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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This report provides an analysis of the issues related to female brain drain between Poland and  

Germany in the years 1989-2015: female and male migration patterns during specific time periods,  

the challenges of female migration, the emigration of highly-skilled individuals in Poland and Germany, 

as well as the issues regarding brain drain from a gender perspective. 

AIM 

Global female migration is a topic frequently studied in academic literature; however, the topic  

of female brain drain is one that has long been ignored by academic research. This gap in research  

on female brain drain is closely related to a significant lack of relevant quantitative data, and,  

consequently, has led to gaps in policymaking. The aim of this report is to gather all available  

information on female brain drain and its impact on labour markets, gender equality, female migration,  

and human capital, while noting the gaps in data and policymaking. A further objective of this report is to  

highlight the issues that are important for policymaking, as well as to propose adequate polic 

recommendations. The report aims to provide a current and comprehensive analysis of female brain 

drain in Poland and in Germany – two neighbouring countries, with complex histories of population  

migration – as well as an analysis of the economic and societal consequences of this phenomenon  

for both countries. 

METHODOLOGY 

The methodology of the report is based on desk research, literature review from research published 

in Poland and Germany during the last 30 years, and quantitative data analysis from sources in Poland 

and Germany (such as national statistics offices) and international migration databases (such as from 

the United Nations, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, and the European 

Union, among others). 

The research, analysis, and writing of the report was accomplished thanks to the close collaboration 

of CASE (for issues related to Poland and qualitative research) and the CEP (for the issues related  

to Germany and quantitative data). 

The time period studied in the report was divided into three parts, with each period corresponding  

to a specific socio-economic and/or historic event. 

To the best of our knowledge, there has been no study conducted focusing on intra-European Union 

female brain drain, or female brain drain between Poland and Germany. This highlights the relevance  

of the present report and its importance for research. 

During the desk research phase, the following obstacles and limitations were identified: a lack of data  

in general, the absence of systematic data collection, a lack of gender-specific data, and a lack  

of data related to skill level. These lacks indicate possible prospects for future research in the context 

of brain drain. 

As migration flows from Poland to Germany are higher than those from Poland to Germany, the  

report focuses on the situation in Poland because the topic is of a higher relevance. To each issue related 

 to female brain drain identified in the report, a policy recommendation is proposed.
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FINDINGS 

The major finding of this report is that brain drain from Poland to Germany can be observed in specific  

time periods corresponding to the dynamics of migration flows, and that female brain drain is  

a significant phenomenon, especially since 2010. Brain drain from Germany to Poland is almost non-

-existent, although it can be observed in some industry sectors and to countries such as the USA  

or Switzerland. Female brain drain from Germany to Poland is thus not an issue. 

Findings from each time period: 

1)  1989–2004: This period corresponds to the transformation period following the breakdown  

of the Soviet Union. This event had the effect of generating significant changes in society and, in the 

Polish economy, notably high unemployment. 

In terms of migration flows, this period is characterised by high emigration from Poland to Germany, and 

by high brain drain between 1989 and 1995 and low brain drain between 1995 and 2004 due to high 

migration flows among low-skilled migrants. The gender differences observed show a higher number 

of women among the Polish migrants in Germany for the years 1989–1994 and a higher number of 

men in the years 1994–2004. Germany also showed higher migration flows after 1989 and the German  

reunification in 1991. By contrast, these flows were low in Poland, and the gender differences show that  

there were more women than men among German migrants. 

2)  2004–2011: 2004 marks Poland’s accession to the European Union and the opening of borders, 

which generated high migration flows from Poland until 2008, the first year of the financial crisis, 

when a decrease in overall migration can be observed. 

The restrictions on the EU-8 and on the German labour market for certain industries limited the inflow 

of Polish workers to Germany. This period was characterised by a high inflow of low-skilled workers. In 

2007, the gender differences showed a higher number of women than men among the Polish migrants 

in Germany. 

3)  After 2011: In 2011, all restrictions on the German labour market were lifted, but this event did not 

have a major impact on migration flows. Although Germany was the favourite destination of Polish 

migrants between 1989 and 2011, the situation changed in 2011 when the UK became the more 

popular destination country for Polish migrants. In 2016, the data show that Germany regained its 

popularity, which might have been caused by the Brexit. 

After a brief absence, brain drain returned to Poland: in 2011, the number of highly-skilled  

individuals migrating increased. Changes can be observed in the gender differences among the  

migrants. This period showed a lower number of women migrants in the overall group of Polish  
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migrants, but among the highly skilled, the number of women was higher than that of men. This  

situation is similar to that which was observed at the beginning of the 1990s, and shows the  

relevance of the issue of female brain drain in Poland. 

Other findings in the report show the importance  of brain drain for the socio-economic situation  

of both the sending and receiving countries. Brain drain has been shown to cause positive effects  

on the sending country such as lower unemployment due to less competition among job seekers  

in the labour market; higher human capital following remigration due to the acquisition of job  

experience abroad; or through the remittances sent to the family. How ever, brain drain can also  

have negative effects for the sending country, such as population and work force loss; losses in  

investment in education and training; loss in educated human capital; skill shortages and skill  

mismatches; loss of income tax; a decrease of research and development activities; and, consequently, 

a decrease in economic growth. From the perspective of the receiving country, brain drain has been 

found to also have positive outcomes such as the gain of a highly-skilled labour force (or brain gain)  

and negative outcomes such as deskilling. 

The report also focuses on the importance of female brain drain and its consequences for research  

in migration, gender studies, and labour economics. Indeed, the topic of female brain drain and  

female migration implied an analysis of gender-specific issues brought by the labour migration  

of highly-educated women. Therefore, the issue of double discrimination (based on both nationality  

and gender) is relevant in this context, but more importantly, the issue of deskilling is a phenomenon  

– observed in the context of labour migration – which, in this report, has been observed to be an out-

come of brain drain likely to affect women. Other gender-specific issues, such as pay gaps and access 

to childcare facilities, have been found in this report to be linked with female brain drain. It was also 

observed that gender inequality in the sending country can be a push factor for women and, inversely, 

that improved gender policies limit brain drain and its negative effects. 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS 

The report proposes policy recommendations addressing each issue identified during our research on 

brain drain and female brain drain. Therefore, in order to prevent brain drain, we propose the improve-

ment of gender mainstreaming in Poland and the improvement of family policies enabling highly-skilled 

women to thrive in the labour market. In order to limit the negative effects of female brain drain, such 

as double discrimination and deskilling, we propose the improvement of services accompanying labour 

migrants in the sending country before their departure and in the receiving country after their arrival 

through language courses and career advice on the destination country’s labour market. Lastly, we en-

courage collaboration between Poland and Germany in brain drain policies. All policy recommendations 

can be applied to other countries experiencing the issue of female brain drain.
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1.  Background 

The intra-European Union (EU) emigration – temporary or permanent – of highly-skilled  

individuals is seen to be on the rise in the past decades due to three main reasons: 1) the  

opening of borders between EU countries, 2) cross-country agreements relative to the  

recruitment of professionals with the aim of filling labour market shortages as well as  

agreements regarding studying abroad, and 3) the increase of intra-EU mobility due to  

the development of low-cost airlines and lower prices on telephone communications.

About 20 million people of Polish heritage do not live in Poland, which is equal to more 

than a half of the Polish population living in Poland. These high diaspora numbers are the 

reflection of Poland’s tumultuous history. The Russian, Austrian, and Prussian partitions  

of the 18th century, increasing rural poverty in the 19th century, the First and Second  

World Wars, and the Soviet era have all incited Poles to leave their country, at first as  

refugees and then as labour migrants looking for better opportunities. Since 1950, about  

2.5 million Poles have moved to Germany, and now, 6.5% of all foreigners living in  

Germany are Polish, among which the number of women is high. In 2010, 60% of Polish  

migrants were seasonal workers (Eichhorst & Wozny, 2012).

In the 1980s, the Solidarity period saw an increase in emigration from Poland, especially  

among highly-educated people, as 15% of the Polish immigrants who settled in Germany 

 in that period were highly educated. At the national level, figures show that only 7% of 

Poles were university graduates during this period, indicating the presence of brain drain.  

Indeed, one quarter of Polish university graduates emigrated in the 1980s. The wave of highly- 

-educated migrants from Poland stopped in the early 1990s and, at that time, the profile of 

Polish emigrants began to change: the share of emigrants with a lower education increased, 

while that of emigrants with a higher education decreased (Kaczmarczyk, 2006) thus lead-

ing to a decrease of brain drain. This situation continued until the 2010s, when the profile  

of Polish emigrants saw an increase in the emigration of well-educated people. About 20%  

of the Polish emigrants of the post-accession period possess a university degree, as  

compared with 15% for the emigrants of the pre-accession period (Kaczmarczyk, 2009).  

Introduction
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This shows a return of brain drain in recent years; however, the popularity of Germany  

as a receiving country of highly-skilled Polish migrants shifted towards the UK, but  

became the first choice for migrants again in 2016.

Migration in Germany, for its part, is characterised by considerable inflows of Turkish  

immigrants (at over 25% of the total foreign residents in Germany), but the accession of  

the EU-10 to the EU in 2004 changed the patterns of migration experienced by Germany. 

Immigration from the EU-10 increased by over 28% between 2004 and 2008. As a result,  

the migrant population of the EU-10 accounted for 55% of the foreign residents in Germany  

in 2008. That same year, the number of Polish migrants was 1.5 million (migrants’ stock)  

(UN data, 2016). As far as emigration from Germany to Poland is concerned, the numbers  

are low. Firstly, because Poland is a country with low rates of immigration, and secondly,  

because German migrants prefer other destination countries such as Switzerland or the USA.

2.  Methodology and aim of the report 

The methodology of the report is based on desk research and consists of two elements: 

a qualitative and a quantitative perspective. For the qualitative perspective, we proceed  

to a thorough literature review based on existing literature at the national level from  

Poland and Germany on topics related to migration in Poland and Germany, focusing on  

labour migration and brain drain and paying special attention to female migration and  

the migration of highly-skilled women. For the quantitative perspective, we use statistical  

data from various national (e.g. national statistics offices and statistics from national  

think tanks or private companies) and international (e.g. the Organisation for Economic  

Co-operation and Development (OECD), the United Nations (UN), and the EU, among  

others) sources covering the same topics. Brain drain is a term which emerged from  

research in the 1950s, and described the phenomenon related to the migration of highly- 

-educated and highly-skilled people from one country to another for professional reasons. 

From a gender perspective, female brain drain has been absent from academic literature  

until very recently: Dumont et al. (2007) were the first researchers to provide gender- 

-specific data on brain drain in OECD countries. Docquier et al. in 2009 and 2012 analysed 

this issue more deeply, and lastly Naghsh Nejad and Young (2014) pursued the analysis  

further using theoretical models. The existing research on female brain drain focuses  

on global migration-mostly between developing and developed countries-and no study,  

to our knowledge, has been conducted that focuses on intra-EU female brain drain, or  

female brain drain between Poland and Germany. The most relevant work on female  

brain drain from a female and EU perspective was the WOMEN project, which focused  
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on female brain drain in rural Europe (Wiest et al., 2014). However, our report is the first 

focusing on female brain drain between two European countries, and the only one proposing 

gender-specific recommendations responding to the negative effects of female brain drain.  

It is also one of the first studying this topic on an EU scale, which makes it ground breaking 

and a possible model for further bilateral research on female brain drain between countries 

with a rich migration history.

During our desk research, we identified several obstacles and limitations-notably,  

a significant lack of data due to the absence of systematic data collection, a lack of  

gender-specific data, and a lack of data related to skill level. These lacks indicate possible  

future prospects for research in the context of brain drain. Therefore, this study aims at  

filling the gaps in research regarding the migration of highly-skilled women between  

Poland and Germany through qualitative and quantitative data analysis from each country 

and by conducting comprehensive analyses of the existing literature. Even though the latter  

is mainly focused either on international female migration, on brain drain in general, or 

on intra-EU mobility and migration regardless of gender, we analysed the findings of the  

existing qualitative research from Poland and Germany. Therefore, the literature review  

involved comparative and completive analysis. Moreover, the research implicated detailed 

and disaggregated analyses of existing quantitative data, which were also almost non- 

-existent for the specific issue of female brain drain. Whenever possible, data on labour  

migration and migrant skill level were disaggregated by gender to examine gender  

differences. Data from the OECD, the Institut für Arbeitsmarkt- und Berufsforschung,  

the EU, and the UN were very helpful in that regard, although statistics on migration  

presenting gender differences are not available for every year. 

We observed discrepancies and differences between statistical data in the national and  

international databases. Comparisons with the data used by the literature enabled us to 

choose the most relevant and reliable data. Thus, data from international databases were  

selected the most often for three reasons: first, for their repetition in national and inter- 

national literature; second, because comparisons between the data of different countries  

are the most reliable when they are gathered by the same institution; and lastly, because  

the data from international databases was observed as being the most recent (2015),  

which was not always the case with the national data. 

The major effects and outcomes of brain drain and female labour migration analysed in  

the general literature showed socio-economic issues, which we analysed according to the 

German-Polish and female perspectives. Women in the labour market is the core topic  

at stake, but more specifically, the issues of deskilling and double discrimination are the 

main identified effects of female brain drain. We analysed their implications on women and  

propose adequate policy recommendations. We also analysed the relationship of gender 
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equality policies with the economy and the labour market, which enabled us to emphasise 

the importance of gender economics and gender mainstreaming, while making connections 

between brain drain and gender equality. We pursue a comparison of trends and analyses 

which enable us to produce the hypothesis that there is a correlation between brain drain 

and the socio-economic factors in a given countries, as well as discuss its effects. The report 

covers a period from 1989 to 2015, which we divided into three time periods correspond-

ing to three major historic events that impacted migration flows and patterns: 1989–2004,  

which is the period corresponding to the breakdown of the Soviet Union and the ensuing 

transformation; 2004–2011, which corresponds to the period following Poland’s accession 

to the EU; and 2011–2015, which corresponds to the period in which the German labour  

market’s restrictions on immigration from most of the EU-10 have been lifted. 

The terms highly skilled and highly educated require some clarification before we  

proceed with this report. In our study, we define highly-skilled or highly-educated  

professionals as workers who have completed tertiary education, i.e. university, and work-

ers who did not complete tertiary education but who work in professions at a level in which  

similar qualifications are required. The issue of brain drain also requires focusing on the  

issues that are related to the phenomenon: brain gain, brain waste and deskilling, and  

brain circulation, terms which are explained in the glossary below and are important for our 

analyses.

The above-mentioned academic and statistic references were used to answer to the  

following research questions: “What is the evolution of migration patterns in Poland and  

Germany since 1989?”, “What are the characteristics of the migration of highly-skilled  

individuals in both countries?” and “What are the challenges of female labour migration  

and female brain drain in Poland and Germany?” To answer these questions, we have  

structured the report as follows: the first chapter covers overall migration movements in  

Poland and Germany from 1989 to 2015, the second chapter is devoted to analysing the issue 

of brain drain, the third chapter analyses into details the issues brought by female brain drain, 

and the third chapter deals with the challenges related to brain drain in both countries.

The glossary below provides definitions of the terms related to our topic of research.
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Brain circulation

Brain circulation or brain exchange is the situation generated by the intermittent migration  

of highly-educated individuals and the opportunities given by international mobility. It  

consists of the constant fluctuation of brain drain and brain gain between the sending  

and receiving countries.

Brain drain 

Brain drain, as mentioned above, is the migration of highly-skilled and highly-educated  

individuals from one country to another. It consists of the transfer of human capital,  

which results in the loss of highly-educated individuals in the sending country and the gain  

of human capital in the receiving country.

Brain gain

Brain gain is the phenomenon generated by brain drain for the receiving country, and  

is caused by the inflow of highly-educated individuals from abroad and the beneficial effects 

of their participation to the labour market on the receiving country.

Brain waste

Brain waste is the situation generated by labour migration in which migrants take an  

employment opportunity in the receiving country that requires skills below their own skill  

or education level. Brain waste is also defined as “deskilling”: the individuals experiencing 

brain waste after migration are overqualified for the work they have and their qualifications 

are not exploited to their fullest potential in the labour market. 

Brain waste is the consequence of numerous factors inherent to the situation in the receiving 

country: lack of demand for specific skills in the labour market, non-recognition of diplomas, 

or lack of language knowledge.

Glossary
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EU-8

The EU-8 represents the group of eight countries who joined the EU in 2004: the Czech  

Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia, and Slovenia.

EU-10

The EU-10 represents the EU-8 group to which two countries accessed in 2007: Bulgaria  

and Romania. 

Länder

Name given to the 16 federal states of Germany.

Migration

Migration is the movement of an individual from his home country to another country  

(the sending country and receiving country, respectively), temporarily or permanently.  

Migration is motivated by pull and push factors that influence an individual’s decision to  

migrate. Push factors are associated with the sending country and can consist of poor  

career prospects; constraints on freedom, low wages, unemployment, poor living conditions, 

poor working conditions (benefits and social insurance, among others), social insecurity,  

and political instability; while pull factors are associated with the receiving country and  

can consist of the availability of job positions in the labour force, better living and working 

conditions, higher wages, and a safe political environment.

Remittances

Remittances are the amount of money sent by emigrants working abroad to their family and  

relatives remaining in their home country, thus improving their living conditions. Remittances 

from developed countries to developing countries are likely to improve the GDP of the sending 

country. Return migration or re-migration

Return migration is the phenomenon generated by temporary migration. Emigrants leave their 

country for a period of time and then return to their home country. The re-migration of highly- 

-educated individuals who experienced successful migration is seen as a benefit for the country 

similar to brain gain, as the professionals gained additional education, additional work experi-

ence, and additional language skills, which are valued in the labour market of their home countries  

because they improve human capital. The OECD defines a re-migrant as a person who returns  

to her home country after having lived (short- or long-term) in another country for at least a year. 

Voivodship

Name given to the 16 provinces or regional administrative areas of Poland.
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1.  Poland

1   Source: Most recent available data from the World Bank and Eurostat databases.

OVERVIEW

Population: 38 million (2014)

Population growth (average annual % 2005–2014): 0.0

Unemployment rate (% of labour force): 9.2 (2014)

Female employment rate: 56.7% (native-born), 49.3% (foreign-born) (2015)

Female unemployment: 7.8% (native-born), 13.7% (foreign-born) (2015)

Gender pay gap: 7.7% (2014), unexplained gender pay gap: (9.2%) (2013)

Urban population (% of pop.): 60.6 (2014)

Surface: 312,700 sq. km.

GDP growth (average annual % 2011-2014): 2.8

GNI per capita ($US): 13,690 (2014)

Poverty rate (% of pop): 28.1 (before taxes), 10.5 (after taxes) (2013)

MIGRATION

Stock of emigrants: 3,883,000 (2013).

Stock of emigrants as % of the pop:10.2% (2013)

Stock of female migrants: 441,777 (2000)

Top receiving countries: the UK, Germany, the USA, Italy

Share of tertiary-educated emigrants: 29.3% (2011)

Share of tertiary-educated women as % of female emigrants: 30.8% (2011)

Emigration of physicians: 8,553 or 9.1% of the physicians trained in Poland (2010)

Stock of immigrants: 663,800 (2013)

Stock of immigrants as % of the pop: 1.7% (2013)

Women as % of immigrants: 58.8% (2013)

Top sending countries: Ukraine, Germany, Belarus, Lithuania

REMITTANCES

Key indicators for Poland and Germany1
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2.  Germany

OVERVIEW

Population: 80.9 million (2014)

Population growth (average annual %, 2005-2014: -0.2

Unemployment rate: 5.0% of the labour force (2014)

Female employment rate: 72.1% (native-born), 60.0% (foreign-born) (2015)

Female unemployment: 3.7% (native-born), 7.3% (foreign-born) (2015)

Gender pay gap: 21.6%, unexplained gender pay gap: 6.6%

Urban population (% of pop.): 75.1 (2014)

Surface: 357,200 sq. km.

GDP growth (average annual %, 2011-2014): 1.5

GNI per capita ($US): 47,640 (2014)

Poverty rate (% of pop): 32.8 (before taxes), 9.1 (after taxes) (2013)

MIGRATION

Stock of emigrants: 4,141,400 (2013)

Stock of emigrants as % of the pop: 5.1% in 2013

Stock of female migrants: 3,893,873 (2000)

Top receiving countries: the USA, Switzerland, the UK, France

Share of tertiary-educated emigrants: 33.6% (2011)

Share of tertiary-educated women as % of female emigrants: 32.1% (2011)

Emigration of physicians:13,047, or 4.6% of all physicians trained in Germany (2011)

Stock of immigrants: 11,110,900 (2013)

Stock of immigrants as % of the pop: 13.8% (2013)

Women as % of immigrants: 51.3% (2013)

Top sending countries: Turkey, Poland, Romania, Italy

REMITTANCES
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Map of Poland and Germany: regions
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1.  Migration patterns between 1989 and 2004

1.1 Political and economic background of migration between 1989 and 2004
Before the breakdown of communism in Europe, the citizens of Poland and Eastern  

Germany experienced strong restrictions towards their cross-country mobility. Therefore,  

migration was difficult and risky, and meant to be permanent, since returning to the home 

country was impossible due to the fact that migration was considered a criminal offence 

(Brzozowski, 2008b). Hence, many individuals emigrated during tourist or business trips. 

The years 1989-2004 are representative of the years following the breakdown of the  

communist bloc and the different issues resulting from the political and economic  

transformation of Poland, which led to an increase of migration. Indeed, push factors such  

as worldwide competition, the decrease in labour demand from the former USSR, the  

restructuring of public institutions, and mutations in the labour market due to its  

liberalisation and high unemployment, which resulted in strong reasons for people to leave 

their country. Coupled with pull factors, such as better working conditions, better wages, 

more job opportunities, and access to consumption and wealth, these elements explain the 

increase in migration flows from Poland to the West.

The discrepancies between Poland and Western countries were indeed enormous, 

and generated concerns within the population. In 1991, about 68% of Poles declared in  

a survey that they expect their economic situation to deteriorate in the following months. Among  

the 68%, a majority of respondents expressed their wish to emigrate to the West. All in all, 

13 million people living in Central and Eastern Europe were actively considering moving to 

Western Europe (Gwiazda, 1992). In Germany, the construction sector experienced a boom 

after the reunification (Eichhorst & Wozny, 2012). The need for additional labour force  

attracted Polish workers and recruiting policies were implemented by Germany to fill  

labour force shortages, which had the effect of boosting emigration from Poland to Germany.

Given the size of migration flows in that period, the Polish diaspora began to organise:  

the Senate established a commission for contact with Polish citizens living abroad, and a 

Chapter 1:  
Overall labour migration in Poland 
and Germany from 1989 to 2015
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new TV channel accessible through satellite, Polonia (which means “Polish diaspora”), was  

created. This is when policymakers started to measure the importance and influence of  

Polish communities abroad.

Apart from emigration, the 1990s also opened Poland to the arrival of foreigners such  

as tourists, refugees (mainly from the former Soviet Union), Western entrepreneurs and  

businessmen, temporary workers, and students (Kicinger & Weinar, 2007). Data shows that 

the number of foreigners coming to Poland grew by 10 times in the period between 1989  

and 1999 (from 8.2 million to 88.6 million) (Iglicka, 2000), which shows the high impact  

of opening the borders and a growing interest in the country. However, despite high rates  

of foreigners circulating in Poland for tourism or business reasons, the 2002 census  

revealed that 0.2% of the Polish population were foreigners, which made Poland one  

of the countries with the lowest proportion of immigrants in Europe (Kicinger & Weinar, 

2007). Current data shows a proportion of 1.7% of the population are immigrants in the  

country in 2013 (World Bank, 2016).

After the breakdown of the Soviet regime, given the improvements in Poland’s socio- 

-economic situation, such as the progress of the transformation process and the fact that  

the country offers an attractive market and many opportunities for development, the  

country became attractive for investment from Western foreign companies-notably from 

German companies. Telecommunications and agri-food were the main sectors attracting  

investors in the 1990s: the agri-food sector accounted for 20% of all foreign investments  

in 1995, with the new addition and high demand of fast foods in Poland (Hillmann & Rudolph, 

1997).

1.2 Evolution of migration patterns between 1989 and 2004
Between 1950 and 1989, while official Polish statistics estimate the migrant stock to Germany  

at 271,000, the reality shows an amount of 1.3 million individuals. This difference in figures 

can be explained by the manipulation of state-controlled statistical data. By 1985, about 1.7  

million Germans lived abroad, mainly in the USA, Canada, and Switzerland (Brücker et al., 2013). 

Between 1988 and 1999, the composition of the immigrant group in Poland changed  

notably concerning country of origin: in 1988, 22.9% of immigrants were from the USA,  

12.7% from Germany, and 12.5% from the former Soviet Union. In 1999, the share of  

immigrants from the USA dropped to 15.7% and the share of immigrants from the former 

Soviet Union to 8.1%, while the share of immigrants from Germany increased to 33.1%.  

These migration patterns might be explained by the high numbers of re-migrating Poles  

in the 1990s, who returned from abroad and had gained foreign citizenship (Iglicka, 2001a). 

The proportion of remigrants and migrants living in Poland is very rarely considered when 

looking at immigrants in Poland, which constitutes a limitation in our analysis.



CASE Project Reports | Nr 486 (2017)

24

In 1999, the stock of immigrants in Germany consisted of Turks (28.8%), citizens of  

Yugoslavian republics (9.8%), Italians (8.4%), Americans (6.3%), and Greeks (5.0%). Poles  

accounted for 3.9% of the migrant population (Galgóczi et al., 2012). The most important  

immigrant groups in Germany are the seasonal workers employed on the basis of cross- 

-country agreements established between Poland and Germany in the 1990s. In 2004, 

320,000 Polish immigrants were seasonal workers in Germany (Kaczmarczyk, 2006).

Tables 1 and 2 below show the most popular destination countries for Polish and German  

migrants. We see that for the Poles, Germany and the UK replaced the USA as the most  

preferred destination countries, and for Germans, while the USA has always been the  

top destination country, the UK and Switzerland have been growing in popularity since  

the 1990s. The popularity of Poland, while not very high, is decreasing. 

Table 1.  Most popular destination countries for Polish migrants, 1990–2015 (stock)

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the UN database, 2016
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Table 2.  Most popular destination countries for German migrants, 1990–2015 (stock)

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the UN database, 2016

Tables 3 and 4 below show the evolution of migration flows from Poland to Germany  

and from Germany to Poland. We observe that while the migration movements from Poland 

to Germany correspond to major historical and socio-economic events (peaking in 1990  

due to the breakdown of the Soviet Bloc and in 2004 due to Poland’s EU accession, and  

decreasing in the mid-1990s due to its transformation and in 2008–2010 due to the  

financial crisis), the migration movements from Germany to Poland have been slowly but  

constantly growing following the major peak in the 1990s. 
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Table 3.  Evolution of migration flows from Poland to Germany, 1990-2014 (yearly outflow)

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the OECD (International Migration Database), 

2015 

Table 4.  Evolution of migration flows from Germany to Poland, 1990-2014 (yearly outflow)

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the Polish National Statistics Office, 2015
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1.3 Gender repartition of migration movements in Poland and Germany in the years 
following 1989

In Poland, gender segregated statistics show that regardless of the year, between 1975 

and 1994, more women than men emigrated from Poland, with higher numbers especially 

among women aged 20–29 and over 60 years old (Polish Statistics Office, GUS, 1991). The  

situation changed in 1994, when the share of migrant men became higher than that of  

women by 8% (Iglicka, 2000). This tendency continued until the end of the 1990s: in 1997, 

the migration of men aged 10–24 was higher than that of the women of the same age, while 

the migration of women aged 25-44 was higher than that of the men of the same age group. 

Data from the same year shows the prevalence of the urban population over the rural  

population (Iglicka, 2000). Between 1980 and 2000, the majority of male Polish migrants  

were single, with married men constituting the second largest group among the migrants, 

whereas the number of married female migrants declined in the same period (53.4% in  

1981–1990 to 48.8% in 1991–2000). Concerning the migration of single women, it is  

now equal to that of married women (Długosz & Biały, 2014).

For Germany, data from the German National Statistics Office show that while the  

numbers of German living abroad have increased throughout the years, the share of women 

was always superior (by 30%, on average) to that of men. This fact raises the issue of female 

migration and the gender issues related to the migration of German women, although we  

lack data in this context (German Federal Statistics Office, Statistisches Bundesamt, 2011).

As far as destinations are concerned, the most popular destination for Polish women was 

the USA, and this has been the case since 1980. However, female migrants began choosing 

Germany as a destination country in 1985, and the number of female migrants has been  

increasing since. Table 5 below shows the most popular destinations for Polish female  

migrants between 1980 and 2010 and suggests that the stock of women migrants to  

Germany is increasing while that of female migrants to the USA is decreasing.
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Table 5.  Top destination countries for Polish women living abroad, 1980–2010

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the Institut für Arbeitsmarkt -und Berufsforschung, 2015 
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economic situation of Poland, which persisted from the 1990s to the 2000s, contributed  

to the decision for Poles to move to another EU country to find work. 

2.2 Evolution of migration patterns between 2004 and 2011
2.2.1  Outflows from Poland

Even though Poland has always been an emigration country, the years 2004–2005, which 

corresponded to Poland’s accession to the EU, were a turning point in terms of annual flows. 

In 2005, the number of Poles emigrating abroad increased by 17% (by 22,200 people) as  

compared with 2004 (Duszczyk & Wiśniewski, 2007). Between 2004 and 2007, the number  

of Poles temporarily residing in another EU country doubled, reaching almost two million  

people. This migration flow had the consequence of reducing the Polish working age  

population: migration during the post-accession period represented 2.8% of the total  

population, but 4% of the working age population (15–59 years old) (Galgóczi et al., 2009). 

In 2008, which is considered a peak year, the annual flow of temporary emigrants from 

Poland was 2.3 million, which corresponds to 6.6% of the Polish population. According to 

the OECD, 74.2% of all Polish migrants emigrating during 2005–2006 established them-

selves in Germany (45%), the UK (12.4%), or the USA (16.8%). Data showed that among Polish  

migrants, 70% to 80% had a job during their stay abroad (Kaczmarczyk, 2010). In the  

framework of the bilateral agreements in the German labour market established in the  

1990s, 250,000 Poles migrated to Germany for seasonal jobs in 2004–2005, notably in  

the construction sector (Duszczyk & Wiśniewski, 2007).

Data from Polish statistics, which differs from the OECD data shown in Table 3, shows  

that between 2004 and 2011, the number of Polish migrants in Germany increased  

from 385,000 to 470,000 (a 22% increase). Compared with the UK or Ireland, the duration  

of Polish migrants’ stays in Germany were shorter due to the seasonal nature of the jobs  

available for Poles in the German labour market (Kaczmarczyk, 2010). 

2.2.2  Inflows to Germany

Despite restrictions on access to the German labour market for workers of the EU-8,  

Germany was the leading destination for the citizens of these countries, followed by  

the UK and Spain. However, the situation changed in 2009, with the UK becoming the  

favourite destination, followed by Germany and Ireland (Galgóczi et al., 2009). That same 

year, most countries were hit by the financial crisis as well as an increase in unemployment. 

While the employment rate of migrant workers tends to be more affected by economic crises 

than domestic labour, oddly, the employment rate of citizens of the EU-8 increased more than 

that of national citizens in Germany during the crisis (Galgóczi et al., 2009). 
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In 2006, 361,700 Poles were legally living in Germany, alongside 52,300 Hungarians, 

33,300 citizens from the Czech Republic, 23,800 Slovakians, 21,100 Lithuanians, 9,800  

Latvians, and 4,000 Estonians. However, the most important minority in Germany remained 

the Turks (1.7 million people) (German Federal Statistics Office, Statistisches Bundesamt, 

2007). In 2010, 60% of the new immigrants to Germany came from EU Member States, among 

which 25% were from Poland (Eichhorst & Wozny, 2012). Germany remains a large receiver 

of migrant populations. However, when considering the migration of German citizens, we see 

that this number is 10 times smaller than that of the migrants settling in Germany. However,  

a 2009 survey by Heimer & Pfeiffer showed that one in eight Germans think about  

emigrating.

Table 6 below shows the distribution of Polish migrants in Germany in the years follow-

ing Poland’s accession to the EU. We observe that the most popular German regions chosen 

by Poles are Nordrhein-Westfalen, Bayern, Hessen, and Niedersachsen. The choice of the 

regions of Hessen and Nordrhein-Westfalen could be explained by the migration traditions 

of these regions among earlier Polish migrants. The German regions close to Poland–for  

instance, Brandenburg–were not as attractive for migrants because the unemployment  

rate in these regions was considerably higher than in the western regions of Germany during 

that time. 

Table 6.  Regional repartition of Polish migrants in Germany (in %)

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the Polish National Statistics Office, 2013
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2.3 Gender specific issues related to migration between 2004 and 2011
Figures show that in 2007, the share of Polish female migrants in Germany was higher 

than that of men (51.2% of women), which corresponds to the overall trend of the prevalence 

of females in migration flows from Poland (German Federal Statistics Office, Statistisches 

Bundesamt, 2007). Table 7 below shows the share of female migrants by receiving country in 

the post-accession period. We see that Germany remained the most popular destination for 

Polish migrants, whereas the USA and France lost popularity among Polish female migrants. 

We also see an increase in the popularity of the UK.

Table 7.  Top destination countries for Polish women living abroad in the post-accession period 

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the UN, 2016
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highest amount of mixed marriages among foreigners living in Poland in the 1990s – this was 

the case for all years (especially 1990), except between 1995 and 1998 where we observed  

a slight decrease (Iglicka, 2001a). In 2014, however, the situation was very different, as the 

data indicates there was a 60% reduction in Polish-German marriages: among the 2,810  

marriages involving one or two foreigners in 2014, 207 marriages where both members  

were German were registered (GUS, Polish Office of National Statistics, 2015). 

From the side of Germany, 3,538 German-Polish marriages were registered in 2010, 

which represents 8.5% of all marriages between Germans and foreigners (second high-

est, after German-Turkish marriages), despite a decrease in figures since the middle of the 

2000s. Among these unions, we observe a prevalence of marriages where the groom is German 

and the bride is Polish (87% of cases). In 2011, 4,000 children were born from Polish-German  

unions. Data shows that 40% of these children speak Polish daily at home (Jaroszewska, 2012). 

This decrease in marriages from both countries can be explained by various factors: the 

decrease of marriages in general, the decrease of marriages contracted for residence permits 

(white weddings) due to freedom of movement, and, lastly, the decrease of migrants from 

Poland to Germany and from Germany to Poland.

3.  Recent challenges of migration between Germany and Poland

3.1 Migration patterns after 2011
3.1.1  Immigration in Germany 

The lifting of the restrictions of the German labour market led to an increase of migration  

flows from Central and Eastern Europe after 2011. The number of migrants settling in  

Germany doubled between 2007 and 2013, and this figure was especially concerning for  

people from the EU-8 (Teney & Siemsen, 2015). Between 2011 and 2015, the number of  

Poles emigrating to Germany increased from 470,000 to 655,000 (a 39% increase) (GUS,  

Polish National Statistics Office, 2016b). Here as well, we find that the data contradicts  

that of the OECD. Interestingly, the re-migration of Poles from Germany increased by  

7% between 2011 and 2012 (Aksakal & Schmidt-Verkerk, 2014).

In 2013, Germany was ranked the third country in the world in terms of stock of immigrants, 

after the USA and Saudi Arabia, with 11.1 million immigrants. In 2011, 6.8% of all migrants  

in Germany were from Poland and, on average, these Polish migrants stayed 9.7 years, which 

is far below the average stay of 19 years observed among all migrants in Germany (Aksakal  

& Schmidt-Verkerk, 2014). In terms of emigration, the country ranked 11th in the world  

and second in the EU after the UK in terms of stock of emigrants (4.1 million). Interest-

ingly, Poland is not far behind – it was ranked 15th in the world and third in the EU, with 
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a stock of 3.9 million emigrants that same year (World Bank, 2016). When comparing the  

migration flows between Poland and Germany, we see that more Poles migrate to Germa-

ny than Germans migrate to Poland; however, looking at the data on a more international  

scale, we see that Germany has a higher emigration population than Poland, but that those 

emigrants choose to move to countries other than Poland.

Among people emigrating from Germany in 2010, we can observe that 52% moved to  

another EU Member State, among which 3% moved to Poland (United Nations, 2015.  

However, the figures do not tell us whether these migrants are Polish migrants re-migrating  

to Poland after staying in Germany, Germans emigrating to Poland, or people from other  

countries emigrating to Poland (Eichhorst & Wozny, 2012). In 2012, however, there were  

more German people emigrating from Germany than German people living abroad  

coming back to Germany, which caused a negative balance of 18,000 Germans (Aksakal  

& Schmidt-Verkerk, 2014). In 2013, over 57,000 Germans emigrated to another EU  

Member State and 52,100 German migrants returned to Germany (Teney & Siemsen, 2015).

3.1.2  Emigration of Poles and Germans in Poland

By the end of 2015, about 2.4 million Poles had emigrated, which was an increase of 

3.3% compared to the previous year. Among EU countries, the most popular destination for  

Poles that year was the UK (720,000), followed by Germany (655,000, an increase of 7%  

compared to the previous year), the Netherlands (112,000), Ireland (111,000), and Italy  

(94,000). The reasons for the increase of Polish migrants to Germany is the full opening  

of the German labour market, Germany’s proximity to Poland, as well as its low un- 

employment rates (GUS, Polish National Statistics Office, 2016a). It is noteworthy that  

a survey conducted in 2016 states that 34% of respondents – mainly those who are low-skilled 

– plan on emigrating to Germany, followed by 18% to the UK, which shows a gain in popularity 

for Germany among Polish migrants, which might be due to the Brexit, but also shows inter-

esting future patterns of migration between the two countries (WorkService, 2016).

As far as the foreign population in Poland is concerned, in 2015, there were 80,000  

foreigners (born abroad) aged between 15 and 64 years old residing in Poland for the  

past 12 months. The 2011 census reported the presence of 148,000 Germans in Poland 

(while there were 152,900 people declaring German ethnicity in the 2002 census), among 

which 64,000 declared themselves as Polish-German and 45,000 as solely German (GUS, 

Polish National Statistics Office, 2013).

As far as the regions of origin of Polish migrants are concerned, in the pre-accession  

period, Polish migrants from the Opolskie voivodship (eastern part of Upper Silesia)  

chose Germany as a destination country because of strong historic ties between both  

countries and a significant number of Polish-German citizens in the region. Similar patterns  
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can be observed from Polish migrants from the Lubelskie (eastern Poland) and Małopolskie  

(southern Poland) voivodships. In the post-accession period, however, emigration  

from Opolskie and Małopolskie decreased and migration from other voivod-ships,  

which was lower before 2004, increased (mainly from Mazowieckie, Śląskie, Łódzkie,  

and Kujawsko-Pomorskie) (Okólski & Anacka, 2010). 

Tables 8 and 9 below show the Polish regions of origin for Polish emigrants to Germany  

and the geographical repartition of German immigrants in the Polish regions. We can  

observe that similar regions can be identified as hosting the most German migrants and being 

the region of origin of Polish migrants. Indeed, the regions of Silesia, Opole, Pomerania, and  

Lower Silesia are common to both German migrants in Poland and Polish migrants in Germany.  

The geographical disposition of these regions is located alongside the German border. Thus,  

we can assume that migration choices and regions of origins are related to the geographical  

proximity of these Polish regions to Germany. However, it is also to be noticed that these  

regions bear a common historical past with Germany, as they had been seized by Prussia and  

then occupied by Nazi Germany until the Potsdam Conference established the Oder-Neisse  

line as the border between both countries. 

Table 8.  Regions of origin of Polish migrants in Germany (in 2011)

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the Polish National Statistics Office, 2013
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Table 9.  Regional repartition of German immigrants in Poland 

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the Polish National Statistics Office, 2015
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ter 2009, as Table 10 shows us, the share of women in the Polish migrants’ group was less  

than half that of the men.

Table 10.  Gender repartition of the inflow of Polish migrants in Germany, 2009–2015

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the German Federal Statistics Office, 2015
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Table 11 below illustrates these assertions. 

Table 11.  Gender repartition of German migrants in Poland in 2014

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the Polish National Statistics Office, 2015
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Data from the Polish National Statistics Office reveals that for the year 2015, the number 

of German migrants who received a permanent residence permit in Poland was significantly 

higher among men than women (109 men and 30 women), thus contrasting with the low gen-

der gap observed between the overall number of female and male German migrants in Po-

land. This enables us to assume that German female migrants stay only temporarily in Poland, 

while men stay long enough to request a document for permanent stay. 

We observe a typical repartition of jobs among Polish migrants: while low-skilled Polish 

male migrants work in fields such as construction or manufacturing, low-skilled Polish fe-

male migrants usually work in fields such as cleaning services, geriatric care, domestic work,  

or gastronomy. This shows traditional gender roles among low-skilled male and female  

migrants from Poland, reflecting on the rather traditional Polish society regarding gender 

roles (Scharle, 2015). In the context of care work, we observe that middle-aged women, while 

having a weak position in the Polish labour market, are in high demand in Germany, because 

they have the necessary skills, unlike younger women (Lutz, 2008). This can be linked to  

the issue of “care drain”, which describes the migration of women with the aim of becoming 

domestic workers or pursuing jobs in the care sector, which are in high demand in Western 

European countries. Higher wages are a pull factor for these women, but their emigration  

has negative consequences on their own children, who are left in their home countries  

and who suffer from a loss of care (Dumitru, 2014).

Low-skilled migration gender differences show that men are more likely to work full-time 

than women and thus become “full-time migrants”, returning to their country only for special  

occasions, whereas married women with children who migrated prefer to return to their home 

country more often, which makes them “part-time migrants”. This also has the consequence 

of preventing them from evolving professionally and acquiring better jobs and higher income 

(Lutz, 2008). 

3.3  Current issues and challenges of migration in Germany and Poland

Despite the economic crisis that hit the EU, Germany was the only OECD country whose 

unemployment rate among migrant populations decreased between 2008 and 2012 (Teney 

& Siemsen, 2015). This shows that immigration had no negative effect on the German labour 

market. Nevertheless, Germany is seen as having difficulties adapting to the current chang-

es occurring as a result of migration flows, and some authors do not recognise the positive  

effects of immigration, focusing on the inefficiency of integration policies, the burden  

on the social system, and the endangerment of Germany’s competitiveness instead of on  

the positive outcomes of immigration, such as the contribution of migrants as part of  

the workforce, especially for filling vacant job positions and contributing to economic growth. 
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Integration policies were a major concern for German policymakers in the past.  

Inefficiencies and issues regarding integration policies have been a focus of attention  

within German society. We find differences in labour market outcomes among children  

of immigrants compared to native Germans, with a higher unemployment rate (1.6 times  

higher) for the former. Level of education is lower for children of immigrants as well.  

However, Polish immigrants do better when compared to the total migrant population  

and are well integrated in German society. This can be explained by the long migration  

tradition between Poland and Germany as well as cultural similarities between both  

societies (Eichhorst & Wozny, 2012).

For German migrants living in Poland, despite the lack of data, we can assume that  

the level of integration is satisfactory. Indeed, as Table 12 below shows, 44% of German  

migrants in Poland have a very good or good command of the Polish language. 

Table 12.  Level of knowledge of Polish among German migrants in Poland

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the Polish National Statistics Office, 2015

When looking at Table 13, which represents the amount and gender repartition of foreign 

students from the EU-15 who study in Poland (mainly from France, Germany, Spain, Sweden, 

the UK, and Austria), we see that German students comprise the third largest national group 

of foreign students after Spain and Sweden, despite the fact that the size of each country and 

their student population must be considered. The data show very slight differences between 

the number of men and women among German students, while the discrepancies are higher 

in the other countries. 
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Table 13.  Students of the EU-15 in Poland during the academic year 2015–2016 

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the Polish National Statistics Office, 2016b
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1.  Emigration of highly-educated individuals in Poland and Germany 

1.1  Emigration of highly-educated individuals from and to Poland

1.1.1  Brain drain from Poland

The Soviet era in Poland was characterised by the ideology of social justice, which meant 

similar wages for all workers regardless of profession or qualification. With the arrival  

of the free market, wages were determined by supply and demand, properly reflecting  

scarcity for the first time. As a result, highly-educated people generally received higher  

wages. This led policymakers to encourage students to acquire a higher level of education,  

a key condition to a successful career, thus neglecting low-educated people and vocational 

education. The share of university graduates was almost three times higher between 1990 

and 1999 as compared to the Soviet era, and continued to increase. 

Even though the increasing number of university graduates is considered to be a success  

of the transformation period in Poland, some problems are linked to this phenomenon-no-

tably that job creation did not keep pace with the rising number of young graduates. The  

increased number of educated people in some areas did not match the available job  

positions in the labour market, creating skill mismatches and thus unemployment among  

young graduates. This situation has persisted since the late 1990s and fuels the emigration 

of young highly-educated individuals abroad, thus becoming a push factor and creating  

brain drain (Schellinger, 2015). However, figures show that the emigration of highly-educated 

Poles decreased in the mid-1990s and the beginning of the 2000s, especially among research-

ers implementing research programmes, and in the first years following Poland’s accession  

to the EU, due to easier access to EU research funding.

Between 1981 and 1988, we observe high brain drain among Polish professionals,  

as 15% of the Polish emigrants of that period were highly educated and 31% had second-

ary education, while the share of university graduates in Poland was 7%, which showed an 

overrepresentation of highly-educated Polish migrants in comparison to the national Polish  

population. With 15,000 university graduates emigrating every year during the 1980s  

(25% of all university graduates), the issue of brain drain was highly relevant. However,  

Chapter 2: 
The issue of brain drain
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the situation changed after 1989, when we can observe the emigration of lower-educated 

people increasing throughout the 1990s (37% of Polish migrants in 1988 had elementary  

education or lower, compared to 55% in 2003), while the share of well-educated people  

emigrating declined. 

In 2002, 7% of Polish migrants living abroad held a PhD, 10% an advanced university  

degree, and 3.2% other tertiary education degrees. The corresponding figures for the  

national Polish population were 0.3%, 7.4%, and 2.7%, respectively, which shows that more 

Poles living abroad were highly educated than Poles living in Poland, and which enables  

us to identify the possible presence of brain drain even in periods when the emigration  

of the highly skilled declined (Kaczmarczyk, 2010).

These observations must be put into perspective with the fact that between 1970  

and 2001, the share of university graduates among the Poles increased from 2% to 12%.  

By the end of the 1990s, there were 2.6 times more university students than in 1990.  

In the early 2000s, 50% of young people aged 19-24 were university students. In the 

2010s, there were about two million students, which shows that Poland has almost reached  

the standards of developed countries regarding university education. Therefore, we must 

consider that the increase of well-educated migrants is a consequence of the educational  

developments in Poland these past few years (Kaczmarczyk, 2010); although, we observe 

higher emigration rates among the low skilled as a result of unemployment in low-skilled  

professions. Table 14 below presents the total number of highly-educated Poles from  

2002 to 2015. We observe that these figures are growing steadily over time, in line with  

the changes that occurred in the 1990s.

Table 14.  Number of highly-educated Poles since 2002 (in millions)

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the Polish National Statistics Office, 2016b
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Between 1990 and 2004, we observe an increase in the number of low-skilled migrants. 

In absolute numbers, this might question the existence of brain drain compared to the  

period before 1989. The reason is that few opportunities were left for lower-educated people, 

and they had trouble adapting to the new requirements of the Polish labour market. At the  

beginning of the 2000s, Germany attracted low-skilled Polish migrants, seasonal workers, 

and workers with basic vocational training, mainly from rural areas (Mioduszewska, 2008).

Despite being very high in the 1980s and relatively low in the 1990s and 2000s, the is-

sue of brain drain in Poland became an important issue again in the 2010s: the migration  

patterns of highly-skilled Poles showed an increase in emigration after 2011 among people  

who graduated from a university: +5% in total, +3.6% for men, and +9% for women. 

There were more highly-educated female migrants as compared to highly-educated male  

migrants (+27% for women, as opposed to +15.6% for men) after Poland’s accession to the EU.  

The fact that the share of highly-educated women migrants was higher than that of men  

is a justification of the need for further research on this topic (see Chapter 3). More precisely,  

during the first post-accession years (2004-2006), highly-educated people aged 20–29  

accounted for 16.3% of the total stock of migrants (Kaczmarczyk, 2009), while they  

accounted for 33.7% in 2011 (as compared with 10% in 2003).

Comparing these figures with those of the national population, we see that 19% of Poles  

of that same age group were highly educated, which shows the existence of brain drain  

among 20-29 year olds. In addition, the profile of migrants changed with Poland’s accession 

to the EU: the proportion of migrants from urban areas increased while the share of migrants 

from rural areas declined. Among countries of the EU-10, data shows that, in 2010, Poland 

had the second highest emigration—after Romania—of the tertiary-educated (Institut für  

Arbeitsmarkt- und Berufsforschung, 2010).

Despite the increase of highly-educated migrants after 2010, we observe a decline  

in the popularity of Germany as a receiving country for highly-educated Poles: the  

figures showed that in the mid-2000s, 28.9% of Polish migrants in Germany were low skilled  

while 16.9% were highly skilled. By contrast, the number of highly-skilled Polish migrants  

in Germany was roughly less than half that in the UK or the USA, suggesting a lower  

attractiveness of Germany as a receiving country for highly-skilled Polish migrants. There 

could be three explanations for this phenomenon: first, the highly skilled are more mobile 

than the low skilled and are more likely to choose to migrate to more distant countries;  

second, the German labour market focuses on attracting workers from the agricultural  

and services sectors, which attracts lower-educated individuals; and third, low-skilled  

individuals are more likely to migrate temporarily for seasonal jobs (e.g. in the construction  

or agricultural sectors), and so for mobility reasons are more likely to choose a country  

with a closer geographical proximity to Poland. Moreover, it is to be noted that many  
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of the young better-educated Poles can speak English, which makes them more likely to 

choose the UK, Ireland, or the USA as destination countries, while the older migrants of the 

pre-accession period relied on existing Polish migrant networks to emigrate to Germany: for 

them, English language skills did not play such an important role (Kaczmarczyk, 2010).

Among the EU-8 Member States, Poland is the country with the highest share of students 

studying abroad, even though the mobility of Polish students is lower than that of students 

from the EU-15: in 2006-2007, 31,000 Polish students were studying in the EU-15, among 

which 15,000 studied in Germany, 7,000 in the UK, and 3,000 in France (Kaczmarczyk, 2010). 

1.1.2  Brain drain to Poland

An interesting analysis is that of brain drain to Poland. The human capital of highly- 

-qualified people is an important factor of the national production, as the highly qualified 

possess valuable soft and hard skills. Countries such as Poland, which experienced chang-

es in the production system due to the transformation of the economy, require adequate  

human capital. As human capital cannot be produced short-term, it needs to be imported 

or developed over time. After the breakdown of communism, Poland underwent numer-

ous changes, and now, as the transformation process is advanced and the market economy  

is well developed, the country has become very attractive for foreign investment from  

Western companies (Hillmann & Rudolph, 1997). This investment has occurred primarily  

in the sectors of IT and agri-food, and the companies generally use their own technical  

and management personnel, implying that they expect geographical mobility from their  

employees; however, they also employ Poles. This also reveals that Western companies  

investing in Poland bring with them a flow of highly-educated professionals-expatriates,  

or “expats”—who move to Poland sometimes for several years, and occasionally even start  

a family and settle in Poland for the long term. 

1.2  Emigration of highly-educated individuals from and to Germany

1.2.1  Brain gain from Poland

In Germany, there is no apparent change in the skill level of Polish immigrants between 

pre- and post-EU accession periods. In 2004, 18% of the Polish population living in Germa-

ny held  a university degree, while in 2014 this number increased to 20% following a brief  

decrease. The figures tend to increase during the last few years. By comparison, in 2004  

in the UK, 10% of Polish immigrants possessed a university degree; this figure increased  

to 26% in 2014 (EU Labour Force Survey, 2015). This illustrates the increasing popularity  

of the UK as a receiving country for highly-educated Poles.
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1.2.2  Brain drain from Germany

Statistics show that more than half of German emigrants aged 25–64 possess tertiary  

education, while only 25% of German nationals do. Data from the OECD shows that  

Germany has one of the highest levels of citizens with tertiary education among the 25–64 

years old: 86% compared to an OECD average of 75%. It also has among the lowest levels  

of NEETs2 (10% compared with 16% for Poland and an OECD average of 15%). However, it 

is to notice that the average literacy skill level is slightly below average (269 score points  

compared to 272 score points), and the lowest among those without tertiary education 

(OECD, 2014a).

Data from 2010 shows that the emigration of highly-educated German individuals  

has increased in the previous decades, while the number of highly-skilled re-migrants  

has been increasing as well, raising the question among some authors of the presence of  

brain circulation rather than brain drain. However, it is to note that Germany ranked fifth 

in the world and second in the EU after the UK in terms of the highest number of tertiary- 

-educated migrants in 2010 (1,220,000 emigrants). Here again, Poland was not far behind 

(sixth in the world and third in the EU) with almost one million tertiary-educated emigrants 

(World Bank, 2016). These figures show that even if on a local scale, brain drain from Poland 

to Germany is more important than brain drain from Germany to Poland. It seems that on  

a global scale, brain drain from Germany is higher in some sectors, although tertiary-educat-

ed German emigrants choose to emigrate to countries other than Poland.

A survey conducted in 2010 showed that among highly-educated migrating Germans, 

few of those who left to improve their quality of life had the intention of re-migrating (39%). 

Among German academics who expressed the wish to emigrate, the main motives were an 

unsatisfactory income and the absence of job opportunities. In this group, the intention of 

re-migrating was high (more than 50%). The same was true for young academics who emigrat-

ed to gain experience abroad. Among highly-skilled professionals who emigrated for new pro-

fessional opportunities, two-thirds intend to re-migrate. Lastly, among family-oriented skilled 

professionals who emigrated in order to improve their family life, re-migration intentions 

were very low. However, the reality of these survey results must be considered, as intentions 

to emigrate and actual emigration often show huge differences (Smoliner et al., 2011).

2  NEETs are people who are Not in Education, Employment, or Training.
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2.  Brain drain in specific sectors

2.1 Academic sector
There were 119 German academics living in Poland in 2007, which corresponds to 6%  

of all foreign researchers employed in Poland. Furthermore, 22% of the Polish universities 

employing foreigners employ German academics. German academics in Poland received  

an average monthly salary of EUR 4,500 during 2006-2007, which corresponds to the  

third highest salary earned by foreign academics (behind American academics: EUR 8,520 

and British academics: EUR 6,350) (Mucha & Łuczaj, 2013).

Brain drain in the 1980s in Poland was especially relevant among academics and  

scientists leaving Poland for the USA during the Solidarity and Martial Law period (Iglicka,  

2000). Low income, poor labour conditions, low prestige and recognition, low social status  

of jobs in the science and education sectors, poor equipment, poor laboratories, lack  

of funding, restricted access to foreign academic literature, and limited opportunities  

were the push factors explaining the emigration of Polish scientists. The 1980s and early  

1990s were also characterised by the massive emigration of computer programmers,  

biologists, physicians, engineers, and academics (Gwiazda, 1992). However, while the  

number of Polish migrants among the scientists was high in the 1980s, it decreased in the  

mid-1990s (from 52% to 11%) (Kaczmarczyk, 2010). In 2000, 39.4% of tertiary-educated 

Polish migrants had a degree in science and engineering and 33.3% in humanities and social 

sciences (OECD, 2008).

In the 1990s, Poland suffered from reduced budgets for science, and the number  

of research personnel decreased drastically (-13.3% between 1990 and 1994). The  

institutions which were affected the most by these personnel reductions were not  

universities, but academies of science and state research institutes. Poland lost 24.1% of its 

technical and engineering sciences staff who, attracted by higher wages abroad and better 

working conditions, emigrated to the USA, Germany, France, and the UK. A survey conduct- 

ed in 1997 showed that a majority of scientists (48.6%) considered themselves to be a part 

of the middle class, whereas 42% considered themselves to belong to the poorest part  

of Polish society. That same year, the regional mapping of scientific migrants showed  

that the highest share were from Warsaw, making this city the most affected by brain drain 

among scientists (Bobeva, 1997).

Since the 1980s, well-educated Polish migrants chose the USA as destination country.  

In the 2000s, this tendency changed thanks to the growing attractiveness of EU countries  

and the development of EU research programmes and research grants, which had the  

consequence of reducing the emigration of scientists and academics. The opening of EU’s job 

market led Polish researchers to prefer emigration to an EU Member State. Hence, France, 



CASE Project Reports | Nr 486 (2017)

46

Germany, and the UK became the main destination countries for Polish researchers after 

2004. That same year, there was 450 Polish PhD students living and studying in Germany, 

which exceeded the number of Polish PhD students in the USA (Żebrowska & Konarzewski, 

2014).

2.2 Medical sector
Focusing on medical professions, we see that about 1,900 German doctors left Germany 

in 2013, mainly migrating to countries such as Switzerland, Austria, and the USA. This issue 

has partially corrected, as Germany continues to attract doctors from Central and Eastern 

Europe. As more doctors migrate to Germany (3,345 non-German doctors immigrated to 

Germany in 2013), the country experiences a brain gain among highly-skilled professionals in 

the medical sector. 

The phenomenon of brain drain among Polish doctors to Germany is a reality, although 

reliable numbers are non-existent (Teney & Siemsen, 2015). Indeed, research has been focus-

ing on the brain drain of Polish doctors to the UK rather than to Germany. A survey published 

in 2012 and conducted among medical students estimated the percentage of the likelihood 

of emigration among its respondents to being between 26% and 36% (Krajewski-Siuda et al., 

2012). We can also observe that during the period 2004-2007, 1.5% of Poland’s employed 

nurses emigrated from Poland (Ionescu, 2014). 

3.  Issues resulting from brain drain

3.1 Positive and negative effects of brain drain
The work of Beine, Docquier and Rapoport 2008) revealed that brain drain has  

a positive effect on the human capital of the migrant stock. More precisely, it has been 

shown that people who achieve higher education and possess high skills adjust to economic  

crises, unemployment, and job losses more easily than people with lower education. 

Highly-skilled individuals are said to contribute to improving human capital by fostering  

sustainable and balanced economic growth and are seen as generating innovation and  

social progress, while the demand for low-skilled labour is decreasing due to societal  

and technological advances (International Labour Office, 2011). Therefore, it has been 

demonstrated that migrants with higher educations are likely to boost the productivity  

and competitiveness of the economy of their country of destination similar to the way  

productivity and competitiveness are boosted by highly-skilled native individuals (Kuptsch, 

2012).
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Brain drain is seen as having positive and negative effects on the economy of the send-

ing country. Indeed, some authors (Zaiceva, 2014) observe a decrease in unemployment  

rates and an increase in wages in countries in which emigration is high. Moreover, remittances 

are also seen as a positive aspect of emigration and especially the emigration of the high-

ly skilled, as the more educated an emigrant, the better the job and the higher the wages  

will be, assuming the migrants in question are not affected by deskilling. Working in  

a Western country in their field of expertise enables them to increase the standards  

of living of the families and relatives who remained in the home country. It has been found 

that highly-educated migrants remit more to their home country than low-educated migrants 

(Brzozowski, 2008a).

Another positive aspect of brain drain is the creation and extension of social capital:  

emigrants, while living abroad, establish contacts with natives and with other emigrants  

from their home country, thus contributing to the development of their social capital through 

contact with foreigners and their activity in diaspora networks. However, it is to be noticed 

that the most positive impact is that on the receiving country – the experience of brain  

gain and, thus, the increase in economic growth (see Chapter 4). Nevertheless, the receiving 

country can also be affected by the negative effects of brain drain, such as the saturation  

of specific job sectors in the labour market, or brain overflow, where the number of  

specialists in a specific sector is higher than the number of available jobs. 

However, other authors assess the effects of brain drain on the economy as negative.  

Unlike unskilled migration, which is showed as being beneficial for the emigrants, the  

sending country, and the receiving country (Ionescu, 2014), the migration of tertiary- 

-educated individuals is considered as having a negative impact on the sending country, such 

as through losses in human capital, skill shortages in the labour market, losses in terms of 

investment in education and training, and losses in the income tax of emigrants. It also has 

the effect of harming economic growth (Caritas Internationalis, 2012). These observations 

have been demonstrated by other authors, as GDP losses as well as labour market shortages 

have been observed in countries in which emigration is high – notably in Poland (Zaiceva, 

2014). Haque and Kim (1995) demonstrate that highly-educated individuals from developing 

countries, by moving to developed countries, positively affect the income level and economic 

growth of the home country. 

These negative effects are significant when emigration is permanent, but could transform 

into positive effects if the emigrants decide to return to their home country. The re-migration 

of highly-skilled people brings additional human capital: after relevant experience abroad, 

highly-skilled migrants often bring back additional work experience, education from a foreign 

university, and language skills, among others. 
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3.2 Current issues of brain drain 
Brain drain, and labour migration in general, is caused by push and pull factors. Low  

salaries, high unemployment, lack of opportunities, and poor working conditions (weak  

benefits and low health insurance, among others) are push factors. Employment  

opportunities, recruiting strategies from the receiving country in order to prevent skill  

shortages and skills mismatch, historical or social ties between the countries, contacts  

or relatives abroad, better wages, and better working conditions are pull factors. Migration 

is usually caused by a mix of push and pull factors. However, when it is caused only by push 

factors, the emigrants are likely to be confronted with deskilling and brain waste. Moreover, 

when the receiving country does not present enough job opportunities corresponding to the 

skills of foreign professionals, the latter are likely to be confronted with unemployment due 

to the excess labour force. Lack of experience in the labour market after having graduated, 

unemployment in the receiving country due to brain overflow in some sectors or due to an 

economic crisis, and integration issues are the potential factors that are likely to make labour 

migration unsuccessful.

Today, societies suffer from a new kind of brain drain—there does not need to be  

geographical migration of the highly-skilled labour force for a country to be affected by  

brain drain. Brain drain can happen within a country: the possibilities offered by freelanc-

ing enable professionals to work from their home country for a company located in another  

country, only requiring occasional business trips. Another phenomenon of “static brain  

drain” occurs when foreign multinational companies present in the country recruit highly- 

-skilled local professionals. This means that the professionals work from their country but 

not for their country. These phenomena are likely to develop in the future and are interesting 

topics for further research. 
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1.  Gender repartition of highly-educated female migrants  
in Germany and Poland

1.1 Gender repartition of highly-educated German female migrants
German women choose to study sciences more than women from other OECD countries, 

as 44% of tertiary degrees in sciences were attributed to German women (compared to an 

OECD average of 40%), among which 59% were in mathematics and statistics (compared 

to an OECD average of 46%) (OECD, 2014a). Table 15 below shows the gender repartition 

among men and women academics. In the past 15 years, we can observe that the proportion 

of women is increasing compared to that of men.

Table 15.  Gender repartition among German academics, 2000-2015

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the German Federal Statistics Office, 2016
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Figures from the OECD show that in the 2000s, out of 20 countries, German migrants 

were among the most skilled, after migrants from the Philippines, the UK, and the former 

Soviet Union. Among these German migrants, there were more women than men during 

the 2005 and 2010 migration waves (the same can be observed for the Philippines and the  

former Soviet Union). Poland was in the seventh position in terms of skilled migrants, and  

here we also observe a prevalence of skilled migrant women over men. In total, 11 countries  

out of 20 show the prevalence of skilled women over men among the migrants (Dumont  

et al., 2007). 

When looking at women, we see that 30.5% of foreign-born women were highly skilled  

in Germany, compared with 46% of German-born women in 2004. Compared with data  

from other EU countries—excluding Hungary and Ireland, where there are more foreign-born 

highly-skilled women than native-born highly-skilled women—Germany is the second  

country, after Greece, showing the largest gap: 15.5%. Among well-educated migrants, there 

are more women than men on the secondary, vocational, and Bachelor’s degree levels, while 

there are more men than women on Master’s degree and PhD levels (Kofman, 2012).

1.2 Gender repartition of highly-educated Polish female migrants
Data shows that the number of Polish students in Germany is growing. At the beginning 

of the 2010s, the majority of students were female, and this proportion is increasing. Hence, 

it provides the possibility of an increasing population of Polish female migrants if these  

students decide to remain in Germany after completing their studies (Franzke, 2014). It 

has been shown that Poles who graduated in Germany have better chances of finding  

a highly-qualified job than highly-educated migrants who arrive in Germany after their  

studies, which can be a pull factor for Polish women living in their home country and  

thinking about emigrating. This means that female brain drain could experience a new  

boost in the coming years.

We saw in the previous chapters that among migrants from Poland, we see a higher  

prevalence of men than women. However, the figures show otherwise among highly-skilled 

Polish migrants, where the share of women prevail over the share of men. In the 1980s,  

15% of all Polish migrants had a university degree. During that decade, 25% of the staff  

of scientific institutions emigrated abroad, among which 52% were women, which shows  

a disproportional female brain drain during that decade (Franzke, 2014). Since then, the  

number of Polish women graduating from tertiary education continued to grow, eventually 

surpassing that of men, and justifying the issue of female brain drain.

Table 16 below shows the development (in percentage) of tertiary-educated Poles  

since 2002. We can observe that the number of tertiary-educated women is constantly  

growing, unlike that of men, and that the gender gap in this regard is deepening. Table 16,  
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although based on national data, reflects the situation of the migrants in other countries  

(in the UK, Germany, and France): skilled women outnumber skilled men among migrant  

populations (Kofman, 2012).

Table 16.  Tertiary-educated Poles according to gender, 2002–2015 (in %)

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the Polish National Statistics Office, 2016a.

Table 17 below shows the development in the number of low-skilled, medium-skilled,  

and highly-skilled Polish female migrants in Germany between 1980 and 2010. As shown  

before and as seen in the literature, the graph shows that the proportion of low-skilled  

women reached a peak in 1990 and has constantly decreased since then. We can also see  

that the number of medium-skilled women is growing the most constantly and rapidly since 

1980 (except in 1990, when the migration of skilled people was lower) due to an increase 

in the migration of low-skilled women. Lastly, the total number of highly-skilled women  

surpassed the number of low-skilled women in 2005. 
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Table 17.  Evolution of the skill level of Polish women in Germany, 1980–2010

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the Polish National Statistics Office, 2013

Data shows that in the global ranking of countries of origins of highly-skilled migrants, 

Poland is seventh out of 11 countries, while Germany is fourth (after the Philippines, the UK, 

and the former Soviet Union) (Kofman, 2012).

Table 18 below provides an overview of the gender repartition of Polish emigrants  

according to gender and skill level by pre- or post-accession period. First, we can see  

that more Polish women migrants have a university degree and secondary education than 

men, and this is the case in both periods, although the figures are higher in the post-accession  

period for those with a university degree. Second, we can see that among men, a higher  

proportion of migrants have a vocational degree, in both periods, but with decreased  

numbers in the post-accession period. Lastly, we can see that the overall proportion  

of migrants who hold a university degree is higher in the post-accession period,  

confirming what was stated at the end of Chapter 2, and confirming female brain drain among 

Polish women.
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Table 18.  Skill level of Polish migrants according to gender and pre- or post-accession  

period

Source: Own elaboration based on the Polish National Statistics Office, 2013 (data from 

2006) 

2.  Issues related to female brain drain

2.1 Gaps in academic literature
Comprehensive studies about female migration, and studies about the specific case of fe-

male brain drain are scarce. To our best knowledge, few studies make use of gender-segregat-

ed data, and few qualitative studies on the challenges met by Polish women abroad have been 

pursued. 

Many modern studies have  focused on  skilled women who, when emigrating abroad, en-

ter low-skilled professions predominantly occupied by the female workforce, such as domes-

tic work, care work, or sex work. However, other gender-specific issues related to brain drain 

need to be examined, such as gender pay gaps among highly-skilled female migrants, the dou-

ble discrimination of gender and nationality in the labour market, deskilling, and brain waste, 

as well as access to childcare facilities for migrant women who are professionally active. How-

ever, these aspects are not well developed in the literature and there is a significant lack of 

qualitative and quantitative data on these aspects of the issue.
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2.2 Brain drain and gender equality
Many studies (Dollar & Gatti, 1999; Klasen, 2000) have revealed that gender inequali-

ties hamper economic growth, and that, inversely, gender equality as well as a high partic-

ipation rate of women in the labour market are conducive for economic development. The 

World Economic Forum has demonstrated the relationship between GDP per capita and  

the Global Gender Gap Index, showing links between human development, the gender gap, 

and global competitiveness, identifying a correlation between the three indicators, and 

demonstrating that women’s empowerment and the reduction of gender inequality enhances  

economic growth (World Economic Forum, 2016). The flight of female human capital is linked 

with several push factors (see Chapter 2) and it is necessary to wonder whether gender  

inequality or gender discrimination could be one (Naghsh Nejad & Young, 2014).

The issue of female migration is closely linked to that of female brain drain, and we  

find similar issues in the phenomena of female brain drain and female migration, such as 

discrimination in the labour market, deskilling, gender pay gaps, and unemployment due to  

the lack of available childcare and the lack of gender-oriented labour policies focused on  

female migrants.

Examining gender equality in the Polish labour market provides mixed results: while  

the gender pay gap (GPG) is among the lowest in the EU (an explained GPG of 7.7%, as  

compared to an EU average of 15.7%, and an unexplained GPG of 9.2%), poor reproductive 

health and rights’ policies, the lack of childcare facilities and long-term care infrastructures, 

as well as low-developed work arrangements leads to the low participation rate of Polish 

women in the labour market and a lack of access to managerial positions. These issues can  

be considered as a push factor for highly-educated women to move abroad as long as the  

level of gender equality is higher in the receiving country. Therefore, we can assume that  

improvement of gender equality in Poland would prevent female brain drain. Indeed,  

gender equality in the labour market has been demonstrated by studies on a global scale  

to boost economic growth by enabling more women to enter the workforce and contribute  

to economic growth (World Economic Forum, 2016). 

Women who are wives and mothers and who leave their families to migrate abroad  

for labour purposes are seen as the breadwinners, while the husbands who stayed with the 

children in the home country are seen as the ones who care for them. However, women  

migrants are also seen as being responsible for weakening family ties and “abandoning”  

their families, while men who leave their families to earn money abroad are stereotypically 

seen as “heroes”. The reversal of gender roles is a phenomenon that is not well considered  

in society and leads to a poor representation of women migrants, especially mothers  

(Cieślińska, 2012).



CASE Project Reports | Nr 486 (2017)

55

It has been observed that the social and economic inequalities that existed before  

emigration do not disappear with migration: gender inequality and social inequalities related  

to social status are reproduced and worsened by migration. Thus, women migrants are  

even more affected by economic and social inequalities than native-born women, as their  

particular vulnerabilities are not only related to the labour market but also to the society  

of the receiving country (i.e. due to a lack of knowledge about the receiving country’s legal 

aspects on the labour market or a lack of knowledge about access to social security). 

Solutions have been proposed to lower the negative effects of migration on women:  

cooperation between transnational support groups, women’s organisations, and migrants’  

organisations (Walczak, 2010). We need to add as a recommendation strong awareness  

raising among public authorities and policymakers from sending and receiving countries 

about tackling the push factors and improving the pull factors specific to women. This  

awareness raising would enable their thorough engagement towards addressing the  

issues related to female migration and female brain drain.

2.3 Female brain drain in the academic sector
Traditionally, skilled female migrants fill positions in fields such as education and health, 

while skilled male migrants work in fields such engineering, construction, and IT, which  

is also a reflection of the situation in many countries where certain fields are male-dominated  

and others are female-dominated (European Commission, 2009). 

In the EU, 26% of academic staff are women. In some countries with higher proportions  

of women in academia, we notice the prevalence of women in junior positions and few  

women professors. In Poland for the academic year 2006-2007, 52% of the academic  

assistants were women, lecturers encompassed 55% of women, adjuncts, 41% of women,  

and among the professors, 22% were women (GUS, Polish National Statistics Office, 2007). 

In Germany in 2015, the share of women professors was 39% (see Table 16), whereas 45%  

of all PhD students were women. As far as salaries are concerned, the wage difference  

between female and male academics is similar to the EU average, where women earn  

about 25% to 30% less than their male counterparts, with lower wage gaps observed in  

Scandinavian countries. These differences are related to the fact that women are still  

the ones who bear the responsibilities of motherhood (Grigolo et al., 2009) and that  

co-parenting is a relatively rare phenomenon.
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3.  Causes and consequences of female brain drain

3.1 Non-professional reasons for female brain drain
Some studies have analysed the motives for educated Polish women to emigrate to  

another country. The reasons for migration are many and constitute gender-specific 

push factors: difficulties to adapt to changes that resulting from political and economic  

transformation, better career opportunities abroad, escaping socio-economic problems  

in the home country, such as unemployment or gender inequality, or following a migrating 

husband (Kicinger & Weinar, 2007). Among highly-educated women, the push factors are  

related to unsatisfactory living and working conditions, notably wages. 

Another issue that is worth analysing is that of skilled female migrants who emigrate  

for personal reasons, such as marriage, family reunification, or accompanying their  

husbands who emigrated for work. These women are categorised as migrating for personal 

reasons and their skills or the fact that they are highly educated are not the angle that is  

paid attention to (Kofman, 2012). In a study conducted in Germany on mixed marriages,  

where Polish women married German men, we observe that it was a personal, and not  

an economic factor, that was the main reason for Polish women to leave their country  

(Jaroszewska, 2003). The small amount of qualitative information available about the living 

and working conditions of these women prevents us from analysing their work experiences  

or their career strategies, and thus the issues of brain drain that they might experience.  

Consequently, this aspect of the issue would be an extremely relevant topic and subject  

for data collection and qualitative research. 

3.2 Brain waste and deskilling
3.2.1  Characteristics and manifestations of brain waste

We observe that for the same level of skills, the level of wages and social status of  

migrants is lower than that of natives. This shows that either the migrants have insufficient 

language skills, or that the migrants professional skills often have a low level of transferability  

between countries, which means that the human capital and education acquired in their  

home countries are less valued in the receiving countries. In Germany, recent studies 

have shown large wage gaps between natives and immigrants who obtained education 

abroad, confirming the phenomenon of brain waste among migrants from Eastern Europe  

(Garcia Pires, 2015). However, even though we know of the existence of the brain waste  

issue in Germany, almost no data is available in this area of research, and the figures  

concerning the number of migrants affected by brain waste are thus quite unknown in the 

issue of brain drain from Poland to Germany.
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Brain waste and deskilling are experienced by highly-skilled migrants for two reasons:  

the first is that their qualifications might not be recognised in the labour market of the  

receiving country, and the second is related to the fact that unemployment and difficulties 

finding a job – abroad or in the home country – can lead migrants to accept the first available 

job offering a stable income, regardless of their own qualifications and skills. The risk of this 

decision is that after starting the new job, it is difficult to find another job because of a lack 

of time or motivation, but also because there are noticeable difficulties among job seekers to 

find a job corresponding to their qualifications if another, lower-skilled job has been under-

taken in the meantime. Indeed, workers are likely to lose experience and skills in their area  

of specialisation, which might harm their future career prospects. 

Brain waste and deskilling are related to the difficulties migrants face in order to find  

employment suitable to their skills. One explanation of deskilling among Polish migrants  

is the fact that, as we have mentioned in Chapter 1, they often are temporary migrants  

and thus have less time to learn the language, settle, make contacts with natives, inte-

grate within networks that might be helpful when looking for a job, and integrate into the  

society of the receiving country. Some (Galgóczi et al., 2012) argue that the difference  

between the recent generations of migrants and those that emigrated in the 1990s are more 

related to the fact that the former are more attracted by higher wages, and that the latter 

were more focused on fleeing a country in economic ruins with little employment prospects. 

Comparing the youth unemployment rate in Poland (20.8%) and Germany (7.2%), the former 

might be indeed a cause for this situation, at least for young migrants. 

Figures show that a little over half of the Polish migrants working in the field of academics 

and research have the opportunity to continue working in a scientific field after emigrating, 

which means that the other half either needed to changed sectors, or was affected by deskill-

ing and brain waste. Here again, we cannot formulate a hypothesis supported by data as 

there is a lack of data in the context of deskilling and brain waste. Some (Kaczmarczyk, 2010)  

argue that the likelihood of deskilling for highly-skilled Polish migrants is not negative as the  

migrants who worked abroad – even if not in their sector – earn money and have better  

living standards than what they had while working in Poland, and the money earned abroad 

allows them a higher standard of living if they choose to re-migrate. 

3.2.2 Brain waste: a gender issue?
When highly-skilled female migrants are confronted with deskilling and brain waste,  

then working in a job requiring a lower skill level than one corresponding to their skills  

could mean a possible loss of social and professional status. We can wonder whether female 

migrants are more affected by the phenomenon, which might manifest in two ways: either  

it means working below their qualifications, or it means working in another field than the  
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one in which the person is skilled. In Germany, about 10% of German women were over- 

qualified for their jobs, compared with 23.6% of migrant women. This gap of 13.7% is similar  

to the gap we observe among 11 other European countries (13.6%). The largest gaps are  

found in Greece (44.4%) and Italy (23.2%), and the lowest in Switzerland (2.1%), Hungary 

(3.2%), and France (4.6%) (Kofman, 2012).

The main reasons for deskilling are related to the lack of recognition of diplomas  

(before 2004, since the Bologna system harmonised all degree levels), the lack of access  

to information about employment and a lack of support for newly arrived migrants, the lack 

of access and affordability as well as time to take language courses, and to stereotypes:  

migrants, whatever their qualifications, are often the victims of stereotypes about their  

country of origin. These above-mentioned causes of brain waste among migrants are  

common to both men and women, but one gender-specific cause must be mentioned:  

childcare responsibilities, which prevent women from working full-time and/or in high- 

-responsibility professions and which are a significant factor for of brain waste for women 

(Kofman, 2012).

While some migrants succeeded in obtaining a job in their field, some did not, and the 

gender difference shows higher difficulties for women to work in the same sector as  

before emigrating: in the 2010s, 70.5% of women worked in their field compared with 81.5%  

of men (Kofman, 2012). This allows us to assume that more women than men are likely  

to be affected by brain waste and deskilling, thus making these phenomena a gender issue.

3.2.3 Consequences of brain waste
The consequences of brain waste might be seen as negative for the sending country,  

the receiving country, and the migrants. For the sending country, the migration of skilled 

workers implies brain drain, and thus a loss of human capital. This might lead to signifi-

cant negative outcomes when migrants affected by deskilling return to their home coun-

try: their skill level is lower than what they had before leaving because they worked in jobs  

below their qualifications. Therefore, it is likely that their contribution to the economy  

would be lower than before they migrated abroad. In the receiving country, as the human  

capital of migrants is not fully used, inefficiencies arise. Instead of brain gain and the  

potential for economic growth which comes as a consequence, the receiving country’s  

economy is negatively affected by brain waste.

For migrants, as brain waste lowers the levels of qualification of migrants, it also lowers 

the levels of human capital and possibly affects migrants’ self-confidence. This could lead  

to social isolation and possibly amplify the existing negative stereotypes about migrants 

held by the population of the receiving country and increase discrimination. Moreover,  
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brain waste when related to informal work, can endanger the migrants’ safety as they lack 

legal protection, unemployment benefits, or health coverage (Hardy, 2010). 

3.2.4 Policy recommendations against brain waste
The phenomenon of brain waste has been noticed by policymakers and has been the  

subject of policy initiatives from both the sending and receiving countries of migrants,  

which notably aimed at encouraging employers to accept professionals with unfamiliar  

qualifications or work experience that has not been gained locally (Sumption, 2013).  

Moreover, some sending countries have been working on improving their education sys-

tems in order to allow the international transferability of skills: in order to prevent brain  

drain, receiving countries invest in the evaluation of foreign education systems in order  

to allow the better transferability of the migrants’ qualifications obtained abroad (Garcia 

Pires, 2015). 

To avoid a mismatch between the qualifications of migrants and the availability of jobs  

in the receiving country, there is a need for a harmonisation of educational systems,  

the recognition of diplomas (even though this is not an issue between Poland and Germany), 

and for migrants to learn the language of the receiving country. It has been shown (Galgóczi  

et al., 2012), that learning the receiving country’s language is the key to avoid deskilling:  

figures from the UK showed that about 30% of the migrants from the EU-8 who did not  

speak the language had difficulties in finding or keeping employment. 

Hence the need for educated women and men to prepare for their emigration: learning 

the language, establishing contacts through networking with people in the same sector or 

through networks of professionals and expats in the receiving country, and looking for work 

equivalent to the skill level of the migrant before migrating are solutions to avoid brain waste 

after immigration (Franzke, 2014).
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1.  Socio-economic impact of brain drain in Poland and Germany

1.1 Population loss
Poland’s accession to the EU and the migration flows that occurred following the opening 

of borders for the EU-8 had consequences for the Polish population: Poland saw 0.5% of its 

domestic population move abroad between 2004 and 2008. Despite the fact that migration 

leads to lower unemployment in the home country, the loss of population related to migration 

and brain drain can also have negative consequences for the home country, not only as far  

as the loss of educated individuals is concerned, but also in terms of the loss of workforce  

in a broader sense. In the context of loss of educated populations in the sending country  

resulting from brain drain, Poland experienced population loss mainly among men with  

secondary educations and among women with tertiary educations (Okólski & Anacka, 2010).

The Polish regions which have suffered the most from population loss (all social and age 

groups, skill levels, and destination countries) due to labour migration are Subcarpathia 

(7.2%) and the Holy Cross (Świętokrzyskie) (6%), with larger losses among men than among 

women, and mainly in the rural areas of these regions. Lublin and Podlaskie also suffered from  

population losses due to migration, with higher losses among urban men for Podlaskie  

and among rural women for Lublin. As far as the region of the capital is concerned,  

Warsaw is one of the regions which is least affected by emigration as the region offers  

many employment opportunities and holds a major position in politics and culture, which  

prevents the population from emigrating (Okólski & Anacka, 2010). 

In Germany, emigration flows are seen as a marginal phenomenon in the country, there-

fore, population loss due to emigration is not considered as a significant issue. Even though  

we observe a loss of the educated population related to brain drain in some sectors  

(see Chapter 2), brain gain compensates for this phenomenon in Germany, unlike in Poland 

where brain gain is almost non-existent. 

Chapter 4:  
The aftermath of brain drain:  
Brain gain and re-migration 
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1.2 Skill shortages and skills mismatch
The Wilfried Martens Centre for European Studies defines skills mismatch as being  

“the gap between an individual’s job skills and the demands of the job market”. By contrast, 

skill shortage is the lack of jobs for skilled workers or the lack of skilled workers for a given  

job position (Wilfried Martens Centre, 2016). 

In Poland, the transformation period led to changes in the labour market: some indus-

tries collapsed, while others were created and developed over time due to technological pro-

gress, which led to changes in the structure of employment. While unemployment grew in 

declining sectors, employment rose in developing sectors and new industries that demanded  

different skillsets, thus generating skills and jobs mismatches and triggering labour migration  

among people experiencing skill mismatches and shortages. In a given country, policies  

aiming at eliminating skills and jobs mismatches can be implemented only when the labour 

market is flexible, with flexible wages, flexible prices, and the mobility of labour, making it  

easier for individuals to assess the scarcity of certain skills and jobs, thus providing 

information to the labour force on how to react to changes in the labour market. In Poland, 

difficulties ensuring this flexibility had the consequence of generating skill shortages in some 

sectors of the economy and surpluses in others, as well as generating regional disparities, 

as particular branches of the economy were located in specific regions, such as the shipping 

industry in the north or agriculture in the east (Grabowska-Lusińska, 2010). These changes 

could be observed in 1990: in the Katowice and Kraków regions, there were 2,000 job offers 

for one job seeker due to the high performance of the mining sector, while in the Ciechanów, 

Kalisk, Łomża, and Rzeszów regions, there were only one or two offers (Zjawiona, 2004).  

The phenomenon of skills mismatch in certain sectors of the economy served as a push factor 

in certain regions of the country, triggering the emigration of educated people. 

Before 1989, the allocation of workers to specific industries was done according to 

the economic plan. Therefore, skills mismatch was larger during communist times than in  

market economies due to the lack of information that a price system ensures (Tronoski, 

1992). However, despite flexible wages and prices after 1989, skills mismatches were large 

when considering gender discrepancies or when looking at the highly educated and the low  

educated (more jobs were available for low-educated workers than for highly-educated job 

seekers, which was the other way around in Germany), as well as age groups, since young  

people under the age of 25 were the most affected by unemployment. The latter was caused 

by the low competitiveness of Polish companies on the world market, low and old capital 

stock, obsolete production procedures, and the overall restructuring of the economy. 

In the 1990s, vocational trainings were implemented to fill skill shortages. In the  

mid-1990s, 8.5% of employers reported skill shortages, while this figure increased to 14%  

in 2005. This can be interpreted in three ways: either the transformations in the labour  
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market as well as its liberalisation needed to be handled differently—towards more flexibility; 

the process of increasing capital stock, rearranging production processes, and finding new 

customers took time; or the increase in skills mismatch is the result of labour emigration: mi-

gration flows following Poland’s accession to the EU were very significant and might have led 

to an increase in skill shortages. 

Fields of activity such as furniture production, forestry, electronics, construction, or the 

automobile industry were the most affected by skill shortages after 2004. Skill shortages 

have the effect of creating divergence in the labour market, as the lack of professionals in a 

given sector leads to less production, less economic growth, less income taxes paid by tax-

payers, and less investment in infrastructure and education, among others. Skill shortages 

also lead to the slow adaptation to global markets, the underdevelopment of infrastructure, 

and the underutilisation of human capital, thus creating development differences between 

countries. The migration of workers can have the effect of lowering unemployment between 

countries, and—if happening on a wide scale without compensation from immigration flows—

of creating brain drain among highly-educated professionals who cannot find a job in their 

home country but do find one matching their skills abroad (Grabowska-Lusińska, 2010). 

In 2016, skills mismatch and skill shortages were still an issue: a report from the Man-

powerGroup showed that 45% of employers cannot find employees with matching skills and 

competencies in Poland. The professional groups lacking the most labour force were qualified 

workers (welders, locksmiths, and mechanics, among others), engineers, production opera-

tors, sales managers, drivers, IT specialists, and project managers. These shortages were due 

to the fact that candidates lacked technical skills.

On a global scale, the above-mentioned report states that 40% of employers point out skill 

shortages as reason for difficulties in finding adequate employees in 2016 and, over time, we 

observed a constant increase in these numbers. Table 19 below illustrates the development 

of skill shortages in Poland, Germany, and on a global scale. In Poland, the figures are higher 

than the global average after having experienced a decrease between 2010 and 2013. For 

Germany, the figures are higher than those for Poland and the global average since 2013, and 

have shown consistent growth after experiencing decreases in 2007 and 2010. 
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Table 19.  Skill shortages in Poland, Germany, and worldwide, 2006–2016

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the ManpowerGroup Talent Shortage Surveys  

2009, 2010, 2011, 2012, 2013, 2014, 2015 and 2016

Observing these numbers, we can consider the causes for this increase on the global  

level and, especially, whether labour migration played a role in the generation or attenuation 

of skill shortages in the Polish and German labour markets. We can see for Germany that  

skill shortages decreased in 2007, which might correspond to the peak of Polish emigration  

in the years following its EU accession, thus bringing labour force to the country in the  

sectors that were threatened by skill shortages.

There are solutions to prevent skill shortages and mismatches in the labour market:  

implement activation policies, notably among older people; establish activation and  

training programmes among the unemployed; guide young people through educational paths 

that are in line with the skill shortages in the labour market; increase the attractiveness  

of the professions in which shortages are observed; stimulate geographical mobility at  

the national level; and attract migrants through recruiting skilled professionals abroad.  

Brain gain caused by immigration can address the issue of skill shortages and mismatches  

in the receiving country’s labour market (European Parliament, 2015).
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2.  Brain gain 

2.1 Brain gain and brain overflow 
The phenomenon of brain overflow, which describes the oversupply of the highly  

educated and highly skilled in sending countries and thus limits the effects of brain drain, 

has been a subject of research in Poland (Fihel et al., 2007). The country experienced  

high rates of unemployment between 2000 and 2007 among its medium- and highly- 

-educated population, showing difficulties in absorbing this group into the labour market.  

This situation can be explained either by a surplus of educated workers due to the increased 

investment in human capital, thus creating brain overflow, or by a lack of adequate job  

positions in the labour market, thus leading to skill mismatches. The emigration waves  

in the decade following Poland’s accession to the EU partly contributed to solving the  

issue of unemployment, as the emigration of educated people reduces the difficulties in the  

labour market met in their home country, assuming that they will not experience  

unemployment or brain waste in the receiving country.

Brain gain is the phenomenon involving the filling of available job positions in the  

labour market by skilled foreign workers, but it also entails the addition of the skills and  

competencies migrants bring with them when they return to their home country after  

working abroad. The extent of the phenomenon of brain gain through the migration of  

highly-skilled Poles and Germans and the gain in human capital brought by Polish migrants  

after re-migration has rarely been studied by scholars, at least not in the context  

of Polish-German migration. However, we can assume that the existence of brain drain  

in Poland brought brain gain in Germany, and that the absence of brain drain in Germany  

led to the absence of brain gain in Poland. 

2.2 Brain gain in Germany
After 2010, Germany experienced an economic boom which led to the fall of its  

unemployment rate to 6%, its lowest rate in decades. Germany also had the highest  

number of job vacancies in the EU, thus attracting migrant workers. The negative  

demographic outlook of the country due to low fertility rates and an ageing population  

contributed to leading German authorities and employers to seek skilled labour from  

abroad (Schellinger, 2015). 

The country implemented a few programmes aiming at attracting foreign skilled  

workers, for example, in Spain, through the diffusion of information campaigns, partnerships 

with German companies, language courses, relocation support, and assistance in successful  

integration. Other programmes involved the creation of welcome centres (e.g. the Job of  

my Life programme), online information portals (e.g. Make it in Germany), or provide  
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funding for apprentices in order to tackle the barriers to mobility (e.g. MobiPro-EU)  

(Barslund & Busse, 2014). 

German political parties have different approaches towards the immigration of high-

ly-skilled migrants. While the SPD and the CDU parties focus on high-skilled migration  

and its positive impact on skilled labour shortages, the Greens prefer to focus on immigration 

in general and its added value in the labour market. Both the AfD and FDP parties consider 

highly-skilled immigration as indispensable given the needs brought by an ageing population 

(Schellinger, 2015). As a result of these policies and approaches, the intra-EU immigration 

flows to Germany doubled between 2007 and 2013 with a sharp increase of immigrants  

from Southern and Eastern Europe (Schellinger, 2015). 

Brain gain in Germany can be particularly noticed among medical professions, notably 

doctors: the number of foreign doctors from EU countries practicing in Germany doubled 

between 2005 and 2015, and the number of non-German doctors in Germany is higher  

than the number of German doctors emigrating abroad since 2011 (Schellinger, 2015),  

confirming the absence of brain drain in the country and the presence of brain gain.

3.  Return migration and re-migration

3.1 Return migration in Poland
With migration flows from Germany to Poland being low, we focus this part of our study  

on the return migration—or re-migration—of Polish emigrants from Germany, as the 

data show important points of reflection. The literature shows that two flows of return  

migration have been observed since 1989: the first in the 1990s, corresponding to the  

opportunities offered by the breakdown of the communist regime in Poland, and the second 

in years 2008–2009, in response to the difficulties encountered in Western labour markets  

in the aftermath of the financial crisis and the Euro-crisis (Fihel & Górny, 2013). 

The first wave of return migration encompassed mainly Polish emigrants from Germany 

(31% of all re-migrants) and from the USA (17% of all re-migrants), which were the two main 

receiving countries of Polish migrants during the 1980s and 1990s. It is to be noticed that 

42% of emigrants who returned to Poland with the first wave of re-migration (1989–1990) 

left Poland within a year. In addition, 28% of the re-migrants who returned to Poland between 

1990 and 2002 left Poland again after that year (Smoliner et al., 2011). This might indicate 

that there were difficulties for re-migrants to adapt to the changing society and transforming 

economy (Fihel & Górny, 2013), or that there were difficulties in the labour market related  

to high unemployment rates in Poland. 
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Research (Jonczy, 2003) has shown that the Polish re-migrants of the transition  

period who emigrated to Germany can be divided in two categories: men and individuals  

with children were more likely to be permanent emigrants, and women and individuals  

without children tended to be more temporary migrants. Many re-migrants were Poles who 

emigrated abroad together with their children, born abroad. As far as level of education  

is concerned, the 2002 census showed that among the re-migrants of the transition peri-

od, 30% possessed university degrees and 36% completed secondary education. Of the  

re-migrants, 43% were service workers, 18% were white collar workers, 18% were  

qualified workers, and 12% were unqualified blue-collar workers in the receiving country.  

Among the professions registered by the re-migrants, we also find teachers, managers,  

doctors, IT|specialists, or professionals in marketing, commerce, and finance, which shows 

the considerable added value in human capital brought by Polish emigrants returning  

to Poland (Fihel & Górny, 2013). 

The second wave of re-migration during 2008-2009 was much larger than the previous, 

with about 580,000 Poles returning to their home country, as compared to about 100,000  

in the early 1990s. However, the first wave of re-migration showed more diverse social 

groups. Research has shown that for the period 2002-2007, the predominant age group  

of re-migrants were young people under 29 years old. Additionally, a majority were single  

and tertiary educated. By contrast, for the period 2007-2012, the prevailing age group  

was older than the average age of re-migrants and possessed either a higher or primary  

education level (Fihel & Górny, 2013).

The patterns of re-migration of the second wave show gender differences: in a study  

conducted among re-migrants of three southern Polish voivodships, highly-educated  

women and young people under the age of 30 were more reluctant to return to Poland  

(Fihel & Górny, 2013). A survey conducted in Poland in 2008 among 338,000 Polish migrants 

showed that almost 50% plan on returning to their home country at one point (Brzozowski, 

2008b). A 2009 survey by Iglicka revealed that the re-migrants of the second wave found  

it difficult to integrate into the labour market: after re-migrating, only 60% of the  

respondents from five cities of the survey were active in the labour market. This issue  

particularly affects young highly-educated people who studied and/or worked abroad, lead-

ing them to decide to emigrate again.

After returning, re-migrants indeed tend to encounter issues and difficulties in their 

home country, especially when they have been away for a long time. One of the main issues  

encountered by re-migrants is the opportunities found in the labour market of the home 

country. Another issue is that of social integration: an emigrant who returns to his home  

country might find it has changed. Hence, the implementation by public authorities  

of policies and programmes facilitating the re-migration process (Cieślińska, 2012).
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Table 20 below gives an overview of the re-migration patterns of Polish migrants return-

ing from Germany in 2011. It shows that the largest group of migrants from Germany to  

Poland are re-migrants, and that there are no significant differences in the figures between men  

and women among re-migrants.

Table 20.  Emigrants and re-migrants from Germany to Poland

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the Polish National Statistics Office, 2013

Unlike the previous waves of re-migration observed in the 20th century and which showed 

the prevalence of permanent migration, the two waves discussed above have been more  

temporary. When returning to Poland, re-migrants chose urban areas and big cities, and 

women represent the highest share of re-migrants (55%) (Fihel & Górny, 2013). Among the 

reasons for returning, when interviewed, many Polish re-migrants mentioned their wish  

to contribute to the economic, social, and political reconstruction and development of their 

country as a personal goal. These reasons for re-migrating show the potential of Polish  

re-migrants as actors of change and development and possibly brain gain for their home 

country. The reasons for leaving after having returned are said to be linked to their dis- 

appointment in the country’s perspectives and opportunities when confronted with the  

reality (Smoliner, et al., 2011). Table 21 below shows the different reasons Polish re-mi-

grants gave for returning to Poland after emigrating to Germany. With the main reason being  

personal reasons, the above-mentioned results seem to be confirmed.
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Table 21.  Reasons for Polish re-migrants to return from Germany

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the Polish National Statistics Office, 2013

3.2 Return migration in Germany
In 2008, 68% of the total number of German emigrants returned to their home country, 

and about 115,000 Germans returned in 2009. We can observe higher re-migration rates 

among Germans who were employees abroad than among the self-employed. Research 

show that a majority of Germans, especially those who are highly-educated, spent between  

three and five years abroad before returning. The main reasons given by the re-migrants  

were firstly personal reasons—proximity with their families—and then job-related issues 

(Smoliner et al., 2011). 

Other studies based on surveys have shown that the Germans who had successful  

experiences abroad after re-migrating often wish to emigrate again. These results must  

be put into context with those of the Polish migrants who re-migrated after staying abroad 

for a few years, as they also tended to move abroad again, but likely for different reasons 

(Smoliner et al., 2011).

4.  Policy responses in favour of return migration in Poland

In reaction to brain drain and the loss of the highly-educated actors of the labour  

force, Poland implemented return migration programmes and policies aimed at convinc-

ing educated emigrants abroad to return home. For instance, the Foundation for Polish  

Science initiated return grants for researchers, as well as programmes assisting pregnant  

women and researchers raising children to continue their research projects (Żebrowska  

& Konarzewski, 2014). In Germany, the equivalent programme aimed at encouraging the  

re-migration of scientists is the Alexander von Humboldt Professorship.

 
work education personal other
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The programme “masz plan na powrót?” (Do you have a plan to come back?) was launched 

among Polish emigrants in 2008 by the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy alongside  

the chancellery of the Prime Minister, which invested about EUR 1 million in its  

implementation. Its focus is to provide emigrants with the tools to enable an easy return  

to Poland, of which the most important was a dedicated website developed with the aim  

of providing comprehensive information regarding the issues surrounding re-migration. 

It was incorporated in 2011 as a part of the “Green Line” service, implemented by the  

Polish Public Employment Service as an online information centre for individuals looking  

for a job in Poland. The service includes the possibility to ask a question to a consultant  

and receive a response within 14 days. Between 2008 and 2013, 800,000 visits were  

recorded, with 350,000 visits alone in 2011 (Lesińska, 2013). The programme also propos- 

ed a handbook for the returnee, online employment services, as well as business and  

investment advice for returnees willing to start a business in Poland after their return. 

Other programmes were focused on the regional level, such as “zostań w Polsce swoim 

szefem” (stay in Poland, become your own boss) for Mazovia, which aims, since its creation  

in 2010, at returnees aged 45+, mainly women, and assists them in creating their own  

business. The programme “Opolskie – tutaj zostaję” (Opolskie – here I stay), implement-

ed in 2009, assisted young people looking for a job abroad in finding a job in the region so  

as to prevent emigration (Kaczmarczyk, 2012). 

Targeting highly-skilled migrants, the programme wracajdopolski.pl (comebacktopoland.

pl) was implemented between 2007 and 2011 and focused on encouraging professionals  

from sectors such as IT, banking, or finance to return to Poland. Its aim was to address  

skill shortages in these sectors. Other policies have been implemented in order to ease  

procedures for returnees, such as the Tax Abolition Act established in 2008 aimed at  

avoiding double taxation, the recognition of diplomas obtained abroad, the training of  

professionals dealing with returnees, and easier procedures for the acquisition or  

restoration of Polish citizenship (Kaczmarczyk, 2012). 
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The EU – as well as Poland and Germany—face many socio-economic challenges,  

such as an ageing population, issues related to global competitiveness and growth, and  

a rapidly changing labour market. Post-accession migration is an issue which is related  

to these challenges, and especially the migration of highly-educated individuals, hence  

its importance for research and policymaking.

Our analyses of the statistical data show that a large share of today’s highly-skilled  

migrants are women. Together with the existing literature on the incidence of the labour  

migration of highly-skilled women in the economy, our analyses of female brain drain  

confirm the importance of women’s role in the labour market as well as on economic growth, 

productivity, and innovation. Therefore, we suggest the necessity of policies encouraging  

female economic activity and improving women’s working conditions, as deficiencies  

in childcare facilities and flexibility in working hours, as well as gender discrimination, are still 

observed. The issue of female brain drain, with mixed consequences – negative and positive 

– in both the sending and receiving countries and the issues related to it, such as brain waste 

and deskilling, skill mismatch, and re-migration, are issues that need to be addressed through 

effective policymaking. 

When looking at Poland and Germany, Poland is more affected by brain drain. The  

structural weaknesses and segmentation of the Polish labour market, insufficient  

competitiveness, and poor internal mobility affect the country’s performance and hampers 

the use of human capital at the national level. The rate of female employment is low due to 

weak family policies and deficiencies in childcare and elderly care. Lastly, unemployment 

rates in some regions have significant consequences on the economic growth, competitive- 

ness, and innovation of the country. All of the above-mentioned socio-economic issues  

in Poland have negative outcomes on living and working conditions, and need to be  

addressed in order to prevent the emergence of push factors leading to emigration and  

brain drain, and in order to encourage the re-migration of Polish migrants living abroad.  

Poland lacks assets that would contribute to its economic growth, and these assets are  

driven away by push factors. Recovering these assets through effective policies aimed  

at mitigating the push factors could have positive outcomes for the country. Germany is not 

Conclusion,  
policy recommendations,  
and prospects for future research
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affected by brain drain in general, but is affected by it in specific sectors. However, Germa-

ny benefits from brain gain from highly-skilled Polish professionals. The country’s emigra-

tion rates are lower than in Poland and the emigration of highly-skilled professionals is com- 

pensated by brain gain from other countries. Therefore, cooperation between both  

countries is needed today in order to allow for the successful emigration and immigration  

of Poles and Germans, with measures from employers to avoid deskilling and brain waste,  

and to allow a smooth re-migration. 

The migration of women is increasing compared to that of men, and among the  

migrants, the figures from Germany and Poland after 2010 show a prevalence of highly- 

-educated women over men. Female brain drain is due to push and pull factors that are  

somewhat similar to those of male brain drain, but there are additional gender-specific  

factors. These factors, which are part of gender mainstreaming policies, are mainly gender 

equality, childcare facilities, gender discrimination in the labour market, work-life balance, 

and the gender pay gap. Accessible and effective childcare facilities for working mothers,  

extended work-life balance policies, such as flexible working hours and the possibility  

to work from home, or gender equality in the labour market, in the workplace, and in  

working conditions when implemented in the sending country are preventing female  

brain drain, while their absence in the sending country or their presence in the receiving 

country is a push factor. 

Other gender-specific issues are related to the manifestations and consequences  

of female brain drain for women in the labour market of the receiving country. The main  

issue experienced by women after emigrating abroad for professional reasons is  

deskilling and brain waste and double discrimination. Deskilling – or the fact that migrant  

women cannot find jobs corresponding to their skills and education and must settle for  

less – is experienced by more women than men and has negative consequences for both  

the sending and receiving countries as well as for the migrant, as we saw in Chapter 3.  

Double discrimination in the labour market is characterised by the fact that women  

migrants are discriminated based on their gender and on their nationality. 

Both deskilling and double discrimination are experienced by female migrants and  

highly-skilled migrants. Thus, policy responses must be developed in the countries  

experiencing female brain gain and affected by female brain drain and initiatives need  

to be implemented before and after moving abroad in both sending and receiving  

countries. Before moving abroad, migrants must conduct extensive research about the  

receiving country’s labour market, existing vacancies, and the current opportunities.  

They could also contact expat or female migrant networks in the receiving country, as well  

as start learning the country’s language in order to better integrate. After moving abroad,  

the female migrant should benefit from the guidance and support of the migrant  
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organisations in the receiving country, from city migrant services, or from migrant  

associations, notably concerning job searching and language courses. Lastly, the role  

of migrant organisations should be to initiate awareness raising campaigns directed at  

local authorities and policymakers about the gender issues related to the phenomenon  

of female brain drain and female labour migration.

Our main observation while developing this report is that there is a significant lack  

of academic literature on the topic of female brain drain, which prevents us from answering 

many important questions. Comprehensive data—especially time series data, gender-specific  

data, and data on age and skill level—are needed in order to conduct further research  

for both Poland and Germany. Furthermore, we have very scarce information concerning  

the gender repartition of migrants and highly-skilled migrants in Germany before 2007.  

In Poland, even though data is comprehensive, very few datasets show gender differences. 

The issues related to highly-skilled individuals—female or male—are under-researched due  

to a lack of data. Moreover, neither Poland nor Germany offer any comprehensive data  

on the issue of brain waste and deskilling. No qualitative analyses of the living and  

working conditions of highly-skilled Polish or German women can be found, and, lastly,  

the issue of re-migration, even though addressed by policymakers in Poland, does not  

consider gender differences.

The issue of brain drain is important for research as it has been found to affect several  

socio-economic outcomes, notably employment, human capital, labour migration and  

female migration, gender equality, and international mobility. Therefore, the lack of  

qualitative and quantitative data in the literature could inspire future research in social  

sciences. Moreover, on a European scale, the policy recommendations for the issues  

generated by female brain drain between Poland and Germany are likely to be transferable  

to other countries where the issue of female brain drain is a reality – notably for Poland  

and the UK, as well as the border regions of many EU countries.
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