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Introduction
The Polish diaspora is widespread, and prominent in Northern Europe, North America 
and Australia (see Drozdzewski, 2011; Forrest & Kusek, 2016; Friberg, 2012a, 2012b; 
Garapich, 2008; Heydenkorn, 2009). In previous eras Polish migrants tended to work as 
agricultural labour however, that narrative has largely disappeared. Now, and in Europe 
in particular, the issue of Polish migration has been politicized as a robust source of 
skilled migration with the potential to substitute for local labour and complement labour 
demands, particularly at the low end of the market. Thus, a narrative of the “Polish 
plumber” which casts Poles as a source of skilled labour that is exploited, undercutting 
labour market regulations and wages has risen (see for example: Datta & Brickell, 2009; 
Wagner, 20191; Leonard, 20142; BBC, 20063).

In this paper we compare labour market outcomes for Polish immigrants and their 
children in Canada and Sweden to understand how they fare in two countries with 
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broadly similar immigration rates and integration policies. Both Canada and Sweden 
have large immigrant populations and continue to welcome substantial numbers of new 
migrants annually (in excess of 300 thousand for Canada, and about 100 thousand annu-
ally in Sweden). In addition, both countries have substantial native-born minority popu-
lations. There are almost 37 thousand second generation Poles in Canada and almost 14 
thousand in Sweden. This group should not be subject to many of the barriers faced by 
immigrants.

Comparing economic outcomes for Poles in Canada and Sweden is valuable for a num-
ber of reasons both because of intrinsic similarities and differences. Canada and Sweden 
both have long histories of accepting migrants for permanent residency who domi-
nantly settle in the larger urban centres. With permanency comes access to almost all 
legal rights and citizenship acquisition requirements are relatively easy. However, where 
Canada has a substantial selection program for independent/labour migrants, combined 
with a large family class intake and a relatively small program for refugee intake, Swe-
den’s labour intake relies dominantly on flows from within the EU, and a substantial asy-
lum and family reunification program.

Under EU regulations, EU members can freely migrate to another EU state under the 
‘right of residence’ law as long as they have sufficient means to support themselves. Thus, 
joining the EU offered Poles increased options in terms of settlement and decreased the 
cost of migration. However, EU regulation does not change labour market conditions in 
host European countries. Polish migrants would be expected to find work or pay their 
own way without drawing on the welfare state until they have permanent residency. For 
Canada, both labour market regulations and immigration regulations remained largely 
unchanged. There is a tacit understanding that permanent migrants are expected to con-
tribute to the economy, but with permanency comes the option of state support.

With this in mind, we assess the labour outcomes for Polish immigrants and their 
children within the context of the immigration and labour market regimes that exist in 
Canada and Sweden using 2016 Canadian census and 2015 Swedish register data. Spe-
cifically, we look at the employment probabilities and earnings of Polish immigrants and 
their children in the two countries using data that is comparable in quality and timing. 
We compare employment probabilities, the log of income and the income rank (the 
place of individuals in the income distribution) of Polish immigrants and their children 
to Native born, non-Polish Canadians and Swedes. Thus, using Canada and Sweden as 
case studies, we ask—how do different migration contexts affect outcomes for Polish 
migrants and their children.

While most other studies use small samples or interview techniques, which make 
it difficult to generalize findings, we use Canadian Census and Swedish register data. 
These are large datasets which allow us to draw robust conclusions about labour force 
outcomes for both Polish immigrants, and their children. We note that this is one of the 
few studies to include an analysis of second-generation Poles in Canada and Sweden and 
the only one that looks at employment probabilities and earnings in Sweden.

We find that, after controlling for basic personal characteristics, Polish immigrants 
face smaller differentials in employment and income in Canada as compared to Sweden. 
Native-born Poles face no employment or earnings penalty in Canada, however, they do 
face fairly large differentials in Sweden. In order to evaluate earnings differentials more 
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directly across countries we calculate the position of each person in the income distribu-
tion for Canada and Sweden by sex. This allows to more directly compare the rank of 
Poles versus other groups. Here we find that native-born Poles (both men and women) 
face virtually no difference or see a small bonus in the rank of earnings in Canada. In 
Sweden, Native-born Polish women show no difference in percent rank of earnings, and 
being a Native-born Polish man is correlated with a small decrease in the percentile rank 
of income.

Theory and earlier studies
There is a great deal of work on the place of human capital and the cost of migration 
on economic outcomes. Building on Becker’s (1992) work, this perspective focuses on 
different individual characteristics, and argues that education and skills are important 
for explaining differences in the likelihood of obtaining employment as well as the rela-
tive difference in income between individuals. Applied to immigration, however, some 
educational qualifications and skills may not be perfectly transferable between countries. 
These skills could be labour-market information, destination-language proficiency and 
occupational licences, certifications or credentials, as well as more narrowly defined 
task-specific skills (Chiswick et al., 2005). The lower the international transferability of 
the skills, the wider the initial gap in native–immigrant employment and earnings. This 
initial gap, however, is expected to diminish with time in the country as immigrants 
acquire host country skills like language and other country specific skills.

Institutional factors like migration selection systems and integration policies can 
also affect integration of immigrants in the labour market. Canada uses a point system 
to select about a third of all immigrants based on the demand for skills which should 
increase the possibility that those admitted will “integrate” quickly into the labour mar-
ket.4 Sweden does not use such a system but is part of the European Union which gives 
all EU citizens, including Polish citizens since 2004, mobility rights and the right to seek 
employment anywhere within the EU. While EU residents can freely enter Sweden and 
search for work, in practical terms, labour migration to Sweden is primarily demand 
driven. Economic immigrants usually have a job offer prior to entry however, with EU 
residents automatically getting permanent resident status, while non-EU immigrants 
would usually enter under limited term (renewable) contracts.

In general, regardless of policy regime, earlier studies on employment and earnings 
integration, conclude that immigrants have lower employment levels and earnings as 
compared to the native-born population (see Antecol et  al., 2003; Borjas, 1994; Chis-
wick, 1978; OECD, 2007; Pendakur & Pendakur, 2015).

Gorodzeisky and Semyonov (2017), maintain that there are two types of compara-
tive studies. Most studies assess the labour market inclusion of immigrants (or different 
groups of immigrants) in a single host society. Far fewer studies take an international 
comparative perspective studying immigrant integration across countries. This study 
follows the second strategy, assessing the labour market inclusion of Polish immigrants 
and their children in two countries, Canada, and Sweden. This comparison allows us to 

4 In 2015 for example, over half of all permanent resident intake came as economic immigrants. However, only the pri-
mary applicant in a family is tested under the points system.
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understand how a specific group fares based on different policy and social circumstance. 
We add to this understanding by including an assessment of the native-born Polish pop-
ulation. In line with the economic assimilation model and in contrast to immigrants, the 
second generation is fostered and educated in the “host” society and should therefore 
not experience similar disadvantages as their parents in accessing and doing a career in 
the labour market.

One challenge to understanding the place of Poles in host countries is that research 
specific to Poles is relatively recent, and generally restricted to the post-EU expansion of 
2004 (see for example: Burrell, 2010; Drozdzewski, 2011; Forrest & Kusek, 2016; Kacz-
marczyk & Tyrowicz, 2015; Markowski and Kwapisz-Williams, 2013; Odé, 1996). Where 
the place of Polish immigrants is studied, it is often in the context of more global work 
that encompasses a large number of groups (see for example: Bevelander, 1999; Drink-
water et al., 2010; Kogan, 2010; Levrau et al., 2013). Work that looks at outcomes for the 
second generation is even rarer (Dahlstedt, 2015; Pendakur & Pendakur, 1998, 2015).

In an Australia study Forrest and Kusek (2016), use Census data for the years 2006 and 
2011, to trace the labour market and spatial integration of Polish immigrants as well as 
their children and grandchildren. They point to the importance of generational factors, 
concluding that there is a linear progression over generations and that third-generation 
individuals with Polish ancestry are indistinguishable from other Australians in terms of 
education attainment, home ownership and labour market participation. In Belgium a 
qualitative study on the Polish community in Antwerp show low unemployment levels 
for Polish immigrants compared to other immigrant groups (Levrau et al., 2013). Results 
for Germany by Kogan (2010) using 2005 microcensus data indicate that Polish immi-
grants have somewhat lower employment levels compared to native Germans. They 
conclude that the difference is mainly explained by human capital characteristics and 
not by an ethnic penalty. Conversely at all using register data for Germany from 1995 
to 2006 conclude that the wage differentials between German and Polish immigrants 
were the largest of all East European groups. Miera (2008) looks more specifically at Pol-
ish entrepreneurs in Berlin using in-depth interviews. She points to the importance of 
transnational networks that allow Polish entrepreneurs to exploit cross-border differ-
ences in purchasing power of both goods and people to compete in the German mar-
ket. In a similar study, Nowicka (2013), looks at transnationalism amongst seven Polish 
entrepreneurs in Munich. She uses Bourdieu’s notions of capital to assess how different 
forms of capital (both social and fiscal) move across national boundaries, arguing that 
Polish migrants are able to exploit these resources and react to labour market demand 
(page 43).

Jon Friberg has taken several looks at Polish workers in Norway. Friberg (2012b) uses 
a combination of survey and register data to assess the probability of permanent moves 
by Polish migrant workers to Norway. He creates a model in which “decisions about 
length of stay, settlement and return are dependent upon the migrants’ desires for the 
future and upon their opportunities to realise these desires (page 1603).” These desires 
can change over time based on the creation of changing work and social conditions. 
Similarly, Friberg et  al (2014) looks at how labour market outcomes for Polish migra-
tion to Oslo, Copenhagen and Reykjavik, are shaped by the different labour markets. 
They conclude that all three regimes have problems both incorporating and protecting 
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new migrant workers. Polish workers are particularly affected because they are often 
recruited for low skill, low wage occupations which lend themselves to exploitation. 
However, while cultural attributes can help in the short term, Friberg (2012a) argues that 
Norwegian employers are reluctant to offer permanent employment unless Polish work-
ers assimilate to the “Norwegian work culture” (pp: 1914).

One of the countries that has had the largest inflow of Polish migrants since the 
enlargement of 2004 is the UK. Based on the Labour Force Survey for the years 2004–
2007 of the UK, Drinkwater et  al. (2010) show that the employment rate for Polish 
immigrants is 10 percent higher than the average employment level in the UK, about 
9 percent higher than in other countries that joined the EU in 2004, and about 20 per-
cent higher than other immigrant groups. Cieslik (2011) looked Polish workers in the 
UK within the context of job quality using a combination of 139 surveys and 60 in-depth 
interviews. She concludes that opportunities for advancement and employment condi-
tions (such as child care) influence the decision to return to Poland, but that this is tem-
pered by the opportunities that exist in Poland. Ciupijus (2011) looks at Polish labour 
migrants in the UK within the context of EU membership and post-national citizenship. 
He argues that, while EU membership offered greater opportunities for migration and 
lower working restrictions, work in the UK was characterized by downward occupa-
tional mobility. Garapich (2008) looks more specifically at the role of market forces on 
inclusion into both social and economic systems in the UK. He argues that the migration 
industry (defined as a set of for profit specialised social actors and commercial institu-
tions) has usurped the place of traditional actors (such as the church or social service 
organizations) and that this is a positive move (page 736). Similar to Miera (2008) and 
Nowicka (2013), Knight et  al (2014) look at the importance of social networks but in 
the context of Wales, a second level migration centre. They argue that social networks 
can act to both enable and disable labour market progression, with such networks being 
most useful in the initial stages of migration.

As noted above, a number of articles on employment integration include Poles as one 
of many groups studied. Bevelander (2000), for example, looks at employment levels for 
native Swedes and Polish immigrants (ages 20–64) for the census years 1960–1990 and 
shows that Polish males have an employment level of 81 percent in 1960 and only 70 
percent in 1990. For native men the level is roughly 83 percent across the entire period. 
For female Polish immigrants the employment level in 1960 is 44 percent, rising to 64 
percent in 1990. Native Swedish women in the same period show an employment rate 
of 36 percent in 1960, rising to 80 percent by1990. Bevelander argues that the declining 
employment success of (Polish) immigrants in the Swedish labour market is a result of 
broader structural changes which saw the economy move from a primarily industrial to 
a service economy with more flexible work organisations. This led to an up-shift in the 
demand for skilled qualifications which affected immigrants negatively. Rosholm, et al. 
(2006) come to a similar conclusion when comparing outcomes in Denmark and Swe-
den. Using a survey conducted by Statistics Sweden in the year 1993, Duvander (2001) 
tried to explain the unemployment risk for Finnish, Polish, Iranian and Chilean immi-
grants controlling for place of education (Sweden or in their home country), whether 
they speak and understand Swedish well, and lived with a Swedish partner. Their results 
indicated that the unemployment risk did not diminish substantially by including these 
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factors and therefore the difference in unemployment risk between native and immi-
grants could be indicating discrimination.

Work on Polish minorities in Canada tends to be found in more global work on minor-
ities in general. Pendakur and Pendakur (2015), for example use 2006 census data to look 
at earnings differentials for immigrants and Canadian-born minorities. They find that 
Polish immigrant men earn about 35 percent less than similarly qualified native-born 
majority males while Polish immigrant women earn about 39 percent less. Native-born 
Poles however, earn marginally more than native-born majority men and women.

Poland’s entry into the European Union in 2004, changed the dynamic of migration 
for Poles. Where prior to 2004 migration was likely a permanent decision, regardless 
of the host country, it is now far more fluid within the EU, while the migration decision 
remains largely permanent for Canada. This has caused Polish immigration to slow in 
Canada and to increase within the EU. Over the last decade and a half, Polish migrants 
have increasingly found employment in Germany, the Netherlands, the UK, Norway and 
Sweden. Indeed in 2015, Poles were the second largest intra-EU migration group after 
Romania (Eurostat, 2020, see also Fihel and Kacmarczky 2004).5

Coyle (2007) provides an interesting take on Poland’s entry into the EU by looking at 
the context of women’s labour market equality and protection both within and outside 
Poland. She argues that prior to EU membership Polish women often obtained irregu-
lar work as cleaners or nannies that was precarious in nature. EU membership offers 
increased opportunities for work commensurate with skills outside Poland, but what is 
required is a legal framework for gender equality and rights in Poland, thereby allowing 
women to remain if they wish.

Overall past research points to large differentials in both employment probabilities 
and earnings for immigrants in general. In general, immigrants from Poland perform 
better than immigrants from outside Europe, and in the case of the UK and Germany 
can do the same or better than the native-born population (see Drinkwater et al., 2010; 
Kogan, 2010). As is to be expected, native-born Poles face much smaller differentials. 
Indeed, in Canada and Australia, native-born Polish men and women have basically the 
same probability of employment and similar wages after controlling for basic personal 
characteristics (see Pendakur & Pendakur, 1998, 2015 and Forrest & Kusek, 2016). Simi-
larly, studies from the early and mid 2000s in Sweden find that Poles fare better than 
immigrants from outside Europe but still face substantial penalties in the labour market 
(Bevelander, 2000; Rosholm et al., 2006).

Clearly, migration context makes a difference in terms of self-selection of migrants and 
outcomes for Polish immigrants (see for example Ciupijus, 2011 and Drinkwater et al., 
2010 Garapich, 2008, and Kogan, 2010). EU membership greatly reduced barriers to 
migration and allowed a larger number of Poles far greater choice in terms of host coun-
tries. This meant that Poles left Poland in greater numbers because those who would 
not have had the option to migrate prior to 2004 could leave with minimal costs and the 
option of a relatively easy return if things did not work out. However, membership, while 

5 In 2004 Poland joined the EU along with 9 other countries. Initially Poles had the right of free movement in the UK, 
Sweden and Ireland. There were caps to migration in other EU countries. In 2007 the caps were removed and Polish 
citizens gained the right to free movement across all EU countries (See BBC 2009. http:// news. bbc. co. uk/2/ hi/ europe/ 
35138 89. stm# uk).

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/3513889.stm#uk
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/3513889.stm#uk
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reducing transactional barriers, does not reduce social barriers (see Friberg, 2012a). 
Poles who chose to migrate outside the EU faced largely the same barriers and condi-
tions as they would have prior to 2004.

Expectations

Previous research has suggested that overall, Polish immigrants tend to fare well in many 
regimes (see Bevelander, 2000; Coyle, 2007; Drinkwater et  al., 2010; Pendakur & Pen-
dakur, 2015). However little work has been done which directly compares and assesses 
outcomes for this important group in more than one country. We assess labour force 
outcomes for Polish migrants and their children in Canada and Sweden. These two 
countries are characterized by similarly high levels of permanent migration, relatively 
easy access to citizenship and a dominantly urban immigrant population. As well, both 
Canada and Sweden are next door to a much bigger economic engine—the United States 
for Canada and Germany for Sweden.

As noted above, we assess two dimensions of labour force involvement—employment 
probabilities and market income. We look at both the log and rank of market income 
because we argue that the rank provides a better measure when comparing across two 
countries with different earnings distributions. We hypothesize that Polish immigrants 
will have higher employment rates in Canada, where the minimum wage is relatively low 
and therefore entry into the labour market is easier as compared to Sweden (see Bev-
elander & Pendakur, 2014).

Looking at the 2nd generation, previous research says that there should be few, if any 
differentials faced by the children of Polish immigrants—they are schooled and social-
ized in the host society and, for all intents and purposes are visibly identical to either 
Swedish-born Swedes or European-origin Canadians. In theory, second generation 
minorities (both men and women) should therefore approach the employment rate of 
the majority population.

The earnings distribution in Sweden is more compressed than in Canada.6 We account 
for this difference by assessing, not only the differentials in labour market income but 
also the rank of different groups in the income distribution. It is widely acknowledged 
that immigrants face earnings penalties in most host countries. It should not be sur-
prising therefore to see Polish immigrants facing earnings penalties in both Canada 
and Sweden. However, unless there are substantial differences in selection of migrants, 
there is no reason to suspect that the earnings penalties faced by Poles should be differ-
ent across countries. As was the case for employment, when looking at the native-born 
Polish population, we do not expect to see substantive earnings differentials in either 
labour market income or rank of labour market income as compared to the majority 
population.

As discussed earlier, the entry of Poland into the EU in 2004 had a major impact on 
Polish migration flows. From a policy perspective, entry rules remained the same in 
Canada, but eased in Europe. Polish migration to Canada slowed substantially and rose 

6 Sweden’s minimum wage of roughly 125Kr per hour combined with a 50% payroll tax means the actual wage is almost 
190Kr per hour. This, combined with a comparison of the Gini indexes in Canada and Sweden (.30 and .28) suggests that 
the earnings distribution is somewhat higher in Canada as compared to Sweden (OECD statistics https:// data. oecd. org/ 
inequ ality/ income- inequ ality. htm).

https://data.oecd.org/inequality/income-inequality.htm
https://data.oecd.org/inequality/income-inequality.htm
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in Sweden as EU barriers to migration were removed. In Sweden, because the easiest 
way to get permanency is to have a job, we expect to see high employment rates for Pol-
ish immigrants, but perhaps no real impact on earnings. In Canada, however, it is more 
ambiguous. Employment is not a precondition of entry for family class intake but for 
independent immigrants (which is roughly a third of the intake), having a job offer gen-
erally results in acceptance.

Method
We use data from the Canadian 2016 census provided by Statistics Canada and a Swed-
ish 2015 Stativ dataset based on different registers held by Statistics Sweden to compare 
outcomes for different groups. These two data sources have the advantage of offering 
high quality and comparable data for Polish and other immigrant groups in their respec-
tive host countries. Both are defacto, mandatory. The Swedish register has information 
drawn from administrative sources on every legal resident in Sweden, while the Cana-
dian census is a 25% sample of Canadian households drawn from a combination of a 
questionnaire and tax records. Timing for our dependent variables of interest is highly 
comparable. Employment status for Sweden is for November of 2015, while for Canada it 
is for May 2016. Income data for both Canada and Sweden are drawn from 2015 sources 
(tax data for Sweden and a combination of tax or self-reported income for Canada). 
As well, both Canada and Sweden use the same definition for most variables includ-
ing country of birth, period of immigration, and place of birth of parents. The Canadian 
and Swedish variables for education are markedly different. The Canadian census asks 
about highest certificate and the Swedish register captures information on all types of 
schooling. Despite the differences, it is possible to create a comparable variable (as noted 
below).

We note that both datasets only collect information on permanent, legal residents.7 
The Swedish register does not track temporary (short-term) workers or ‘posted’ worker.8

In both cases, we select people born in the host country (Canada or Sweden) and 
immigrants who arrived in two different periods. The first selection is for immigrants 
who arrive from 1980 to 2014. This selection corresponds to roughly an entire working 
life. The second selection is for immigrants who arrived from 2004 to 2014. This selec-
tion corresponds to the period in which Poland joined the EU and therefore the period 
in which Poles had mobility rights within the EU. We include only people age 25 to 64 
thereby excluding the majority of students and other people who are not likely to be 
active in the labour force.9

7 Temporary foreign workers (TFWs) are people who are legally entitled to work in Canada for a specific period of time, 
generally less than two years. In Canada TFWs can get permanent residence but it is not guaranteed. It is possible to 
identify temporary foreign workers on the Canadian census, but because this is not possible in our Swedish dataset, 
these workers are dropped from the analysis.
8 Posted workers are workers who may work in Sweden but are paid by a company based in the source country. In our 
case, these workers pay taxes in Poland and their pay does not show up in the Swedish system. These workers are not 
included in our sample because we only include people who are employed in Sweden.
9 For Canada, we also exclude households with more than 13 people. This serves to drop group homes and communes 
or group communities (i.e.: Mennonite communities).
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Analyses are done separately for men and women in recognition of the fact that they 
likely have different labour market histories and are affected by the presence of children 
in different ways.

We control for a number of basic personal characteristics including age and age 
squared as continuous variables, years in the host country and years squared (continu-
ous variable), and marital status (single, married or living together in common-law, 
divorced or separated and widowed). Number of children is included as a 4-level dummy 
variable set (none, one child, two children or 3 and more children).

Education is included as a 4-level dummy variable set (less than high school, high 
school, post-secondary certificate and university degree). We also control for whether 
the person lives in one of the three largest cities in each country. For Sweden, we include 
dummies for the economic areas of Stockholm, Gothenburg, Malmö, versus other areas. 
For Canada, we include controls for the census metropolitan areas of Toronto, Montreal, 
Vancouver versus other areas.

Our specific interest is in outcomes for Polish immigrants and their children. Both the 
Swedish Register and the Canadian census allow us to identify individuals by place of 
birth as well as the place of birth of parents. We use these variables to identify the fol-
lowing groups of men and women:

• born in Poland,
• born outside Canada or Sweden, but not Poland.
• born in Canada or Sweden with two parents born in Poland
• born in Canada or Sweden with one parent born in Poland and the other born in 

Canada or Sweden.10

• Our comparison group is the population born in either Canada or Sweden with no 
parents born in Poland.

This categorization allows us to compare outcomes of Polish immigrants and their 
children to non-Polish immigrants as well as to the native-born population. We are par-
ticularly interested in outcomes for people who are ethnically Polish, but born in Canada 
or Sweden. The above categorization allows us to identify 2 groups, as defined by the 
number of Polish immigrant parents. This in turn allows us to assess the impact of Polish 
ancestry on outcomes for those born in Canada and Sweden.11

We assess the impact of these characteristics on three separate outcomes. First, we 
look at the probability of employment. For Canada our employment variable assesses 
whether or not the respondent is employed in the week of the census (May of 2015). 
For Sweden it measures whether or not a respondent is employed for the month of 

10 People born in Sweden with one Polish parent and the other parent born outside Canada or Sweden, but not Poland 
are dropped from the analysis. We note however, that this is a small group.
11 We note that the comparison group – Canadian or Swedish born permanent residents who do not have Polish par-
ents – is a large group that includes people who are not in the majority (either Swedes born in Sweden or Canadians of 
British or French origin. However, the components of the subgroups are not comparable across countries, and we do not 
break them out in the analysis.
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November 2015.12 In order to better explain the basic difference in employment rates 
between Canada and Sweden, we present marginal effects based on logistic regressions. 
This allows us to compare both within and across countries.

For earnings we look at two outcomes. The first is the log of annual income for work 
(either through employment or self-employment) in either 2015 Canadian dollars or 
2015 hundreds of Swedish Kronor. We recognize that the income distributions are dif-
ferent in Canada and Sweden and that the purchasing power of Canadian dollars and 
Swedish Kronor is also different. It is therefore likely incorrect to directly compare either 
actual or log incomes. We thus also assess the percentile rank of job-related income in 
both countries. This allows us to define the degree to which membership in a group 
pushes incomes up or down in terms of percentage ranks as compared to the native-
born (non-Polish) population. We are unable to test for the impact of working full time 
or part time, or for the number of weeks worked. These attributes are collected in Can-
ada but not in Sweden. If Poles are more likely to work part time or if they only work 
part of the year we will be overestimating the earnings gap in Sweden, but perhaps not in 
Canada, where Polish immigrants are more likely to work full time.

The income ranks are calculated separately for Canada and Sweden for men and 
women. We calculate the rank by sorting pre-tax incomes of men and women in each 
country from lowest to highest to get each person’s position in the income distribution 
and then dividing by the number of people to get a percentile rank. Our view is that 
these ranks are more comparable across countries as compared to the log of income. 
Using the rank allows us to compare a workers’ placement in the country specific income 
distribution as compared to the actual income which can differ in terms of such things as 
buying power or income range. For both the log of market income and the income rank, 
we restrict our analysis to those earning more than $100CAD or 700 Swedish Kronor.

We run regressions (either logistic or OLS) on the probability of employment or 
income (either the log or rank) controlling for the variables listed above in order to 
understand the impact of being a Polish immigrant, or having a Polish background on 
these outcomes.

Descriptive analysis

Table  1 shows frequency counts for immigrants living in Canada and Sweden in 
2015/16 who are born in Poland by period of immigration. In Canada, of the almost 
150 thousand Polish immigrants who were resident in 2016, just over 40 percent 
arrived in the 1980s. About fourteen thousand Polish immigrants arrived over the 
past fifteen years. In Sweden, there has been a marked increase in intake from Poland 
since the mid 2000s, with almost forty percent of Polish immigrants arriving after 
2005. These differences suggest that since Poland’s entry into the EU, Polish immi-
gration to Canada has slowed, while migration to Sweden has increased dramatically. 
Thus, we can conclude that EU entry offered Polish migrants an increase in their 

12 The measures of employment are not exactly comparable. We use the standard European definition of employment – 
being employed at a minimum of one base value during the month of November. The base employment value is defined 
as an annual income of at least 44,000 Kronor (equivalent to the social security payment). It is generally used to calculate 
the value of unemployment insurance. In Canada respondents are defined as employed if they worked for any duration 
during the census week (May 1 to May 7 2016). This means that the definition of employed is probably a bit stricter for 
Canada as compared to Sweden.
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choice of destination country allowing them to migrate closer destinations as com-
pared to crossing the Atlantic. In this sense, Polish immigrants in Canada, could be 
considered a more established group, a possibility that is born out in Table 2.

Table 2 provides counts for our major groups of interest by sex for the population 
25 to 64. These data are drawn from the 2016 Canadian Census and 2015 register 
data for Sweden. Polish immigrants constitute the second largest EU group in Sweden 
(about 5 percent of the total immigrant population) and about 2 percent of Canada’s 
immigrant population. As can be seen, there are 74 thousand Polish immigrants in 
Canada and almost 47 thousand Polish immigrants in Sweden who arrived from 1980 

Table 1 Population born in Poland, Canada (2016) and Sweden (2015)

Source: Statistics Canada 2016 Census table: 98-400-X2016185

For Sweden the data is drawn from the Swedish register

*For Canada the intake is 2011 to May 2016

Canada Sweden

Total 146,470 104,818

 Before 1981 33,300 10,686

 1981 to 1990 61,600 13,474

 1991 to 2000 37,475 7,161

 2001 to 2010 9,935 27,556

  2001 to 2005 4,970 6,840

  2006 to 2010 4,965 20,716

 2011 to 2015* 4,160 18,385

Table 2 Population age 25–64 by sex, Native born and selected immigrant groups arriving between 
1979 and 2015/16, Canada and Sweden

Source: 2016 Census of Canada and 2015 Swedish register

Canada Sweden

Female

 Total 6,921,925 2,342,739

  Native born 5,375,585 1,895,320

   Native-born (not Polish) 5,357,420 1,888,664

   1 Polish immig. parent 5,315 4,621

   2 Polish immig. parents 12,850 2,035

  Immigrants 1,546,340 447,419

   Polish immigrants 38,655 26,787

   Non-Polish immigrants 1,507,685 420,632

Male

 Total 7,009,840 2,407,648

  Native born 5,494,585 1,977,477

   Native-born (not Polish) 5,475,850 1,970,466

   1 Polish immig. parent 5,135 2,166

   2 Polish immig. parents 13,600 4,845

  Immigrants 1,515,255 430,171

   Polish immigrants 35,630 20,055

   Non-Polish immigrants 1,479,625 410,116
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to 2014. An additional 37 thousand people born in Canada and 14 thousand people 
born in Sweden have Polish parents. Thus, about half of Canada’s Polish population 
is born in Canada, while this is true of about a quarter of Sweden’s Polish population.

Table  3 provides information for our three dependent variables (employment prob-
ability, market income and income rank) for our groups of interest. Looking first at the 
employment level for Canada and Sweden we see that native-born women who do not 
have Polish parents are more likely to be employed in Sweden as compared to Canada 
(85% and 74% respectively). In both Canada and Sweden, native-born women with two 
parents born in Poland are less likely to work than native-born women with one parent 
born in Poland.

Overall, the employment rate in Sweden is higher than the employment rate in 
Canada. In Sweden, about 85 percent of native-born non-Polish women and men are 
employed (74 percent and 79 percent in Canada respectively). Immigrant women in 
Sweden are far less likely to work as compared to native-born Swedes, however, immi-
grant women from Poland are more likely to work than immigrant women in general. 
Seventy percent of immigrant women from Poland are employed as compared to only 
59 percent of immigrant women from other countries. In Canada, the employment rate 
for immigrants is higher than in Sweden. Indeed, immigrant men are at least as likely to 
work as native-born men.

As expected, for both Sweden and Canada, native-born workers have higher incomes 
than immigrants. Amongst women born in Sweden, incomes are fairly similar, regardless 
of whether or not people have parents born in Poland. However, amongst men, those 
with Polish parents do have lower average incomes. In Sweden, female immigrants from 

Table 3 Mean employment, market income and income rank for selected groups by country and 
sex

Canada Sweden

Female Male Female Male

Employment

Native-born not Polish 0.74 0.79 0.85 0.86

1 parent born in Poland 0.78 0.73 0.80 0.80

2 parents born in Poland 0.65 0.78 0.75 0.74

Immigrant not polish 0.67 0.82 0.59 0.65

Polish immigrant 0.73 0.81 0.70 0.74

Labour market income CAD SEK

Native-born not Polish 47,550 72,370 320,303 414,651

1 parent born in Poland 58,960 95,020 305,444 391,108

2 parents born in Poland 59,744 95,984 311,697 385,467

Immigrant not polish 38,172 55,931 244,012 317,370

Polish immigrant 44,989 61,279 255,682 318,777

Rank of income

Native-born not Polish 0.52 0.52 0.52 0.52

1 parent born in Poland 0.56 0.56 0.49 0.49

2 parents born in Poland 0.57 0.55 0.50 0.47

Immigrant not polish 0.44 0.44 0.38 0.37

Polish immigrant 0.51 0.49 0.40 0.38
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Poland have somewhat higher incomes than other immigrant women (256 thousand 
Kronor versus 244 thousand Kronor). However, amongst male immigrants, the incomes 
are statistically identical. In Canada, immigrant men from Poland have average earnings 
of 61 thousand dollars as compared to 72 thousand dollars for non-Polish native-born 
men. However native-born men with parents born in Poland have average labour market 
income that is substantially higher, at 95 thousand dollars.

The results seen for labour market income are reflected in the results for income rank 
but are more muted. This is because where the results for average income are heavily 
affected by the skewed distribution of income, ranks are not. Thus, in Canada, native 
born men and women with parents born in Poland are 3 to 5 percentage points higher 
in income rank as compared to other Canadian-born workers, while immigrants from 
Poland are 1 to 3 percentage points lower. In Sweden, native born men and women with 
parents born in Poland are 2 to 5 points lower in percent ranks as compared to other 
native-born workers, while immigrants are at least 12 points lower.

The descriptive statistics suggest that in Canada, Polish immigrants are less likely to 
be working as compared to the native-born population, but more likely to be employed 
than other immigrants. Native-born Swedes with parents from Poland are less likely to 
be employed, as compared to other native-born Swedes, while in Canada, the results 
are somewhat mixed. Immigrants in both Canada and Sweden earn, on average, a lot 
less than the native-born population, but those from Poland have higher average earn-
ings than the rest of the immigrant population. The results for native-born workers in 
Canada as compared to Sweden are different, with native-born Poles in Sweden earnings 
somewhat less and those in Canada earning a lot more.

In terms of the Polish population, these results are encouraging for both Canada and 
Sweden, but do suggest that Poles in Canada do better. However, this could be a result 
of differences in the age or education profiles of the two populations. The following sec-
tion uses standard regression techniques to control for these differences and explore the 
employment and income differentials in more depth.

Regression results
Employment

Table  4 shows marginal effects (estimated at the average of all coefficients) from four 
logistic regressions in which the dependent variable is the probability of being employed 
controlling for age, years since migration, schooling, marital status, number of children 
in the household and major city.13 There are separate regressions for each country and 
gender. The comparison group is native-born Canadians or Swedes who are not Polish 
in descent. The last column shows if the effects for Canada and Sweden are statistically 
different from each other.14

The results in Table 4 suggest that Canadian-born men and women with Polish parents 
have the same probability of being employed as other people born in Canada. However, 

13 Full results for all the regressions are available on request from the authors.
14 We determine if there is a significant difference between the two countries by calculating the t value for independent 
samples:
t = (Coef for Canada-Coef for Sweden)/sqrt(se2 for Canada + the se2 for Sweden). A t value of 2 or more is identified in 
the table.
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for immigrants, there are some substantial differences. Being a non-Polish immigrant 
women reduces the probability of employment by 31 percent. Immigrant women from 
Poland have somewhat better probabilities of being employed 27 percent.

In Sweden, all groups have a lower probability of being employed as compared to 
non-Polish native Swedes, ranging from − 4 percent for native-born Poles with one Pol-
ish parent to -38 percent for Polish immigrants. As was the case for Canada, however, 
immigrant women from Poland have somewhat better probabilities of being employed 
as compared to non-Polish immigrants. In all cases, the results for Canada are statisti-
cally different from the results for Sweden.

In Canada, immigrant males are less likely to be employed as compared to Cana-
dian-born males. Immigrants from Poland have somewhat better probabilities of being 
employed (− 10 percent as compared to − 14 percent for non-Polish immigrants).

In Sweden, as was the case for women, all male immigrant groups face strong and 
statistically significant penalties of between − 0.25 percent Polish immigrants and 40 
percent for other immigrants. However, Swedish born Poles, while not meeting the 
probability of employment for other Swedes, face far smaller differentials (− 5 percent 
for those with one Polish parent and − 9% for those with two Polish parents). Once 
again, the results for Canada are statistically different from the results for Sweden.

In interpreting the effects of employment and comparing across countries it is impor-
tant to remember the labour force participation rates for women in Sweden are substan-
tially higher than is the case for Canada. As such, at least part of the reason for the high 

Table 4 Marginal effect (at the average of all coefficients) of being employed, Canada and Sweden, 
2015 / 2016

The 2016 Census of Canada is a 25% sample of Canadian households. As per Statistics Canada requirement we show the 
weighted number of observations

Significance: *0.1; **0.05; ***0.01

Regressions control for age, age squared, years in the host country for immigrants, years in the host country squared, 
schooling, marital status, number of children and residence in the 3 largest cities
† Indicates that the coefficients for Canada and Sweden are statistically different from each other at the 0.05 level

Canada Sweden

Coef s.e sig coef s.e Sig

Female

 Observations 7,961,200 2,342,739

 R2 0.09 0.15

 Native-born not Polish (comparison)

 Native-born with 1 parent born in Poland 0.02 0.01 − 0.04 0.00 *** †

 Native-born with 2 parents born in Poland 0.00 0.01 − 0.07 0.01 *** †

 Immigrant from Poland − 0.27 0.01 *** − 0.38 0.00 *** †

 Other immigrant − 0.31 0.00 *** − 0.48 0.00 *** †

Male

 Observations 7,650,415 2,407,648

 R2 0.1 0.12

 Native-born not Polish (comparison)

 Native-born with 1 parent born in Poland 0.00 0.01 − 0.05 0.00 *** †

 Native-born with 2 parents born in Poland − 0.01 0.01 − 0.09 0.01 *** †

Immigrant from Poland − 0.10 0.01 *** − 0.25 0.00 *** †

 Other immigrant − 0.14 0.00 *** − 0.40 0.00 *** †



Page 15 of 23Pendakur and Bevelander  Comparative Migration Studies            (2021) 9:56  

differentials in Sweden as compared to Canada may be because the bar for comparison is 
so much higher. In Sweden the labour force participation rate for women is 85%, while in 
Canada it is only 74%. The large negative coefficients seen for immigrant women in Swe-
den as compared to Canada may be a product of the fact that such a high proportion of 
Swedish women are active in the labour force that the average negative effect for minor-
ity women in Sweden is greater than Canada.

Recalling results from Table 3, we see that 75 to 80% of Sweden-born Polish women are 
employed, and a similar 78 percent of Canadian-born women with one Polish parent are 
employed. The fact that so many non-Polish native-born Swedish women are employed 
means that the coefficient on employment for these Sweden-born Polish women will still 
be lower than is the case for Canada. For men, the participation rates are much closer. 
Indeed, for the population 15 plus they’re almost identical (see OECD, 2007). It is there-
fore harder to argue, in the case of men, that the differences we are seeing are an artefact 
of the differences in participation rates across the two countries.

The reality is, however, that explaining away the cross-country differences as a product 
of differences in participation rates is easier to make in the case of immigrants as com-
pared to Sweden-born Poles. It is possible that things like language, credentials and loss 
of social capital make it harder for immigrants to get jobs as compared to native-born 
Swedes. It is a more difficult argument to make in the case of Poles born in Sweden who 
share the same credentials and language ability as other Swedes particularly after con-
trolling for basic characteristics such as age, education and marital status.

Labour market income

Table  5 shows results similar in form to those shown in Table  4, but in this case the 
dependent variable is the log of Labour Market income. Here the results can be inter-
preted (at least for coefficients less than 0.25) as percent differences from the compari-
son group. It should be noted however, that because the dependents are either Canadian 
dollars or Swedish kronor comparisons across countries are difficult to make.

Looking at the results for Canada, we see that native-born Poles, both men and 
women, have labour market incomes that are actually higher than is the case for other 
Canadian-born women. Canadian-born women with two Polish parents make an esti-
mated 7% more than other Canadian-born women. In the same way Canadian-born men 
with Polish parents earn 5% and 7% more than other Canadian-born men after control-
ling for personal characteristics.

Immigrants however, face earnings penalties in both Canada and Sweden, Immigrant 
women earn about 40% of what native-born women earn after controlling for personal 
characteristics. Immigrant men earn about half (coefficients for men in Canada of − 0.74 
and − 0.64 for non-Polish immigrants and Polish immigrants respectively).

As was noted earlier, comparisons of income between Canada and Sweden are difficult 
both because the distribution of income is different and because the currency values are 
different. One way to control for these differences would be to calculate parity wages 
across the two countries however this would not necessarily take care of the differences 
in the distributions (see for example Bevelander & Pendakur, 2014). We have chosen to 
look at the percentile rank of individual incomes within across the two countries instead. 
This involves sorting everybody in both countries from lowest wage to highest wage and 
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then calculating the percent ranking of every individual in each country. Comparing the 
ranks allows us to ask where in the distribution different groups fall. Another interpre-
tation is that the coefficient on income rank provides the controlled impact that mem-
bership in the group offers in terms of moving up or down the percentile ranks of each 
country’s distribution. It is our view that these coefficients are more comparable across 
countries.

Table  6 shows these results. Interestingly, by and large, immigrants in both Canada 
and Sweden face about the same percent income rank penalty. In both countries, being 
a female immigrant is correlated with a 25–27 percent drop in income rank. Immigrant 
males do a little bit better and have income rank drop of about 21–26 percentage points.

For the native-born population, we find a relatively small difference between the coun-
tries. Being of Polish background born in Canada is associated with a small bonus of 
about two percentage points for both men and women. In Sweden, native-born Pol-
ish women have about the same income rank while men see a small disadvantage of 
between 2 and 4 percentage points compared to other native-born Swedes. The country 
level results are significantly different from each other suggesting that native-born Poles 
in Canada fare better in terms of income rank than those in Sweden.

Results for recent immigrants

Poland joined the European Union in 2004. In our data, which captures Swedish data for 
2015, Polish citizens could move freely within the EU for 11 years. Looking at Table 1, 
we see that EU entry appears to have changed the flow of Poles away from Canada and 

Table 5 Difference in log of work related income, Canada and Sweden 2015

The 2016 Census of Canada is a 25% sample of Canadian households. As per Statistics Canada requirement we show the 
weighted number of observations

Significance: *0.1; **0.05; ***0.01

Regressions control for age, age squared, years in the host country for immigrants, years in the host country squared, 
schooling, marital status, number of children and residence in the 3 largest cities

Canada Sweden

coef se sig % dif coef se sig % dif

Females

 Observations 6,921,925 2,081,864

 R2 0.11 0.18

 Native-born not Polish (comparison)

  Native-born with 1 parent born in Poland 0.05 0.03 * 0.06 − 0.03 0.01 *** − 0.03

  Native-born with 2 parents born in Poland 0.07 0.02 *** 0.08 − 0.04 0.02 ** − 0.04

Immigrant from Poland − 0.87 0.01 *** − 0.58 − 0.85 0.01 *** − 0.57

  Other Immigrant − 0.94 0.01 *** − 0.61 − 0.94 0.00 *** − 0.61

Male

 Observations 7,009,840 2,143,148

 R2 0.13 0.14

 Native-born not Polish (comparison)

  Native-born with 1 parent born in Poland 0.07 0.03 ** 0.07 − 0.07 0.01 *** − 0.06

  Native-born with 2 parents born in Poland 0.05 0.02 *** 0.05 − 0.17 0.02 *** − 0.15

  Immigrant from Poland − 0.64 0.01 *** − 0.47 − 0.59 0.01 *** − 0.45

  Other Immigrant − 0.74 0.01 *** − 0.52 − 0.80 0.00 *** − 0.55
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toward Sweden (which is both closer and offers easier entry). We therefore do a separate 
set of analyses for immigrants who arrived in Canada or Sweden during the 2004 to 2014 
period. In these regressions we do not include native-born Poles because the population 
is too young to be active in the labour force. These regressions allow us to explore the 
impact of EU membership on outcomes for Polish immigrants.

Table  7 shows results from 12 regressions in which the dependent variable is either 
the probability of employment (based on marginal effects predicted at the average of all 
coefficients), the log of labour market income or the percentile rank of labour market 
income. We provide results for males and females and for Canada and Sweden. As with 
previous analyses, the last column on employment and income rank indicates whether 
or not the coefficients for Canada and Sweden are statistically different from each other.

Looking at employment for women we see a similar pattern as we saw for all immi-
grants in Table 4. In Canada as compared to the Canadian-born population, the proba-
bility of employment decreases by 36 percent for non-Polish immigrants and 32 percent 
for Polish immigrants. In Sweden it is 61 percent lower for non-Polish immigrants and 
45 percent lower for Polish immigrants. Looking at the results for males, we see that 
in Canada recent immigrants from Poland are 11 percent less likely to be employed as 
compared to Canadian-born males, while in Sweden, the figure is − 29 percent. In all 
cases, the results for Canada and Sweden are statistically different from each other.

Turning to the results for log of income we see that being a Polish immigrant woman in 
Canada is correlated with a 63 percent reduction in income (coefficient of − 0.99) while 

Table 6 Difference in rank of income, Canada and Sweden, 2015

The 2016 Census of Canada is a 25% sample of Canadian households. As per Statistics Canada requirement we show the 
weighted number of observations

Significance: *0.1; **0.05; ***0.01

Regressions control for age, age squared, years in the host country for immigrants, years in the host country squared, 
schooling, marital status, number of children and residence in the 3 largest cities
† Indicates that the coefficients for Canada and Sweden are statistically different from each other

Canada Sweden

coef se sig coef se sig

Females

 Observations 6,921,925 2,081,864

R2 0.18 0.25

 Native-born not Polish (comparison)]

  Native-born with 1 parent born in Poland 0.02 0.01 *** − 0.01 0.00 *** †

  Native-born with 2 parents born in Poland 0.02 0.00 *** 0.00 0.01 †

  Immigrant from Poland − 0.26 0.00 *** − 0.26 0.00 ***

  Other Immigrant − 0.27 0.00 *** − 0.25 0.00 *** †

Male

 Observations 7,009,840 2,143,148

 R2 0.19 0.22

 Native-born not Polish (comparison)]

  Native-born with 1 parent born in Poland 0.02 0.01 *** − 0.02 0.00 *** †

  Native-born with 2 parents born in Poland 0.02 0.00 *** − 0.04 0.01 *** †

  Immigrant from Poland − 0.21 0.00 *** − 0.23 0.00 *** †

  Other Immigrant − 0.24 0.00 *** − 0.26 0.00 *** †
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Table 7 Employment and income differentials for selected groups, native born and immigrants 
arriving from 2004 to 2014, Canada and Sweden, 2015/2016

The 2016 Census of Canada is a 25% sample of Canadian households. As per Statistics Canada requirement we show the 
weighted number of observations

Significance: *0.1; **0.05; ***0.01

Controls: Regressions control for age, age squared, years in the host country for immigrants, years in the host country 
squared, schooling, marital status, number of children and residence in the 3 largest cities
† Indicates that the coefficients for Canada and Sweden are statistically different from each other

Canada Sweden

coef se sig coef se sig

Female

 Employment (marginal effects)

  Observations 6,848,585 2,110,196

  R2 0.10 0.15

  Native-born, non Pole (comparison)

  Immigrant from Poland − 0.32 0.02 *** − 0.45 0.01 *** †

  Other Immigrant − 0.36 0.01 *** − 0.61 0.00 *** †

 Log of Job related income

  Observations 5,954,550 1,891,668 na

  R2 0.12 0.19

  Native-born, non Pole (comparison)

  Immigrant from Poland − 0.99 0.04 *** − 1.06 0.01 ***

  Other Immigrant − 1.05 0.01 *** − 1.24 0.00 ***

 Percent rank of income

  Observations 5,954,550 1,891,668

  R2 0.18 0.26

  Native-born, non Pole (comparison)

  Immigrant from Poland − 0.28 0.01 *** − 0.29 0.00 ***

  Other Immigrant − 0.28 0.00 *** − 0.29 0.00 ***

Male

 Employment (marginal effects)

  Observations 6,642,675 2,191,639

  R2 0.11 0.12

  Native-born, non Pole (comparison)

  Immigrant from Poland − 0.11 0.03 *** − 0.29 0.01 *** †

  Other Immigrant − 0.21 0.01 *** − 0.48 0.00 *** †

 Log of Job related income

  Observations 6,086,480 1,966,344 na

  R2 0.14 0.14

  Native-born, non Pole (comparison)

  Immigrant from Poland − 0.63 0.04 *** − 0.79 0.01 ***

  Other Immigrant − 0.86 0.01 *** − 1.04 0.00 ***

 Percent rank of income

  Observations 6,086,480 1,966,344

  R2 0.19 0.23

  Native-born, non Pole (comparison)

  Immigrant from Poland − 0.19 0.01 *** − 0.26 0.00 *** †

  Other Immigrant − 0.26 0.00 *** − 0.29 0.00 *** †
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being a Polish immigrant in Sweden is correlated with a similar reduction in income of 
about 65 percentage points (coefficient of − 1.06). These are almost identical suggesting 
that Polish women do equally well in both host countries. Using ranked incomes allows 
us to compare across countries. Here we see that being a Polish immigrant woman in 
Canada or Sweden reduces the rank by 28 to 29 percentage points. Thus, for women, 
both the income differential and the impact of being a Polish immigrant on the income 
rank are similar across countries.

The results for men are more pronounced. For men we see larger differences across 
countries for employment. In Canada being an immigrant from outside Poland reduces 
the probability of employment by 1.12 log units while being a Polish immigrant reduces 
it by 0.65 log units. In Sweden, being an immigrant from outside Poland reduces the 
probability of employment by 2.51 log units and 1.73 log units for Polish immigrants. For 
Poles, this is equivalent to reducing the odds of employment by over 80%. Overall, for 
both countries Polish immigrants fare better than non-Polish immigrants in the labour 
force however the difference between Canada and Sweden is large in magnitude and the 
difference is statistically significant suggesting that immigrants have an easier time get-
ting employment in Canada. Thinking back to our original suppositions, this suggests 
that Canada’s selection system and the barriers to entry into Canada result in Polish 
immigrants who are more likely to be employed as compared to Sweden where barriers 
to entry and distance are low.

Looking at labour market incomes we see a similar pattern. In Canada immigrants 
have much lower incomes than Canadian-born workers however Polish immigrants face 
a smaller earnings penalty as compared to other immigrants. Polish immigrants in Can-
ada have incomes that are about 47 percent lower than Canadian-born workers, while 
other immigrants earn about 58 percent less after controlling for personal characteris-
tics (coefficients of − 0.63 and − 0.86 respectively). The same general pattern is true in 
Sweden but the penalties are somewhat higher. Polish immigrant males in Sweden earn 
about 55 percent less than Swedes while other immigrants earn about 65 percent less 
(coefficients of − 0.79 and − 1.04 respectively).

Finally looking at the rank of income we see that in Canada, being an immigrant is 
correlated with a roughly 26 percentage point drop in the percent rank of income. Polish 
immigrants fare better, facing a 19 percentage point reduction in income rank. In Swe-
den however being a Polish immigrant is correlated with a reduction of about 26 per-
centage points in the rank of income. Other immigrants face a larger income rank gap. 
In all cases the coefficients are statistically different between countries.

Discussion
Poland has been an important source of immigration in the past and with the fall of the 
Soviet Union this migration has strengthened considerably. As noted, with Poland’s sub-
sequent membership in the European Union Polish migration became politicized as a 
source of skilled migration that could substitute for local labour or complement labour 
demands (see for example Ciupijus, 2011; Drinkwater et  al., 2010). Indeed, Poland is 
now the one of the largest sources of immigrants in Europe with the Polish Ministry of 
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Foreign Affairs estimating that in 2019, 15–20 million Poles lived outside Poland (Min-
istry of Foreign Affairs, Republic of Poland, 2019).15 Thus the Polish diaspora is large, 
dispersed and particularly since 2004, politicized as both a source of necessary labour 
and a threat to local labour.

A comparison of Polish migration to Canada and Sweden allows us to assess differ-
ences over time and place within the context of the changing migration policy brought 
on by EU membership. Polish migration to Canada is longstanding but since Poland’s 
entry into the EU, is declining. Polish migration to Sweden is also longstanding, but 
prior to 2004, of a much lower magnitude while after 2004, intake has grown almost 
exponentially.

Comparing key labour market outcomes for Polish migrants and their children these 
two countries allows us to assess how this important group fares across policy and 
labour market regimes. Canada selects a portion of its intake based on labour market 
requirements and migration is expected to be permanent in nature. Further, because 
the diaspora is well established, entry for new migrants may be eased. In Sweden, EU 
membership has afforded Poles mobility rights to work and settle since 2004 (Wadensjö, 
2007). However, as compared to migration to Canada, EU migration may be considered 
more temporary in nature, particularly in the early years, because travel distances are 
short. Thus the risk of moving for the potential migrant within the EU is simply lower 
than the relative risk of moving to Canada.

In this paper we have looked at three economic outcomes for Polish immigrants and 
their children in Canada and Sweden: the probability of employment, the log of mar-
ket income and the percentile rank of market income. Overall, we find that, particularly 
amongst men, Polish immigrants face smaller differentials in employment in Canada as 
compared to Sweden. However, when looking at income rank, the outcomes are basi-
cally the same in Canada and Sweden. The results for Polish immigrants on employment 
echo those found in Pendakur & Pendakur, 2015 for Canada, and Bevelander, 2000 and 
Rosholm et al (2006) for Sweden (see also Levrau et al. 2013, Kogan, 2010 and Drinkwa-
ter et al., 2010). There is no similar research looking at the second-generation population 
in Sweden, however the findings for Canada are comparable to Pendakur & Pendakur, 
2015.

Polish immigrants fare about the same in both countries, facing a -26% percentile gap 
for women. Polish immigrant men face a percentile rank penalty of -21% in Canada and 
-23% in Sweden. In terms of earnings, native-born Poles see a small bonus in the per-
centile rank in Canada and a small penalty in Sweden as compared to other native-born 
groups. Looking at the post-2004 cohort of Polish immigrants we see that Polish women 
fare about the same in Canada and Sweden in both employment and earnings. How-
ever, Polish immigrant men have higher employment and income prospects in Canada 
as compared to Sweden.

While there is previous research on labour force outcomes for Polish immigrants, there 
is far less research on native-born Poles in Canada, and none for Sweden. Our expecta-
tion was that Poles born in Canada or Sweden would not face substantive employment 

15 https:// www. gov. pl/ web/ diplo macy/ polish- diasp ora- and- poles- abroad- day.

https://www.gov.pl/web/diplomacy/polish-diaspora-and-poles-abroad-day


Page 21 of 23Pendakur and Bevelander  Comparative Migration Studies            (2021) 9:56  

or earnings differentials because they are schooled and socialized in the country. These 
expectations were largely met for Canada, and Sweden where native-born Poles have 
similar outcomes. However, we note that this is only true for employment if you compare 
the actual employment rate across countries. Comparing within countries, we see that 
native-born Poles have lower employment probabilities than other native-born Swedes, 
but this is largely because Native-born Swedes have very high employment rates.

At least part of the country level differences may be a product of differences in migra-
tion history (Heydenkorn, 2009). Canada has a much longer history of migration and 
European communities in particular are well established and institutionally, perhaps 
more complete than is the case for Sweden (see Breton, 1964). In addition, Canada’s 
labour market may offer easier entrance than is the case for Sweden because the min-
imum wage and job security is higher in Sweden than Canada which can tighten the 
Swedish labour market.

There are possible selection issues. Immigrating to Canada from Poland is perhaps 
more of a long-term commitment than crossing the Baltic by ferry. Immigrants from 
Poland to Canada may be, both more likely to be vetted via the point system and more 
likely to stay in Canada once there. Concomitantly, the easiest way to get permanent 
residence for post 2004 Poles in Sweden is to get a job after entry, which suggests that 
employment probabilities in Sweden should perhaps be higher than is the case for 
Canada. Membership in the EU along with the rights to mobility that come with mem-
bership could mean that post-2004 Poles have a lower commitment to permanency in 
Sweden than was previously the case. However, a comparison of the results for all immi-
grants to post-2004 immigrants suggests that overall, outcomes for recent Polish immi-
grants are lower than is the case for older cohorts. But, any differences could be easily 
attributed to the amount of time spent in the country.

As is to be expected being born in Canada or Sweden has a massive impact on employ-
ment and earnings (see Forrest & Kusek, 2016). Second generation Poles in Canada have 
almost identical employment and earnings profiles to the rest of the Canadian-born 
population while second generation Poles in Sweden see a huge catch-up compared to 
their parents. Being a second-generation Pole in Canada or Sweden is correlated with 
a roughly 20–25-point gain in income rank as compared to their parents. Thus, while 
their parents may be the underpaid “plumbers” and “nurses”, the children appear to have 
almost caught up in Sweden and have overtaken their peers in Canada.
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