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Assessing future migration among Ukrainian 
refugees in Poland and Norway

This report presents the main findings from a study of migration aspirations and 
migration decision-making among Ukrainian refugees in Poland and Norway, 
focusing on the following four research questions.

•	 What are the mechanisms that shape migration flows out of Ukraine during 
the summer and autumn of 2022, and why did these refugees not leave earlier?

•	 Will the large groups of refugees in Poland move on to other countries in 
Europe if the war does not end soon?

•	 Why are some refugees returning to Ukraine now?
•	 Do the refugees intend to return to Ukraine when the war is over?

The analysis is based on qualitative interviews with refugees, policy-makers and 
NGOs in Poland and Norway, conducted during the summer and autumn of 2022. 
The data is analysed in light of the wider literature on migration aspirations in 
refugee populations.

A decision to flee, return, or remain in a country of refuge is rarely easily made, 
and in this report, we have tried to describe the ambivalence that many refugees 
express when they talk of the future. For many, there are strong arguments for 
wanting to go back to Ukraine, but also strong arguments for moving on and star-
ting a new life abroad. Some refugees would in the same interview talk convin-
cingly about their homeland and all the things they missed and were not willing 
to give up, and in other parts talk about why they think they might not be going 
back – often tied to lack of jobs and poor economic prospects. With this report, 
we do not aim to classify refugees according to migration or return intentions, 
but rather point to the factors that induce them to express a desire to return, and 
the factors they emphasise when they talk of the desire to stay.

What are the mechanisms that shape migration flows out of 
Ukraine during the summer and autumn of 2022, and why did 
these refugees not leave earlier?
The refugees who left Ukraine in the first months after the outbreak of the war 
often left in a hurry. Their main aim was to leave Ukraine for a safe place, and 
they did not think much about where they wanted to go. Amongst those who 
ended up in Norway in March and April, many say that they did so by coinci-
dence – they came to Norway because they had relatives here, or because Norway 
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was recommended by the volunteers they met when they crossed the border from 
Ukraine. The refugees who left Ukraine in the early phases of the conflict tended 
to have access to one of three resources: 1) networks abroad that they could go to 
2) savings (or income from Ukraine) that they could rely on if they moved abroad 
or 3) enough information about refugee reception systems in Europe to be con-
fident that they could go to Europe and that someone would take care of them 
there. This suggests that refugees with educational and economic resources from 
Ukraine will be overrepresented among the refugees who left Ukraine in the early 
phase. Several surveys have also suggested that the refugees who left Ukraine in 
the first phases of the war had higher education than what is common in Ukraine.

The respondents we have met in Poland and Norway who left Ukraine after 
June 2022, appear to have a somewhat different profile. Some come directly from 
areas close to the front line and tie their decision to leave now to a missile hitting 
a house in their neighbourhood, or even their home or workplace. Many link their 
decision to leave Ukraine to the lack of a job or other sources of income. Some 
had first stayed in Ukraine as internally displaced before they moved on. There 
are also some who leave now because they are exhausted, not from living in areas 
directly impacted by the war itself, but by constant alarms and fear of missile 
attacks. To a larger extent than in the first phase, the new arrivals appear to have 
a concrete plan of where to go and how to get there. 

Will the large groups of refugees in Poland move on to other 
countries in Europe if the war does not end soon?
The Ukrainian refugees who stay in Poland are given some support to access 
the labour market, to secure a sustainable income, to have a place to live and to 
access education for children. This assistance is provided by a range of different 
actors. Most of these services are, however, not rights based, meaning that these 
are services some refugees can access, but they are not entitled to them. Although 
there are organisations assisting with housing, language training and economic 
support, refugees in need of such assistance are not always able to obtain it.

Our respondents in NGOs and representatives of local and central government 
report of little overall coordination of measures, few plans for the long-term inte-
gration of refugees, and substantial uncertainty with regards to long-term fun-
ding. While there is a strong sense of pessimism that this is not likely to improve, 
there are some who hope improvement can come through EU initiatives and/or 
international funding. The optimistic tone does in no way dominate in the inter-
views we have conducted.

There is a strong preference among many Ukrainian refugees for remaining 
in Poland. The near proximity to Ukraine makes it possible to go back and forth 
to visit relatives or check on properties and businesses. The large diaspora pro-
vides psychological and practical assistance and the cultural and linguistic pro-
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ximity between the two countries means that language barriers are small and 
the refugees feel more at home. For women with husbands and sons in Ukraine, 
being in Poland means being physically close to them, and for persons dependent 
on salaries from Ukraine, the living expenses in Poland are lower than in Wes-
tern Europe. However, the large number of refugees arriving at the same time in 
Poland has made it difficult for some refugees to get by there. Finding a place to 
live is increasingly difficult and refugees with an education struggle to find jobs 
where they can use their skills.

The refugees who struggle to find a source of income or a place to live in 
Poland either have to move on to other countries in Europe or return to Ukraine. 
At the time when we conducted our fieldwork, it seemed that many of those who 
struggled to get by in Poland choose to return rather than move on. They seemed 
to be unaware of the more extensive economic support systems for refugees in 
other countries of Europe. They worried that they would not get by in other Euro-
pean countries without a job and without speaking the languages. As more peo-
ple get settled in Western Europe and they start sharing their stories on social 
media, this information might perhaps spread more rapidly. It is possible that 
this also will lead to more of the refugees moving on, rather than returning, if 
they are not able to make ends meet in Poland.

Why are some refugees returning to Ukraine now?
Some Ukrainian refugees are returning to a Ukraine still at war. Some return to 
areas in Western or Central areas of Ukraine that have been less directly affected 
by the war. They left in the early phase of the conflict when no place in Ukraine 
felt safe, and return now because they feel the immediate danger of invasion is 
over in these areas. Others are returning to areas more affected by the war. Many 
talked of this period as a defining moment – at which they had to decide if they 
wanted to return to their old life or start a new life as a refugee in Europe. Some 
feared that if they did not return now, they would lose their job, and would not 
have a job to return to if they wanted to return later. Others return to take care of 
dwellings and gardens that have been standing unprotected for months. Refugees 
from the areas around Kyiv that had been occupied by Russian forces in February/
March talk of homes with windows and roofs broken from bullets and missiles 
that will not survive the winter if they do not go back to save them now. When we 
did our interviews in late July, some also returned because the new school year 
was approaching and they wanted their children to continue their education in 
Ukraine. Some of our respondents have higher education from Ukraine and retur-
ned because they felt the process of being able to work in their profession abroad 
was too demanding. Some of those returning also suggested that they only went 
back to Ukraine to see what life was like there now and were open to the idea of 
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leaving again shortly if things did not work out. These respondents all said that 
they would move to a different country if they were to leave Ukraine again.
Several studies suggest that return ambitions tend to be stronger among refugees 
who remain in neighbouring countries to a conflict zone. In our data this also 
seems to be the case, that respondents who have moved as far as Norway were 
less likely to express return intentions compared with those who stay in Poland.

Do the refugees in Norway intend to return to Ukraine when the 
war is over?
Most of our respondents in Norway ended up in in this country by coincidence. 
They came to Norway because they had friends or relatives living here that they 
came to stay with, or because Norway was recommended to them by the volun-
teers they met when crossing the border from Ukraine. Some were set on retur-
ning to Ukraine as soon as possible, but most of the refugees we met during our 
fieldwork in Norway expressed an intention or wish to remain in Norway, even if 
a peace deal were to be signed. Many came from areas now occupied by the Rus-
sians, or areas were dwellings, infrastructure and workplaces were heavily dama-
ged, and feel that they have nothing to return to. Others do not trust in a peace 
deal with Russia and fear they would just have to flee again in a few years. Some 
of our respondents from Eastern and Southern Ukraine also say that they do not 
feel welcome in Western Ukraine and therefore do not wish to return to other 
areas of Ukraine if they cannot return to their homeland due to occupation.
Our respondents often enthusiastically emphasise elements of the Norwegian 
system that make them inclined to remain; in particular that Norwegian society 
is well-organised, predictable and gives economic stability. They also see pos-
sibilities in Norway, for example, for establishing businesses and for good quality 
education for their children. When saying that they want to stay, however, this 
does not imply that they are willing to stay illegally.
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