intensification in the sector. However, it appears that the availability of migrants from the 

new accession states in 2004 may have halted the decline in employment in an industry where workers were 

being substituted by labour-saving capital investment, so that the effect of the new workers was to slow in-

vestment as cheaper labour became available.
11

 In their submissions to the MAC, most employers com-

plained of the continuing impossibility of recruiting British workers so that foreign workers in the industry 

were not displacing domestic ones. There was a trend in the industry towards vertical integration in which 

producers increasingly engage in PPP (picking, plucking and packing) activities, while developing closer 

associations with the supermarkets. The latter seek to derive ever greater value from producers while insist-

ing on a highly flexible ójust in timeô system of product delivery (Rogaly 2006). Accompanying these trends 

has been a declining core, full-time labour force and a burgeoning need for temporary workers deployed in  

a highly flexible fashion, necessitating the recruitment of workers who are reliable, flexible and compliant. 

McCollum and Findlay (2011) surveyed 61 employers and labour providers in hospitality and food produc-

tion and processing in urban and rural areas of England and Scotland. They found that in some rural areas 

migrants formed the core as well as temporary workforce in food production and processing. It has also been 

suggested that the provision of tied accommodation in some rural areas, usually in the form of caravans and 

huts, helps recruit and retain migrant workers (Jentsch, de Lima, MacDonald 2007 ï quoted in Trevena 

2009).  

Vacancies also existed in the hospitality industry where employers claimed that prior to 2004 most hotels 

were understaffed (McCollum, Findlay 2011). Initially employed in both core and temporary óback officeô 

jobs, Poles and others were more likely than domestic workers to see hospitality as a career and increasingly 

to take on more visible and senior roles. This was particularly the case for those with higher education: with 

mastery of the English language, talent emerged as natural skills and education came through. For those with 

developing careers, upward social mobility stabilised the population leading to longer stays and even settle-

ment. 

Role of agencies. An essential link between employers and migrant workers was provided by labour con-

tracting agencies which recruited and placed employees. The substantial presence of Poles in the administra-

tive and service sector referred to earlier is predominantly a reflection of their registration with employment 

agencies which were then recorded as their employers and from where they were able to take up temporary 

posts in a range of occupations across industries. 

In agribusiness there was a direct connection between supermarket practices and the use of agency gang 

workers (Rogaly 2006). Only agencies, through the gangmasters licensing system, could provide the flexibil-

ity necessary when fine tuning of the work place regime was needed, perhaps in response to supermarket 

demands associated with a specific marketing initiative. However, part of that flexibility is the frequent lack 

of enforcement of the national minimum wage and of workplace regulations (MAC 2014). Agencies operat-

ed in other ways. Garapich (2008) points out that many of them were initially low-key, back-door, one-

person businesses within the migrant community, for example helping others fill out forms and follow pro-

cedures, often easing the passage from the grey economy into a formal one. Pooling of resources was com-

mon, including the sharing of accommodation and finding jobs (Schneider, Holman 2009). Informal 
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networks were important in the hospitality sector, being an inexpensive, quick and stress-free way for em-

ployers to recruit good quality workers (McCollum, Findlay 2011). Latterly networks have developed into  

a multitude of websites and internet radio stations geared to helping migrants as well as organising events 

such as one-day job fairs.  

Conclusions  

Statistical summary 

Using the available statistical evidence, we have compiled as comprehensive a picture as possible of the 

scale and nature of the new Polish migration to the UK. Its major traits may be summarised as follows. 

Sources from the two countries are in broad agreement on the stocks of Poles in the UK at various times. 

The UK census recorded 676 000 Polish born in 2011. LFS data show a steady rise in the annual stock to  

658 000 in 2011, not far short of the census figure for that year, to 679 000 in 2013 before a steep rise to  

826 000 in 2014. Meanwhile, Polish LFS and census statistics indicate that by December 2012 an estimated 

637 000 had stayed in the UK for more than 3 months. 

Estimates of the flow vary because the definitions and counting systems used present differing pictures. 

By the time of its demise in April 2011, the WRS had registered 705 890 Poles. Allowing for those who 

should have registered but did not, it may be estimated that about 920 000 employees came in. To these must 

be added the self-employed, giving a total of about 1.14 million by 2011. This compares with one million 

NINos issued to Poles by 2011 and 1.164 million by 2013. What we do not know is how many, having regis-

tered, came to the UK and returned on more than one occasion. Survey evidence suggests the number may 

have been substantial. Furthermore, these two sources omit children aged under 15 who comprised more than 

one in ten Polish born in England and Wales in the 2011 UK census. 

Data from both countries on the characteristics of Poles coming to the UK suggest an evolving stream. 

Polish statistics suggest a more óeliteô flow to the UK than to other countries. The UK census pictures a ma-

turing settled population, still tending to occupy relatively lower skilled jobs but showing evidence of up-

ward social mobility.  

Towards an explanation 

In many respects the movement between Poland and the UK followed a common pattern in Western Europe 

in the second half of the 20th century. Examples include Italians to Switzerland in the 1950s and 1960s, 

Turks and Yugoslavs to Germany and Portuguese to the Netherlands in the 1960s and 1970s. Initial flows of 

labour were transformed into settled communities which continue to this day. What was to some extent dif-

ferent from the moves discussed here is the more direct role of employers in the initial recruitment in these 

older flows and the stronger role then played by economic growth in a Europe still recovering from the Se-

cond World War. 

In addressing the question put forward in this paper, we deliberately focused on underlying structural fac-

tors, and followed an approach that was in contrast to much of the existing research dealing mainly with the 

individual strategies of migrants. We sought general explanations rather than inquiring into the range of ob-

served diversity. Unlike several other authors who investigated the causes of the post-accession migration 

from the new EU member states of Central and Eastern Europe, including migration of Poles to the UK (e.g. 

Burrell 2006, 2010; Cook, Dwyer, Waite 2011; GalasiŒska, Kozğowska 2009; Luthra et al. 2014; Ryan, 
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Sales, Tilki, Siara 2009), we argue that the principal motive (and at the same time the guiding premise of 

predominant strategies) of Polish emigrants was gainful employment in the UK. This is why it was so im-

portant for the post-accession flow of arriving Poles that the UK labour market was accessible to them in-

stantly and unconditionally.  

Our position is supported by evidence from the UK census and elsewhere (IPPR 2007) that, compared 

with other nationalities, Poles in the UK had high levels of employment and low levels of inactivity. There-

fore we argue that personal motives such as education enhancement, female liberation/emancipation, adven-

ture or curiosity were not the main driving force of Polish migrant strategies.
12

 In particular, the paradigm of 

ófluid migrationô (Engbersen 2012) whose central part was young and adventurous óvagabondô acting, with 

no clear strategy and following a philosophy of óintentional unpredictabilityô (Eade, Drinkwater, Garapich 

2007), certainly did not reflect the behaviours of a large majority of Poles moving to the UK. 

It has been demonstrated in the foregoing analysis that answering the question included in the title of this 

paper is not an easy task. Any question that asks ówhyô inevitably seeks a helping hand in theory. Unfortu-

nately, the recent migration of Poles to Britain revealed so many significant determinants involving the in-

terplay of a wide variety of factors that it hardly fits any theoretical framework applied to analyses of current 

intra-European population movements. In particular, the migration of Poles has not resulted from any pre-

dominant single cause, such as wage differentials, recruitment of labour, collective household strategies 

(those in line with the New Economics of Labour Migration postulate) or migration networks. Nor could it 

be satisfactorily explained by such all-embracing but dangerously vague concepts as ópull and pushô theory 

as manifest in the strikingly different pattern of migration to Germany and the most recent movement to the 

UK. This difference is of particular relevance as a warning signal of the dangers in applying that explanatory 

framework to current post-accession emigration. Indeed, the complexity and diversity of underlying causes 

have been supported by a number of empirical studies, which point to a variety of motives and strategies 

followed by Polish post-accession migrants, both among those heading for a specific country (like the UK) 

or in a comparative international scope (Eade et al. 2007; Grabowska-LusiŒska, Ok·lski 2009; Kaczmarczyk 

2008; Krings, Moriarty, Wickham, Bobek, SalamoŒska 2013; Luthra et al. 2014; White 2011, 2013).  

We are in agreement with those who argue that the phenomenon of mass Polish post-accession migration 

(and, consequently, also the movement to the UK) over an unprecedented short time (compared to other vol-

untary movements of population) needs a new approach (and explanatory framework) since the movement 

represents a novelty in an entirely new global environment and historical context (Engbersen, Snel, de Boom 

2010; Favell 2008; Luthra et al. 2014). It might be epitomised by means of three complementary and mutual-

ly indispensable adjectives: right people in the right place under right circumstances.  

The concept of óright peopleô embraces the surplus (reinforced by the óboomô of young labour market en-

trants/higher school graduates) and structural mismatches of labour in Poland, post-communist anomy (mi-

gration as one viable strategy to overcome that, similar to migration as a response to social disorder 

accompanying rapid urbanisation, as described by Thomas and Znaniecki), high educational and cultural 

competence/maturity (including widespread knowledge of the English language) and awareness of freedoms 

and entitlements stemming from óEuropean citizenshipô. Furthermore, at least since 1939 Poles had been 

generally favourably regarded by the British. 

The óright placeô was the UK labour market, although it was not immediately apparent at the time. The 

economy was growing rapidly but there was a reluctance among domestic workers to undertake many of the 

jobs available at the wage rates on offer. Migrant workers willing to work for minimum (or less) wages al-

lowed employers to avoid capital investment that would have increased productivity in, for example, food 

processing. In service provision, such as hospitality, migrants provided flexibility in working practices that 

reduced costs. In addition, public attitudes towards the inflow of people from new EU member states were 
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generally favourable. Coincidental with this was the ócompressionô of the physical distance between Poland 

and the UK through a rapid development of non-costly and effective transport, communication and infor-

mation facilities between the two countries. This made it possible to achieve the high levels of flexibility 

required by both employers and migrants. 

Finally, by the óright circumstancesô we mean the juncture of Polandôs accession to the EU with the deci-

sion taken by the UK government to grant immediate access to the British labour market. That other coun-

tries did not follow suit meant the lack of any strong competition from other receiving countries. 

It was the coincidence of these three circumstances ï a perfect migration storm ï that allowed a wider set 

of personal reasons to come into play.  

Notes 

1
 In Polish statistical terms, óofficial emigrationô (or emigration recognised as such by the public statis-

tics) is a far cry from the real world. It requires individuals to cancel their Polish domicile prior to depar-

ture to be counted (i.e. included in the population register) as an emigrant, which few comply with. 
2
 Temporary migrants are persons whose duration of stay in a foreign country at the time of measurement 

was at least three months (two months before 2007) and who retain their official domicile in Poland. 
3 
The Office for National Statistics suggests that the overall totals derived from the IPS should be adjust-

ed. IPS data are based on intentions and so it is likely that they exclude most people seeking asylum and 

dependants of asylum seekers. An adjustment is made for these. Further adjustments are made for other 

people who intend to be migrants but who in reality stay in the UK or abroad for less than a year and for 

those who state an initial intention to stay for more than a year but actually leave before this. These ad-

justments are used to produce Long-Term International Migration (LTIM) flows. 
4
 For instance, register statistics show that in 2006 80.3 per cent and in 2012 56.0 per cent of emigrants 

were 20ï39 years old (86.7 per cent and 70.9 per cent for emigrants aged 15+, respectively), while the 

proportion of children under 15 increased in that period from 9.1 to 22.2 per cent. 
5 
On journeys to and life in the UK of Polish citizens in early months after the accession, see for instance 

articles published in Dziennik Polski (London) by Bugajski (2004), Garapich, FoczpaŒski (2004); śpiwok 

(2005); WiŜniowska (2006) and others. 
6 
All data in this paragraph were derived from the Polish CSO statistics. 

7 
According to a UN estimate, that proportion was to rise from 46.1 per cent in 1990 to 51.2 per cent in 

2015, whereas the total population size was to remain stable (UN 2009). 
8 
All data in this paragraph were derived from national statistics of the respective countries. 

9 
Directly-paid benefits are primarily pay for leave time, bonuses and pay in kind. 

10 
All data in this and preceding paragraphs were derived from the Polish CSO statistics. 

11 
We are indebted to Professor Alan Manning of the London School of Economics for this insight. 

12 
Luthra and co-authors (2014) extend that list of ónon-economic motivation of the new EU migrantsô by 

including migration for love or adventure (Favell 2011), migration for self-development (Cook et al. 2011), 

migration to realise family goals (Ryan 2010), migration maximising friendship networks (Conradson, 

Latham, 2005), migration for lifestyle improvement (Benson, OôReilly 2009; Crowley-Henry 2010) 

and even (in case of young people) for óseeking a larkô (GalasiŒska, Kozğowska 2009).  
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The Re-Emergence of European  
EastɀWest Migration ɀ the Austrian 
Example  
Heinz Fassmann*, Josef Kohlbac her*, Ursula Reeger*  

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 ï a country directly bordering many of the new EU member-states ï in 

particular, has significantly gained in importance. This new EastïWest 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 EastïWest mi-

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

themselves.  

 

Keywords: EastïWest migration; pushïpull theory; transnational labour market; Austria 

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 Austriaôs 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; Ok·lski 2012a).
1 

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

cle ï a push-and-pull-driven migration pattern becomes more and more important (cf. Kahanec, Kurekov§ 

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 ï including some socio- 

-demographic features ï 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, Pytlikov§, 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 ï 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 ï once again  

ï 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; M¿ller-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 EastïWest 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 óPush and Pull Model,ô 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 ï or positive ï 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 ï 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 ï 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 ï 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 (Pytlikov§ 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 (M¿ller-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 ócomplete pictureô 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 ï 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 ï 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). 

EastïWest migration in general (2002ï2012): CEE citizens in the EU15 

With the accession to the EU of the most important countries of origin of traditional EastïWest 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 ónewô 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; Ok·lski 2012b). 

CEE migrants by country of origin 

Since the EU enlargement of 2004, the size ï as well as the structure ï 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 EastïWest 

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 2006ï2007, this rate of 

increase has continued. 

 

Table 1. CEE citizens in selected EU15 countries by country of origin in 2003ï2011 (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 EastïWest 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 óexportingô 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 ï up to the 1990s, still the most important destination 

for European EastïWest migration ï 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 2003ï2011 (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 EastïWest 

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 EastïWest 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-LusiŒska (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 ï often to the country of the first emigration (Barceviļius, Iglicka, 

Repeļkaitǟ, Ģvalionytǟ 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 2002ï2013 

 

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 ï at 

least up to now ï 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, 2002ï2012 

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 

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

Country of 

origin 

2002 2013 2002ï2013 2002ï2013 

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 ï 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 ï 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 ï compared to other Slovakian regions ï a relatively high-wage region. The catch-

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

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 Austriaôs 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 (Ok·lski 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 eastïwest 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 ï typically, for new 

migration flows ï 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 EastïWest 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 ófootloose and fancy-free.ô 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 ï in the case of the Czech and Slovak Federal Republic ï 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, Kurekov§ 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 15ï44 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 

ï 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 EastïWest 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 EastïWest 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, Kurekov§ 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 óNew Europeansôé 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 teacherôs 

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, Hierlªnder, 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 ï 4.9 per cent, EU10 ï 8.0 per cent, EU2 ï 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 óother non-working persons,ô 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 EastïWest migrants on the Austrian labour market in the 1990s 

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

to Austrian citizens ï 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 EastïWest 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 EastïWest 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 oneôs 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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EastïWest 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 EastïWest 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 ¥NACE 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 ósettle within mobility,ô stay-

ing mobile óas long as they canô 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 óPrivate Household Workers Actô 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 

EastïWest 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 (2002ï2011) 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 EastïWest migrants is higher; however, when compared to the distribution one or 

two decades ago, a ónormalisation processô 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 2009ï2011 (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 óoverestimateô (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 ï as well as Germany ï 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 óbest and brightestô 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 óliquid migration,ô 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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The Labour Market Mobility of Polish 
Migrants: A Comparative Study of 
Three Regions in South Wales, UK  
Julie Knight*, John Lever**, Andrew Thompson***  

Since Polish migrants began entering the UK labour market in the post-accession period, there has 

been a significant amount of case study research focusing on the impact of this large migrant group 

on the UK economy. However, ten years after enlargement, there is still insufficient information re-

garding the labour market mobility of Polish migrants residing in the UK for the longer term. The 

available research on this topic is largely concentrated in urban settings such as London or Birming-

ham, and does not necessarily capture the same patterns of labour market mobility as in non-urban 

settings. Using qualitative data collected in three case study locations ï urban, semi-urban and rural 

ï in the South Wales region from 2008ï2012, this article has two main aims. First, given the proximity 

of the case study locations, the article highlights the diversity of the Polish migrant characteristics 

through the samples used. Second, using trajectories created from the data, this article compares the 

variations among the labour market movements of the Polish migrants in each sample to determine 

what characteristics influence labour market ascent. Through this comparative trajectory analysis, the 

findings from this article point to the relative English language competency of migrants as the primary 

catalyst for progression in the Welsh labour market across all three case study regions. The secondary 

catalyst, which is intertwined with the first, is the composition of the migrantsô social networks, which 

enable, or in some cases disable, labour market progression. These findings have significant implica-

tions in the national and in the supranational policy sphere regarding the employment of migrants as 

well as their potential for cultural integration in the future. 

 

Keywords: Polish migration; labour markets; trajectory 

Introduction  

A significant amount of attention has been paid to the population of Polish migrants that entered the United 

Kingdom (UK) in the period after Central and Eastern European (CEE) member states joined the European 

Union (EU) in 2004 (Anderson, Ruhs, Rogaly, Spencer 2006; Krings, Bobek, Moriarty, Salamonska, Wick-

ham 2009).
1
 This attention is largely due to the number of Poles that entered the UK from 2004ï2011, with 

estimates ranging from 250 000 to 1 million Poles (Booth, Howarth, Scarpetta 2012). With no major connec-
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tions to previous Polish migrant groups in the UK (White 2011; Garapich 2008, 2011), this influx of mi-

grants came as a surprise to policymakers who originally expected between 5 000ï13 000 Poles to migrate to 

the UK (Dustmann, Casanova, Fertig, Preston, Schmidt 2003).
2
 This estimation was the reason that the UK 

government allowed CEE migrants to enter the UK labour market immediately after enlargement. In compar-

ison, countries such as Germany and Austria implemented seven-year transitional arrangements to reduce the 

expected influx of CEE migrants post-enlargement. The large influx of Poles into the UK during this period 

tends to be attributed to the high unemployment and low wages in Poland around 2004, compared to mi-

grantsô potential earnings in the UK given the strength of the economy at that time (Drinkwater, Eade, 

Garapich 2006; Eade, Drinkwater, Garapich 2006). To put this into perspective, in 2004 Poland had the third 

lowest Gross Domestic Product (GDP) of all of the EU member states (25) and the highest unemployment 

rate of the CEE countries, with 18 per cent unemployment (Drinkwater et al. 2006; Eade et al. 2006).
3 
 

Aside from the size of this new, legal migrant population, academics and policymakers have also focused 

on the characteristics of this migrant group, describing them as economically motivated, young, well-educated 

individuals who would enter the UK for a short term, work in low-skilled employment and return to Poland 

(Anderson, Clark, Parutis 2007; Anderson et al. 2006; Mackenzie, Forde 2007). As these migrants were 

largely considered well-educated individuals who, despite their education levels, took low-skilled, often 3D 

ï ódirty, dull, and dangerousôï jobs, the term ómigrant paradoxô has been used extensively to describe their 

actions in the UK labour market (Favell 2008: 704; Anderson et al. 2006; Parutis 2011). Because of this 

characterisation as well as previous migration patterns to the UK, it was expected that the majority of these 

migrants would migrate to cities for a short period of time, earn some money, and return migrate. Ten years 

after enlargement, through qualitative and quantitative studies, academics have a better understanding of the 

characteristics and the actions of this migrant group.  

Over time, research on this large migrant group has begun to highlight the variations in the post-2004 

Polish migrantsô characteristics and motivations, particularly regarding their decision to stay in the UK long-

er than originally expected. Research on post-2004 Polish migrants has focused on migration to a variety of 

locations throughout the UK, including cities such as London (Eade et al. 2006), Birmingham (Harris 2012), 

Belfast (Bell 2012) and Glasgow (Helinska-Hughes, Hughes, Lassalle, Skowron 2009). Other studies note 

that Polish migrants migrated to locations across both urban and rural areas in the UK (Scott, Brindley 2012), 

including areas with strong regional economies (such as London) and weaker regional economies (such as 

North East England) (Stenning, Dawley 2009). Due to this variation, academics are increasingly focusing on 

the motivations and the impact of this migration flow on non-urban locations such as Llanelli and the South 

Wales Valleys (Thompson 2010; Lever, Milbourne 2014).  

These location-based patterns could have been studied amongst short-term migrants; however, the ability 

of Polish migrants to stay in the UK beyond their original short-term migration plans has given academics 

more time to interact with this group. As EU citizens, Polish migrants in the UK in the post-2004 period 

enjoy the same privileges as British citizens ï they can work and live in the UK indefinitely if they wish 

(Ciupijus 2011). Some studies (Thompson, Chambers, Doleczek 2010) have focused on migrants in this 

group who stayed in the UK longer than they initially expected but have not necessarily settled in the UK. 

However, little research has been produced focusing on these longer-term migrants and comparing their la-

bour market mobility across different spatial areas. This article seeks to contribute to this gap in knowledge 

by comparing the labour market progression of post-2004 Poles across three distinctly different spatial areas 

in South Wales over time. By combining three independently conducted studies, the aim of this article is to 

determine if there are any differences regarding the types of migrants that settle in specific locations and 

their experiences in the Welsh labour market, specifically: what factors contribute to the labour market mo-

bility of migrants throughout the course of their migration period? 
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The article will explore this question in three ways. First, qualitative data on post-2004 Polish migrants 

from three samples will be compared to achieve a better understanding of the varied characteristics of post- 

-accession Polish migrants. These ócharacteristicsô can include the basic demographic features of Poles, such 

as education level, age and English language skills. Second, qualitative data on post-2004 Polish migrants 

across three different spatial areas ï urban, semi-urban and rural ï will be compared. By comparing samples 

across these spatial areas, links can be made between location-based advantages and how these can influence 

migrant labour market mobility. For example, an urban setting may provide more diverse employment op-

portunities and more opportunities to transition out of low-skilled jobs than in a rural setting. Third, the ac-

quisition of human capital and migrant social network use will be assessed and compared. This article adds 

to the existing literature by comparing the characteristics and motivations of Polish migrants to understand 

their labour market mobility over time.  

The evolutionary aspect of this comparison will be presented through trajectories. Trajectories were cre-

ated instead of typologies because they allow us to understand the transitions migrants make over time and, 

by doing so, demonstrate the dynamism of this population (Nowicka 2013). There is a noticeable increase in 

the use of trajectories in post-2004 Polish migration studies (Nowicka 2013; Helinska-Hughes et al. 2009; 

Bell 2012) due to interest in understanding the evolution of this group over time. Instead of comparing  

a specific event such as the initial motivation to migrate, a trajectory follows the migrants over time to un-

derstand how their motivations evolved.   

This article proceeds as follows. The next section reviews the existing literature on the spatial preferences 

of migrants and their position and experience in the division of labour. Where possible, the literature will 

focus on post-2004 Polish migration flows. This will be followed by a review of the case study locations, the 

methodology used in each study and the samples gathered. Next, the findings and discussion section will 

compare the experiences of Poles in each case study location and highlight why their experiences vary. The 

concluding remarks will focus on the policy implications of the spatial spread of migrants as well as the cul-

tural and economic integration of longer-term EU migrants.  

Literature review  

Traditionally, migrants find work and accommodation in the destination country using their social networks. 

In this context, social networks do not motivate migrants but facilitate their migration to a specific area. 

Massey, Arango, Hugo, Kouaouci, Pellegrino and Taylor (1993: 48) state that migrants are more likely to 

move to another country where there is a social network because it lowers the costs and risks of movement 

while increasing the expected net return of migration. Social networks encourage migration in two distinct 

ways. First, they lower the risk for new migrants due to the expanding network. Second, they offer on-the-

ground support in the destination country through the provision of short-term accommodation and assistance 

in finding a job (Massey et al. 1993). As a result of this facilitation role, scholars of migration have shown 

how these social networks serve to direct new migrants to particular localities in destination countries. Pat-

terns observed in other contexts, such as in North America, are evident in post-2004 Polish migration to the 

UK. Thus, in nearly all of the cases of Mexican migration to the United States studied by Garip and Asad 

(2013), individuals spoke of how network contacts reduced the risk of migration through the assistance pro-

vided in-country. Similarly, Ryan, Sales, Tilki and Siara (2008: 679) noted that among new Polish migrants 

in London many had, at least initially, relied extensively on social support from close contacts on arrival in 

London, and, to quote one participant whose experience was echoed across their sample: Poles helped me to 

stand on my own two feet.  
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A notable feature of post-2004 Polish migration has been its geographical spread across all parts of the 

UK, however. London and the surrounding areas have been the principal magnets for migrants coming to the 

UK, but research has shown how places with no previous history of international migration, such as South 

West England and Northern Ireland, have attracted significant numbers of post-2004 migrants from Poland 

and other CEE countries (Pollard, Latorre, Sriskandarajah 2008). Rural areas, too, saw sizeable immigration, 

such as in the Highlands of Scotland, the East of England and West Wales.  

Trevena (2009) was one of the first scholars to note that rural localities can create unique challenges for 

migrants, particularly due to the nature of local labour markets, which can be seasonal and limited in scope. 

For example, the food production industry has been one important source of employment for post-2004 

Polish migrants and a determinant for their movement to rural parts of the UK (Scott, Brindley 2012). More 

recently, Trevena, McGhee and Heath (2013) highlighted how the internal mobility of international migrants 

is not driven by location per se but rather by the availability of work and accommodation. Trevena et al. 

(2013) also explained how the migrants interviewed in their study, who were accompanied by dependent 

children, were more likely to make the move from urban to rural locations for work, particularly if rural loca-

tions were perceived to present opportunities for greater long-term stability. 

So how are these migrants migrating to non-urban locations? Is their migration solely attributed to social 

networks, or are other actors involved? By defining the role of social networks for new migrants as a way of 

reducing the costs and risks associated with migration, recruitment agencies could be considered manufac-

turers of social networks for new migrants. In this capacity, employment agencies have been important actors 

in directing migrants to sites beyond major British cities. Chappell, Latorre, Rutter and Shah (2009) found 

that almost a quarter of the Polish migrants they interviewed in England identified work arranged by a staff-

ing agency as the reason for moving to work in a rural area. Research on migrant workers in Bristol and Hull 

reported that in the latter city, the primary channel of recruitment was through employment agencies, even 

noting that some agencies were unofficially only taking Polish workers (Glossop, Shaheen 2009). In rural 

areas the leverage provided by staffing agencies may be greater still, particularly in localities with little local 

experience of migration. Jentsch, de Lima, MacDonald (2007), for example, show how recruitment agencies 

have made the far north of Scotland one of the premier locations for CEE migrants in recent years. Moreo-

ver, these agencies demonstrate how direct recruitment can replace local social networks, at least with re-

spect to their role in securing employment in specific localities where previous knowledge of employment 

opportunities would have spread by word-of-mouth (Sporton 2012). 

Social networks and recruitment agencies facilitate Polish migration to even seemingly unlikely locales 

for migrants within the UK. Once the migrant arrives in the UK, these ómigration facilitators,ô along with the 

individual endeavours of migrants, can assist the migrant in gaining employment. However, what kind of 

employment will the migrant enter? According to Anderson et al. (2006), Anderson et al. (2007) and Macken-

zie and Forde (2007), post-2004 Polish migrants entering the UK were originally perceived as well-educated 

individuals who would enter the UK for a short period, work in low-skilled employment and return to Po-

land. The characteristics of these migrants have changed over time to include low-skilled migrants and long-

er-term migrants (Burrell 2010); however, the low-skilled employment taken by these migrants when 

initially arriving in the UK has remained constant.  

Through her work on CEE migrants in the UK post-2004, Currie (2007) ï taking into account the com-

plexity of EU migration ï focuses on the low-skilled employment of migrants in the destination country. She 

focuses on the legal framework of CEE migration to the UK (Worker Registration Scheme (WRS)), the lack 

of education recognition, and the supply of labour to explain why highly educated migrants take low-skilled 

employment when migrating. These factors explain not only why migrants take low-skilled positions, but by 

focusing on education devaluation and the supply of labour over time, also why highly educated migrants 
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may take low-skilled opportunities beyond initial migration. As the WRS ended in 2011, this aspect of Cur-

rieôs argument is no longer relevant for post-WRS migrants and there is scepticism as to how many CEE 

migrants enrolled in the WRS while it was active (Galgoczi, Leschke, Watt 2009). In addition, the focus on 

the contradiction between high education and low-skilled jobs in Currieôs work does not consider the labour 

market mobility of migrants without high levels of education.  

In her work on migrantsô ascent in the division of labour, Parutis (2011) highlights that the acceptance of 

low-wage, low-skilled jobs can be attributed to a migrantôs need to earn money when initially migrating. In 

her study of Polish and Lithuanian migrants in the UK post-accession, Parutis (2011) describes migrants us-

ing the term ómiddling transnationalism,ô which alludes to the paradoxical nature of migrants as high-skilled 

individuals taking low-skilled jobs. In terms of migrant motivations, this ómiddling transnationalismô will 

seek any position when reaching the destination country to earn enough to live (Parutis 2011). Once savings 

are accrued through óany job,ô the migrant can then move on to a óbetter jobô that more closely relates to their 

skill level, and finally accrue more savings and move on to a ódream jobô (Parutis 2011). This argument links 

the migrantsô earnings to the migrantsô ability to move up the division of labour in the destination country; how-

ever, Parutis (2011) does not provide a timeline for this movement, making it possible for both short-term and 

long-term migrants. 

Parutisô theory (2011) is based on Chiswick, Lee and Miller (2005) U-shaped pattern of migrant progres-

sion in the division of labour in the destination country. This pattern depicts the high level of occupational 

attainment achieved by migrants in their home country, the initial low level position they took when migrat-

ing, and their subsequent ascent up the division of labour in the destination country (Chiswick et al. 2005). 

To achieve this occupational attainment in the destination country, migrants will have a high-level occupa-

tion prior to migrating; they will have developed their human capital prior to migrating; and they will acquire 

additional ólocation-specificô human capital in the destination country (Chiswick et al. 2005). The more  

non-transferable the skills of the migrant are between the country of origin and the destination country, the 

more likely the migrant is to immediately have low employment options and, over time, to have significant 

upward occupational mobility in the destination country because location-specific human capital is acquired 

(Barrett, Duffy 2008). By contrast, Parutis (2011) discusses the migrantôs ascent up the division of labour 

from the time the migrant enters the destination country and only mentions their high-skill level prior to mi-

grating through the migrant paradox. The migrant paradox for Poles in the UK focuses on high-skilled mi-

grants taking low-skilled positions; it should be noted, however, that óhigh-skilledô can refer to their 

education level while the U-shaped pattern research focuses on óhigh-skilledô as employment experience.  

Both studies by Parutis (2011) and Chiswick et al. (2005) indirectly highlight that migrants hold several 

jobs during their migration period. Other studies have observed that in order to maximise their earning poten-

tial, a common strategy among migrant workers is to change employment regularly, even for relatively minor 

improvements in pay (Datta, McIlwaine, Evans, Herbert, May, Wills 2006). If the migrant was in the desti-

nation country for a longer term, as demonstrated by Chiswick et al.ôs (2005) longitudinal sample, they could 

eventually contribute to their óboundaryless careerô (Arthur, Rousseau 1996) by having multiple positions 

that enhance their skill level over time.  

The contrasting views of the migrantsô ascent in the division of labour and their holding numerous jobs in 

the destination country, demonstrates the motivations of migrants to take low-skilled positions when initially 

migrating and their human capital needs if interested in ascending the division of labour. However, the tim-

ing of this ascent, whether it occurs uniformly, as well as other conditions relating to the migrantsô labour 

market mobility, are not assessed. As a result, the main question raised through this review of the literature, 

which will be addressed in this article is: using three different spatial areas, what factors influence a mi-



66 J. Knight, J. Lever, A. Thompson 

 

grantsô progression in the local division of labour? This question will be discussed using the three samples of 

Polish migrants in Cardiff, Merthyr Tydfil and Llanelli.   

Review of the case study locations 

Wales has a significant history of both inward and outward migration (Hooper, Punter 2006). There are mi-

grant populations of widely varying origin countries, ranging from the Somali migrant population in Cardiff 

to the Irish migrant population in Llanelli to the Russian migrant population in Merthyr Tydfil (Hooper, 

Punter 2006). In relation to post-2004 Polish migration, according to WRS data, almost 21 000 Poles entered 

Wales between 2004ï2011, with 16 000 Poles entering the South Wales area (UKBA 2012).
4
 At the local 

authority level, from 2004ï2011 the WRS listed 4 300 Poles entering Carmarthenshire, 1 312 Poles entering 

Merthyr Tydfil (semi-urban) and 2 510 Poles entering Cardiff (urban) (UKBA 2012). The Merthyr Tydfil 

and Cardiff numbers reflect two of the fieldwork locations; however, it should be noted that while Carmar-

thenshire received the highest number of Poles in Wales during this period, Llanelli (rural) is a town in the 

wider Carmarthenshire local authority (see Map 1). While estimates vary, Llanelli is reported to have re-

ceived approximately 1 000 Poles during this period (Thompson 2010). These migrant numbers are interest-

ing given the varying spatial aspects of the three fieldwork locations, which is part of the grounds for 

comparison within this article.  

 

Map 1. Wales case study locations 

 

Source: Wikimedia, 2008. 

 

Beyond the varying numbers of Poles that these locations received, they also have significantly different 

spatial characteristics. Cardiff, the urban case, is the capital of Wales, with a diverse geography, economy 

and society. Geographically, with a population of 346 090, Cardiff is located on the southern coast of Wales, 

spread across 14 038 hectares of land (ONS 2011). Economically, the main employee jobs in Cardiff (in 

2008) are in the service sector (87.9 per cent) which accounts for distribution, hotels and restaurants (20.4 

per cent); finance, IT, and other business activities (25.5 per cent); and public administration and health (30.9 
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per cent) (ONS 2013). The recession had a sizeable impact on the Cardiff economy, with unemployment 

rising from 4 per cent in 2006 to 9.7 per cent in 2012, which was also accompanied by a rise in the cost of 

living. Despite these economic indicators, Cardiff is the only one of our three localities that is not an EU 

convergence region (2014ï2020). Socially, Cardiff is a diverse city with an established history of migration 

due to the once prominent docklands area in Tiger Bay bringing inflows of migrants from popular port coun-

tries such as Somalia, Ireland, Spain and Portugal (Hooper, Punter 2006). This inflow of migrants to port 

cities is common in other UK cities such as Liverpool, Bristol and London (Hooper, Punter 2006). Following 

urban renewal efforts, the Tiger Bay area is now known as Cardiff Bay, but the wider city still retains a di-

verse population as it is home to 111 different nationalities (Cardiff Council 2008). As a result, Cardiff con-

tinues to be the most ethnically diverse local authority in Wales (ONS 2013).  

The semi-urban case is the local authority of Merthyr Tydfil, which has a history of migration dating back 

to the industrial revolution. When the South Wales Coalfield (SWC) expanded during the 19th century, mi-

grants arrived from England, Ireland, Italy, Russia, Poland and France, among other places. At the height of 

the economic boom in 1913, the region (encompassing 11 138 hectares) employed over 230 000 people and 

produced almost one third of the worldôs coal exports (Nicol, Smith, Dunkley, Morgan 2013). Coalfield em-

ployment peaked in 1920 and between the wars around half a million people left the Valleys to look for work 

in the New World (Morgan 2005). As coal production declined dramatically in the second half of the 20th 

century, Merthyr Tydfil experienced a period of rapid social and economic decline. The economic issues are 

on-going with Merthyr Tydfil continually categorised as an EU convergence region (2014ï2020).  

Using the ONS (2011a) data on location quotients, the Merthyr Tydfil local authority is currently the 

home of the following industries: public administration, health and social work, manufacturing and ICT. 

Much like unemployment trends in Cardiff, which are reflective of the rest of Wales, the recession had  

a significant impact on Merthyr Tydfil, with unemployment more than doubling to a high of 12 per cent in 

2012 (ONS 2011). Nonetheless, the population of Merthyr Tydfil is becoming increasingly diverse. Accord-

ing to the UK census (ONS 2011), Merthyr Tydfil has a population of 58 802 of which 1 000 residents are 

Poles. In addition, Merthyr has 293 Portuguese residents, the highest number in any Welsh local authority, 

and 194 Filipinos, the third highest number in any Welsh local authority (ONS 2011). 

The rural case is the town of Llanelli, located in the local authority of Carmarthenshire. As of 2011, Car-

marthenshire has a population of 183 777 spread across 237 035 hectares of land (ONS 2011). Similar to the 

semi-urban case, Llanelli was once a principal centre of industrial production in Wales, attracting migrant labour 

to its industrial foundries and factories. However, Llanelli is no longer a natural magnet for large-scale migration. 

A good deal of the industrial production once undertaken in the town, employing tens of thousands of work-

ers, is now done elsewhere or requires a substantially smaller workforce. Using the ONS (2011a) data on 

location quotients, the Carmarthenshire local authority is currently the home of the following industries: 

healthcare, administration, construction and mechanical goods sale. The unemployment trends experienced 

in the other case study locations have also been experienced in Llanelli.  

Similar to the Merthyr case, Llanelli once had a diverse population. Industrial expansion in the nineteenth and 

twentieth centuries attracted migrants from other parts of the UK and Ireland, while a sizeable Italian population 

settled in the town after World War 2. Today, the population of Llanelli is predominantly Welsh-born (86 per cent). 

The percentage of the population that is Welsh-born is markedly higher than the proportion for the wider region of 

Mid and West Wales (67 per cent) and higher than the Welsh average of 75 per cent (NAfW 2010). Interestingly, 

however, the proportion of the population born in the EU and classed as ómigrantsô roughly tracks national data, with 

1.1 per cent of the population born in another EU member state compared to 1.3 per cent in Wales, and with 10 per 

cent of the population classed as ómigrantô compared with 11 per cent for the Welsh average.  
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This brief review of the economic and social dimensions of the three case study locations highlights the 

variations among these locations, particularly regarding levels of diversity and the lack of significant em-

ployers in the non-urban cases. The variations amongst these locations will be further discussed in relation to 

the case study samples, which are discussed next.  

Methodology 

The three samples compared in this article were used in independent, qualitative studies of Polish migrants in 

each of the three aforementioned locations; one study also undertook some statistical analysis. In each case, 

the labour market mobility of Polish migrants was only one part of the overall study. For example, the Llan-

elli study also focused on the long-term effects of Polish migrantsô reliance on recruitment agencies, while 

the Cardiff study focused on the changing motivations of Polish migrants during the recession. The Merthyr 

Tydfil study also focused on the Polish migrantsô ability to economically develop the region. Despite these 

variations, the labour market mobility of Polish migrants was a major component of each study.  

Across all three locations, participants were recruited through snowball sampling, aided by gatekeepers in 

the local economy of each area. The gatekeepers provided access to the wider Polish community in each area 

and, in some cases, set up the actual interviews. In Cardiff, data collection was arranged through gatekeepers 

in the local Polish community. In Llanelli, while gatekeepers were useful, the participants came largely 

through contacts the researchers had developed independently. In Merthyr Tydfil, participants were recruited 

though community gatekeepers with the help of a Polish researcher.  

The methods used in each location and the characteristics of the samples are outlined in Table 1. 

 

Table 1. The methods and samples of three case studies 

Location Method used Sample characteristics 

Rural ï Llanelli sample  27 semi-structured interviews 

(2008) 
 25 semi-structured interviews 

(2011) 
 all fieldwork conducted in Polish 

 60 per cent < 40 years of age 
 even gender distribution 
 for majority, high school is highest level of formal education 
 most come with very low levels of English 
 initially migrated for economic and non-economic reasons 
 planned to stay in the UK for several months 
 all stay significantly longer than they initially expected 

when migrating; all have been resident in the UK for be-

tween 4ï7 years 

Semi-Urban ï Merthyr 

Tydfil sample 
 15 questionnaires (2012ï2013) 
 10 semi-structured interviews 

(2012) 
 fieldwork conducted in English 

and Polish 

 < 54 years of age 
 even gender distribution 
 mixed education levels 
 English language level is poor and often problematic  
 initially migrated for economic and non-economic reasons 
 planned to stay in the UK for several months 
 all stay significantly longer than they initially expected 

when migrating; the majority have been resident in the UK 
for between 3ï8 years 

Urban - Cardiff sample  20 semi-structured interviews 

(2008) 
 19 semi-structured interviews 

(2011) 
 all fieldwork conducted in Eng-

lish 

 < 35 years of age 
 even gender distribution 
 high levels of education 
 higher English language skills 
 initially migrated for economic reasons 
 planned to stay in the UK for several months 
 all stay significantly longer than they initially expected 

when migrating; all have been resident in the UK for be-
tween 4ï7 years 

Source: own elaboration. 
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Semi-structured interviews were used to collect data in all the studies. Open-ended questionnaires were also 

used in the Merthyr Tydfil study. Semi-structured interviews were completed with post-2004 Polish migrants 

across all three locations to get a better understanding of the migrantsô motivations, mobility in the Welsh 

labour market, human capital development and long-term plans in the UK. In Cardiff and Llanelli, the inter-

views were conducted in 2008 and 2011 to take account of the impact of the recession on the motivations 

and the long-term labour market activities of migrants. In Merthyr Tydfil, all semi-structured interviews and 

open-ended questionnaires were conducted between late-2012 and early-2013. Due to a small interview 

sample size, open-ended questionnaires permitting anonymous responses were disseminated using the same 

questions that were asked in the interview, to reach a larger population of the Polish community in the area. 

The staggered timeline to the data collection was due to the overarching aims of each of these studies and did 

not have an impact on the findings reported in this section as the migrants were residing in these locations for 

comparable amounts of time.  

For each study, the interview questions were developed in line with the overarching aims of each inde-

pendent study. However, specific questions relating to the migrantsô initial migration, education level, work 

experience, labour market mobility and future plans were asked. The questions that each participant, in all 

three studies, were asked included, but were not limited to the following:  

 When did you migrate to the UK? 

 What were your reasons for migrating to the UK? 

 What is your highest level of education? 

 Where were you educated?  

 Are you currently employed? 

 If so, what is your current job? 

 Is this the first job that you have had since migrating? 

 If no, what other jobs did you have?  

 How did you get this job? 

 What, if any, are barriers for you to get a job in the UK? 

 What are your future plans? 

In each location, even though the data was collected over a substantial amount of time, the same questions 

were asked of the participants. In Cardiff, during the 2011 data collection period, some additional questions 

were asked about the impact of the recession on the migrantsô future plans.  

 Beyond the different methods used in these studies, the sample sizes vary; the rural sample has the most 

participants and the semi-urban sample had the least. The variation in the sample sizes could be attributed to 

the following four points: 1) the size of the Polish community in each location, 2) the migration patterns of 

the Poles in each location, 3) the language the interview was conducted in, or 4) other research conducted in 

the area. First, the size of the Polish community and therefore the pool of potential participants varied in each 

case study location. In addition, the geographical size of the location as well as the diversity of the popula-

tion can make recruitment difficult. Second, the migration patterns of the Poles in urban and non-urban areas 

also vary (Trevena 2009). This is particularly the case when recruitment agencies facilitate migration to  

a specific location such as Llanelli, creating a densely populated migrant area in an otherwise homogenous 

population. By contrast, the migration patterns of urban migrants in places such as Cardiff could be greatly 

influenced by employment opportunities, transportation links, and accommodation. Third, the language an 

interview is conducted in can favourably influence the number of participants. In the case of Cardiff, where 

an interpreter was offered, the participants were concerned about the interpreter divulging interview infor-

mation to the wider community. In comparison, in Llanelli, the researcher was fluent in Polish, thus remov-

ing the need for an interpreter and potentially increasing the sample size. In Merthyr, participants found 
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anonymity in the open-ended questionnaires used. Fourth, due to the widespread interest in the topic, the 

participants may have been invited for interviews multiple times, leading to fatigue and a lack of interest in 

participation. This could particularly be the case in Merthyr, with several migrants recently intra-UK migrat-

ing to Merthyr. More generally, this could be the case for ethnic entrepreneurs due to the visibility of the 

business presence in the community.  

 All of the migrants in the three samples migrated to the UK from Poland post-2004 and initially planned 

to stay in the UK for 3 to 12 months. The motivation to migrate varied across the samples. The Cardiff sam-

ple initially migrated for economic reasons and their migration was greatly facilitated by their social net-

works. In comparison, migrants in Llanelli and Merthyr Tydfil were motivated to migrate by economic 

factors and also by non-economic factors such as a sense of adventure or to try something new. The migra-

tion of the Llanelli and Merthyr samples were facilitated mainly by recruitment agencies, with the Merthyr 

Tydfil also being influenced by social networks. Regardless of the conditions that migrants experienced 

when entering the UK, across all three sample migrants had stayed in the destination country significantly 

longer than they initially expected.  

In terms of demographics, each sample had a relatively even gender distribution. Focusing on the age of 

migrants, their English language skills and education level, each sample had its own unique attributes. As  

a brief comparison, the migrants in the Cardiff sample were the youngest and had the highest human capital 

levels (education and language skills). The Merthyr Tydfil sample contained the oldest migrants with the 

second highest levels of human capital. Migrants in the Llanelli sample were somewhere in the middle and 

had the lowest human capital. These varying characteristics will be a major theme throughout the rest of this 

article. 

Using Grounded Theory as the basis for analysis, in all three studies the qualitative data was thematically 

coded based on categories derived from the text. The interview text was coded using NVIVO 2.0. The nodes 

used to code the interview transcripts were generated from the data. This analysis was completed in three 

stages, yielding precise data focused on the migrantsô labour market mobility during their migration period. 

Through this extensive review of the data, the context of the original quotes was retained while focusing 

solely on the specific issues discussed by the migrants. Patterns were identified by reviewing the partici-

pantsô responses. These patterns contradict the traditional varied results expected from a small sample. Simi-

lar to the findings of Bell (2012) and Nowicka (2013), the patterns in the participantsô responses are the basis 

for the trajectories created in this article.  

Comparison of the case study findings & discussion 

Rural case 

The majority of the Poles in the Llanelli sample had their migration facilitated by recruitment agencies or 

were migrating because network contacts had told them of agencies who would be able to secure work for 

them on arrival in the town. Among those interviewed in Llanelli in 2008, just over half stated they had ar-

ranged work through a recruitment agency before coming to Wales. Recruitment agencies offered migrants 

accommodation and employment when initially migrating to the UK. In this way, recruitment agencies could 

be considered a surrogate social network, as a social network often facilitates migration to a specific location 

using the same means, namely offers of accommodation and employment. Also, similar to a social network, 

since a significant proportion of the Poles in the Llanelli sample were directed to the region through the re-

cruitment agency, the agency fulfilled some of the functions of a social network for them, e.g. by connecting 
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them to other migrants in the same situation, creating friendships and offering an opportunity to continue 

speaking Polish.  

The Poles in the sample who used the recruitment agency worked at a meat packing plant on the edge of 

Llanelli. The limited exposure to the local economy through the location of the plant, the hours of work and 

the use of the Polish language in work and at home, reinforced the workersô position in the meat packing 

plant at the bottom of the division of labour. There are few instances where individuals successfully made 

the transition beyond this 3D employment. Where the migrants worked alongside locals, they often did so as 

agency workers recruited along with other migrant workers. New arrivals quickly learned that agency work 

is uncertain and that their entitlements, whether in pay or contracted hours, may be less than colleagues em-

ployed directly by firms.  

Still, relatively few of the workers changed their jobs despite their longer stay in the area. The majority of 

migrants in this sample did not change jobs more than once, and nearly two thirds of these migrants had not 

left the job for which they were initially recruited. At best, these migrants would continue to be employed by 

the organisations that initially recruited them through recruitment agencies. Most migrants, nevertheless, 

spoke openly of wanting to improve their employment status and earnings, as well as, in some instances, of 

matching their job more appropriately to their skills and level of education.  

Working almost exclusively with co-ethnics not only limits the possibility of interaction with individuals 

beyond the ethnic world, but also acts as a barrier to flows of information beyond the realms of this relatively 

enclosed population. Thus, it is possible that individuals may not come to acquire information about job 

openings or knowledge about how to access such opportunities. Due to limited personal networks, infor-

mation about scarce resources does not tend to travel far. Social networks, then, appear to have a bearing on 

the low level of occupational mobility among the Polish migrant population in Llanelli. 

Semi-urban case 

Unlike the migrants from the other cases who selected their migration destination based on employment op-

portunities, the migration of the semi-urban migrants was to some extent motivated by proximity to family 

and friends. Approximately 65 per cent of the Merthyr sample migrated to Wales to be near family and/or 

friends and a quarter of participants had extended family members living with them or nearby at the time of 

contact. Around a third migrated for pre-arranged jobs, with the rest migrating with the knowledge that jobs 

were available. Regardless of their education level, the majority of these migrants looked for and took  

low-skilled employment when they first arrived, primarily in the food and meat-processing sector. In the 

early 2000s, the majority of migrants working in Merthyrôs meat-processing factories were Portuguese, but 

after 2004, factories and recruitment agencies servicing the area turned their attention to Poles to keep down 

costs and maintain control of the workforce (Tannock 2013). Employment opportunities for migrant workers 

in Merthyr are generally limited to this sector. A small number of factory workers moved up the occupation-

al hierarchy into language-related support services in youth work, for example, but language remained an 

impediment to upward occupational mobility for most. Despite the difficulties of maintaining their position 

in the hierarchy of migrant labour, many Poles appeared happy with their situation and with employment that 

offers them a better quality of life and financial security than in Poland. Opportunities to move up the divi-

sion of labour appeared to be a secondary concern and many Poles seemed to accept their position with  

a sense of resignation (Lever forthcoming). 

For those Poles who were unhappy with their financial situation ï or increasingly, for those who could 

not find employment ï entrepreneurship and going into business became an alternative form of employment. 

In recent years, competition between Polish and Portuguese entrepreneurs has had a significant impact on the 
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town of Merthyr, both physically and culturally. Merthyr now has a range of ethnic shops, cafes and bars that 

were unimaginable a few years ago (Lever, Milbourne 2014). This dramatic increase in ethnic businesses is 

changing the image and wider perception of the town, which was traditionally considered an area that was 

suffering the consequences of economic decline. Asked to explain these developments in Merthyr, one inter-

viewee answered: Itôs more multicultural if you like, which for somewhere like Merthyr Tydfil is quite unu-

sual because the Valleysô mind-set is the norm. This situation has also contributed to the sense of well-being 

and satisfaction experienced by many Polish migrants, who appear happy in the area despite their lack of 

occupational mobility. 

Urban case 

Looking at the entirety of the sample for the Cardiff study, Poles seek low-skilled employment when initially 

migrating regardless of their (language and education) skill level. At this stage, the Poles in this sample 

sought low-skilled employment because they just wanted óany jobô to earn money when initially migrating 

(Parutis 2011). Approximately half of the migrants in the sample acquired their first job in the lower end of 

the local labour market through their social network. After having several low-skilled positions they began to 

move up the division of labour, advancing their language skills and in some cases their education level as 

well. This ascent traditionally begins after living in the UK for 18 months and continues until the migrant 

reaches a position that is commensurate with their skill level. For example, several migrants originally had 

low-skilled jobs despite being well-educated and having high English language skills. Over time, and by 

gaining confidence in their language abilities, some started working in an industry that they were educated 

in, including university research, diversity officer and translator. Due to the migrantsô well-educated nature 

(in Poland and in Britain) and the language ability of the migrants in this sample, at the last point of contact 

they had positions in the division of labour that would be difficult for recent graduates in Britain to acquire. 

While the pre-migration professions of the migrants in this sample is unknown, it could be argued that their 

ascent is largely based on their ability to acquire language skills in the UK and, in the case of several mi-

grants in the sample, to acquire British educational qualifications.  

The Cardiff findings support the labour market progression literature in a number of ways. The migrants 

are actively trying to get their ódream jobô by moving up from óany jobô when initially migrating, which sup-

ports the findings of Parutis (2011). It could be argued that the socioeconomic features of Cardiff, with its 

diverse range of industries, acts as a pull factor for the migrants when deciding where to live in the UK in the 

longer term. The city, in comparison to the other South Wales locations reviewed in this article, can provide 

ample employment opportunities for well-educated migrants.  

Comparative review 

In a trajectory format, Figure 1 brings together the experiences of the migrants from each sample collected in 

South Wales to illustrate the mobility of these Polish migrants in the Welsh labour market over time. The 

rural migrants enter the Welsh labour market in low-skilled positions upon arrival in the UK and stay in 

those positions throughout their time in Wales, ranging from 4ï7 years, with no plans to return. These posi-

tions are largely at the meat packing plant that the recruitment agency placed them in when they arrived or in 

another agency-placed, temporary position in the local labour market. Given the rural migrantsô constrained 

social network, which reinforces the shared use of the Polish language and their relatively closed relationship 

with the local community, these Poles are the least likely to have labour market mobility. 
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Figure 1. Polish migrant mobility in the Welsh labour market 

 

Source: own elaboration. 

 

By comparison, the semi-urban Poles in the sample from Merthyr have a markedly different experience in 

the Welsh labour market. All of the migrants in this sample start in similar low-skilled positions when initial-

ly migrating to Wales; however, after working in low-skilled positions for almost two years, the migrantsô 

paths vary. For those migrants in the ósemi-urban 2ô group, their labour market mobility is based on their 

ability to acquire the knowledge and confidence to use their English language skills in daily conversation. 

Once these migrants have the confidence to use their English language skills, they move beyond their basic 

social network and, in several cases, seek entrepreneurship in the local economy that would not otherwise be 

possible. The education level of these migrants is higher than the education level of the migrants in the other 

semi-urban group. By contrast, the Poles in the sample that form the ósemi-urban 1ô group have a similar 

trajectory as the rural migrants due to their lack of English language skills. They may have several different 

jobs during their time in the destination country in the service sector or the food-processing sector, but they 

do not move up in the labour market.  

The Poles that form the Cardiff sample have several low-skilled jobs when initially migrating to the UK 

that are often provided through their social networks. Regardless of the migrantsô education level, all of the 

migrants in this sample sought to increase their English language skills while working in these low-skilled 

jobs. On average, this advanced language acquisition took 18 months to complete, which coincides with the 

migrantsô ascent up the division of labour mentioned above. At this stage, the migrants were able to continue 

to rise in the Welsh labour market through entrepreneurship, management and other, more high-skilled posi-

tions. Their mobility in the labour market is primarily based on their language development with secondary 

influences from social networks as well as the availability of opportunities in the urban setting. The social 

networks of the migrants in this sample remain but evolve to include a diverse range of fellow Polish mi-

grants, non-Polish migrants and British nationals.  
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Conclusion 

In our research in South Wales, we wanted to better understand migrant mobility within the local labour 

markets we studied. Specifically, we were interested in learning how migrantsô commitments to remaining 

abroad were influenced by their ability to move between jobs in order to maximise the return on the invest-

ment they made when moving from Poland. As part of this, we also wanted to know what factors ï networks, 

education or skills ï influenced their potential for labour market mobility.  

Our studies across the sites we investigated lead us to a three-part conclusion. First, as each of our studies 

in the South Wales region found, migrants typically underestimate the amount of time they will spend 

abroad. They are not alone in this. When the early wave of labour migrants from Poland arrived in the UK in 

2004/2005, it was widely expected that these young migrants, who were plugging immediate gaps in the 

labour market, would be staying in the UK for the short-term. It is only in recent years that social scientists 

have begun to show that significant numbers of migrants stay far beyond the point at which they had envis-

aged they would leave the UK (Burrell 2010). More pointedly, a decade after Poland joined the EU, studies 

are revealing that for a significant proportion of migrants ï perhaps up to half of those who migrated (Duvell, 

Garapich 2011) ï there are no clear plans to return to Poland in the foreseeable future or, alternatively, to 

settle down and make the UK their home. They are, instead, prepared to ósee what happensô while continuing 

to shape the labour market of the UK.  

As EU citizens, the ability of migrants to stay in the UK indefinitely is a factor that contributes to their la-

bour market mobility as, without visa restrictions on their time in-country, they can acquire new skills, try 

new career options and fully integrate into the British economy. Against the backdrop of continued EU en-

largement and the free movement of migrants from Bulgaria and Romania into the UK from January 2014, 

the capacity for these EU citizens to stay in the destination country indefinitely should lead to broader ques-

tions of cultural integration. As demonstrated in this article, under certain conditions migrants are able to 

economically integrate into the local economies of the area they migrated to; however, cultural integration is 

of equal importance in the long-term. 

Second, there are markedly different approaches to labour market mobility among migrants. These óap-

proachesô can range from overachievers, who actively invest in their human capital development in order to 

climb the division of labour, to those individuals who are content to get by with no specific aims. Those with 

higher levels of education and training actively pursue a career of upward mobility, as we found among those 

we interviewed in Cardiff. They were prepared to tolerate work not commensurate with their level of educa-

tion and training, if it was temporary. The low-skilled nature of this work was initially attractive to the mi-

grants as they wanted to ensure a flow of wages from the time of arrival in the UK. However, while in this 

low- skilled employment, these migrants were searching for other, better positions in the labour market. 

Once migrants obtain these positions, it reinforces motivations, that are no longer solely economic, to stay in 

the UK for longer periods. By contrast, the migrants who moved to Merthyr Tydfil and Llanelli are, broadly 

speaking, individuals who were struggling the most to make ends meet in Poland. In many cases, they will 

have been coping with more than one job to raise sufficient income to cover their bills. In Llanelli, our re-

search showed that their chief aim is usually to remain with the employer they joined on arrival, usually 

through an employment agency. Like their fellow nationals living in Cardiff, they are keen to pursue better 

prospects, but they are aware that they lack the skills to progress in the labour market, which would give 

them better financial returns. These individuals are nevertheless generally content with what their employ-

ment in Wales delivers, both in terms of financial returns and lifestyle improvements. While there are many 

factors involved in the decision to return migrate, it should be highlighted that continued employment in the 
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destination country is a significant motivation to stay, despite the migrantsô approach towards labour market 

mobility. 

Third, where migrants live and work has a bearing on their employment opportunities and on their ability 

to remain abroad. Each of the localities offered different employment prospects. The comparatively higher 

skilled migrants living in Cardiff would not have enjoyed the same employment prospects in the smaller, less 

diverse local economies in Llanelli and Merthyr Tydfil. As noted above, several of the migrants in the Car-

diff sample made the necessary improvements in their English skills and were then able to access employ-

ment opportunities that British graduates would also be competing for in the local economy. For those who 

had been recruited to work in food-processing plants in Merthyr Tydfil and Llanelli, their ability to continue 

to live away from Poland is contingent on the on-going demand for their labour, either in the plant or in other 

low-skilled employment. While this demand continues, they can choose to keep their options open. If this 

work dries up, or labour is sourced from elsewhere, then their inability to be mobile may well signal the end 

of their sojourn in Wales. Generally, these migrants do not possess the social and cultural capital to make 

themselves less vulnerable to the vicissitudes of local labour markets in the long term.  

Similar to other studies (White, Ryan 2008; Burrell 2010), our findings show why expectations about 

short-term or circular migration must be revised. A key characteristic of CEE migration has been the move-

ment of migrants to all parts of the UK, with employment agencies ï local, national and multinational ï play-

ing a key role in securing work for migrants in localities which might otherwise not have expected to see 

significant immigration. In this respect, Merthyr Tydfil and Llanelli are typical of other similar small town, 

semi-urban and rural localities in other parts of the UK. The local labour markets do not necessarily offer 

opportunities for upward mobility. Those without the skills to trade-up occupationally may be susceptible to 

changes over which they have little or no leverage, but so long as their prospects are better in the UK than 

they are in Poland, there is every likelihood that substantial numbers will continue to stay longer than they 

original envisaged. 

Notes 

1
 The countries that joined the EU in 2004 were: Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia, Malta, Cyprus, Latvia, Lith-

uania, Hungary, the Czech Republic and Estonia. Of these accession countries, those that are considered 

óCEEô include: Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia, Lithuania, Latvia, Hungary, Czech Republic and Estonia.  
2
 The low estimate was attributed to the historic EastïWest migration figures and the limited impact that 

changing institutional arrangements historically had on migration to the UK (Dustmann et al. 2003). 
3
 Bulgaria and Romania joined the EU in 2007 and Croatia joined the EU in 2013, taking the total number 

of EU member states to 28; however, this article will focus mainly on the 2004 EU enlargement. 
4
 The authors acknowledge that there are limitations to the use of the WRS data (Gillingham 2010) but it 

was one of the few migrant data sets available at the local authority level in Wales. 
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This paper examines Hungarian migration to the United Kingdom following EU accession. Migration 

from Hungary has generally been low both before and after accession, but trends have recently started 

to change. Based on the available statistical data, the paper explores the volume, key demographics 

and geographical distribution of this migration, and shows how a combination of economic, political 

and social factors is accountable for the migration of Hungarians to the United Kingdom. To give  

a human face to the phenomenon, the paper also builds on narrative interviews collected during re-

cent ethnographic fieldwork in London, highlighting the role of economic decline, policy miscalcula-

tions, language competence and the online migration industry in shaping the motivations, aims and 

accommodation of migrants. The paper suggests that migration from Hungary may become more dom-

inant in the second decade of the countryôs EU membership than it has been during the first ten years. 

 

Keywords: migration; mobility; EU accession; Hungary; United Kingdom 

Introduction  

The 2004 enlargement of the European Union (EU) is often seen as having opened a new chapter in the his-

tory of intra-European migration, in terms of both the volume and the forms of movements on the continent 

(Black 2010; Favell 2008). The ónoveltyô of this mobility lies, from this perspective, in the special condition 

of EU membership set against the broader framework of complex interconnections and the articulation of 

different processes of production and consumption in the globalising world economy (Sassen 1988). Never-

theless, membership conditions are experienced differently throughout the EU, and it is necessary to regular-

ly examine these differences and their evolution. Currently, EastïWest mobility experiences speak of  

a phenomenon stranded between ideals of free movement and mutated forms of economic and racial discrim-

ination (Favell, Nebe 2009; Fox, Morosanu, Szilassy 2012; McDowell 2008). 

The ófree movementô policy is generally seen by EU citizens as best encapsulating the ómeaningô of the 

European Union, as well as being its ómost positive resultô (cf. European Commission 2013a: 63; European 

Commission 2013b: 18). In the old member-states, however, this general assessment is coupled with fears 

regarding the immigration effects of the policy and, in 2004, only Ireland, Sweden and the United Kingdom 

decided not to impose any serious limitations on the flow of workers from accession countries. This decision 
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had created a situation comparable to an experiment that is unprecedented in the history of European migra-

tion (Bahna 2008: 845), and which came to a close in 2011, when the optional seven-year moratorium on 

labour-market access for the 2004 accession countries expired in all member-states. 

The present paper looks at the outcomes of this óexperimentô by exploring the case of post-accession mo-

bility from Hungary to the United Kingdom. As Hungary has had a relatively low emigration rate compared 

to other countries in the region ï a trend which has recently begun to change, as the data in this paper will 

demonstrate ï it presents a useful case-study for discussing the complexity of migratory processes in the 

ónew European migration systemô (Favell 2008), particularly the role of specific national policies in shaping 

mobility practices. First, I will place the phenomenon within the wider regional context of Central Eastern 

European mobility, highlighting the similarities and differences in patterns, and presenting the dominant 

economic push factors in the wake of the financial crisis. Second, relying on available statistical sources, the 

paper explores the main geographical and demographic dimensions of Hungarian migration to the UK. This 

analysis aims to outline some of the possible characteristics of this ónewô mobility. The third section of the 

paper complements the statistical data with qualitative descriptions emerging from recent ethnographic 

fieldwork in London. For the purposes of the present paper, these descriptions will give a human face to the 

previously identified trends, and illustrate certain major themes rather than permitting an in-depth analysis. 

Post-accession migration in Central Eastern Europe 

A decade after enlargement we can form an impression of the outcome of the selective opening of labour 

markets to new accession countries by looking at the distribution of A12 migrants in EU member-states (see 

Map 1). As we can see on Map 1, almost 80 per cent of all A12 migrants reside in only four EU15 countries, 

23 per cent of them in the United Kingdom.
1
 This image is radically different from that of 2003, when Ger-

many accommodated 43 per cent of all migrants, and the UK only 8 per cent. Today, in half of the A12 

countries (and also in half of the A8), the United Kingdom is the preferred destination for more than a third 

of all emigrants to the EU15. Germany is still the first, at least in terms of migrant stocks, only in Hungary, 

the Czech Republic and Slovenia. In the case of Hungary, the importance of previous migration networks is 

obvious, as there were already 54 714 Hungarian nationals living in Germany in January 2004, and only 

6 021 in the UK (Eurostat). 

The persisting German orientation in Hungarian, Czech and Slovenian emigration also signals that the 

ósocial experimentô created by the unequal distribution of the main pull factor ï an open labour market ï has 

had a somewhat different outcome in these three countries, explained by their relatively low emigration rates 

between 2003 and 2013 (based on the total population in sending countries in 2003): 0.48 per cent for Slove-

nia, 0.57 for the Czech Republic, and 1.63 for Hungary. Slovakia registered 2.39 per cent, Estonia 3.37 and 

Poland 3.59, while Latvia (5.33 per cent), Lithuania (6.77 per cent) and Romania (9.07 per cent) reached 

much higher levels.
2
 As Bahna (2008) noted when comparing predictions with the actual emigration from 

accession countries between 2004 and 2006, the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is highly correlated with 

migration behaviour, proving the explanatory power of neoclassical theories for intra-European migration. 

However, if we extend our inquiry up until the present day, these national divergences raise some questions, 

partly explained by the differential effect of the 2008 economic crisis, which has had a disproportionate in-

fluence on emigration from the Baltics.
3 
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Map 1. Distribution of A12 migrants in EU countries in 2013 

 

Notes: Data are mainly based on Eurostat [migr_pop1ctz]; missing values have been complemented with the nearest available 

data from: Eurostat; French census 2008 and 2010 (INSEE 2008, 2011); UK census 2011 (Office for National Statistics; 

Northern Ireland Statistics and Research Agency; National Records of Scotland); and the Greece census 2011 (El.Stat). 

Where the difference between the first and second main destination countries was less than 15 per cent, both destinations 

were included. 

Source: own elaboration. 

The financial crisis and economic push factors in the CEE and Hungary 

In contrast to the Baltic States, economic decline in Hungary appears to be a longer-term and steadier trend. 

As Figure 1 shows, Hungaryôs per capita GDP in Purchasing Power Standards (PPS) was still the third high-

est in the region in 2003, behind Slovenia and the Czech Republic. By 2012, however, Estonia, Lithuania, 

Poland and Slovakia had all outweighed the Hungarian economy. If we consider the absolute value of earn-

ings in euros, in 2003 Hungary was second to Slovenia alone, while now wages are higher in the Czech Re-

public, Estonia and Slovakia. This is an important factor in relation to international migration, as the value of 

remittances depends more on wage differentials in absolute terms and, from a rational-choice perspective, it 

is this comparison that could influence migration decision-making. 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/population/data/database
http://www.insee.fr/fr/themes/detail.asp?reg_id=0&ref_id=pop-immigree-pop-etrangere-2008
http://www.insee.fr/fr/themes/detail.asp?reg_id=99&ref_id=td-nationalite-11
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/census/2011/census-data/2011-census-data-catalogue/index.html
http://www.ninis2.nisra.gov.uk/public/home.aspx
http://www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/ods-web/data-warehouse.html
http://www.statistics.gr/portal/page/portal/ESYE/PAGE-cencus2011tables
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Figure 1. Change in GDP and net annual earnings in 2003ï2012 

 

Source: own elaboration based on Eurostat data. 

  

Figure 2. Post-accession CEE emigration rates and GDP 

 

Source: own elaboration based on Eurostat data. 
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Taking the above into consideration and examining the relationship between migration rates and 2004ï2012 

GDP averages, we find a slightly weaker correlation than for the period examined by Bahna (2008), and 

emigration from Hungary appears somewhat exceptional, with a comparatively lower rate than its post-accession 

economic development might have suggested (Figure 2).
4
 This órelative immobilityô has represented Hungar-

ian society since the early days of capitalist transition when, amidst rapidly growing unemployment and rad-

ical economic restructuring paralleling the opening of borders to free movement, Hungarians exhibited  

an inclination to bide their time, to postpone their decisions on migration (Szoke 1992: 318). We can observe 

a similar attitude during the financial crisis of 2008ï2009, and an increasing impatience and loss of faith four 

years after the downturn. 

As we can see in Figure 3, employment in some segments of the economy ï primarily in the public sector 

ï has been in decline since 2005, while the private sector suffered the most between the third quarter of 2007 

and 2011. The largest growth in employment between 2008 and 2011, and again since 2012, was registered 

in so-called ópublic employmentô ï an artificial employment and training programme for those out of work  

ï and in the number of those working abroad, who are unlikely to benefit from and fully contribute to the 

national economy. Paralleling the negative changes in employment, the populationôs subjectively perceived 

level of poverty has also reached a new constant peak (Figure 4). More than a quarter of households feel that 

they are making ends meet ówith great difficulty,ô and one third of the total population is deemed to be óat 

risk of poverty and social exclusion,ô a return to pre-accession levels. At the same time, following a crisis-

induced rise between 2008 and 2010, the unemployment rate remains above 10 per cent, even after the inclu-

sion of emigrant workers in labour-market statistics.  

 

Figure 3. Decomposition of the cumulative change of employment in Hungary in 2005ï2013 

 

Source: D·ra Bak, MNB (2014b). 
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Figure 4. Unemployment and subjective poverty in Hungary in 2005ï2013 

 

Source: Eurostat (SILC) [ilc_mdes09], [une_rt_a], [ilc_peps01]. 

 

Figure 5. Volume of household debt in Hungary by late payment and status in 2009ï2014 

 

Source: own elaboration based on data from MNB (2014a). 
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foreign-exchange rates (¡slund 2010). The proliferation of credit options ï especially the advantageous con-

tracts based on foreign currencies ï has led to a high level of household debt vulnerable to currency fluctuations, 

subsequently driving many debtors into insolvency (cf. Rona-Tas, Guseva 2013). In Figure 5 we can observe the 

increase in the amount of household debt incurring payment difficulties during the first half of 2010, and the 

growing share of debt with payment delays of over a year, thereafter. This trend shows that a substantial 

amount of debt is ófossilising,ô with increasing amounts becoming classified as óproblematicô or outright óbad.ô 

Far from constituting a Hungarian specificity, foreign currency mortgages were widespread throughout 

Central Eastern Europe, and especially in the Baltic states, and governments have intervened in different 

ways to ósaveô the debtors, however belated these measures may have proved for many (Rona-Tas, Guseva 

2013). While household debt may have contributed to migration decisions everywhere in the region, it cer-

tainly represents an important economic factor in Hungarian migration, as the migrantsô narratives presented 

in the third section of the paper will corroborate. If Hungaryôs low migration rate in the early post-accession 

years was, indeed, due to an óinclination to bide time,ô the slow and steady pace of economic decline ï as 

somewhat different from the sudden shifts characterising economic development in the Baltics ï would have 

favoured such strategies and could also explain the recent rise in emigration. 

 As we saw in Figure 3, the share of emigrants in the economy was already visible during the crisis years, 

but has increased significantly since the second half of 2011 and, today, migration has become a very topical 

issue in Hungarian media and political discourse (Kapit§ny, Rohr 2013). With migration potential surveys 

registering alarmingly high rates, especially among students and youth, it is also bound to be an enduring 

phenomenon (Gºdri, Feleky 2013). Reliable data on emigration are scarce, with the number of those living 

abroad estimated at anywhere between 195 000 (Blask·, Jamalia 2014) and 335 000 in the 18ï49 age group 

alone (Kapit§ny, Rohr 2013). According to Eurostat data, a total of 257 299 Hungarian citizens were living 

in the EU15 at the beginning of 2013 and, according to national statistics in the two main destination coun-

tries ï Germany and the United Kingdom ï the increase in the number of Hungarian nationals during 2013 

was higher than in any single previous year after EU accession (based on data from the Department for Work 

and Pensions and Destatis). In the following section I will explore the available statistical data on migration 

to the United Kingdom more closely. 

Hungarians in the UK: demographics, geography and economic activity 

Leaving aside the actual extent of flows, we can identify different patterns in the migration from CEE coun-

tries that joined the EU in 2004, shaped by the distinct push factors in each country of origin. As shown in 

Figure 6, there are two dominant types ï the ódouble-humpô trajectory of migration from the Baltics, and the 

ósingle-humpô pattern characteristic of Central Europe, from which Hungary started diverging in 2008. That 

year, while migration rates from other countries in the region declined, migration from Hungary saw a mod-

est increase, and flows stabilised at around 14 000 per year (about 20 times higher than before accession) 

until 2011, when they began increasing again. As we can see, before 2006, migration from Hungary to the 

United Kingdom was moderate, lower even than migration from the Czech Republic, and only in 2010 did it 

exceed the falling immigration rate from Slovakia (a country with a population just over half that of Hunga-

ry) in both relative and absolute terms. In the previous section I discussed some socio-economic factors that 

may have contributed to this change in migration patterns, and in the next section we will also examine mi-

grantsô reasoning. Another socio-political factor that I will not be dealing with extensively in this paper but 

which, nevertheless, requires mentioning, is the possible mobility consequence of the 2010 change in Hunga-

ryôs citizenship law (Law no. XLIV of 2010). The new legislation allowing for the preferential naturalisation 

of ethnic Hungarians living outside Hungary has yielded over 500 000 new citizens since January 2011, and 
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a proportion of those registered as Hungarian migrants in other countries may be such ódual citizens.ô Alt-

hough Kapit§ny and Rohr (2013: 1), for instance, assume that a significant part of those appearing in the 

mirror-statistics since 2011 are Hungarian citizens who have never lived on the territory of Hungary, there 

are no data on the precise numbers.
5
  

 

Figure 6. Patterns of CEE migration to the UK 

 

 

Note: Based on National Insurance Number applications (NINo). 

Source: own elaboration based on data from the Department for Work and Pensions (Stat-Xplore). 

 

Based on a combination of population-census and national-insurance data, I estimate the number of óusually 

residentô first-generation Hungarian migrants in the United Kingdom to have been around 76 000 in April 

2014 (see Figure 7). This estimation is based on census 2011 data complemented with the weighted number 

of post-census National Insurance Number (NINo) registrants believed to have stayed along.
6
 We can infer 

this latter ratio by comparing year-of-arrival data from the census with the number of NINo registrations 

during the same period, and I have used a 46 per cent rate for my estimation of migrant stock increase be-
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tween March 2011 and March 2014 (see Table 1). With all their deficiencies, I consider these sources and 

method to be currently more precise than Annual Population Survey data.
7 

 

Figure 7. Stock and flow of Hungarian migrants to the UK 

 

Source: own calculations based on UK census 2011 (Office for National Statistics; Northern Ireland Statistics and Research 

Agency; National Records of Scotland) data and NINo data (Department for Work and Pensions). 

 

Table 10. Hungarians in England and Wales in 2011 

Hungarian-born by 

year of arrival 

Passport held 

NINo registrations 
óUsual residentsô as % of 

NINo registrants Total British non-British 

before 2004 11 503 6 374   5 129 ï ï 

2004-2006 11 249    184 11 065 17 560 63 

2007-2009 17 310    156 17 154 38 004 45 

2010-2011 (March)   8 246    115   8 131 17 279 47 

2011 (April) ï 2014 (March)    61 777 46 

Total 2004-2011 (March) 36 805    455 36 350 72 843 50 

Note: All data are for England and Wales only. 

Source: UK Census 2011 (Office for National Statistics) and Department for Work and Pensions. 
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represented by NINo allocations, we find that 63 per cent of those registering between 2004 and 2007 were 

still residing in England and Wales in 2011.
8
 This rate is only 45 per cent for those who requested a national-

insurance number between 2007 and 2010, and slightly higher (47 per cent) for the more-recently arrived. 

This is somewhat counterintuitive, as we would expect the more recent arrivals to still be present in greater 

proportions than those who had arrived earlier. There are several possible explanations for this. One is that 

there has been a shift in mobility types, from a longer-term and more stable migration to a more ófluid,ô óliq-

uid,ô ócirculatoryô type of mobility, seen as increasingly representative of intra-EU movements (Engbersen, 

Snel, de Boom 2010; Kupiszewski 2002). Another possibility is that, among those applying in the early peri-

od, many had already been living in Britain for a while, with clearer intentions of settlement but without 

access to national insurance. This thesis is in line with empirical evidence concerning the óstatus regularisa-

tionô effect of EU accession, especially in relation to Polish migration (Anderson, Ruhs, Rogaly, Spencer 

2006; Portes, French 2005). In fact, in the case of Poles ï who represent the historically most established and 

single largest group of CEE nationals in the UK ï we find an even more striking contrast: 80 per cent of 

those who arrived between 2004 and 2007 were still present in 2011, compared to 45 per cent and 58 per 

cent for the following two groups respectively (based on data from the Office for National Statistics and the 

Department for Work and Pensions). It is therefore not a Hungarian specificity, but probably a more general 

consequence of the financial crisis affecting newcomers to a greater extent (cf. McCollum, Findlay 2011). 

Overall, the mobility of Hungarians seems more ófluidô than that of Poles, only half of the total post-accession 

NINo registrants showing up in the census, compared to 60 per cent for Polish nationals. However, consider-

ing the issue discussed above, for the purpose of estimating the proportion of stayers among those registering 

since the census date, I used a 46 per cent rate, the average for the previous two cohorts in England and 

Wales. As we saw in Table 1, more new arrivals were registered in the three years since the census than dur-

ing the six years immediately following Hungaryôs EU accession, with the highest rise during 2013. 

A third factor relating to re-migration rates is that they also cover some internal migration, as a proportion 

of those registering for national insurance in England and Wales may have subsequently moved to Scotland 

or Northern Ireland, which appear separately in census statistics. However, considering the number of Hun-

garian nationals living in these regions, this factor should not have played too great a role. In terms of geo-

graphical distribution, at the time of the census more than one third of all Hungarian-born usual residents 

lived in London, a somewhat higher rate than for other A10 migrants (see Map 2) (cf. Bauere, Densham, 

Millar, Salt 2007). Within London, Hungarian speakers were more concentrated in the northern boroughs, 

with 28 per cent living in Brent, Haringey and in the lower wards of Barnet, home to only one tenth of all 

Londoners (see Map 3). Since then, first-time national-insurance application data show an increase towards 

the eastern boroughs, especially Newham and Waltham Forest (based on data from Department for Work 

and Pensions).  

There is a dearth of useful data sources for the internal migration of resident foreign nationals but, when 

analysing the location of first-time NINo registrations over time, we can observe a general trend of disper-

sal.
9
 The share of Hungarians registering in London decreased every year between 2004 (44.3 per cent) and 

2007 (33.5 per cent), and then increased steadily each year from 35.6 per cent during 2008 to 43.1 per cent in 

2012, followed by another decrease in 2013 (40.9 per cent). Considering what we know about the role of 

social networks in migratory movements, it is safe to assume that many of those registering in regions outside 

London between 2005 and 2008 were following in the wake of acquaintances who had moved internally (cf. 

Trevena, McGhee, Heath 2013). If this is so, then the rising trend in new registrations in London may indicate  

a change in mobility types, as I have already speculated on above. Apart from being more ófluid,ô then, this se-

cond type of post-accession mobility may also be more óindividualisticô and reliant on óweak tiesô (cf. Granovetter 

1973). Further, the percentage of Hungarians living in the capital must have increased over the last three years. 
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Map 2. Geographic distribution of Hungarians in the UK in 2011 

 

Source: own elaboration based on UK census 2011 (Office for National Statistics; Northern Ireland Statistics and Research 

Agency; National Records of Scotland). 

 

Map 3. Hungarian speakers in London wards in 2011 

 

Source: own elaboration based on UK census 2011 (ONS) [QS204EW]. É Crown copyright. All rights reserved 

GD272183.2014. 

http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/census/2011/census-data/2011-census-data-catalogue/index.html
http://www.ninis2.nisra.gov.uk/public/home.aspx
http://www.ninis2.nisra.gov.uk/public/home.aspx
http://www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/ods-web/data-warehouse.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/census/2011-census/key-statistics-and-quick-statistics-for-wards-and-output-areas-in-england-and-wales/rft-qs204ew.xls

