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Transnational migration and entrepreneurial 
activities of migrants. Introduction

Th e individual papers collected in this part of Studia Migracyjne – Przegląd 
Polonijny touch upon various issues concerning entrepreneurial migration. Al-
though each contribution looks at this topic from a diff erent geographical per-
spective, their common point of reference is Poland as a country of origin of 
migrants and, at the same time, as a country receiving migrants. Th e authors 
refer to various classical categories applied in entrepreneurial migration studies 
(see, e.g., Bonacich 1973, Wilson and Portes 1980, Zhou 2004), such as: economic 
migration, self-employment (Sanders and Nee 1996), pulling and pushing factors 
for migration and entrepreneurial activity (Aaltonen and Akola 2012, Portes and 
Zhou 1992, Vandor and Franke 2016), ethnic entrepreneurship (Waldinger 1995, 
Waldinger, Aldrich and Ward 1990), and mobilization of ethnic resources and 
capital for economic activity (Nee and Sanders 2001, Kloosterman 2010). Th ese 
categories reveal the great diversifi cation of entrepreneurial activities of migrants 
(Aldrich and Martinez 2003, Kloosterman and Rath 2001). Th e levels of analysis 
in these studies oft en go beyond individual migrant-entrepreneur, addressing the 
roles played by interpersonal networks, organizational structures, populations, 
and broader institutional environments. Common to all the contributions is the 
consideration of institutional conditions of migration processes. Specifi cally, the 
context of the European Union and the process of European social and economic 
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integration is interesting to all the authors, as it infl uences the volume and the 
forms of fl ow of people within the European Union, as well as those from third 
countries into the EU. Th us, as some contributors argue, globalization and new 
technological changes are factors one needs to consider when studying how eco-
nomic migration is transnationalised, and how transnational embeddedness be-
comes a life strategy of migrant entrepreneurs. Changes in contemporary societies 
toward the post-industrial paradigm and network or information societies are 
favorable for development of such strategies.

European integration processes and economic migration in Europe

Th e contributors to this volume consider European integration processes as 
relevant to migration and entrepreneurial activities of migrants. However, there 
is no clear pattern regarding how the legal framework of the European Union 
matters for migration and entrepreneurship. Th e workings of the European Union 
are manifold. First, the single market regulations, in particular the free movement 
of labour, enables citizens of any European Union member state to undertake 
employment in another state (Directive 2004/38/EC). Poland joined the European 
Union in May 2004, yet when we look at the long-term migration statistics, we 
see that fl ows from Poland to Germany have been continuously growing since 
the waiving of the visa requirements, and that the accession to the EU did not 
result in a signifi cant peak of the volume of migration. Th is might be caused by 
the fact that Germany, as well as Austria, applied transitional regulations which 
signifi cantly limited the access of citizens of the so-called new accession countries 
to their labour markets, but when these regulations were abandoned in 2011, no 
signifi cant increase in migration from Poland to these countries was recorded. 

On the other hand, the opening of the labour markets of Great Britain, Ire-
land, and later also other ‘old’ EU member states to the citizens of new accession 
countries did cause a new wave of migration from Poland, and from other Central 
Eastern European countries, to these states. Małgorzata Patok’s study in this vol-
ume shows the European Union’s eff ects on self-employment practices through the 
experience of Polish immigrants employed in low-skilled occupations in France. 
When we look specifi cally at the number of Polish migrant entrepreneurs abroad, 
on the other hand, we can see an increase in Germany which cannot be explained 
by either the increase of the number of Poles in this country, or by changes to their 
legal status related to the Polish accession to the EU. Polish people have a large stake 
in the UK economy as well; they established nearly 22,000 companies across the 
country (CFE 2015). In the same time Poland become a country receiving migrants. 
In 2017, according to Eurostat, Poland issued 683,000 job permits for foreigners 
(22% of all permits in the EU), Germany – 535,000 (17%), Great Britain – 517,000 
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(16%), and France – 250,000 (8%). Th us the economic migration is  highly dynam-
ic, and all EU countries experience growing internal mobility (within the EU) and 
are at the same time attractive for immigration from non-EU countries. Th e fl ow 
of economic migrants to Poland is organized in case of Special Economic Zones 
being researched by Marta Songin-Mokrzan and is spontaneous, as in the case 
presented in this volume by Katarzyna Andrejuk and Olena Oleksiyenko. However, 
these authors do not focus on the largest group of economic migrants in Poland, 
those from Ukraine.

Th us, the impact of the European integration process on economic migra-
tion and migrant entrepreneurship requires a more sophisticated lens, one that 
looks beyond the legal frameworks. As the contributions to this volume show, such 
a lens needs to consider how nation-states wield their power over the life-courses 
of migrants, for example by (not) acknowledging their qualifi cations, or by struc-
turing the economic conditions of their functioning. Th ese state or EU policies 
must take globalization processes into account as well (see, e.g., Castles and Miller 
2003, Kloosterman and Rath 2003, Tarrow 2005).

Th e meaning of migrant entrepreneurship

Th e European Union, as well as other European institutions, promotes self-
employment of migrants and migrant entrepreneurship as a path to integration 
of migrants into host societies. Migrants create their own jobs when they become 
entrepreneurs, and in the best cases they create jobs for other migrants as well. In 
doing so, they may also improve the overall social and economic position of the 
immigrant community to which they belong (Rath and Swagerman 2011, Offi  cial 
Journal of the EU 2012). Yet sociologists are sceptical whether self-employment is 
indeed a path to successful integration of migrants. It could lead to social exclusion, 
but it could also be profi table depending on the history of a given ethnic enclave 
and the waves of migration within that enclave (Portes and Shafer 2007). Th e 
sociological studies are showing that a universal pattern of relations between mi-
grants’ self-employment and their ability to integrate into a host society is strongly 
infl uenced by culture, politics, and institutional frameworks. 

As Katarzyna Andrejuk (2016) shows, migrant entrepreneurs are more suc-
cessful if they are already well-integrated in the society, having, for example, the 
necessary language skills and some knowledge of the legal system. Only then can 
they fully utilize their ethnic capital. However, this may be true for some but not 
all ethnic groups and contexts (Kogan 2004, Nowicka 2013). Some groups are 
more likely than others to have their ethnicity considered as an advantage, al-
though this may also be a serious limitation to what kind of businesses they may 
successfully engage in. For example, Italians in Sweden may have a competitive 
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advantage as ice-cream or pizza makers, but not as engineers, and Th ai women 
in Germany are more likely to succeed in the beauty and health sector but not 
as electricians, and so on. Similarly, Polish migrants in Austria are more likely to 
run a handicraft  company, but not an architecture fi rm. Such fi ndings show that 
integration through self-employment is not a one-sided process, but the outcome 
of negotiations of meaning of ethnicity as capital between migrants and the so-
called majority-society. Th e more open and tolerant the society, the more likely will 
self-employment be a path to successful integration in the long term. Otherwise, 
as Ludger Pries (2010) put it, migrant entrepreneurship might become an ‘ethnic 
trap’. Even if ethnic companies do off er a opportunity for new migrants to enter the 
labour market, the longer these migrants stay in an ethnic sector of an economy, 
the fewer chances they have to better their economic positions and improve their 
social capital. Th e challenge thus, as Katarzyna Andrejuk and Olena Oleksiyenko 
argue in their contribution to the current volume, is how to assure that migrants 
can use their ethnic capital in an ‘non-alienating’ manner. Th e concept of ‘multiple 
embeddedness’ and a focus on balanced attention on ethnic networks and culture 
as well as regulatory environment could open new research perspectives for under-
standing ethnic entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial agency on the community 
level (Pang and Rath 2007). Th at triggers an interesting discussion on how ethnic 
enclaves can persist, even symbolically, when they are challenged by non-ethnic 
enterprises.

Th e second reason for the European institutions to promote entrepreneurial 
activities of migrants is that regional and local economies may signifi cantly profi t 
from migrant entrepreneurs. Accordingly, migrants may revitalise neighbour-
hoods badly aff ected by economic stagnation and unemployment, providing new 
fl air to them, or they may be vital to the restructuring of selected sectors of an 
economy (Davidaviciene and Lolat 2016). Th e contribution from Anna Skraba and 
Magdalena Nowicka demonstrates that the relatively deprived region in Germany 
bordering Poland can indeed profi t from the entrepreneurial activities of Polish 
migrants. On the other hand, whole sectors, such as construction, may rely on 
migrant labour. Yet there is again a down-side to this process for migrants who 
gain access to local labour markets only as owners or employees of sub-contracting 
migrant fi rms, instead of directly fi nding employment in Germany. Whether this 
hinders their integration in the long term or not is still subject to further research 
(see Ram, Jones and Villares-Varela 2017). Skraba and Nowicka propose viewing 
migrant entrepreneurship from a relational perspective which considers equally 
the social and economic developments in the place of origin and destination of 
migrants. Th e contributions presented in this volume take other perspectives as 
well: contextual – emphasising the role of material and cultural environments; 
behavioural – examining the structure and processes of entrepreneurial activity 
on a micro-level; constructivist – implicating the infl uence of entrepreneurship 
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over industrial sectors, communities, and economies as a whole; and ecological – 
analysing the direct impact of material and cultural environments on economic 
and institutional development.

Transnationalism as a resource in entrepreneurship

Whether migrants indeed struggle for long-term integration abroad cannot yet 
be our normative presumption but an empirical question, for we need to consider 
that the process of European integration enables migrants to lead their lives across 
nation-state borders (see, e.g., Lin and Tao 2012, Brzozowski, Cucuulelli and Surdej 
2014, Portes 2003, Portes, Guarnizo and Haller 2002, Nowicka 2005). Th e contribu-
tions to this volume demonstrate that being socially embedded in more than one 
country might become a valuable resource for migrants. Migrants-entrepreneurs 
can use social capital and resources from countries of origin and destination, ex-
ercising ‘multiple embeddedness’ to be more competitive. 

However, transnationalism of migrants’ lives needs to be considered with refer-
ence to the institutional context, as Songin-Mokrzan reminds us in her contribution. 
It is the transnational networks established by companies which enforce transna-
tionalism among migrant workers, not vice versa. Transnationalism, thus, requires 
some sort of infrastructure, as Maria Nawojczyk and Lidia Synowiec-Jaje show, and 
this could consist of a dense network of organisations supporting entrepreneurs 
from their country of origin, in their native languages. In this sense, non-migrant 
companies can also become transnational operators, and support transnational-
ism or migrant entrepreneurs. Th e growing saturation of globalization of economic 
activity and mobility of people over spaces determine new approaches to relations 
between transnationalism and entrepreneurship (Faist 2000, Hannerz 1996, Light 
2007). Development of the new technologies is contributing to this change as well. 
Th e rise of network societies rewards cultural diversity particularly in the creative 
sector, but in another economic activities as well.  Economies and states open for 
migration of entrepreneurial people will profi t from these fl ows under the condition 
that all sides of these relations are willing to cooperate with each other.
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