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Experiences of older Polish migrants  
in the United Kingdom – questioning  
the older migrants’ image in migration literature

The experiences and migration strategies of senior migrants differ significantly from those 
of their younger counterparts. However, since migration flows are dominated by younger mi-
grants, the recent Polish migration discourse tends to present the younger migrants’ perspective. 
This article addresses this research gap by exploring the migration experience of older Polish mi-
grants to the United Kingdom (UK). The types of older migrants currently living in the UK are 
discussed: namely those who have lived in the UK for several decades and those who have mi-
grated late in life. The experiences and attitudes of both groups are then explored and compared 
in order to expose several assumptions concerning older migrants: the immobility of seniors; 
the vulnerability of older migrants; and seniors migrating exclusively as part of care networks. 
The article is based on qualitative research conducted in the UK in 2005–2009 and in 2017.

Keywords: senior migrants, elderly migrants, Polish migrants, care, aging in place, post-
-accession migrants

1. Introduction

The aim of this article is to explore the migration experiences of older Pol-
ish migrants to the United Kingdom (UK) and to question several assumptions 
about migration and old age. The UK is currently, after Germany, the largest des-
tination country for Polish migrants. Since the UK opened its labour market for 
Polish citizens in 2004, it has had the largest share of post-accession migration. 
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Recent Polish migrants to the UK are usually pictured as young. However, although 
young migrants dominate migration flows, experiences of older migrants should 
not be excluded from the public discourse as to do so would ignore the “different 
motivations, decision-making processes, and economic, environmental, societal 
and welfare impacts” (Warnes and Williams, 2006:2) of this group. The growing 
number of foreign-born residents aged 55 and older observed throughout Europe 
between 2010 and 2015 (Ciobanu et al., 2017) shows that the aging of society af-
fects migration flows. The increasing body of work on elderly and senior migrants 
in Europe – which includes not only articles but books (e.g. Horn and Schweppe,  
2016, Karl and Torres, 2016, Walsh and Näre, 2016) and special issues of journals 
(e.g. JEMS 2017, 43(2) or 2006, 32(8)) – shows researchers’ growing awareness 
of older migrants. However, empirical studies of Polish migration to the UK usu-
ally focus on the experiences of young adults (e.g. Lopez Rodriguez, 2010, Datta, 
2008; Ryan et al. 2008), who are presented as representing the general experience 
of “migrants”. Works on transnational families may consider more mature migrants 
but these are still not old (Pustułka, 2015, Kileky and Merla, 2014; White, 2011). 
If seniors are discussed in the context of migration, they are usually presented as 
immobile family members of migrants and analysed in the context of their care 
needs (i.e. Kordasiewicz et al, 2017; Kiełkowska et al. 2016; Barglowski et al., 2015; 
Krzyżowski, 2013). Older migrants appear in a small body of work on post-war 
migration who aged in place (Bielewska, 2012a and 2012b, Garapich 2008, Tem-
ple, 2001). Seniors who migrate later in life to the UK have not yet been the sub-
ject of deeper interest among Polish migration researchers, with the exception 
of a few economic and demographic researchers (i.e. Pemberton and Scullion, 2013 
or Kałuża –Kopias, 2015). However, the Office for National Statistics (2017) data 
show that over 48,000 Poles aged 50+ who arrived at different times currently live 
in the UK and their number can be expected to grow due to the aging of society. 

This article is constructed around the internal heterogeneity of this group and 
especially around the strong differences in experiences between migrants aging in 
place – those who migrated early in life and reached old age in their destination 
country – and late-life migrants who were already seniors when they migrated 
(Ciobanu et al., 2017, Warnes and Williams, 2006). It also shows the difference 
between the younger and older sub-groups of older migrants, namely the third 
age group that contains migrants between 60 and 70 and the fourth age group 
that consists of migrants over 70. In the case of my research, migrants who age in 
place are represented by Polish post-war migrants, who are also the oldest seniors.  
The second group are post-accession migrants who are late-life migrants and are 
the younger group of seniors. The characteristics of both groups are briefly de-
scribed, the research methodology is then outlined and the analysis of the research 
data is presented to provide context for discussing the image of older migrants in 
migration literature. By showing the diversity of the migration experiences of older 
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Polish migrants this article questions the picture of senior migrants that emerges 
from care regime research and research on aging in place. The care regime literature 
presents seniors as immobile family members deserted by their migrant children 
or as grandparents who migrate (often circularly) to take care of grandchildren 
(Baldassar and Merla, 2013; Vullnetari and King, 2008; Plaza, 2000). The aging in 
place literature usually sees aging migrants as vulnerable, disadvantaged and so-
cially excluded, aging out of space even if they have spent many years in the coun-
try, and sees place as static and closed (Lewis, 2009; Becker, 2003). By presenting 
the experiences of Polish older migrants, this article supports the argument that  
the picture of older migrants as always static, dependent care recipients and strug-
gling to connect in a new place is incomplete (Johansson et al., 2013). It is also an 
argument for the use of an open conception of place in gerontology, a well-known 
idea in migration studies (Massey, 1992). 

2. Types of senior Poles in the UK

The subjects of this paper are first generation Polish migrants to the UK aged 
at least 60. These are referred to in the literature as “older migrants”, “later life 
migrants” or “retirement migration” (Ciobanu and Fokkema, 2016; Warnes and 
Williams, 2006). The term “elderly” is no longer used as it may be perceived as 
offensive and referring only to the oldest group of seniors. In this article the term 
“older migrants” is used to describe both migrants who aged in their destina-
tion place and those who migrated as seniors. To distinguish the two groups, the 
former are called “senior migrants” while the latter are called “late-life migrants”. 
Some researchers relate old age to the point of leaving the labour market (Warnes 
and Williams, 2006), others to reaching the legal retirement age (Kałuża Kopias, 
2015). Most senior Polish migrants living currently in the UK arrived there as part 
of different waves of migration, mainly after the Second World War and after the 
accession of Poland to the EU (Okólski and Salt, 2014; Burrell, 2009). This article 
compares the migration experience of these two groups of migrants. Adopting the 
terminology defined above, post-war migrants are “senior migrants” and post-
accession are “late-life migrants”. The old age boundary in this research is 60, as 
the average age of retirement in Poland has varied around this number (57 in 2006, 
60 in 2010, 61 in 2014 – Szukalski, 2014). 

The post-war Polish migration consisted mostly of Polish soldiers who arrived 
in the UK during and after the Second World War, and civilians, mostly families 
of soldiers and displaced persons from German camps, who arrived between 1945 
and 1950. Britain offered them free domicile and assimilation was facilitated by 
access to employment, vocational classes, English classes and ultimately British 
citizenship. The rate of naturalisation was a third by 1961 and two thirds by 1977 
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(Scragg, 1986). Naturalisation can be seen as an attempt at assimilation, but a Brit-
ish passport also facilitated the migrants’ visits to communist Poland (Bielewska, 
2012a). In 1951 there were over 162,000 persons born in Poland resident in Britain 
(Burell, 2009). Currently post-war migrants represent the oldest group of Polish 
seniors in the UK. They migrated as children or young adults and have spent almost 
all their adult lives in the UK. It is the place where they worked, bought houses 
and raised children. The post-accession migrants arrived after Poland joined the 
European Union in May 2004 and Poles were granted the right to work without 
obtaining a work permit in the UK. Although by 2001 the population of Poles living 
in the UK had fallen to 58,000 (Okólski and Salt, 2014), by 2016 there were 911,000 
(Office for National Statistics, 2017). Some seniors come to England to care for 
their grandchildren (20% of the Polish population in the UK is under 15 – Office 
for National Statistics, 2017). Others arrive to improve their economic status after 
becoming unemployed later in life or because their Polish salary does not allow 
them to live a comfortable life. 

3. Methodology

This paper presents the results of research on older Polish migrants in the UK. 
The analysis presents the findings of research on late-life migrants, conducted in 
2017 and the findings of earlier research on Polish senior migrants in Manchester, 
undertaken between 2005 and 2009 (see Bielewska 2012a and 2012b). Data from the 
latter is presented from a new perspective. All interviews were conducted in Polish, 
and the names of the participants have been changed to protect their anonymity.

The 2017 research consists of netnographic research, including interviews with 
key people in the Polish community such as workers in Polish institutions and 10 
interviews with 8 post-accession Polish migrants aged between 60 and 65 living 
in England, mainly London and Manchester. The interview sample included three 
men and five women diversified in terms of their education (two of them have 
higher education, others graduated from high schools or vocational schools) and 
personal situation. Two women were interviewed twice, first in the preliminary 
stage of research and later, after the research questions were defined. The interview-
ees came from cities and towns of central or western Poland. Most of them came 
to England as primary migrants to improve their economic situation, some to join 
their partner (two women) or to help with grandchildren (one woman). They were 
approached by the researcher with the use of social media channels or through the 
researcher’s friends. The 2005–2009 research consisted of individual and group 
interviews with 17 post-war Polish migrants aged between 70 and 90 who lived 
in Manchester (Bielewska, 2012a) and were connected to the Polish communi-
ty there. The sample included 10 female and 7 male migrants. The interviewees  
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were diversified in terms of  their education and family situation. The analysis 
of the interviews was conducted by thematic analysis to facilitate reporting of the 
experiences, meanings and reality of the participants (see Braun and Clark, 2006). 
The author immersed herself in the data by reading and re-reading the inter-
view transcripts (Kvale 1996), then an open coding procedure was conducted, 
allowing categories and themes to emerge from the data (Saldaña 2012). Pre-
senting experiences of 60-year-old late-life migrants and over 70-year-old senior 
migrants highlights the diversity of older migrants’ experiences. The experiences  
of both groups of Polish older migrants are presented separately not in order to 
compare them but rather to show the diversity. The number of interviews is insuf-
ficient to build the full typology of older migrants’ experiences, but it is enough 
to point to gaps in the current discourse on both post-accession migrants and 
older migrants. 

4. Situation of older Polish migrants in the UK

The analysis is organized around the main themes emerging from the inter-
views. It is presented separately for senior migrants and late-life migrants because 
in spite of being older migrants these groups are too different to merge together 
and describe as one unit. 

4.1 Social life

Family situation of senior migrants

The senior migrants are post-war migrants who arrived in England as young 
adults or as children and aged in place. England was where they started their own 
families and where their children were born. At the time of the interviews some 
of them had reached the age of 80, when biological, psychological and social pro-
cesses leading to irreversible breaking of biological and psychological balance may 
be strongly experienced (Staręga-Piasek et al., 1985; Kiełkowska et al, 2016). 

Two main types of narratives emerge from the interviews with post-war mi-
grants. The first focuses on the migrants living near their adult children and grand-
children and the second is built around loneliness. As Bielewska (2012a) explains, 
as a result of migration the families of post-war migrants in Manchester are usu-
ally limited to parents and children. Other relatives, such as descendants of their 
brothers and sisters, may live in their homeland or some other country. Therefore 
contacts between parents and children may be the only direct form of family life. 
Their houses are full of pictures that they use to evoke absent relatives; by talking 
about them, they express longing for their lost homeland and lost relatives. Mi-
grants who enjoy having their adult children and grandchildren in close proximity 
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may express the satisfaction of being useful and busy. Joanna who helps one of her 
sons by looking after his daughter says:

We are retired at the moment and we sit here but we don’t have time for anything. I go 
to my son Alek’s or I collect the child once a week from school, his little granddaughter, 
or I come here [a bingo meeting]. (Joanna, 76)

Even if some of them do not approve of their children’s choice of spouse, they 
are still included in the nets of relationship which gives them the feeling of belong-
ing. Those who do not have children or whose adult children have moved further 
away express a feeling of loneliness. The elderly migrants’ solitude is a constant 
theme that appears throughout the interviews. Even those living with their spouses 
complain of the sadness caused by rare contact with children who have moved 
abroad. This is the case with Weronika and her husband, who feel deserted by 
their daughters:

The worst thing is that I have two daughters and one is in California and the other one 
went to Poland five years ago and said she wouldn’t come back to England. A lawyer – 
she finished studying law and then started working. She said she wouldn’t come back 
for anything. It’s because of the children and the schools. And she’s lived for five years in 
Poland. She’s very happy. But we have nobody here. (Weronika, 80)

Interestingly, the interviews show that migrants’ children seem to be prone to 
mobility. Being raised in the myth of homeland may weaken their roots in their 
country of birth. 

Loneliness is a common experience for senior migrants (Ciobanu and Fok-
kema, 2017; de Jong Gierveld, van der Pas and Keating 2015; Fokkema and Na-
deri, 2013). Ciobanu and Fokkema (2017) in their research on Romanian migrants 
show that a refuge from loneliness may be religion. However, the present research 
does not identify religion as a way Polish migrants manage loneliness. The senior 
migrants seem to search for company and a feeling of belonging in the Polish eth-
nic community rather than in religious gatherings. Religion is an important part 
of Polish identity for this group, but the group is organized around Polish ethnicity 
and not religious belonging (see Bielewska, 2012a). The role of the Polish ethnic 
community in the life of post-war migrants is explored later in this article. 

Family situation of late-life migrants

Interestingly, loneliness does not appear as a theme in the interviews of Polish 
late-life migrants, which supports the observation of van den Broek and Grundy 
(2017) that migrants who stay abroad longer are lonelier than those who arrived 
recently. Being in their sixties, the late-life migrants are one generation younger 
than the senior migrants (post-war migrants). As their migration decision was 
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quite recent, migration can be used by them as a way of leaving unpleasant family 
situations. A physical distance may just follow the emotional one. 

Zbyszek: My family stayed in Poland.
Agnieszka: Do you visit them?
Zbyszek: In May it will be two years since I was in Poland. Well... My family turned 
stupid. Politics divided us, among other things. (Zbyszek, 60)

Migration may be a convenient way of escaping because it allows the avoid-
ance of confrontation with family members (for a description of migration as 
escape from difficult family situations for younger Polish migrants see Urbańska, 
2016). Migrants’ relationships may officially continue with rare home visits for 
important family occasions while the physical distance allows them to live alone 
in their new location. 

In my case, my husband stayed in Poland and I came here. I was very happy that he was 
there and he wasn’t [happy]. And I’m not going back to him. Never. (…) And he sits there 
alone and I enjoy life. (Dorota, 60)

Additionally, staying abroad gives migrants personal freedom that they would 
not exercise in their place of origin. It is especially important for those who felt 
oppressed in Poland because of their age and gender. They see England as tolerant 
and liberating and argue that England offers them chances that would be unavail-
able in Poland. 

Between us women, Poland is very stressful, especially for women. We don’t have the 
same causes [of stress] here (…) I learnt here what it means to be a woman. (Dorota, 60)

Apart from those who use migration to separate themselves from their fami-
lies, the sample also included those who came to the UK with their families. Since 
the literature on older migrants often describes late-life migrants as vulnerable, 
lonely and coming abroad to join their adult children (Ciobanu and Fokkema, 
2017; Kilkey and Merla, 2014), it is worth stressing that the strategies of some 
late-life migrants are similar to family reunification migration observed since the 
1960s and 1970s (Raghuram, 2004), where one partner (usually a man) migrates 
first and is later joined by the other partner and their children. Some of the late-life 
Polish migrants lost their jobs in their 40s and 50s and moved abroad to improve 
their economic situation. Later they facilitated their adult children’s migration by 
offering them accommodation and helping them to find a job. These migrants 
do not fit into the vulnerable older migrant picture, showing that older migrants 
are a heterogeneous group and cannot be described solely from the care regime 
perspective. 
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The narratives of late-life migrants show gender differences similar to those 
observed in the narrative of senior migrants. The post-accession female senior 
migrants, as with the post-war female migrants, focus their narratives on adult chil-
dren and grandchildren, who are a less frequent and less developed theme amongst 
the male respondents. Women often stress that they live close to grandchildren and 
help with childcare. Surprisingly, my research participants do not live with their 
adult children. They explain they prefer to enjoy their freedom: 

If I want, I could stay with my children but I prefer[to live] alone, to be on my own. Not 
to live with the children. Because, you know, small children, they cry. What do I need 
that for? [It is better] to just go there and leave. Never [to live with them]. (Janina, 65)

Single late-life migrants usually rent a room in a shared apartment. Those who 
migrate with their spouse rent a house or live in a council house. In contrast, senior 
migrants usually own the houses they live in. 

When late-life migrants join their children in the UK, this does not necessar-
ily mean the family has been fully re-unified, since other children may still live in 
Poland and, in most cases, so does the extended family. 

Social capital of senior migrants

As mentioned above, the remedy for the lack of family life and loneliness for 
post-war migrants is the Polish diasporic community. As Bielewska (2012a) shows, 
the post-war Polish migrants in Manchester bought houses close to each other and 
to Polish institutions. For many members of the Polish community there was a time 
when the Polish Club was the everyday place for having lunch. Due to aging, the 
Polish community has decreased in size and the Club has closed down. Currently 
the social life of many post-war migrants is limited to sharing a meal in the parish 
building after Sunday mass and a weekly bingo meeting. Although some complain 
of the lack of gratitude of their peers for the community work they do, they are 
satisfied with the bonding networks (Putnam, 2007) they are part of. 

A common theme of complaints in this group is contact with English society. 
They feel they do not have any meaningful contact with English neighbours any-
more. As Bielewska (2012a) found, when the post-war migrants limit their social 
networks in a way typical of elderly people, weak ties (Granovetter, 1973) are cut 
first. In the earlier stages of life, in accordance with Putnam’s (2007) and Ryan’s 
(2008) theories, strong ties with other Poles do not exclude dispersed, weaker 
ties with the host society. High bonding capital might have been compatible with  
high bridging capital, and migrants who established strong, trusting relation-
ships with their fellow migrants and who had the necessary language competence 
might have been able to use these skills to develop more extensive relationships 
with weak ties beyond their own ethnic group. However, ageing tends to limit 
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a person’s range of activity and when the weak ties with English society are cut 
first, the post-war migrants find themselves enclosed within the Polish ethnic 
community. At this stage contact with English neighbours is reduced to greetings 
(see Bielewska, 2012a). 

This shows that the general rule of building relations with a place though an 
accumulation of repetitive practices, where the length of the process is correlated 
with the strength of the relationship, breaks down in the case of the older group 
of senior migrants. The repetition should produce the bonds with the place in the 
form of networks of stable relationships (Edensor 2006:528). However, post-war 
migrants who had built stable relationships at some point cut them off later in life. 
The critical time was identified by migrants as the moment of retirement. 

We’re divided from English people and we live only with Polish people. My English is now 
much worse than when I ran my office. When I ran my office it was perfect. (Tolek, 88)

The loss of English co-workers means deterioration in migrants’ language 
skills and a further weakening of their ties with the English-speaking popula-
tion. However, the majority of post-war migrants in Bielewska’s (2012a) research 
never became fluent in English. They described their competence as “getting by” 
(Polish “radzę sobie”). The lack of fluency in English may be one of the causes 
of the mistrust toward English people noted by Bielewska (2012a). Combined with 
aging, which in itself can increase suspiciousness, this may result in the aliena-
tion of migrants who are not only remote from English society but also afraid 
of expressing their views:

English people are lovely but you have to know how to handle them. Englishmen will 
smile at you, stroke you, say you are beautiful but when you don’t look ... oh God! ... But 
I will say nothing bad. I can’t say because I live here. But you need to be very careful. 
I like English people but not too much. But I’ve lived here 40 years and I’ve managed with 
them and they with me. (Władka, 80)

As Bielewska (2012a) notes, the lack of English people in the social networks 
of post-war immigrants shows a problem with integration. In spite of living in the 
UK for 60 years they still feel more like guests who need to make a good impression 
rather than feel at ease with their hosts and be equal members of English society. 
The words “English society” are used here advisedly. The post-war migrants do not 
perceive the UK as a multicultural country. They settled there after WWII, before 
the big immigration waves from the former colonies. They observe the settlement 
of diverse immigrants in their neighbourhoods but this is a minor theme in the in-
terviews. The host society from their narratives is an English one. It is a completely 
different society to that described by post-accession migrants.
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Social capital of late-life migrants

The late-life migrants differ from senior migrants in their attitude towards 
the Polish community. They need Polish institutions as their language compe-
tences handicap their ability to capitalize fully on the possibilities offered by the 
British society. The Polish community is therefore a mediator between them and 
British society rather than a place to cultivate Polishness. Faist (1996) noted that 
ethnic institutions are required facilitators of integration since they compensate 
primarily for a lack of cultural recognition, political powerlessness and economic 
failure of  immigrants. However, in this case ethnic institutions are not used as 
alternative sources of positive identification since the reference group for post-
accession migrants are their peers in Poland. Ethnic institutions are rather used 
to compensate for lack of social, cultural and economic capital as they translate 
and explain foreign reality. They are also a chance to find a new life partner and 
develop a network of friends. However, friends rarely appear in late-life migrants’ 
narratives. They do not talk about having friends but nor do they mention a feeling 
of want or loneliness. 

I have friends, but I’ll admit honestly, at the beginning there were many of them and now 
everyone has their own life. Everyone brought their family and now it’s a closed circle. 
There is a son, daughter, the same as with me. We meet from time to time for girls’ nights 
out but…at the beginning it was more frequent and now everyone is busy. (Patrycja, 60)

While for senior migrants the Polish community is a  substitute for family 
bonds, late-life migrants replace friends who were more important in the first 
stage of migration with family. It seems that migrants aging in place, who have 
spent most of their lives abroad, have a need to build ethnic institutions and bon-
ding networks of friends, while late-life migrants who arrive late in life do not feel 
such a need. However, this may also be because senior migrants were, in this case, 
political migrants who were cut off from their homeland, while late-life migrants 
are economic migrants who can visit Poland any time and also have access to new 
technologies that may offer the feeling of co-presence (Baldassar, 2008 but see Ryan 
et al., 2015). They live in a more transnational way. The senior migrants who are 
the older group do not use this kind of media (Bielewska, 2012a). 

The evaluation of contact with the English-speaking local population also dif-
fers between these two groups. Senior migrants are disappointed by their bridging 
networks (Putnam, 2007) but there is a group of late-life migrants who enjoy what 
they perceive as the English mentality, which they describe as politeness, general 
kindness and willingness to help: 

I  live in a 16 floor building and they’re really very helpful. To help with something, to 
translate something. I can’t complain. Everywhere I go they are very polite, even though 



19Experiences of older Polish migrants in the United Kingdom... 

I’m Polish, and it’s said Poles are treated… I don’t know. I’ve never met [anything bad] 
nor has my husband. (Maria, 65)

Late-life migrants also mention the positive attitude of the British population 
toward seniors:

They don’t use words that hurt. Or maybe in English it doesn’t hurt me so much. But I ha-
ven’t noticed young people being rude. You can’t compare it [to Poland]. Also they have 
a queen, an old lady, and they’ve learnt that old age is fine. They have it from childhood. 
And in Poland – no. I am sorry to say it about us. (Dorota, 60)

Their fascination with British society is partly a result of its diversity. They 
grew up in homogenous communist Poland and dreamed about the freedom and 
welfare of the world outside the Eastern bloc, but the borders were mostly closed. 

In the 1980s I drove abroad, I saw how you live in France, how you live in Germany, how 
you live in Italy and I came back to this mean, sad country where people are enemies 
with each other, nobody says “good morning”, nobody laughs and I always wanted to 
go abroad again as soon as possible, even for a few days, where the strangers greet each 
other. (Zbyszek, 60)

Evidently some late-life migrants treat migration as fulfilling their youthful 
dreams. Their late-life migration is often their first direct exposure to diversity and 
they are enchanted by it:

I liked people, I was interested in people, faces, characters. Not to mention the nationali-
ties. To see the world, meet people, traditions. (Dorota, 60)

The polite greetings, considered a sign of distance by post-war migrants, are 
perceived by post-accession migrants as a highly appreciated sign of welcome. 
Where post-war migrants look for some sign of hidden meaning in English po-
liteness, the post-accession migrants take it at a face value and enjoy the culture 
of British people, which they contrast with Polish rudeness. 

Those whose migration was negotiated as part of a family strategy may have 
a less positive attitude toward their new location. This general attitude also affects 
their perception of British diversity: 

They treat us differently. Generally they treat Lithuanians and Gypsies better than Poles. 
(…) And generally the atmosphere is not the same. Before this street… we had a very 
quiet street. (…). And now there are many Gypsies, Ciapaci [rude name for Indians and 
Pakistanis]. And music and noise. (Patrycja, 60)

Interestingly, the diversity of British society rarely appears in senior migrants’ 
interviews. Aging in place, they may have gotten used to diversity and some of them 
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also may have learnt to be “politically correct”. Therefore they rather imply their 
dislike while the late-life migrants vividly express their fascination or feeling of fear 
and dislike of the multi-ethnic population.

Summarizing, the social life of senior migrants is organised around their fami-
lies and the Polish community or in some cases is limited to care institutions. They 
complain of weakening ties with English society or enjoy the fact that they can 
live their life among co-natives. The media they use are the printed press, Polish 
television, phones and traditional post. The social life of late-life migrants is more 
complicated. They leave Poland to cut family ties or come to the UK to join their 
partner, children and grandchildren. They develop a network of Polish acquaint-
ances because it offers them some feeling of security in the first stages of migra-
tion. Their contacts with the host society, even if limited to polite greetings, may 
be a source of joy for them. Senior migrants and late-life migrants share Polish 
institutions such as Polish churches and Polish clubs. However, the senior migrants 
are hosts and late-life migrants just users. Apart from Polish churches and Polish 
Saturday Schools, Polish institutions formed by post-war migrants are passed down 
to children born in the UK rather than new arrivals. The late-life migrants to an 
extent manage to learn new communication technology and use it to cultivate 
transnational links to their home country.

4.2 Economic and political situation

The economic situation is an important theme in the post-accession migrants’ 
narratives but is almost absent from the post-war migrants’ narratives. In contrast, 
the political situation is more significant for post-war migrants, though they de-
scribe it in past terms, as a part of their history. This difference may be explained by 
the circumstances leading to the decision to migrate. Post-war migrants are mostly 
political migrants who stayed abroad after WWII. For years the political situation 
meant they could not visit their homeland. The post-accession migrants moved re-
cently and economic factors were very important in their decision-making process. 

Senior migrants

The post-war migrants are aging in their destination place. Their migration 
took place so long ago that they do not spontaneously compare life in Poland with 
life in England anymore. If they talk about Poland they compare the country they 
left with the country Poland became, or the communist Poland they visited and the 
capitalist Poland now. It leads them to the conclusion that the Poland they knew 
does not exist anymore. 

Emil: Poland doesn’t look like how we remember. It doesn’t look like the place I came 
from. Nothing can replace it …. I sometimes sit together with Lucyna, we look at all the 
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things we achieved and I say, ‘I would give it all up for my small house in Poland if it was 
still there’. But it isn’t. (Emil, 80)

There is no reason to return. There is also no reason to analyse the economic and 
political situation in both countries in search of the best option. Migrants also feel 
that their “mobile time” belongs to the past. Even though they have visited Poland 
many times since the communist bloc collapsed in 1989, they have not thought about 
a permanent return. The period of such decisions is already over in their life. They 
could have gone back when they were younger but Poland was a communist coun-
try then and a return could have resulted in imprisonment. The current time is the 
time of old age and excludes migration. Senior migrants stress that they their stay in 
the UK has changed them and they are different people from their peers in Poland. 

Their rejection of moving back to Poland could be a confirmation of the as-
sumption in the aging in place literature that continuity is very important for 
older people (Peace et al., 2011; Wiles et al. 2011). However, there are many stud-
ies of middle class European pensioners who spend part of the year in sunbelt 
countries (Warnes and Williams, 2006; Breuer, 2005; Warnes et al., 2004). Similar 
lifestyle phenomena are also known in other developed countries (Ono, 2008). Pol-
ish senior migrants neither move to Poland permanently nor travel for prolonged 
visits. This may be the result of the unattractiveness of Poland for them or of the 
financial impossibility of keeping holiday houses in Poland. The interview data sug-
gests that many Polish senior migrants need some kind of state support. Prompted, 
senior migrants admit that Poland, in their eyes, has nothing to offer to its old 
citizens. Even those who actively helped their country for years such as members 
of the ex- Combatant Association cannot expect anything in return. Tolek, when 
asked about the possibility of returning to Poland, expressed his resentment:

Now? What can an old man such as me do? What can I give Poland? I want to receive 
now (shouting). That’s what needs to be said. I’m 80. I’ve worked for Poland all the time. 
Now I’d expect that somebody in Poland would take care of me, yes? That’s what needs 
to be said. (Tolek, 88)

Another 82-year-old member of the Polish community in London says more 
directly:

Generally speaking, in old age I think care is better in England (…) in old age I need me-
dicine for high blood pressure and cholesterol so I get them completely free and in Poland 
I would have to pay – even though I’m retired I’d have to pay. I  live very comfortably 
here. (Romek, 82)

Romek divides help received in the UK into two categories: age-related and 
poverty related. He gladly receives the age-related help but he finds any suggestion 
that he might need benefits related to poor economic status offensive. Generally, the 
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post-war migrants rarely speak about their economic situation. They feel they are 
in the UK as guests and position themselves as representatives of Poland. Therefore 
they want to make a good impression and are proud of being economically self-
sufficient. As one of the post-war migrants said:

At my age I don’t need anything anymore. I’m perfectly happy with my life. I’ve enough 
for my life, for bills, I don’t need anything more. (Paweł, 80)

Late-life migrants

The late-life migrants who are post-accession migrants and arrive in the UK as 
EU citizens express confidence of their right to live and work in the UK. Bielewska 
(2012a) observed that young Polish migrants who arrived in the UK after Poland 
joined the European Union in 2004 stressed they have the full right to live and work 
there. They derived these rights not only from EU citizenship but also from the 
Second World War history when Polish pilots helped to win the Battle of Britain. 
The late -life migrants seem much less reflective. They do not use EU citizenship or 
WWII history to justify their right to stay. They just know that they have this right. 
They also feel needed. The interviews were conducted during the Brexit debate 
prior to the referendum but the late-life migrants, as with the earlier interviewees 
of White (2011), were convinced that Polish migrants are necessary for the British 
economy and did not worry about the Brexit referendum outcome: 

Brexit is just noise about nothing. To mess up people’s heads and cause fears. Because it’s 
not possible that Poles will leave England. They [English people] will have a problem if 
Poles leave and the decision-makers know that they can’t let Poles go because everything 
here would collapse. (Dorota, 60)

Polish late-life migrants are often economic migrants. They complain that due 
to their age they could not have found a job in Poland and working in the UK is 
their chance to make ends meet. Both men and women stress the fact that in the 
UK they are still employable, even though have turned 50 or 60. 

I came to England and they were happy that I want to work at my age. In Poland when 
I wanted to change my job they told me I was too old. And I wasn’t a waitress, I was 
a senior accountant. (Dorota, 60)

As well as the opportunity to work, late-life migrants appreciate England for the 
benefits offered to seniors. Three of them were clients of the Welcome Centre – an 
NGO that helps new immigrants learn about their rights. In contrast to the post-
war migrants, they do not differentiate between different kinds of help and treat 
all financial support as their right. Received help makes them feel relaxed while 
their peers in Poland struggle: 
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Because in Poland, I know looking at my sisters, it’s a tragedy. They get 1600 [zloty] pen-
sion, after 40 years of work, and I send them money to buy pills. Here, I have everything 
free. It’s a completely different life than in our homeland. (Maria, 65)

The less frequently mentioned benefit than free medicine is free transport 
within the UK, available to everyone over 60. Some late-life migrants also receive 
housing benefit. 

Summarizing, the senior migrants perceive their life in the UK as permanent 
and evaluate their economic situation as sufficient. They perceive themselves as 
too old for migration so a return to Poland is not an option. They compare living 
conditions in both countries only when prompted. Late-life migrants have moved 
recently and still count their profits and losses to make sure that living in the UK 
is a good decision. Both groups of migrants admit that the UK is a more senior-
friendly country than Poland. 

4.3 Attitudes toward the home country 

Both senior migrants and late-life migrants were born in Poland. However, 
the first group only spent their childhood and youth in Poland while the late-life 
migrants spent most of their adult life there. The attitude of the two groups towards 
their home country differs significantly. 

Senior migrants

Since the post-war migrants could not visit their homeland for fear of pros-
ecution, they reinvented their homeland abroad by forming a range of Polish in-
stitutions where they performed their national identities, from Polish churches, 
through schools and clubs to a Polish press and later also care homes (Bielewska 
2012b). Although they can now visit Poland, it is no longer the homeland they 
have missed. As is typical for diasporic communities, they see their homeland as 
‘a mythical place of desire (…) a place of no return, even if it is possible to visit 
the geographical territory that is seen as the place of origin’ (Brah, 1996: 192). The 
institutions of the Polish diasporic community are the places they turn to in search 
of the spirit of their lost homeland. It is also where they turn to for protection from 
being treated suspiciously by English people. The importance of Polish institutions 
for senior migrants is visible, amongst other things, in the popularity of Polish 
care homes. Even though they are often run by the church and too religious for 
the needs of some residents, they are perceived as a better option than an English 
care home. One of the residents explains: 

Thanks to Father Jan and the nuns, I’m taken care of. I’m thankful to Father Jan that he 
visited me at home and brought me here. I don’t complain about anything. I thank God 
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that He sent me here so beautifully because otherwise I would have to live in the same 
type of home, but an English one. And you know how English people respect foreigners… 
[…] I’m very happy I’m among my own people. (Władka, 80)

After years of prosperity many Polish institutions, especially those outside 
London, have decayed due to the aging of their creators. The second generation is 
rarely interested in taking over their parents’ heritage and the post-war migrants 
do not feel comfortable with the idea of passing their institutions to the newly 
arrived post-accession migrants. There is a rigid boundary between these groups 
(Bielewska, 2012b, Garapich, 2008). Participants of Bielewska’s (2012a) research 
explain that new arrivals are “a completely different type of people than us” and 
“they bring us a bad name” (Bielewska, 2012a:155). 

Late-life migrants

The late-life migrants are not a group that Polish institutions could be passed 
on to. Since they can go to Poland any time they do not express any need to con-
sciously perform their Polish identity abroad (see White, 2011, Bielewska, 2012a). 
Late-life migrants can be divided into two main groups based on their attitudes 
to their home country: migrants who rationalize their stay abroad with a negative 
picture of their home country and those who believe their place is in Poland and 
express discomfort at living abroad. 

Poland may be evaluated negatively in an absolute way, or relatively by com-
parison with England. The first situation shows migration as a reaction to push 
factors. It appears in the narrative of Zbyszek, who claims he left Poland when the 
PiS (Law and Justice Party) came to power:

I can’t go back now, I wouldn’t manage to live in Poland because I could do something 
bad. And I’m too old to fight, to go out in the streets, to protest. (Zbyszek, 60) 

In the second situation, by finding more and more disadvantages of living in 
Poland, late-life migrants gain confidence that their decision to move was right. 
Presenting Poland as a worse place to live than the UK lets migrants position 
themselves as rational human beings.

There is also another group of migrants who are much less reflective and do 
not try to justify their stay abroad. To them describing their relationship with their 
homeland is difficult as this relationship feels ‘obvious’. Talking about Poland, they 
express nostalgia for their homeland:

Agnieszka: What do you miss?
Maria: Everything. Poland. You can’t say just one thing. Generally. I’ve left everything in 
Poland, you could say, there’s nothing like being in your own country, at home [Polish 
“u siebie”]. (Maria, 65)
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This group expresses their belief that the importance of homeland grows with 
age. Poland is the country where they were born and lived all their life so it should 
also be their place later in life: 

Maybe because I’ve lived so long, Poland pulls me back. I’m old, I  spent all my life in 
Poland and it pulls me back. (Mirek, 60)

If we treat a country as home, this desire can be interpreted just as a wish 
of older people for aging in place. One of the common assumptions of gerontology 
is that aging people wish to stay in the place where they have spent most of their life 
(Peace et al., 2011; Wiles et al. 2011). Interestingly, in the case of this research, this 
nostalgia does not get translated into a decision to return. Migrants declare they 
would return if some undefined change for the better happens (“some improve-
ment in Poland” in Maria’s words), but they are unable to be precise about what 
this would be. They also develop an attachment to their new location:

I go to Poland and I don’t want to come back. I come to England and it’s hard for me to 
go to Poland. It’s such difficult situation. (Maria, 65) 
 
The time-anchored plans of return are drawn up by those late-life migrants 

who experience the vanishing of pull factors that brought them to the UK, i.e. the 
worsening of their work and life conditions:

(I)t became expensive. In the past you earned a bit less per hour but you could save a bit. 
Now you can’t. Everything has got more expensive, including the flat. (Patrycja, 60)

Summarising, senior migrants see Poland as a mythical, desired yet unavailable 
place. The late-life migrants’ relationship with their homeland is more complex. 
They need constantly repeated justification for their migration, therefore they de-
scribe Poland as a difficult place to live. However, if their conditions in the UK 
worsen, they are ready to consider returning. 

5. Summary

This article has presented the experience of two groups of older Polish migrants 
in the UK: senior migrants aging in place and late-life migrants. The purpose 
of the paper was not to give a full typology of older Polish migrants in the UK 
but to signal that some assumptions about the migration of older people common 
among migration researchers are invalid and demand further investigation. Knowl-
edge of the specificity of older migrants’ experiences is increasingly important in 
forming successful migrant integration policies as the number of older migrants 
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increases (Ciobanu et al., 2017). The experience and attitude of these two groups 
of older migrants’ exposes several tacit and unfounded assumptions concerning 
older people and migration. The first tacit assumption present in the literature on 
Polish migration seems to be that older Poles do not migrate. Although European 
migration literature is increasingly concerned with late-life migrants, research into 
Polish migration has tended to focus on older migrants who have aged in place, 
presenting older people as immobile. This article has, however, shown that there is 
an active group of late-life migrants in their early 60s. Furthermore, these late-life 
migrants may be the primary migrants in their migration networks, joined later 
by their adult children. 

The second assumption this article questions is that seniors should be analysed 
primarily from the perspective of the care regime (e.g. Kiełkowska et al., 2016, 
Kordasiewicz et al., 2017). This perspective excludes important spheres of life of the 
senior migrants, such as their participation in Polish community life, and is also 
largely irrelevant to the late-life migrants, who are mainly economic migrants. Their 
migration decision was the result of their economic situation. By moving abroad 
they achieved financial independence which is hardly accessible for most Polish 
pensioners. If at some point they are not able to work due to age related health 
problems, they benefit from the British welfare system which gives them the chance 
of further independent existence. Additionally, in leaving Poland, some of them 
also left behind Polish culture, with its age-related stereotypes, allowing them to 
enjoy more freedom in their lifestyle choices. 

The next assumption concerns the vulnerability of older migrants. The re-
search on aging in place treats discontinuity in place as essentially problematic 
with aging. Aging people are expected to demonstrate place attachment to their 
long-term residence and reluctance to change (Rowles et al., 2003 after Johansson, 
2013). Additionally, older migrants are expected to suffer more loneliness than 
seniors from the host population as they do not have an extended family around 
them and their language competences are weaker. However, as critics observe, 
this conception does not recognise the fact that place is not a static container but 
a process that is marked with constant change (Cristoforetti et al., 2011, Wiles 
et al, 2011). Johansson (2013) observes that people may actively negotiate their 
relationships to the place. The senior migrants from my research are such an ex-
ample. They complain of loneliness and their language skills deteriorate with age. 
However, these vulnerabilities are compensated by their strong ties to their ethnic 
community, built over years. Late-life migrants, who have had less time to form 
ties in their new place, surprisingly do not talk about loneliness. However, their 
aging in place needs to be understood in relation to the place they live in, which 
is not a bounded static place but rather a process (see Massey, 1992). Their place 
of life is not just their new geographical location but is produced out of processes 
of social interactions and may include social relations that are located in the places 
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where the migrants are not physically present. Their economic status and their 
computer literacy allow them to cultivate transnational ties with friends and family 
left behind in Poland if they feel such need. Their reference group are their peers 
in Poland, therefore they see themselves as privileged as a result of migration. 
Their improved economic situation empowers them. The migration experience 
gives them many stimuli and they enjoy contacts with other migrants and locals. 
Maybe with time they will evaluate these contacts as shallow and insufficient – the 
way the post-war migrants do – however, at the moment they experience the first 
stage of migration – the fascination with strangeness and the satisfaction of social 
needs. Moreover, being abroad encourages some of them to enter new relationships 
which they might not have done in Poland. Even grandparents who come to look 
after their grandchildren avoid alienation. The grandmothers from my research opt 
for independent accommodation and this way they exercise their right to a private 
life. The vulnerability of late-life migrants may increase with time as their physical 
strength diminishes; however, at the moment they do not fit into the “vulnerable 
older migrant” category. An awareness of the internal diversity of older migrants 
and their migration strategies therefore needs to be built. 
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