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Introduction 

Migrations have accompanied Poles for years. Initially, the migrations were 

compulsory and connected with military actions.  The First and the Second World Wars 

resulted in the emigration of millions of Polish citizens abroad. They could be at peace and 

start a new life after traumatic events. The next stage of migration history was Communism 

and closure of borders, which prevented Poles from going abroad and returning to their 

homeland. In the 1980s the emigration increased due to poor living conditions resulting from 

shortage economy and Polish political system.  

The date of Poland’s accession to the European Union is very important for the history 

of Polish migration. The 1
st
 May 2004 started the process of opening the European labour 

market for Poles (the transitional periods lasted 0 – 10 years). Some European countries like 

Great Britain, Ireland and others opened their labour market for Poles without transitional 

period which even boosted emigration. Poland, becoming a member of EU, was given access 

to the common market that means the freedom of movement for goods, services, capital and 

labour.  

The motivation to consider this topic was a desire to analyse the phenomenon of mass 

economic emigration of Polish people to Great Britain. This issue is still current because 

Poles are still going abroad and settling down in Great Britain. Additionally, recent events 

connected with Great Britain’s decision of leaving the EU was also the inspiration to consider 

the aforementioned topic.  

The aim of this paper is to present the intensification and structure of Polish 

emigration to Great Britain with particular emphasis on the post-accession period, determine 

the determinants and consequences of this phenomenon.  

Taking into account the aim of the paper, the following hypothesis was formed: 

Poland’s accession to the European Union caused intensified economic movements of young 

and well-educated Polish citizens, whose main motive was the improvement of financial 

situation.   

 

Definition of migration 

Migration is a word with dozens of wording and explanations. However, to start 

reflecting on the subject of the work, we should quote the etymology of this concept. The 

word comes from Latin: migratio = 'resettlement', means 'change of place of residence, 

migration of people, social groups, as well as national' [Tytuła, Okarmus, 2007, p. 156]. 
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However, creating one general definition of migration creates many difficulties. Existing 

scientific sources explain this term in various ways (see Table 1).  

 

Table 1 

Definitions of migration 

Source Definition 

Etnonatsionalnyi 

rozvytok v 

Ukraini, 1997 

resettlement, moving of people, ethnic groups, their units or separate representatives, 

connected with the change of permanent residency or return to it 

Ozhegov, 1972 moving, resettlement within a country or from one country to another 

Gvishiani, 1989 
the socio-economic and demographic process, which is a set of displacements carried out 

by people between countries, regions, settlements 

Valentey, 1985 
people moving through the territorial boundaries of the state or other territories with the 

change of residence forever or for a long period of time 

Dictionary of 

foreign words, 

1988 

resettlement, displacement within the country  – internal migration of people from one 

country to another  – external migration of people: emigration, immigration 

Azriliyana, 1997 the movement of people, usually associated with a change of domicile 

Riesberg, 

Lozovsky, 

Starodubtsev, 

1998 

the displacement of people, workers, mainly connected with the change of place of domicile 

and place of work 

Rymarenko, 

1998 

migration of people is a process of their resettlement for the purpose of settlement and 

employment 

Source: Own elaboration based on Bortnyk, Didkivska, Tylchyk, 2018, p. 49. 

An important issue regarding the concept of migration are international associations 

and institutions dealing with the issues of migration and international mobility. Organizations 

such as: IOM, OECD or the EU are constructing their own definitions that facilitate research 

on the phenomenon in question.  

 

Directions of Polish economic emigration after the accession to the European Union  

After the Polish accession to the European Union the structure of Polish emigration 

changed significantly. Before the accession the main direction was Germany and the USA. 

Only around 10% of migrants arrived in Great Britain and Ireland but after the accession of 

Poland to the EU the migration level increased [Małachowski, 2010, p. 173]. This does not 

mean that the new directions pushed previous – the scale of migration to Germany and the 

USA maintained stable. Great Britain and Ireland became the goal for the new migrants 

[Kaczmarczyk, 2008, p. 32].  

Considering the directions of migration of Polish society after accession to EU based 

on the Polish Central Statistics Office, the countries need to be addressed which attracted the 
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greatest number of Polish migrants and the countries which were mostly invaded by Polish 

migrants [Polish Central Statistics Office, 2015, p. 3].  

Germany is predominant in the first group of countries. In 2004 there were 385 

thousand Poles, and that was more than half of all Poles being at that time in all countries of 

the European Union. In 2007 this number increased to 490 thousand –a 27% increase. The 

second biggest country where the Polish emigrated in 2004 was Great Britain with 150 

thousand of Poles. In 2007 this number increased to 690 thousand. It was an enormous growth 

of 360% caused by opening the British labour market in 2004. In the same year in Italy there 

were 59 thousand of Poles. Despite opening in 2006 the Italian labour market there were not a 

significant growth of Polish emigrants. In 2007 there were 87 thousand of Poles.  

When it comes to countries with the biggest growth of Polish emigrants in the period 

2004 – 2007, Ireland won the first place. When the country removed the barriers of 

accessibility to labour market in 2004, the number of Poles was 15 thousand, but in 2007 this 

figure increased to 200 thousand of Poles. The growth rate amounted to 1200%. The next 

country is Finland where in 2004 only 0,4 thousand of Poles resided, whereas in 2007 there 

were 4 thousand, which translated to an increase of 900%. It was caused by liberalisation of 

access to Swedish labour market. The next country in terms of growth of number of Poles is 

above-mentioned Great Britain (a 360% increase). There also Holland should be mentioned, 

where in 2004 number of Polish migrants accounted for 23 thousand and in 2007, when the 

market was opened, this number increased to 98 thousand (a 300% increase). Following the 

financial crisis in 2008 the number of Polish migrants dropped in most European countries, in 

particular in Great Britain. About 100 thousand Poles abandoned Great Britain (comparison of 

2004 and 2007). In France, however, was the opposite. At the very same time of period an 

influx of migrants was observed owing to opening the French labour market in 2008. Since 

2012 an increasing trend or stable number of Polish emigrants in EU countries have been 

observed (except Greece, Spain and Ireland).  

According to the latest figures of Polish Central Statistics Office, in 2016 the biggest 

number of Polish citizens was in Great Britain, accounting for 788 thousand people. Germany 

was found in the second place with 687 thousand of Poles, following Holland with six times 

smaller number – 116 thousand.  

According to the research carried out by Work Service [www1] in November 2017, it 

is shown that Poles currently prefer Germany, which was pointed out by 32% of respondents. 

The second destination is currently Great Britain –chosen by 19% of constituents. In the third 

place is Norway – about 11% of Poles prefer this country. This report also shows that Poles 
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prefer to get the job in the European countries rather than in the USA (United States were 

found in the eighth place) or Canada (12
th

 place).  

 

Factors determining emigration of Poles 

After opening the European labour market for Polish citizens it was very important to 

establish the determinants why the Poles want to leave their homeland.  Numerous researches 

show that factors, which triggered the decision to emigrate were not related to willingness to 

educate or expand qualifications abroad or meet new cultures [Kozielska, 2014, p. 132]. The 

main force behind leaving their native land was to improve their economic situation. Joanna 

Kozielska shows following motives by a degree of importance.  

 

Picture 1 

Determinants of Polish emigration 

1. Lack of living prospects in Poland.  

2. Unemployment and lack of possibility of finding a job in 

Poland.  

3. Opportunity to take up a well-paid job abroad. 

4. Prospects of having good life abroad. 

5. Too low incomes in Poland.  

6. Willingness to learn a foreign language. 

7. Willingness to gain life and professional experience. 

8. Obtain job offer from abroad.  

9. Willingness to explore the world and meet people.  

10. Better future for children abroad.  

11. Willingness to save money by working abroad. 

12. Encouragement from friends working abroad.  

13. Willingness to become rich. 

14. Willingness to become rich with prospects of coming back 

Poland.  

15. Willingness to become rich with prospects of establishing a 

business in Poland. 

16. Accident. 

17. Opportunity to meet new country, trend, lifestyle.  

18. Willingness to educate abroad and expand qualifications.   

Source: Kozielska (2014). 

Based on the above motives, Polish emigration was influenced by poor economic 

situation of Poland, mainly the lack of prospects, high unemployment rate and low incomes. 

These motives could be named as push factors. However, among pull factors should be 

mentioned opportunities to obtain higher income abroad and to create better future for 

themselves and the family. 
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Analysis of size and structure of Polish economic emigration to Great Britain 

Great Britain was already a place for Poles during the Second World War, where they 

could arrive because of the lack of opportunities in their homeland and also to have a better 

life [Byczek, 2014, p. 124].  In November 1939 there were 3,5 thousand of Poles in Great 

Britain [Janeta, 2012, p. 6]. However, in 1951 there were already 160 thousand [Owen, Fihel, 

Green, 2007, p. 2]. This huge number of Poles after the war had ended was caused by leaving 

to reunited the family, to enter into matrimony or to start education at the university [Owen, 

Fihel, Green, 2007, p. 2]. The important factor that contributed to leaving was also related to 

political repercussions.   

The biggest emigration wave to Great Britain was in the WWII period, when the main 

reasons of emigration were  political considerations. Early 21
st
 century was a period when 

a mass of Polish emigration took place. The time, when a mass emigration started, it is an 

early 21
st
 century, when the Poland joined the EU and then the British labour market was 

opened for Polish immigrants. At the time, migration was triggered by economic reasons.   

In this time, the scale of Polish emigration to Great Britain could be estimated through 

survey conducted by Central Statistics Office and that is International Passenger Survey. This 

examination analyses the number of people arriving and leaving Great Britain regardless of 

reasons and duration [Owen, Fihel, Green, 2007, p. 1]. The number of Poles’ arrivals is 

presented on graph number 1. Before the Polish accession to the EU, 1,7 thousand of Poles 

arrived Great Britain in 2001. In 2003 this figure increased a little to 2,9 thousand. During the 

accession year around 15,8 thousand of Polish society left the country. However, in the next 

year this number increased three times and the number amounted to 49,2 thousand. The 

highest emigration peak was in 2007, constituting 87,8 thousand. After this time, the number 

of Poles arriving in Great Britain was decreased. In 2008, it was 54,9 thousand and since 2009 

it has remained constant within the limits of 30 thousand. Only in 2016 it increased to 40 

thousand.   
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Graph 1 

Number of Poles’ arrival in Great Britain between 2001 and 2016 (in thousands) 

Source: Own study based on ONS, International Passenger Survey, [www2]. 

The next very important issue connected with emigration (short-term, a maximum 

duration of 1 year) Poles to Great Britain is its structure [Grabowska – Lusińska, Okólski, 

2009, p. 110 – 114]. 

Gender structure of emigrating people is characterized by majority of men, also before 

(52,5% were men of all migrants) and after accession, when a significant increase of men 

participation occurred (67,7% men).  When it comes to age structure of emigrants, the biggest 

participation is for people between 20 and 29, but after accession their participation decreased 

by almost 6%. However, the share of older emigrants after the accession remained at similar 

level – 12% compared to the pre-accession period. Analysing data at the educational level of 

Polish emigrants, people with secondary education are dominant. After 1
st
 May 2004 their 

participation decreased from 54,7% to 49,1%. The similar phenomenon occurred in second 

most abundant group with well-educated people – their share decreased by 3,5%. However, 

after accession, similarly the participation of people with vocational education increased 

(from 18,2% to 21,4%). The biggest growth occurred among a group of uneducated people – 

about 6%. When considering the structure of Polish emigrants for their place of residence 

before leaving, the biggest share came from small and medium-sized towns, but their share 

after accession decreased almost by 6%. Before accession, the number of emigrants coming 

from big-sized cities and villages was at the same level, but after 1
st
 May 2004 the both 

increased: residents of villages (from 28,2% to 32,9%) and residents of big-sized cities (from 

26,8% to 27,6%).  

In connection with a mass migration of Polish society, the number of Poles in Great 

Britain also increased [www3]. At the beginning of 21
st
 century about 40 thousand of people 

holding Polish nationality resided in Great Britain. In the year of accession to the EU, this 
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number increased to nearly 70 thousand people. Every year this number rapidly increased. 

There were about 400 thousand Poles in 2007, four years later this number amounted to 700 

thousand. In 2016 this number exceeded one million.  

Situation of Poles working in Great Britain  

In order to verify the situation of Poles after arrival in Great Britain, a survey was 

conducted, which is attached as an Annex. The survey was conducted electronically between  

30
th

 April and 10
th

 May 2018. The survey was carried out via the Internet on 397 respondents. 

The survey contained the following research questions:  

 What was the purpose of leaving Poland for Great Britain?  

 Was the job performed by Poles in line with their professional qualifications?  

 Could Poles count on help from their supervisors and co-workers, after starting 

job?  

 Did their financial situation become better after their arrival in Great Britain?  

397 people took part in the survey, 86 men and 311 women between the age of 17 and 

61 – the majority group comprised people under 40 (84,9%). 44,3% of respondents were in a 

relationship, 36% were married, and the rest were single. Almost half of the respondents 

(49,9%) graduated from secondary school, 38,3% - completed universities, 8,8% -  completed 

vocational schools. The rest respondents graduated from basic education or lower secondary 

education.  

The biggest number of respondents before making decision about arrival in Great 

Britain were in age before 30. (84,9%). Before leaving, about 43,6% respondents the 

knowledge of the English was at level A1 – A2, 38,1%  was at the B1 – B2 and the level of 

the rest was C1 – C2. For most respondents, the main goal of the leaving was to improve their 

financial situation (57,2%). The willingness of connection to family or relatives was the 

reason of leaving for 18,6% respondents. About 7,7% respondents left Poland to gain 

knowledge and learn language. Other reasons were: the willingness to experience something 

new, see the world or change their life.  

91,2% respondents had jobs. The rest did not have permanent employment, mainly 

because of maternity leave. The most of respondents (40,5%) found the job in Great Britain 

within one week, 10,7% respondents within two weeks, 4% – within 3 weeks. Over one 

month, 15,8% respondents were looking for a job, over one year – 0,8%. About 3,2% 

respondents found the job in Poland, before the arrival.  
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Over half of the respondents (63,2%) currently do not work in their field, most 

commonly they perform jobs in which they are overqualified. Respondents who work in their 

profession. About 13.3% of people who do not have a trained profession take up a paid job. 

Poles in Great Britain work as cooks, waiters, child carers, builders, production workers, 

cashiers, domestic helpers, as well as in the construction and cleaning services. It also should 

be mentioned that 16,6% of respondents work and study.   

Vast majority of respondents (80,1%) starting job in Great Britain, in the first days 

was not left without help in workplace, 14,9% was without help in the first days. Adaptation 

to the new workplace in Great Britain for the most of respondents (73%) took from 1 to 2 

months, for 14,9% it took from 3 to 4 months. For the rest adaptation lasted over 5 months.  

In addition, over half of respondents (51,1%) claimed that in their workplace there was no 

adaptive programme for newly employed, 22,5% admitted that programme existed and the 

rest was not informed about that.  

Adaptation to new workplace in Great Britain for 31,7% of respondents helped personality 

traits and knowledge of language for 16,9%. Significant in adaptation was also appropriate 

atmosphere in workplace and clear delineation of responsibility. Slightly significant was 

resistance to stress (7,9%) and education (4,3%). Respondents also mentioned about help from 

other Poles and knowledge of industry.  

According to the survey, adaptation to workplace in Great Britain impeded a low 

knowledge of language (48,9%).  Less significant was atmosphere in workplace (11,6%), lack 

of  resistance to stress (11,3%), lack of  clear delineation of responsibility (8,6%) and personality 

traits (5,5%). There also were mentioned cultural differences, lack of or too low education, 

lack of experience or too low level of knowledge of technical language. For 8,8% of 

respondents, there were no difficulties in adaptation.  

After stay in Great Britain, the change of financial situation of Poles was significant. 

Before arrival, only 3,8% of respondents assessed their situation as very good, currently – 

about 19,6%. As a good before arrival – 16,9%, now – 61,2%. The average financial situation 

before arrival related to 38,3% of respondents, now – 16,9%. Bad and very bad situation had 

almost 40% of respondents before arrival, currently as bad situation determined only 2,3% 

and no one think about their situation as very bad. 

With financial situation connected is using British benefits. About 18,9% benefit and it 

is mainly Child Benefit, Housing Benefit and Working Benefit (see graph number 2).  
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Graph 2 

British benefits that Poles use 

Source: Own elaboration. 

The last question for respondents was prospects of coming back to Poland. The 

answers were quite similar. About 30% of respondents are going to come back to Poland, 

36% do not consider coming back in the future and 34% have not make a decision yet.   

On the basis of survey that was taken by a group of Poles living in Great Britain, 

following conclusions apply. Undoubtedly, the most abundant group were people above 40 

years of age, mostly high educated or secondary educated and being in matrimony or in 

partnership. It is surprising that majority of group, arriving to Great Britain, did not speak 

good English, what was affected on adaptation in workplace.  The main determinant of 

making decision about leaving was to improve the financial situation and connecting with 

relevant or member of family. Poles took up the employment very quickly, but often when 

they are overqualified. Starting on British labour market, Poles could get help in their first 

days at work and adaptation for most took no more than two months. Mostly helped them 

personality traits, language skills and also appropriate atmosphere at work and clear 

delineation of responsibility. As it was mentioned, the low language skills were reasons of 

obstacles in adaptation to new job. Important issue is that financial situation of Poles 

improved because of living in Great Britain.  Before arrival only a small group defined their 

situation as good or very good. Currently, vast majority. Surprising is that a small number of 

Poles benefit from British benefits and that one-third is planning to come back.   

 

Effects of Polish emigration  

The intensified emigration of Poles, not only to Great Britain, but to other countries, 

after accession to EU, have negative and also positive consequences for Poland.  

Going abroad of Poles negatively affected age structure of Poles [Fihel, Solga, 2014, 

p. 93]. After 2004 occurred significant outflow of young people, that are characterized by 
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mobility and tendency to leaving more than older people. According to data of Polish Central 

Statistics Office, in 2003 for permanent residence go abroad almost 10 thousand of Poles 

before age of 30 – they were 46% of all going abroad [www4]. Over the two years this 

number remained constant. However, in 2006 people to age of 29 was a 59% of all Poles 

going abroad. It was the biggest wave of emigration of young people after 2004. In 2007 this 

number remained on higher level of 55%. In the following years the percentage of young 

people going abroad permanently had decreased.  

 The outflow from Poland abroad of young people who, apart from mobility, are also 

characterized by strong reproduction, resulted in a significant reduction in the birth rate in 

Poland [Fihel, Solga, 2014, p. 97]. Only in Great Britain, in the period 2005 - 2016, were born 

about 205,000 children of Polish mothers [www5]. In 2005, 3,403 children were born, while 

in 2010 almost 20,000 were born.  

 

Post-accession emigration, which results in both a decrease in the number of 

population and birth rate in Poland, will contribute to the intensification of the aging process 

in Poland in the future [Fihel, Solga, 2014, p. 99]. Assuming that emigrants "time" who stay 

at least 12 months abroad or their children do not return to the country, in 2050 the population 

will decrease by 1 860 thousand. people compared to 2011 [Fihel, Solga, 2014, p. 100]. Poles' 

return from emigration could only weaken the aging process in the short term. However, since 

the 1940s, returns could only increase the aging process. 

Another disadvantage related to the increased mobility of Poles after 2004 is brain 

drain [Brzozowski, Jończy, Kaczmarczyk, 2014, p. 119]. After joining the EU, young people 

with higher education were the dominant group that decided to emigrate [Kaczamrczyk 2010, 

p. 175].  This phenomenon was caused by the then existing situation on the Polish labour 

market, which was characterized by overproduction of university graduates and creating 

a shortage of jobs for them. For this reason, many of them remained unemployed and after the 

opening of the European labour market, left to seek employment. The surplus of work 

resources with higher education also caused that employees with higher education, abroad 

undertook work below the qualifications (brain waste) and this concerned 70% of Poles 

[Brzozowski, Jończy, Kaczmarczyk, 2014, p. 123]. What is worse, it was not compensated by 

higher wages. 

Along with the mass emigration of Poles related to Poland's accession to the EU after 

2004, a significant drop in unemployment was noted among statistical data (see the graph 3) 

[Grabowska – Lusińska, 2010, p. 197]. According to many, mass post-accession migrations 
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have become a factor that has improved the condition on the Polish labour market. However, 

such conclusions are not appropriate because the situation on the labour market in Poland 

improved also when the migration movements stabilized [Brzozowski, Jończy, Kaczmarczyk, 

2014, p. 112]. Another issue is the size of the discussed phenomena, which is not comparable 

- the number of unemployed in 2004-2008 decreased from 2 million, while the group of 

emigrants was not so numerous at that time. This is just a small number of arguments that 

undermine the previously quoted claim. The change in the economic situation, which 

translated into the creation of new jobs, was responsible for the improvement of the Polish 

labour market. 

Graph 3 

The number of Polish emigrants and registered unemployment rate in the years 1998 – 2006 

Source: Own elaboration based on Polish Central Statistics Office [www6].  

 

On the basis of the above-mentioned consequences of post-accession migration, it can 

be stated that the sending country, which was Poland after 2004, suffered the largest losses 

related to the discussed phenomenon, such as the outflow of young people who were 

characterized by a high level of education, which resulted in reducing the birth rate in Poland 

and the aging of the Polish society in the future. It was surprising that the positive 

phenomenon, which is the decline in unemployment, can not be attributed to mass emigration. 

Undeniably, however, the host countries are the entity that gained the most on mass post-

accession migration.  

 

Conclusion 

The goal presented above is to assess the size and profile of Polish citizens emigrants 

to the Great Britain and the analysis of factors that influenced the decision, was achieved and 

was a determinant for the conducted research, and also used to verify the research hypothesis. 
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The analysis undertaken at work made it possible to verify the adopted research 

hypothesis, but also to make many significant claims about the emigration of Poles. 

Mass migrations of Poles have been on the pages of history since ancient times. 

However, the largest scale migrations occurred after Poland's accession to the European 

Union. At the time, the destinations of Poles were mainly Ireland and the Great Britain, which 

was mainly related to the non-application by these countries of transition periods in limiting 

access to the labour market. 

The factors that boosted the migration of Poles were, on the one hand, the terrible 

situation on the Polish labour market associated with high unemployment and low wages. On 

the other hand, it is possible to take a well-paid job abroad, and thus improve your financial 

and life situation. 

The analysis of statistical data related to the size and structure of migratory 

movements of Poles showed that after 2004 the dominant group were young people with high 

or secondary education. The consequence of this phenomenon is the decline in the birth rate 

in Poland and the aging of the Polish society. 
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Annex 

A survey regarding the situation of Poles working in Great Britain 

I am a student of International Business and I am currently writing a paper about migration of 

Poles to Great Britain. I am asking you to complete a questionnaire that will allow me to 

continue my work. 

  

1. Sex: 

   

2. Age: 

..................................................................... 

3. Marital status: 

a single   

 

4. Education: 

 

 

vocational 

 

 

5. How old were you when you 

decided to leave for Great Britain: 

................................................................... 

6. At what level did you learn English 

before you left: 

   

   

   

7. What was your purpose for going to 

Great Britain: 

financial situation 

 

 

 

8. Do you currently undertake paid 

employment: 

   

 

9. How long did it take you to find a 

job: 

......................................................... 

10. What kind of profession do you 

have: 

......................................................... 

11. In what profession do you currently 

work? 

............................................................... 

 

12. Do you combine learning with 

work (e.g. with studying): 

   

 

13. Did you get any help in the first 

days of work: 

   

 

14. How long did it take you to adapt to 

your new workplace in Great Britain: 

- 6 months 

- 12 months 

 

15. What factors have made it easier 

for you to acclimatize at work in Great 

Britain: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

16. What factors have made it difficult 

for you to acclimatize in working in Great 

Britain: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17. How do you evaluate your financial 

situation before you leave: 
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18. How do you evaluate your current 

financial situation: 

  

   

       very bad 

19. Do you use state benefits: 

   

20. If so, which one: 

..................................................................... 

21. Do you consider returning to 

Poland: 

   

 


