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Social sciences are interested in ethnic entrepreneurship as a chance for migrants to (better) 
integrate into the host labour market, and in consequence into a host society. Th e multidimen-
sional models capture a wide range of factors at the bottom of the economic behaviour of mi-
grant entrepreneurs, and they increasingly consider that migrants might profi t in business from 
sustaing their social ties with the country of their origin. Looking at Polish migrant entrepre-
neurs in eastern German regions bordering to Poland we plead for a relational perspective which 
considers migrants’ business activities in relation to the patterns of trans-border residential mo-
bility and complex social and economic transformations in Polish and German border regions.

Keywords: ethnic entrepreneurship; German-Polish border region; immigrants; residential 
mobility; economic transformation.

1. Introduction

Th e process of social and economic integration and the persisting inequalities 
between the regions within the European Union constitute a unique context for 
development of migrant employment patterns. In this context, migrant entrepre-
neurship in a border region between Germany and Poland is particularly intriguing 
and important for both the social sciences as well as decision-makers and people 
living in both countries. In recent years, business activities of Polish citizens in 
Germany have become of interest to the general public. Th e scarce, episodic and 
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politically driven public debate focuses on the potential misuse of self-employment 
by Polish migrants competing for work with German citizens and the supposed 
negative economic and social consequences of so-called ‘wage dumping’ in pro-
cessing industries. However, social scientifi c evidence on the phenomenon of Pol-
ish migrant entrepreneurship in the German region bordering Poland remains 
fragmentary and incomplete.

Th ereby, the number of migrants from Poland living in Germany is steadily grow-
ing. Between 1996 and 2014, Poland was the main country of origin of new migrants 
in Germany.2 Poles constitute the second-largest single national migrant group in 
this country (9.9% of all migrants). Th eir number is estimated at approximately 
1.7 million. More than two-thirds of them are fi rst generation migrants (Migrations-
bericht 2015). About 10% of all Poles live in former East Germany. Of interest to our 
contribution are three federal states: Berlin, Brandenburg, and Mecklenburg Western 
Pomerania.3 In Berlin alone, some 107,000 Poles are registered. At the end of 2016, 
about 22,000 Poles lived in Brandenburg (four times as many as in 2003, and twice 
as many as in 2014), and about 10,700 in Mecklenburg Western Pomerania (almost 
fi ve times as many as in 2004).4 Recently, various authors have pointed to the rel-
evance of new Polish migrants and their entrepreneurial activities for the localities 
in this region (Łada and Segeš Frelak, 2012). However, the information on migration 
from Poland to Germany at the local and regional levels is incomplete; we thus miss 
a full picture of diff erent forms of migration, for example commuting or transnational 
movements. Th is contribution relies on the available statistical data to put light on 
the size and characteristics of Polish migrant entrepreneurship. Our aim is to show 
the relative importance of Polish migrant entrepreneurship in the region, provide 
information on the sectoral distribution of businesses run by Poles, and to consider 
the larger context in which Polish migrants become entrepreneurs. 

In the following, we fi rst sketch the contours of theoretical engagements with 
migrant entrepreneurs. We conclude this review pointing to the open questions 
in research in this fi eld, in particular in the context of trans-border migration in 
a European border region. We proceed presenting the demographic and economic 
characteristics of the German-Polish region, and how they facilitate migration. We 
then move on to discuss the volume and forms of Polish migrant entrepreneurship 
in Germany. We focus on a comparison between Berlin and Brandenburg as two 
interdependent spaces.

In the concluding section, we stress the need for a relational perspective that 
considers interlinked processes and transformation on both sides of the nation-state 

2 In 2015, migrants from Syria and Romania outnumbered migrants from Poland for the fi rst time.
3 In its southern part, the German-Polish border divides Silesia and Saxony which are not 

considered in our research.
4 Central Foreigner Register data obtained from: Amt für Statistik Berlin-Brandenburg (2016), 

Statistisches Amt Mecklenburg-Vorpommern (2016).
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border. Following this strategy, we are sensitive to the meso-level of the observed 
processes. For us it means zooming in to capture how the asymmetrical develop-
ments in the parts of the region create new time-and-place specifi c opportunities 
(Waldinger et al., 2006a; Light and Rosenstein, 1995) for migrant entrepreneurs. 
We argue that while it is true that shrinking and expanding markets can be equally 
open to migrant entrepreneurs, the picture would not be complete without a trans-
national lens.

2. Migrant entrepreneurship through the lens of theory

 Social sciences usually consider ethnic entrepreneurship from the perspective 
of migrants’ integration in the host community. A scientifi c debate initiated by 
North American sociologists (Bonacich, 1973) has been relatively lately picked up 
in Europe (Clark and Drinkwater, 2000; Kloosterman and Rath, 2001). Th e key 
question put forward fi rst was why migrants – compared to indigenous people – 
indicate much higher self-employment rates. So ciological explanatory models in 
the United States were primarily concerned with the importance of individual skills 
and individual characteristics in relation to surrounding conditions. Central to 
these explanations was the focus on how certain human capital – skills, education, 
language competence – enables migrants to fi nd employment outside or inside an 
ethnic economy (Nee and Sanders, 2001; Sanders and Nee, 1996). Th ese models 
drew on micro-economical and rational choice approaches and were criticized 
for overlooking constraints to entrepreneurship activities resulting from migrants’ 
(ethnic) group belonging. Another group of theories, including the middleman mi-
nority theory (Bonacich, 1973: 38), the enclave theory (Portes and Bach, 1985) and 
other discriminatory models, conceptualized the path to independence as an out-
come of social exclusion. Th us,  these theories referred to the accessibility and use 
of resources available to each group and to their marginal position in the society. 
Having only defi cient access to resources, members of these groups reach for eth-
nic capital. Ethnic capital should be understood as social capital: social networks 
enabling access to resources both material – money, spaces, workforce, customers 
(Light and Rosenstein, 1995; Bates, 1998) – and non-material – trust, solidar-
ity, language, information (van Delft  et al., 2000; Light, 1987) – within their own 
ethnic group (Light and Gold, 2008; Bates, 1998; Granovetter, 1995; Borjas, 1990; 
Nawojczyk, 2009). In turn,  migrant ethnic entrepreneurs oft en remain bound in 
their activities to their own ethnic group, for the same ethnic group is also the best 
customer for the services and goods they provide. Yet, neither the ethnic enclave 
thesis nor the middleman minority model seems to provide a satisfactory explana-
tion for the development of Polish migrant entrepreneurship in Germany. Poles 
do not create ethnic enclaves in Germany; Polish migrants constitute an internally 
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highly diff erentiated group; and employment rates of Poles in Germany do not 
signifi cantly diff er from those for native Germans. Th e claim of a marginal position 
as a group thus does not fi nd suffi  cient support in the existing data.

Since the 1990s, there has been a fair consensus that structural factors are as 
equally important as individual migrants’ decision-making on self-employment. 
To this day, most of the research on ethnic entrepreneurship applies to an inter-
action thesis formulated by Waldinger, Aldrich and Ward (2006b). Th is multidi-
mensional model captures a number of factors and processes at the bottom of the 
economic behaviour of migrant populations. Advancing this model, Kloosterman 
and Rath (2001) as well as Razin (2002) pointed to the social embeddedness of 
entrepreneurial activities of migrants in local political and institutional contexts. 
More recent research on ethnic entrepreneurship also considers the role of social 
and economic transformations related to globalization; for example, it demon-
strates how migrants use cheap transportation and online networks to gain relative 
independence from localized (and nationalized) contexts (Pries, 2000). In addition, 
various authors stress that the nature and forms of migrant self-employment are 
changing along with the new, temporary, incomplete, circular and transnational 
patterns of international migration (Glick Schiller et al., 1995; Light, 2007; Goebel 
and Pries, 2006; Portes, 2003). In turn, a new type of “transnational entrepreneur” 
emerges. Such entrepreneurs are embedded in social and economic networks in 
both their countries of origin and residence (Portes et al., 2002; Drori et al., 2009). 
For the pu rposes of examining Polish self-employed workers in Germany, this 
lens is most appropriate, for numerous studies demonstrate strong transnational 
ties maintained by Polish migrants (Glorius, 2007; Nowicka, 2007; Miera, 2008; 
Palenga-Möllenbeck, 2014). At the same time, there are no empirical studies spe-
cifi cally on Polish migrant entrepreneurs to shed light on how this group makes 
use of resources embedded in localities on both sides of the nation-state border to 
advance their economic activities, nor how processes at both sides of the border 
infl uence their strategies. 

In the context of Polish migration, transnationalism includes transformations 
related to the process of European integration. Th e accession of Poland to the 
European Union in May 2004, preceded by a  long phase of political and eco-
nomic changes, has created a unique set of conditions for migration and entrepre-
neurial activities of Poles in the border region. Th e European integration process 
transforms the meaning of the nation-state border (Łada and Segeš Frelak, 2012). 
Th ereby, mobility across the German-Polish border developed continuously into 
a stable migration system. Th e European integration process also transforms the 
economic conditions in the border region on both sides of the border, through 
European Union programs and funds.
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3. Polish-German border region: uneven developments

Border regions within the European Union are frequently considered laborato-
ries of European integration (Opiłowska, 2015b), due to the daily cross-border ac-
tivities of ordinary citizens. Oft en located far away from the major national centres 
and not subject to mainstream national socio-economic politics, intra-European 
border regions are subject to the EU’s policies, as a means for overcoming state 
divisions on the way to a united Europe (van Houtum, 2000). Th is unique posi-
tion off ers border regions new and diverse growth opportunities through various 
forms of regional cooperation, with the support of EU funds (Błachut et al., 2015). 
Further, the distinct character of border regions relates to the shift ing meaning 
of the state border. In practice, borders serve simultaneously as barriers, bridges, 
resources and symbols of identity; to which extent the borders within the EU, 
such as the German-Polish border, are rather distortions or linkages, is an eff ect 
of implementation of provisions such as the Single Market, but also of the quality 
of material infrastructures such as roads, which enable mobility (Anderson and 
O’Dowd, 1999). EU programs such as INTERREG help stimulate regional cross-
border networking, for example by co-funding transportation (O’Dowd, 2002). 
While many studies could prove negative border eff ects – for example for trade, or 
traffi  c that decreases because of a border (van Houtum, 2000), it is also true that 
disparate levels of economic development, and diff ering legal systems on both sides 
of the border create unique opportunities for entrepreneurs. Economic dispari-
ties, incompatibility of administrative structures and asymmetry in the perception 
of neighbours could be important factors changing the forms and scope of entre-
preneurial activities of people in the region (Krätke, 1999).

Th e border region of interest to us is the Oder-Neisse border region, with 
parts of two voivodeships on each side of the border: West Pomeranian (Zachod-
niopomorskie) and Lubusz (Lubuskie) in Poland, and Mecklenburg Western Po-
merania (Mecklenburg-Vorpommern) and Brandenburg in Germany, as well as the 
city-state Berlin. Until 1945, today’s Polish West Pomeranian and Lubusz voivod-
ships were part of the German provinces of Pomerania and Brandenburg; in 1995, 
these regions became inner EU border regions (parts of Euroregion Neisse and 
Euroregion Pomerania); in 2004, Poland accessed the European Union; in 2007, 
the German-Polish border became the Schengen Zone inner border. It would ex-
ceed the scope of this paper to give a detailed account of the history of the region.5 
Nevertheless, it is worth noting that the historical connections, for example be-
tween Berlin and Szczecin (facilitated by the overland railway routes from 1843, 
or the waterway constructed in 1914) still shape the migration patterns and entre-
preneurial activities in this border region today.

5 Interested readers may fi nd information in Piskorski (1999) and Inachin (2008).
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Following the establishment of a new state border in 1945, both sides of the 
region became peripheral to their nation-states. Until today, the German and Polish 
sides share similar economic conditions, still largely shaped by socialist and post-
socialist politics (Fritsch et al., 2015): they are mostly rural and scarcely populated 
(Reichert-Schick, 2010) and both were aff ected by the “shock” neoliberal reforms 
of the 1990s that led to a decrease in industrial production and an increase in 
unemployment.

3.1. Demographic characteristics of the region

Th e four voivodships are regionally diff erentiated, so that the analyses should 
consider the level of districts rather than the complete voivodships6. For exam-
ple, while population density in Lubusz is 73 persons/km2 (second smallest in 
Poland), the districts bordering Germany (gryfi ński, słubicki, krośnieński, go-
rzowski, sulęciński) are even less populated (density of 30–59 persons/km2). While 
Brandenburg is more densely populated, with 87 persons/km2

,
 it is much below 

the average for Germany (237 persons/km2). District Uckermark bordering 
Poland is one of Brandenburg’s least densely inhabited (39 persons/km2). Meck-
lenburg Western Pomerania is Germany’s least densely populated region (70 per-
sons/km2).7 

Eastern German states were strongly aff ected by outgoing migration to the 
West of Germany. Th e recent positive population growth rates (0.8% in 2016 
in Mecklenburg Western Pomerania and 1.3% in 2015 in Brandenburg) are due 
to new domestic and international migration (Paffh  ausen, 2016). In Poland, the 
population in West Pomeranian and Lubusz has decreased slightly over the years 
due to the decreasing natural growth rate of population in these regions (-0.7% 
in Lubusz and -1.3% in West Pomeranian, as of 2015). Th e discrepancy between 
the 2011-census and register data point to temporary, commuting and transna-
tional migration from Poland, for people do not de-register their property while 
living and working abroad. Importantly, between 2002 and 2011 (census years), 
the number of international outgoing migrants increased four times. Further, 
the number of temporal migrants has increased. According to the last census in 
2011, almost 70,000 inhabitants of Lubusz and 107,491 of West Pomeranian lived 
abroad. Germany was the second main target of migration, aft er the UK (Mat-
kowska, 2013; UStat, 2014).

Importantly, the age structure of the region points towards current and future 
challenges. Th e ongoing exodus of young people to the western part of Germany 

6 Th is constitutes a serious challenge to the research due to poor availability of selected data at 
the district level.

7 All data from regional statistical offi  ces https://szczecin.stat.gov.pl; http://zielonagora.stat.gov.
pl/; https://www.statistik-berlin-brandenburg.de; https://www.laiv-mv.de/static.
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negatively aff ects the former eastern federal states; in turn, practically all locali-
ties in this region struggle with ageing of their populations, and thus decreasing 
workforce and employment rates (Vogler-Ludwig et al., 2014). Various studies for 
Lubusz and West Pomeranian voivodships forecast a decrease of population until 
2050, in particular in working age, and ageing of the population in general, thereby 
the average age is lowest in Lubusz (average age 39.5, compared to 40.8 in West 
Pomeranian, 46.5 in Mecklenburg Western Pomerania, and 46.8 in Brandenburg).8

Within these regions, two cities stand out: Szczecin is, with 380,000 people, the 
largest regional centre and seventh biggest city in Poland, while Berlin, located in 
the heart of Brandenburg (though administratively a separate federal state), has 
almost 3.5 million inhabitants, almost as many as the two border regions together. 
Th ese two cities have tremendous importance for the surrounding regions. Berlin 
is a booming city, with its population growing steadily and fast. Between 2010 and 
2016, it increased by 8.4% (Niemann-Ahrendt, 2017). Th e sharp increase in Berlin’s 
population is related to international immigration (in particular recent refugees); 
among international migrants, Poles remain an important group with about 4,000 
new registrations in Berlin each year. While fewer people move to Berlin from its 
direct surroundings, or other parts of former East Germany (Niemann-Ahrendt, 
2017), Berlin is a strong regional economic centre concentrating activities of ad-
vanced producer services and new creative industries.

3.2. Economic situation in the region

Despite the similarities between the voivodships in terms of their typical pe-
ripheral demographic characteristics, these regions diff er substantially in terms 
of their economic conditions and potentials. Both Brandenburg and Mecklenburg 
Western Pomerania belong to the less-developed regions of the European Union. 
Both are below the German average on most key indicators, such as available 
income per capita and unemployment rate. However, the unemployment rate is 
steadily decreasing (by half since 2007), and the gap between the national average 
and the region is closing. Brandenburg profi ts from Berlin’s economic develop-
ment (for example, the available income per capital is now higher in Branden-
burg than in Berlin, although still 88% of the German average) (Amt für Statistik 
Berlin-Brandenburg, 2017). Brandenburg’s economic growth of 1.7% in 2016 is 
close to the national average, while Mecklenburg Western Pomerania remains 
the second slowest developing region in Germany. Despite this positive trend, 
the forecasts show that both federal states will continue to lag behind the rest 
of Germany in terms of their economic potential (Vogler-Ludwig et al., 2014). 

8 Data from statistical yearbooks 2017 for Lubusz and West Pomeranian voivodships.
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Berlin remains an exception in the region, with 2.7% GDP growth in 2016 but 
high unemployment.

Regional disparities characterize the Polish side of the region as well. West 
Pomeranian was Poland’s third-fastest growing regional economy with 5.7% GDP 
growth in 2015, compared to the national average 4.6%. In terms of GDP per 
capital, West Pomeranian stabilized at rank 8 of 16 Polish voivodships and can no 
longer be considered a national periphery. While unemployment in West Pomera-
nian voivodship remains high, it is decreasing faster than the national average. 
Th ereby, Szczecin is the motor of these positive developments in the region, with 
low unemployment and a high rate of foreign direct investments (mostly from 
Scandinavia). In comparison, employment in industry in Lubusz is higher than the 
national average, but is much lower in services. Th e region lacks large and strong 
agglomerations and large innovative companies but is characterized by high natural 
and tourist values. Th e unemployment rate is rapidly decreasing, and the last two 
years have witnessed particularly fast growth of the region’s economy.

3.3. Migration patterns

Th e topography of local disparities is of key importance when we consider 
which factors impact migration and migrant self-employment in the region. 
It is oft en Eastern Germany which profi ts from a relative boom in nearby Poland. 
Mecklenburg Western Pomerania, with weak economic potential, is adjacent to 
the economically well-developing West Pomeranian province (Maack et al., 2004). 
Brandenburg is adjacent to the comparatively poorly developing Lubusz province, 
but profi ts from Berlin. According to conventional migration theory, there are 
strong incentives for (return) migration from Germany to Poland, but this thesis 
does not fi nd confi rmation in the available data.

Interestingly, the highest number of new migrants from Poland is registered 
in the part of the German side of the border region which is economically less 
developed and where inhabitants have low purchasing power: the Vorpommern-
Greifswald district in Mecklenburg Western Pomerania.9 In Brandenburg, the town 
of Cottbus and the border town of Frankfurt (Oder) register the highest number of 
Polish citizens, followed by the Uckermark district south of Vorpommern-Greifs-
wald, which is also one of the most structurally defi cient districts in Brandenburg, 
characterized by high unemployment (12.4%) and low purchasing power.10 If we 

9 IHK (Industry and Commerce Chamber) Neubrandenburg Statistik 2016 available from 
https://www.neubrandenburg.ihk.de/standortpolitik/konjunktur-und-statistik/statistik/. 

10 IHK (Industry and Commerce Chamber) Ostbrandenburg Statistik 2016, available from 
https://www.ihk-ostbrandenburg.de/produktmarken/Standortpolitik/Konjunktur---Statistik/Struk-
turdatenatlas-/3487426.
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zoom in even further, we see that the localities most popular among new migrants 
from Poland are either along the border or along the roads leading to Szczecin 
which suggests that transnational transport infrastructures matter for residential 
choices of Poles.

We believe that the asymmetrical pace of sectoral developments in the border 
region creates new patterns of push and pull factors for migration. One indicator 
which is rarely considered and yet in our view is of key importance is the devel-
opment of local real estate markets. While some ten years ago low costs of living 
and high unemployment forced many Poles to commute to work in Germany on 
a daily basis, since 2007/2008 the rising real estate prices in some localities in Po-
land became an incentive for Poles to buy properties in nearby and much cheaper 
Mecklenburg W estern Pomerania. For the equivalent of a two-room apartment in 
Szczecin, one could buy a terraced house in Mecklenburg Western Pomerania. Th is 
development is also an outcome of the past transnational forms of migration in 
the region; in particular returnees and transnational migrants invest money in real 
estate in Poland (Brzozowski, 2011), which they then rent. In Szczecin, for example, 
the increasing number of students (coming to the town also from Germany, see 
GUS, 2017), creates both new demand for housing and profi ts for those investing 
“migration money”.

Although we lack exact data on cross-border mobility patterns in the region, we 
know that a comparatively large share of workers commutes from the Lubusz and 
Western Pomerania cross-border: these are 1.87% and 1.96%, respectively. But we 
also observe the increasing mobility towards Poland: an estimated 0.5% commute 
from Brandenburg and Mecklenburg Western Pomerania to a neighbouring coun-
try (Eurostat, 2016). Th is is a new transnational pattern but we lack information 
on who the commuters from Germany to Poland are. While higher income levels, 
GDP per capita, and lower unemployment rate, compared to Poland, are strong 
incentives for economic migration from Poland to Germany, on the regional and 
local scale the particular demographic and economic situation paired with fast 
growth in Poland creates strong incentives for residential mobility to Germany 
and transnational form of living. Interviews in the fi eld with real estate companies 
suggest that this form of residential mobility is progressing and expanding to-
wards the south of Brandenburg, now encompassing not only the areas closest to 
Szczecin but also reaching the destinations bordering Lubusz voivodship. Current 
migrants from Poland are revitalizing local economies, off ering services to both 
aging Germans and new Polish families settling in Germany. But Polish residents 
on the German side of the border region are no loss to the Polish economy, for they 
commute on regular basis to Poland, to visit families and friends and go shopping 
or to the cinema. Clearly, language plays a role in their daily practices, but this will 
not be a constraint to the next generation growing up bilingually. Potentially, this 
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commuting form of migration for work and leisure to Poland could switch in the 
next generation to more stable migration to larger centres in Germany, rather than 
to return migration to Poland.

3. Polish migrant entrepreneurs

Th e development of Polish migrant entrepreneurship in Germany needs also to 
be considered in the context of labour market regulations and access to dependent 
employment for migrants from Poland in Germany, as well as in relation to the 
overall propensity to entrepreneurial behaviour in Poland and in Germany. Again, 
while discussing these aspects, we take a perspective acknowledging regional and 
local asymmetries and trends.

Although Poland joined the European Union on 1st May 2004, the transitional 
restrictions on free movement of workers which Germany applied limited access 
for Polish citizens to the German labor market until May 2011. Th e eff ects on em-
ployment of both the Polish accession to the EU and the temporary restrictions are 
highly controversial. Th e migration statistics suggest that transitional restrictions 
did not limit the overall volume of migration from Poland to Germany; instead, 
the open access to the labor market in the UK, the Netherlands and Scandinavia 
increased migration on the side of a population which had not seriously considered 
migration as an option before (Nestorowicz et al., 2015). Instead of a re-direction 

G r a p h  1. 
Self-employment 2005–2016, Polish migrants in Germany.

Source: Own presentation aft er R. Leicht et al. (2017) Gründungspotenziale von Menschen 
mit ausländischen Wurzeln: Entwicklungen, Erfolgsfaktoren, Hemmnisse.
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of fl ows to more liberal markets, the liberalization of access induced a new migra-
tion wave and a new type of migrant (young, well-educated, and from all regions 
of Poland). Also, as freedom of services and movement for residence was not re-
stricted, it was possible for migrants to choose self-employment (to some extent 
fraudulent) or undeclared work in Germany also prior to 2011.

Th e available data from micro-censuses suggest that Polish migrants are the 
largest group among migrant entrepreneurs in Germany, outnumbering people 
coming from Turkey, who traditionally have had a high propensity towards self-
employment: 95,000 companies were registered in Germany in 2015 by people who 
immigrated from Poland (Leicht et al., 2017). Between 2005 and 2016, the number 
of companies registered in Germany by Polish migrants has more than doubled. 
Th is trend has not decreased since 2011, when the restrictions on access to the 
German labor market were abandoned (Leicht and Langhauser, 2014).

Th e few existing studies taking a regional perspective and using census data 
demonstrate that migrants in former East Germany are three times as likely 
to start up their own business as are migrants in former West Germany (Leicht 
et al., 2017). In Berlin, every fourth self-employed person is a  migrant, even 
though migrants (refugees excluded) constitute roughly 14% of the city’s popula-
tion (Jost and Bogai, 2016). According to the Census data from 2011, some 15% 
of all self-employed migrants in Berlin are from Poland, which is above the Ger-
man average.

In this contribution we use data from business registries (Gewerberegister) to 
picture the entrepreneurial activities of Poles in Germany. A business registration 
(Gewerbeanzeige) is required whenever an independent commercial enterprise 
with fi xed premises is newly established in a place. Th ese data include companies 
(sole proprietorship companies [Einzelunternehmer]) but not people (one person 
could register more than one company). Also, these statistics reveal only the citi-
zenship of the registering person, with no information on the person’s migration 
history (thus excluding naturalized migrants from Poland).

Ta b l e  1.
Start-up intensity, 2016.

Citizenship/Region Berlin Brandenburg Mecklenburg Western 
Pomerania

German 94 84 85

Foreign 337 236 188

Polish 1490 361 234

Source: Gewerbeanzeigen in den Ländern, 2017; Ausländerstatistik. Own representation.
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Th e number of business registrations needs to be set in relation to the vol-
ume of migration, respectively the size of the migrant population in Germany. 
Th e indicator used here is the start-up intensity, which shows how many busi-
nesses are registered per 10.000 people aged 18–65 (working age population11). 
Table 1 presents the overview for the three relevant regions in Germany. Th is data 
is comparable with the NUI-indicator which shows the start-up intensity 2016 for 
Germany to be 125.4.12

4.1. Polish migrant entrepreneurs in Brandenburg and Berlin

Now we want to have a  closer look at business registration statistics for 
Brandenburg and Berlin. We consider Brandenburg to be representative in terms 
of the economic and demographic conditions as well as the start-up intensity 
of Poles. At the same time, Brandenburg has a much longer border with Poland 
(267 km). For it surrounds the city of Berlin, it is an interesting case for comparison 
between rural and urban context of migrant entrepreneurship.

In Brandenburg, the number of registrations by Polish citizens has been rather 
stable over years but it is decreasing now (graph 3). 2015 and 2016 more closures 
than openings were registered but 2017 points to the growing economic activity 
in the region.

G r a p h  3. 
Total business registrations by Polish citizens in Brandenburg, 2010–2017.

Source: Unternehmen und Arbeitsstätten. Gewerbeanzeigen in den Ländern 2010–2017, 
own representation.

11 Th is indicator considers only “fi rst generation migrants” with Polish citizenship, for the sake 
of comparability with the NUI-indicator.

12 Th e NUI-Ranking is prepared yearly by IfM Bonn, see https://www.ifm-bonn.org/statistiken/
gruendungen-und-unternehmensschliessungen/.
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Considering the comparatively high start-up intensity, these absolute numbers 
are rather low. Also, when comparing to the development of the Polish population 
in Brandenburg, and the number of dependently employed migrants in social in-
surance (SV-employed), the stagnating rates of business registrations are striking 
(see Graph. 4).

G r a p h  4.
Polish citizens, SV-employed and business registrations by Poles in Brandenburg, 2010–2016.

Source: Statistical yearbooks Brandenburg 2011–2017, Gewerbeanzeigen in Brandenburg 2010–2016.

Comparing the number of registrations by citizens from Poland with those by 
Turkish citizens, and new accession immigrants from Bulgaria and Romania, we 
see that Polish entrepreneurs no longer dominate the fi eld (Graph 5).

G r a p h  5.
Business registrations by Polish, Turkish, Bulgarian and Romanian citizens in Brandenburg, 

2011–2016.
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Bulgarians and Romanians are potential competitors for Polish entrepreneurs. 
Th ereby, the number of registrations by Bulgarian citizens are relatively stable, de-
spite that the size of Bulgarian population has more than doubled between 2011 and 
2016. Th e size of the Romanian population tripled in the same period, and there are 
now three times as many Romanian companies in Brandenburg as in 2011.

In the same period, the decrease of sole proprietorship companies newly reg-
istered by German citizens in Brandenburg is considerable (26% between 2010 
and 2016).

Th e picture looks quite diff erent in Berlin, where the number of companies 
registered by Polish citizens has been steadily increasing; this increase was the 
highest in 2011 and 2012 (16.9% and 19.9% respectively, comparing to the previ-
ous year), thus before the end of the transitional regulations, and it continued at 
a slower pace in the two following years (Graph 6).

G r a p h  6.
Total business registrations by Polish citizens in Berlin, 2010–2017.

Source: Unternehmen und Arbeitsstätten. Gewerbeanzeigen in den Ländern 2010–2017, 
own representation.

As Graph 7 demonstrates, the number of employees with Polish citizenship 
subject to social insurance and working in Berlin increases even stronger than the 
business registrations and the Polish population in Berlin.

Berlin is Germany’s “capital of entrepreneurs”. Yet, the number of sole propri-
etorship companies in Berlin has decreased since 2011. Registrations by Polish citi-
zens have also been decreasing only since 2015 (Graph 7). Unlike in Brandenburg, 
business registrations by Polish citizens are considerably higher than by Romanian, 
Bulgarian and Turkish citizens (Graph 8). Registrations by Poles constitute some 
15% of all registrations, and 28% of registrations by foreign citizens in Berlin in 2017.
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G r a p h  7.
Polish citizens, SV-employed and business registrations by Poles in Berlin, 2010–2016

Source: Gewerbeanzeigen in den Ländern 2010–2016, own representation

G r a p h  8.
Business registrations by Polish, Turkish, Bulgarian and Romanian citizens in Berlin, 

2011–2017
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4.2. Polish entrepreneurs in selected sectors of economy

In terms of sectors of economy in which Poles register their businesses, we 
see interesting changes over the time. Graph 9 presents the registrations by Pol-
ish citizens in Brandenburg in 2010 and 2016 by sector of economy. We see the 
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growing diff erentiation of sectors in which Poles register their companies. In par-
ticular, the role of the construction industry is decreasing. While there were 512 
companies registered in the construction sector in 2010, their number decreased 
to 222 in 2016. 

G r a p h  9. 
Registrations by Polish citizens in Brandenburg, 2010 and 2016 by sectors of economy, in %.

Source: State Statistical Institute Berlin-Brandenburg 2018, own representation.

In Berlin, we see an opposite trend from that in Brandenburg.12 Here, the 
number of companies in the construction industry almost doubled, from 2,415 in 
2010 to 4,410 in 2016. In 2016, 80% of all companies registered in Berlin by Polish 
citizens were in construction (Graph 9).

Graph 10.
Registrations by Polish citizens in Berlin, 2010 and 2016 by sectors of economy, in %.

Source: State Statistical Institute Berlin-Brandenburg 2018, own representation.
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In comparison, 21.8% of all (migrant and non-migrant) business registrations 
in Berlin in 2018 were in construction (the German average is 13%). Th is devel-
opment refl ects two trends: fi rst, the construction industry profi ts from Berlin’s 
economic growth (Senat Berlin, 2017). Second, out of 8,061 company registrations 
in this sector, 88.5% of those were by non-German citizens. Among them, 61.8% 
were Polish (4,410 companies). Th is concentration has two consequences: fi rst, the 
young, well-educated and innovative (German and foreign) entrepreneurs stand 
in contrast to a growing group of Eastern European one-man businesses in the 
low-skilled and low-pay sector whose success is largely dependent on the overall 
economic condition of the city. Most likely, the boom in construction will continue 
in Berlin, yet Poles must compete here with even cheaper entrepreneurs from 
Romania. Second, the expansion of the construction industry leads to a segmenta-
tion within the Polish community in Berlin: on the one hand, Berlin attracts well-
educated migrants with entrepreneurial ambitions (who are looking for start-up 
opportunities which they are not yet able to realize); this group is younger and bet-
ter qualifi ed than elsewhere in Germany (Sachs et al., 2016). Th is group contrasts 
with the growing number of one-man construction companies whose presence is 
well noticeable on Berlin’s streets; these recruit labor in Poland, oft en seasonally. 
Th is group is also dominated by men. Th e third group are women, low-skilled 
and low-pay workers in feminized occupations such as cleaning, hospitality and 
catering, social work and care. Th is increases the gendered pay gap among Polish 
migrants (Jost and Bogai, 2016).

Further, the sectoral data suggest that Poles in Berlin do not compete with other 
foreigners in sectors dominated by non-German entrepreneurs, such as hospital-
ity. For example, out of 1,369 companies registered in 2016 in hospitality, 1,336 
were owned by non-German citizens, among them 19 Poles. In Brandenburg as 
well, Poles do not enter the hospitality sector (8 registrations out of 728 total reg-
istrations). However, registrations by Poles in the service sector (administrative, 
technical, health, public services and social security activities), in which foreigners 
are overrepresented in Berlin, are still low. Only 6.4% of all registrations in 2016 
were made by Poles (19.5% of registrations by foreigners).

Th is particular structure of self-employment in Berlin is an outcome of “ag-
glomeration eff ects”: large cities create opportunities for both low- and highly 
skilled migrants due to demands both for cheap labor and services and by at-
tracting innovation (Yang Liu et al., 2015). However, Polish entrepreneurs obvi-
ously do not fully profi t from the good prospects for qualifi ed labor in the service 
sector, but rather by fi lling the ethnic/migrant niche in the construction sector. 
Th is raises the question if Berlin, and to what extent, competes for this type of 
people with other centres in Europe. We return to this question in the last section 
of the paper.
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5. Development of entrepreneurship in Poland

Looking for some explanation for the increase of business registrations by Pol-
ish citizens in Germany, we again turn our attention to Poland. We argue that 
the propensity towards self-employment among Poles in Germany corresponds to 
a similar trend in Poland. Th ere are 1.76 million micro enterprises (self-employed 
and/or employing no more than nine employees) in Poland, which is the absolute 
majority of all enterprises (99.8%) (PARP, 2016). Six out of ten employees in the 
SME sector are self-employed, and their number is increasing.13 4.7 million of all 
people working in the entire enterprise sector were employed in micro- and small 
enterprise companies (PARP, 2016).

Th e decreasing number of new business registrations by Polish citizens in 
Brandenburg and Mecklenburg Western Pomerania since 2014 can be contrasted 
with the increasing number of business registrations in West Pomeranian and Lu-
busz voivodships (Graph 11). 

G r a p h  11.
Business registrations in West Pomeranian and Lubusz voivodships, 2001–2017.

Source: Data from KRS (Polish company register), Centre for Business Information online database.

However, self-employment in Poland seems more a necessity than a choice for 
a large number of workers. Only 43% of them state to be self-employed through 
their own preference, while almost half of them see self-employment as an alterna-
tive to unemployment. 82% of the self-employed enjoy being their own boss, but 
this places Poland in the next to last place among all EU-28 countries (Eurofound, 
2017). It is thus possible that self-employment in Germany is considered by Poles 
as an alternative to unemployment, both in Poland and in Germany.

13 Data for the second quarter of 2016. Eurostat, Labour Force Survey 2016 and PARP (2016).
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When we have a closer look at the construction sector in Poland, we see on the 
one hand a great demand for construction workers (there are more job openings 
than job seekers in almost all occupations)14, and rising renumeration per hour, 
but still the renumeration in West Pomeranian and Lubusz are the lowest in Poland 
(respectively 15 and 6 PLN net in average, which is less than 4 Euro). Th e demand 
for workers is strongest around the Polish metropoles Warsaw and Krakow, and the 
weakest in Lubusz15, and these are further away than Berlin which is also booming 
(BBB 2018). Th is demand is met mostly with immigrant workers from Ukraine, 
while Poles obviously choose to provide their services, as entrepreneurs, in the 
neighbouring Germany when the minimum wage is currently at 12.20 Euro (for 
skilled workers in Berlin even 15 Euro).16

6. Concluding remarks: a relational perspective on migrant 
entrepreneurship in a transnational context

Conventional scholarship considers migrants’ propensity to self-employment 
in terms of barriers they face to other forms of employment, or the opportunity 
structures at the local labour markets that give preference to certain ethnic capital. 
Newer scholarship considers both social and economic embeddedness of migrants, 
off ering an alternative to the focus on ethnic enclave economies. Most recently, 
a new form of entrepreneurship has been described, a transnational entrepreneur-
ship. Th is type of businesses involves activities carried out in a cross-national con-
text and initiated by actors who are embedded in at least two diff erent social and 
economic areas (Drori et al., 2009). Recently, some attention is given to market-
related factors in two countries, such as saturation (Bagwell, 2018).

Analysing the demographic and economic conditions on both sides of the 
border in the Polish-German region, and looking at the migration and migrant en-
trepreneurship patterns, we state that a transnational perspective requires a refi ned 
analysis of regional disparities and asymmetries. Country-level data, or even statis-
tics for whole federal states or voivodships, are hardly appropriate to understand 
the context of regional cross-border migration; macro-level legal and institutional 
changes also seem to have little impact on entrepreneurial activities of Polish mi-
grants. Geographical proximity allows people to move their houses without chang-
ing their lifestyle or job; it also allows them for moving businesses to Germany, 

14  Data from Regional Labor Offi  ce WUP Zielona Gora, published 2017 at https://www.
barometrzawodow.pl.

15 Online service https://www.wielkiebudowanie.pl.
16 Deutsche Handwerks Zeitung: “Mindestlohn im Baugewerbe steigt zum 1. Januar 2018“, Arti-

cle published on 19 October 2017 and updated on 4 January 2018, https://www.deutsche-handwerks-
zeitung.de/zdb-akzeptiert-mindestlohn-regelung-am-bau/150/11266/60857.



36 Anna Skraba, Magdalena Nowicka

while staying to large extent embedded in Poland. While migrant entrepreneurs 
we researched do not necessary fi t the defi nition of transnational entrepreneurs, 
they are transnationally embedded and mobile people. Th erefore, it is essential to 
see developments and trends in both countries in relation to each other.

What we could observe is great fl exibility and adaptation of migrants to new 
conditions, both in terms of residential and entrepreneurial mobility between the 
countries. Th e construction sector in urban centres is perhaps the most sensitive 
to short-term change of demand and supply and thus a good example for such 
adaptation processes. When we focus Berlin alone, we see that it attracts new en-
trepreneurs from Poland, yet so far mostly in construction sector which is a clas-
sical niche economy with high concentration of immigrants (Waldinger 1995; for 
a controversy see Rath 2002). At the same time, Berlin is also a large market for 
commuting migrants in dependent employment in low-paid jobs. Commuters from 
well-connected locations could be privileged in access to this form of employment. 
Th e data suggest thereby a gender division of migrant labor, with self-employment 
in construction being a domain of male migrants, and care and domestic work of 
women. But Berlin has also a growing start-up scene which is potentially open to 
all migrants, thus the picture might change in the future.

On the one hand, we need to consider the future development of migrant en-
trepreneurship in relation to patterns of residential (im)mobility. Possibly, a larger 
Polish immigrant community creates opportunities for ethnic businesses, also out-
side of Berlin. On the other hand, it is possible that Poles residing in Germany will 
re-establish their businesses in Poland to take advantage of the opportunities for 
economic growth there. When we consider transnational migrant entrepreneur-
ship in the border region, we must acknowledge that the border matters in terms 
of constituting two diff erent national frameworks, but it also matters less for how 
people consider the region as one single transitional space where choice of location 
is determined by factors other than cultural distance or proximity, than it does for 
opportunities for business, and for family and personal development.
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