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Abstract
Since the outbreak of the crisis in southern Europe, growing numbers of young highly
educated Italians, Spaniards, Portuguese and Greeks have been taking their talents and
expertise to other countries in search of a better quality of life and career prospects. There is
limited knowledge on the characteristics of these new emigrants, the reasons for which they
are leaving, and whether these reasons are shaped by the economic crisis, by pre-crisis
grievances, or by other factors. The paper seeks to answer these research questions by
analysing original data from 6,377 questionnaires collected in four countries through an esurvey run in 2013. We refer to the existing literature on the drivers of highly skilled
emigration and the (un)employment situation in the four aforementioned countries. We
explore the features of these new highly skilled emigrants, and the reasons that led them to
leave their countries of origin. We suggest that while gender is not important, age, marital
status, education and satisfaction with current employment (both income related and with
regard to future prospects) are important factors predicting emigration. Non-economic factors,
notably career opportunities, quality of life, and future prospects supersede all other
considerations in the decision to emigrate for these highly educated Europeans.
Keywords: highly skilled migration, mobility, economic crisis, Southern Europe, emigration
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1. Introduction
Since the outbreak of the crisis in Southern Europe, growing numbers of young, highly
educated, qualified and skilled southern Europeans have been taking their talents and
expertise to other countries in search of better funds, career opportunities and payoffs. The
economic and political crises in these countries, the austerity measures and rampant
unemployment rates and the dramatic decreases in salaries and welfare allowances, have
pushed young Southern Europeans to “vote with their feet”, leaving for other countries or
continents. The departure of southern Europe’s highly educated youth in particular has been
described as potentially one of the harshest consequences of the crisis, triggering alarmed
public debates as to the medium and long term consequences of this flight of brains at a time
where innovation and creativity are critical for these economies to start growing again.
Young, educated women and men from Greece, Italy, Spain and Portugal have been
experiencing several years of financial and economic distress in their respective countries. As
a result, they have been seeking to make their transition from study to work and to build their
professional life amidst collapsed labour markets, economic recession, sharply rising poverty
and inequalities, as well as restricted professional development opportunities.
This has been taking place against a wider background of increasing individualization of life
and work careers (Giddens 1991; Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 2002), growing competition and
uncertainty of a globalized world (Blossfeld et al. 2015), and a changing world of work due to
what is being increasingly referred to as the Fourth Industrial Revolution (Schwab 2016). In
an era of high mobility and risk (Beck 1992) individuals who opt to emigrate combine
economic rationalism with existential questions about quality of life and realising one’s self.
Geographical mobility enlarges one’s opportunity space: be it a temporary but necessary rite
of passage, a long-term decision, or a prerequisite for further upward mobility in the labour
market, middle-class youth migration is a salient feature of current times (Frändberg 2015).
At the same time, a context of enduring economic depression coupled with the
‘institutionalized individualism’ of life patterns (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 2002) frames the
decision to emigrate of some southern Europeans as a statement of criticism towards their
home societies for repressing or limiting their potential, and as a rational choice to move to
where economic and personal development aspirations can be better fulfilled. In effect, recent
studies (OECD 2013b; Papademetriou 2015) have highlighted that the new Southern
European emigrants have been motivated particularly by expectations for better career
prospects and quality of life at destination.
This paper contributes to the growing literature on emigration from Southern European
countries during the crisis period, looking specifically at the reasons and drivers for
emigration of highly skilled Southern Europeans. In the sections that follow, we first present
some background information on the labour market conditions and emigration trends in
Europe and specifically in Italy, Greece, Spain and Portugal in the last years. After discussing
the literature on the drivers of highly skilled migration to highlight the relevance of both
economic and non-economic motives on individual choices, we present our research
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questions. We then turn to the presentation of the data collected through an e-survey
conducted in 2013 to examine the profiles of emigrants from Southern Europe and to
highlight changes in the motivations and drivers for migration between those who migrated
before and those who migrated after the economic crisis in Europe. The final section of the
article synthesises our empirical findings and proposes avenues for further research.

2. Low Mobility In Spite of High Unemployment
Europe’s youth is hit particularly hard by the ongoing crisis and the situation is far more acute
in the southern EU member states. In September 2015, 4.5 million young persons (under 25
years of age) were unemployed in the EU28, 3.1 million among these were in the euro area
(Eurostat 2015). Although slightly improving on average, youth unemployment rates are
generally higher and have increased more than unemployment rates for all ages during the
crisis. In September 2015, youth unemployment rates stood at 20.1% in EU28 (22.1% in the
Euro area, down from 24.5% of September 2013). These average rates however hide marked
disparities between different member states. While some Central and Western European
countries show quite constant youth unemployment levels throughout the crisis (notably
Germany, Austria, Denmark, and the Netherlands), youth unemployment was at 47.9% in
Greece, 46.7% in Spain, 40.6% in Italy and 31.2% in Portugal in September 2015. Moreover,
while the relative increase from the beginning of the crisis has been null (Germany, the UK)
or moderate in most of western and eastern EU countries, the differences between January
2008 and September 2015 in youth unemployment rates is more than 10 percentage points in
Portugal (10.4%), Ireland (10.5), Croatia (19.8), Cyprus (22.1), Spain (26.5) and Greece
(27.3) (Eurostat 2015a).
Despite these striking unemployment rates and although EU statistics indicate that work is the
prevalent reason for EU citizens moving to another EU member state (EY 2014, 12), intra-EU
mobility remains a limited phenomenon (Recchi 2015; Recchi and Salamońska 2015).
Notwithstanding the EU efforts to encourage a greater ‘European mobility culture’, intra-EU
mobility remains impressively low even after the accession of new member states in 2004,
2007 and 2013. In 2014, a total of 19.6 million EU nationals were living in another EU
member state which amounts to only 2.8% of the EU population for that year (Eurostat
2015a).
Although incentives aimed at fostering greater intra-EU mobility have kicked off well
especially in the education area (through the ERASMUS, LEONARDO and SOCRATES
programmes, today brought together by the Erasmus+), there remain important obstacles
(associated with bureaucratic and administrative hurdles, degree recognition, transfer of
welfare benefits as well as practical challenges such as language) that hamper true and easy
intra-EU mobility of both EU and third-country nationals (European Commission 2013).
Perhaps more importantly however, although EU citizens value free movement, only 17%
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envisage working and living abroad according to a 2010 Eurobarometer report on geographic
and labour market mobility (European Commission 2010).
The recent economic crisis has reshuffled the distribution of EU migration with adjustments
to changing labour market conditions possible through the free movement of workers:
outflows from some central and eastern European countries have slowed down, some EU
migrants returned or re-emigrated out from the most hard hit crisis countries and the SouthNorth migration route has re-emerged with people from Spain, Greece, Italy and Portugal
moving to Northern Europe or outside the EU (O’Reilly et al. 2015).
Data on in- and out- migration from our selected countries are not available by age or
education level. Eurostat provides data on emigrants and immigrants by citizenship, through
which is possible to distinguish the movements of nationals by those of foreigners. A negative
net migration might be due to a decrease in inflows of migrants from abroad as well as to an
increase in outflows of both migrants (returning to their origin countries) and nationals
(Eurostat 2015b). Figure 1 compares the net emigration rate for the total population and for
nationals only. The difference between the two graphs is due to movements of foreigners, and
is particularly relevant in the case of Italy and Spain. Indeed, net emigration rates of nationals
only are around zero in 2008 and the increase in net emigration rates between 2008 and 2013
seems mostly due to the reversing mobility patterns of foreign workers. Migrant populations
in Greece and Portugal instead are less influential on total averages and the increase in net
emigration rate is to around -4% among nationals.
Figure 1: Net emigration rate, total population (T) and nationals only (N), 2008-2013(%)
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Source: Eurostat Database online, 2015 [migr_emi1ctz, migr_imm1ctz].

Trends of emigration and of net emigration in particular – although increasing and bearing in
mind that official figures might under-estimate the phenomenon – are not moving as fast as
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unemployment rates are deteriorating. Figure 2 compares the difference between
unemployment and emigration rates between 2008 and 2013 on total population and nationals
only.
Figure 2: Change in unemployment and net emigration rates between 2008 and 2013,
total population and nationals only (%).
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Source: Eurostat Database online, 2015 [migr_emi1ctz, migr_imm1ctz, lfsa_urgan].

Although there has been a striking increase in unemployment between 2008 and 2013 in all
four countries, from the 18.7 percentage points of Greece to the 5 percentage points of Italy,
the increase in net emigration among nationals is lower than could be expected. While
foreigners seem to be departing from Spain, Spanish nationals emigrate less than Greek ones
(0.9 versus 4.1 percentage points of increase) although they share a comparable increase and
level of unemployment over the past years.
Focusing more specifically on highly-educated people, we are confronted with a significant
scarcity of comparable data which makes it challenging to discuss the relationship between
the growth of unemployment rates and the related increase in net emigration. The Database on
Immigrants in OECD Countries (DIOC) 2010/2011 (OECD 2013a) is the only source of
comparable estimates of emigration rates by education level. According to these data, the
strongest growth in emigration rates between 2000 and 2010 was experienced by Europe and
Latin America (Arslan et al. 2014: 37) and the share of tertiary educated among migrant
women is higher than among migrant men in many countries (Arslan et al. 2014: 45). In
particular, patterns of emigration vary consistently across our countries of interest: Portugal is
among the countries with the highest total emigration rate and highly-skilled emigration rate
(both at about 14%). Spain on the other hand shows a particularly low level of emigration
(Table 1) with Greece and Italy standing in between. Interestingly, although the labour market

5

situation in 2010-2011 was much worse in Greece compared to Italy, the emigration rate of
the highly skilled was higher in the latter and overall emigration rates in Greece were
spectacularly low (lower actually than ten years earlier). In the following sections we try to
cast light to the puzzles emerging from these figures, notably why are highly skilled southern
European emigrating and what are the factors influencing their decisions and actions.
Table 1: Emigration rate by country of birth (age 15+), total and highly-skilled.
Emigration rates 2010-2011
Total
HighlySkilled
Greece

6.6

5.9

Italy

4.3

Portugal

14
2

Spain

Emigration rates 2000-2001*
Total
HighlySkilled
6.9

7.6

8.4

4.6

6.2

14

12.8

8

2.1

2.5

2.5

* estimates based on BL dataset (Barro and Lee 2013)

Source: DIOC 2010/2011 (Arslan et al. 2014: 59-61)

3. Between copying strategies and life aspirations: pieces of the same
puzzle
Emigration generally comes as an individual or household strategy to improve one’s condition
in academic, professional, financial or personal terms. Motivations for Southern European
migrants might well be framed along the classical lines of economic, demographic,
environmental and security factors which are recurrent in the literature of international
migration (Massey et al. 1993). The accumulation of cultural capital tends to also be a
particular consideration in the case of young and highly skilled workers. Indeed, international
education has been a strategy through which to increase ‘employability’ and secure
‘positional advantage’ through education (Brown, Hesketh, and Williams 2004; J. L. Waters
2012; Mosneaga 2014; J. Waters, Brooks, and Pimlott-Wilson 2011). Also, the decision to
move or migrate is intricately linked with the process of construction and reconstruction of
the self of young, highly educated individuals. In the case of young Southern Europeans, their
decision to move to another country can represent an ‘escape’ to cope with a stagnating
situation, a search for employment opportunities (current or in the future) but also a desire for
exploration, discovery and experimentation whether in career or personal terms.
Studies on Southern Europe (Jauer et al. 2014; Gropas and Triandafyllidou 2014) find that
males, younger people and more educated ones are more likely to migrate than women, older
and less educated persons. In addition, unemployment in the country/ region of origin is
neither the only nor the main cause of emigration (ibid.). Indeed, those who are unemployed
and lower skilled are more likely to be stuck into a localised unemployment trap and may not
be responsive to regional labour market disparities, while the more educated might be more
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likely to choose between being over-qualified for occupations available at home and
migrating to find better opportunities.
Out-migration of the highly skilled from these countries is not a new phenomenon.
Labrianidis and Vogiatzis have argued that migration of professionals from Greece could be
mostly attributed to the low demand for graduates from the private sector (Labrianidis and
Vogiatzis 2013, 474), even before the crisis outbreak. A similar situation can be noted in the
case of Portugal and to a lesser extent Italy and Spain, although the phenomenon is relevant
for the EU well beyond its southern member states.
The expectation that future employment and wage prospects and opportunities at destination
will be better than in their home country has long been acknowledged as a core determinant in
an individual’s cost-benefit analysis when making the decision to migrate. Similarly, the
highly selective nature of migration has also been long underlined, as individuals with better
labour market perspectives and high levels of human capital are more likely to migrate (de
Grip, Fouarge, and Sauermann 2010; Fratesi and Riggi 2007). Indeed, if Southern EU labour
markets are structurally not able to absorb the highly skilled professionals they themselves
educate (through public universities) largely due to the lack of investment (both public and
private) in high tech and innovative economic sectors, the overall EU shortages of skilled
workers in engineering, science, technology and mathematics is also a growing concern
(Campanella 2015).
As the attractiveness and capacity of absorption of high professionals is weak across the EU
and particularly so in Southern Europe, the choice for highly skilled southern Europeans
seems then a binary one between a more limited employment at home (in terms of skill
requirement, level of responsibility, career development and professional opportunities) and
wider, potential employment and career prospects abroad. Among the highly skilled, scientists
and engineers tend to be the most mobile due to the international transferability of their
knowledge and the fact that they are usually ‘wanted and welcome’ migrants thanks to their
contribution to economic innovation and the development of new technologies and products
(Fassio, Kalantaryan, and Venturini 2015; Fassio, Montobbio, and Venturini 2015).
Economic studies on highly skilled migration have concentrated on wage and other workrelated differentials, as well as on more ‘qualitative’ labour market incentives such as
utilisation of skills or involvement in research and development. More qualitative research
has emphasised the importance of career prospects in migration decisions. Non-monetary
drivers such as the ability to achieve a better skill match on the job, the country reputation
with regards to the prospects offered by its labour market (in terms of openness, meritocracy
and potential for upward professional mobility), and the potential for intellectual achievement
constitute strong drivers for migration especially in the cases of scientists and engineers (de
Grip, Fouarge, and Sauermann 2010). More specifically, finding a ‘better’ job match seems to
matter more than specific wage gains in the decision to migrate for IT and engineering
professionals (de Grip, Fouarge, and Sauermann 2010).
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Relevant for the decision to migrate is also the existence of past periods abroad. Internships or
student exchange schemes may be beneficial in terms of gaining experience in personal and
academic development, and in decreasing the costs of future migration through the acquisition
of transnational and transversal skills: speaking another language, learning how to settle and
adapt in a new environment, enlarging social networks in a multicultural way (Parey and
Waldinger 2011). At the same time however, some concerns have been raised as regards the
increasing risk of brain drain from southern to northern Europe (Mathiassen 2014; Raffini
2014; Souto-Otero et al. 2013). Recent studies (Cairns 2014; Labrianidis 2014) suggest that
the question of who moves and who does not move is ultimately related to social class and
family background so that there are good reasons to expect that youth from less privileged
backgrounds may be less mobile, but also that when they do engage in intra-EU mobility their
decision may be framed more as a matter of need rather than a lifestyle or career choice.
In light of the above considerations and earlier findings on the drivers of highly skilled
migration, this paper delves into the motivations and factors behind the decision to move for a
specific group of individuals originating from four Southern European countries. Our focus is
on Greece, Italy, Portugal and Spain as they share some interesting structural features in terms
of labour market structure and mismatch between education and production systems (ILO
2015; ILO 2014) as well as some comparable contingent economic trends over the last years,
especially since the outbreak of the economic crisis in 2008. In this context of contrasted
pressures, notably high unemployment (particularly among young people) and difficult studyto-work transitions on one hand, and a culture of low mobility in Europe on the other, our
paper offers some new insights as to what drives the migration decisions of highly skilled
individuals. And, if some recurrent patterns of emigration among young, highly-skilled
emigrants from Southern Europe can be depicted, we also ask whether the context of
prolonged economic crisis has magnified the interplay between the traditional reasons for
emigration and more contemporary pressures of increasingly global and mobile employment
conditions.

4. New empirical data on Highly Skilled Migration in Times of Recession
The analysis presented in this paper is based on data collected through a quantitative survey
on Highly Skilled Migration in Times of Crisis (XX) run in 2013 to capture emigration from
the crisis countries. This e-survey was launched in five languages (English, Greek, Italian,
Portuguese and Spanish) and disseminated through newspapers, social media and other
institutional networks to reach emigrants from southern Europe and Ireland, in order to
investigate the profiles and expectations of highly skilled individuals who left from the five
countries most severely hit by the economic crisis since 2008. Through self-administered,
internet questionnaires, it collected around 6,750 valid responses of people who had already
emigrated at the time they responded.
8

Although the previously mentioned lack of reliable and comparable official data on
emigration patterns from southern Europe has prevented authors from designing a
representative sample, this remains the first quantitative survey in Europe on recent outmigration and offers insightful data on a population which is often recalled in public debates
but little studied in terms of educational background, economic situation before leaving,
motivations and expectations regarding their migratory experience. The survey also captures
the newest waves of emigration (up to the first half of 2013), avoiding the time lag of
administrative records and national statistical offices, and covers a wide geographical range in
terms of origin and destination countries: the original dataset includes Greek, Irish, Italian,
Spanish and Portuguese respondents who had moved to over 100 different countries around
the world, from Switzerland to the UK, from Canada to Australia, from Brazil to the United
Arab Emirates and Angola. For the purposes of this article, we selected only Greece, Italy,
Portugal and Spain. Our sample is therefore composed of 6,377 individuals, with a fair age
balance (44% below 30 years of age), prevalently with a tertiary education degree (88%) and
male (62%), who migrated after the beginning of the economic crisis in all their origin
countries (74% emigrated since 2009). In doing so, although we cannot compare emigrants
with their non-emigrant peers, our aim is to single out the different conditions before
departure and the drivers for emigration of young highly-skilled individuals who left before
and during the economic crisis. In the sections that follow we present some general
characteristics about the sample focusing mainly on educational background and employment
status prior to migration.

Sample structure, basic characteristics and preferred destinations
The survey collected data about the main socio-demographic and educational features of
respondent emigrants, their situation prior to emigration, their family dynamics, the reasons
for leaving their home country, the main problems faced at destination. Quantitative
information is also complemented by open-ended questions on subjective evaluations of the
emigration experience, on future prospects and on the comparison between the host and the
origin country.
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Table 2: Sample structure by sex and country of origin
Greece
Male

Age classes
Married /
Partnered

Education level

Time of
migration

Italy
Female

Male

Portugal
Female

Male

Spain
Female

Male

Female

Freq.

Col %

Freq.

Col %

Freq.

Col %

Freq.

Col %

Freq.

Col %

Freq.

Col %

Freq.

Col %

Freq.

Col %

<30
31-45
46+

291
281
20

49.2
47.5
3.4

127
143
8

45.7
51.4
2.9

216
329
98

33.6
51.2
15.2

86
101
11

43.4
51.0
5.6

732
978
146

39.4
52.7
7.9

720
635
44

51.5
45.4
3.2

341
420
129

38.3
47.2
14.5

271
218
32

52.0
41.8
6.1

Yes
No higher education
Undergraduate
Master
PhD
<2009
2009-2011
2012-2013

344
86
162
268
76
112
224
256

58.1
14.5
27.4
45.3
12.8
18.9
37.8
43.2

174
17
79
146
36
58
99
121

62.6
6.1
28.4
52.5
13.0
20.9
35.6
43.5

414
89
198
256
100
235
199
209

64.4
13.8
30.8
39.8
15.6
36.6
31.0
32.5

123
7
51
102
38
83
58
57

62.1
3.5
25.8
51.5
19.2
41.9
29.3
28.8

916
297
815
618
126
485
510
861

49.4
16.0
43.9
33.3
6.8
26.1
27.5
46.4

630
112
641
507
139
358
451
590

45.0
8.0
45.8
36.2
9.9
25.6
32.2
42.2

548
119
122
556
93
217
265
408

61.6
13.4
13.7
62.5
10.5
24.4
29.8
45.8

321
38
64
366
53
114
145
262

61.6
7.3
12.3
70.3
10.2
21.9
27.8
50.3

592
100.0
278
100.0
643
100.0
198
100.0 1,856
100.0 1,399
100.0
Source: Authors’ compilation from survey data, Highly Skilled Migration in Times of Crisis (2013).
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Figure 3: Field of education, by sex (% of higher educated)
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Source: Authors’ compilation from survey data, Highly Skilled Migration in Times of Crisis (2013).
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Females, who represent almost 38% of our selected sample of 6,377 interviewees, tend to hold
educational qualifications higher than men and are over-represented in tertiary education (47% of
Master’s degrees and 11% of PhDs against 43% and 10% among males respectively). Female
respondents are also younger than males on average, with half of them being under 30 years of age.
Looking at the year of migration, there are different timings of migration across the surveyed
countries. While around 43% of the total sample stated they emigrated in 2012-2013 and another
31% stated that they left the origin countries between 2009 and 2011, Italian respondents appear to
have a longer history of migration with 37% of males and 42% of females having migrated before
2009. This is also testified by their older age structure in comparison to the rest of the sample
(Table 2).
As regards their education level (Figure 1), 88% of the sample has a higher education degree
distributed across disciplines and specializations. Engineering and construction represent a quarter
of all respondents, with 31% of males and 17.6% of females having graduated in these fields.
Beyond engineering, males are concentrated in economics (18.5% of them) and IT (15.3%).
Females instead are more frequently graduated in social sciences (20.3%), humanities and education
(19.9).

Labour market participation before leaving
Descriptive statistics on the employment situation of respondents before migration help us
contextualize their condition before deciding to leave the origin country. More than 60% of all
respondents describe themselves as employed before migration. While the lowest employment rates
are those of Spanish and Greek respondents, the Italian sub-sample presents the biggest gender gap
in employment rates (21.5 percentage points) and Portuguese males appear to be the most employed
overall (70.2%).
Table 3: Share of respondents (%) who were employed before migration,
by sex and country of origin
GR
ES
IT
PT
Total
Male

50.7

52.8

68.0

70.2

63.0

Female

55.4

49.4

46.4

62.6

57.6

Total

52.2

51.5

62.9

66.9

61.0

Source: Authors’ compilation from survey data, Highly Skilled Migration in Times of Crisis (2013).

To obtain a better picture of the employment conditions before migration and how these have
changed through migration, we distinguish among those not in employment, those employed
without a contract, those with a short-term contract and those with a long-term open-ended contract.
As shown in Figure 4, the numbers of respondents not in employment (in blue) significantly
decreases after migration in all countries. Similarly, workers without a contract (in red) diminish
while there is a parallel increase of those employed either with a short-term (in yellow) or long-term
11

(in green) contract. Thus, overall, the employment situation of the emigrants appears to have
improved compared to their situation before leaving. Nevertheless, there is room to investigate the
reasons for moving to explain why also those with a long-term contract migrated and why some of
them were no more in employment or with less secure job position at the time of the survey.
Figure 4: Employment status before and after migration (transitions), by country of origin
and total

Source: Authors’ compilation from survey data, Highly Skilled Migration in Times of Crisis (2013).

The choice of destination
A variety of destination countries are referred to in our survey. While approximately 40% of all
respondents live in the UK or Germany at the time of the survey, destination countries named in the
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survey include nearly all EU countries, while 20% of the respondents live outside the European
Union (Figure 5). Moreover, although 80% of the total sample answered that the actual destination
was specifically chosen at the time of emigrating, roughly only one third of respondents stated that
the choice of the country was determined by the absence of visa restrictions and the presence of
some facilitating factors (in particular having relatives in the destination country, having
lived/studied there before, or knowledge of the language).

Figure 5: Destination country by sex
30
25

26.8
23.7
21.3

20

22.0

21.9
18.0
17.1

16.8
15.6

16.9

15

Male
Female

10
5
0
UK

Germany

Continental
Europe

Rest of EU

RoW

Note: Continental Europe includes, Belgium, France, Netherlands and Switzerland; Rest of EU includes all
EU countries with the exception of the UK, Germany, Belgium, France and Netherlands.
Source: Authors’ compilation from survey data, Highly Skilled Migration in Times of Crisis (2013).

5. Drivers of emigration: investigating the reasons for leaving
The original survey investigated the reasons for leaving the country of origin with a question which
allowed multiple answers between twelve possible options. More than half of the sample ticked
more than one option. The correlation between pairs of different reasons is quite low in the majority
of cases, so that a principal component analysis (PCA) could not be used as a tool to convert the
twelve options into a smaller set of components. Hence, we grouped the original options into five
specific groups belonging to three broad areas (Figure 6), namely:
•

labour market integration at origin,

•

the context at origin for present and future quality of life, and

•

personal aspirations and individual development.

Our aim was to check the relative weight of purely economic motivations and actual needs (to
increase income or to improve job situation), compared to a more holistic aspirational approach (to
develop one’s career as well as one’s personality), and again juxtaposed to those that are more
typically labelled as quality of life factors (notably an overall life context that goes beyond what
individual income can buy). We sought to test how these three types of motivations weigh on the
13

individual’s decision before the onset of the crisis and after 2009, when the crisis started weighing
heavily on southern European labour markets.

Figure 6: Reasons for leaving, original options reduced to 5 groups

Source: Authors’ compilation from survey data, Highly Skilled Migration in Times of Crisis (2013).

Even through this process, the resulting dichotomous variables for the 5 reasons are partly
overlapping and not mutually exclusive for many respondents. Taking these as concurrent reasons
for the decision to leave the origin country, we first looked at how they have changed for those
emigrated before and during the economic crisis. After running a Chi-squared test between each
reason and the time of migration 1, we can reject with a high level of significance the hypothesis of
independence between each reason and the time of migration in all cases but one (Table 4).

1

The Chi-squared test measures the level of association or independence between pairs of categorical variables. For the
way it is constructed, larger samples give larger Chi2 statistics.
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Table 4: Chi2 test for reasons and time of migration (before 2009, since 2009)
R1 - Unemployment

Pearson chi2(1) = 183.0022 Pr < 0.000

***

R2 - Other job related reasons

Pearson chi2(1) = 18.7988 Pr < 0.000

***

R3 - Quality of life

Pearson chi2(1) = 101.4005 Pr < 0.000

***

R4 – Improve career / training

Pearson chi2(1) =

R5 - Adventures

Pearson chi2(1) = 32.6647 Pr < 0.000

2.0698 Pr = 0.150
***

Significance: *** 1%
Source: Authors’ compilation from survey data, Highly Skilled Migration in Times of Crisis (2013).

Indeed, the will and need to improve the professional career or to advance in training – what we
label as personal improvement and aspirations – are time-invariant and very important in
determining the migration event. Hence, our Chi squared test makes possible to compare the rate of
positive responses to each reason for those who emigrated before 2009 and those who migrated
from 2009 onwards.

Figure 7: Reasons for emigration, by time of migration (%, multiple answers possible)
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Before 2009

Personal development
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Figure 7 illustrates well the changes in reasons through time. While the willingness to improve
career or training is the most common reason among those who left before 2009 and remains
important also for those who emigrated since 2009 onwards (53.2 and 51.2% of respondents
respectively), reasons connected to the quality of life and the conditions of the country of origin
surge to 60.6% among those who left during the crisis. Unemployment per se is the less frequently
mentioned reason for leaving. Nonetheless it is mentioned most frequently by those who emigrated
since 2009 compared to those who emigrated before the crisis (with a significant increase from
10.2% to 26.2% of respondents). “Adventurers” decrease among those who left recently compared
to those who emigrated before the crisis. In sum, both economic and lifestyle motivations are more
prominent for those who left during and after the crisis, while motivations related to personal
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development and individual aspirations are either stable (improve career / training) or actually
diminish (adventures).
In the next section we try to disentangle how the described patterns vary according to a set of
individual characteristics. Hence, we divide the sample between those who emigrated before 2009
and those who left the origin country from January 2009 onwards. Indeed those who emigrated
before and after 2009 are likely to form two distinct groups with reference to their main
demographic features as well as to the economic and social context from which they decided to
move. For each of these two sub-samples, we explore the correlation between the reasons for
migration and some meaningful variables. In particular we focus on bivariate relations which show
the more significant Pearson’s correlations and prove to vary more between the two time periods.

Sex, Age and Marital Status
While we found slight differences between men and women in terms of reasons to leave, with
women being more likely to move for career or training improvements 2, differences in terms of age
are more evident. In line with what one would expect, younger respondents are more driven by
personal development reasons than those over 30, with the majority of them being interested in
improving their training or career and/or in doing a new experience abroad in line with what we
would expect for young adults (Figure 8).
This is consistent with results distinguished by marital status: single respondents tend to put more
emphasis on reasons connected to personal development (career or training improvement as well as
adventures), while those in a couple are more likely to claim job-related reasons for migration
(moved within the same company or following their partner’s job) (Figure 9).
Figure 8: Reasons by age
Emigrated before 2009

Emigrated since 2009

Unempl

Advent

Imp. career /
train.

More than 30y

2

Unempl

0.8
0.6
0.4
0.2
0.0

Other job rel.

QoL

30y and below

Advent

0.8
0.6
0.4
0.2
0.0

Imp. career /
train.

More than 30y

Other job rel.

QoL

30y and below

Not shown here for the sake of conciseness.
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Before 2009

Since 2009

R1

Pearson chi2(1) = 0.8284 Pr = 0.363

Pearson chi2(1) = 4.4826 Pr = 0.034

R2

Pearson chi2(1) = 6.7954 Pr = 0.009

R3

Pearson chi2(1) = 2.0778 Pr = 0.149

R4

Pearson chi2(1) = 20.4872 Pr < 0.001

***

Pearson chi2(1) = 97.5064 Pr < 0.001

***

R5

Pearson chi2(1) = 5.5537 Pr = 0.018

*

Pearson chi2(1) = 120.8004 Pr < 0.001

***

**

*

Pearson chi2(1) = 2.8465 Pr = 0.092
Pearson chi2(1) = 1.3016 Pr = 0.254

Source: Authors’ compilation from survey data, Highly Skilled Migration in Times of Crisis (2013).

Figure 9: Reasons by marital status
Emigrated before 2009

Emigrated since 2009

Unempl

Advent

Imp. career /
train.

Not married

R1
R2
R3
R4
R5

Unempl

0.8
0.6
0.4
0.2
0.0

Other job rel.

Imp. career /
train.

QoL

Married

Before 2009
Pearson chi2(1) = 1.4879 Pr = 0.223
Pearson chi2(1) = 8.7775 Pr = 0.003
Pearson chi2(1) = 0.3342 Pr = 0.563
Pearson chi2(1) = 4.1175 Pr = 0.042
Pearson chi2(1) = 20.9539 Pr = 0.000

Advent

0.8
0.6
0.4
0.2
0.0

QoL

Not married

**
*
***

Pearson chi2(1) =
Pearson chi2(1) =
Pearson chi2(1) =
Pearson chi2(1) =
Pearson chi2(1) =

Other job rel.

Married

Since 2009
23.1703 Pr = 0.000
39.3617 Pr = 0.000
2.0884 Pr = 0.148
7.1119 Pr = 0.008
66.7120 Pr = 0.000

***
***
**
***

Source: Authors’ compilation from survey data, Highly Skilled Migration in Times of Crisis (2013).

Level of education
As already presented in Table 2, the large majority of our sample has a high level of education, with
only 12% of the total without tertiary education. Differences in the reasons for leaving vary
according to the highest level of education attained (some of the respondents were still in education
at the time of the survey) both before 2009 and since.
Figure 10: Reasons by education level
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Emigrated before 2009

Emigrated since 2009

Unempl
0.8
0.6
0.4
0.2
0.0

Unempl
0.8
0.6
0.4
0.2
0.0

Advent

Imp. career
/ train.

Other job
rel.

QoL

No higher edu
Master

Undergrad.
PhD

Before 2009
R1 Pearson chi2(3) = 7.2493

Pr = 0.064

Advent

Imp. career
/ train.

Other job
rel.

QoL

No higher edu
Master

Undergrad.
PhD

Since 2009
Pearson chi2(3) = 29.4594 Pr < 0.001 ***

R2 Pearson chi2(3) = 19.7626 Pr < 0.001 ***

Pearson chi2(3) = 7.8173

R3 Pearson chi2(3) = 18.9379 Pr < 0.001 ***

Pearson chi2(3) = 11.7624 Pr = 0.008 **

R4 Pearson chi2(3) = 106.5231 Pr < 0.001 ***

Pearson chi2(3) = 93.0061 Pr < 0.001 ***

R5 Pearson chi2(3) = 8.8774

Pearson chi2(3) = 52.1070 Pr < 0.001 ***

Pr = 0.031 *

Pr = 0.050 *

Source: Authors’ compilation from survey data, Highly Skilled Migration in Times of Crisis (2013).

In particular, unemployment becomes a prominent reason for leaving only for those who left in
2009 or later, particularly for those with no higher education or only with a bachelor degree. Also
the reasons related to the quality of life and the conditions at origin seem to matter more for the
lower educated. On the contrary, the willingness to improve training or career grows with the level
of education, with those with a PhD referring to these reasons more than twice in comparison with
undergraduate and non-higher educated respondents. Those with a bachelor or a master degree are
most likely to refer to adventures and new experiences, which might be related to a period of break
before completing the transition from education to the labour market.
To summarize, respondents with higher levels of formal education, be they men or women, are
more likely to look for better career and training opportunities, more meritocratic conditions at the
workplace and a better overall quality of life through emigration, while those with lower levels of
qualifications refer more often to economic motivations in the strict sense. Economic reasons are
more relevant overall for those who emigrated during the crisis, and this is particularly so for those
partnered/married, as plans for family formation may require more attention to the economic
sustainability of emigration and job related choices. These findings are in line with other recent
studies (Cairns 2014). Naturally in a future study we would need to compare these findings with
those of a control group with a view to investigating the propensity to leave and not just the
motivations.
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Employment status before migration
Nearly two thirds of the total sample was employed before leaving the country of origin and among
those not employed there were both unemployed and those still in education. Distinguishing among
those working with no contract, with a short-term contract and with a long-term, open-ended one
allows us to compare their actual status before migration to what they mentioned as reasons for
migrating.
Job related reasons (too low salary and moving within a company, among other things) are
frequently mentioned by those without contract and by those with a long-term one. Those employed
without contract also mentioned quality of life and conditions of the origin countries more often,
while those with short-term positions are more likely to look for an improvement of their
career/training path. While short-term contract’s holders try to improve their ‘employability’
through more training and further steps in the career than long-term ones, Figure 11 shows a clear
increase in the prominence of unemployment related reasons for those emigrated after 2009.

Figure 11: Reasons by employment condition before migration
Emigrated before 2009

Emigrated since 2009

Unempl
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0.8
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0.6
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0.0

Imp.
career /
train.
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Not empl.
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Before 2009

QoL

Not empl.
ST contract

No contract
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Since 2009

R1

Pearson chi2(3) = 143.6079 Pr = 0.000

***

Pearson chi2(3) = 1.2e+03

Pr = 0.000

***

R2

Pearson chi2(3) = 102.8033 Pr = 0.000

***

Pearson chi2(3) = 339.5275 Pr = 0.000

***

R3

Pearson chi2(3) = 14.2879 Pr = 0.003

**

Pearson chi2(3) = 23.9878 Pr = 0.000

***

R4

Pearson chi2(3) = 29.4246 Pr = 0.000

***

Pearson chi2(3) = 221.7078 Pr = 0.000

***

R5

Pearson chi2(3) = 1.8917 Pr = 0.595

Pearson chi2(3) = 18.8002 Pr = 0.000

***

Source: Authors’ compilation from survey data, Highly Skilled Migration in Times of Crisis (2013).
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Country of origin
To conclude our comparisons of reasons for leaving by specific individual variables, we plot in
Figure 12 the differences by country of origin. While unemployment is a primary concern for
Spanish and Portuguese respondents, particularly since 2009, Italians and Greeks claimed in half of
the cases reasons related to the job they already had, and to the need to improve their training or
career paths. Portuguese and Greeks are less satisfied with the quality of life and the situation of
their country of origin, while there is a big portion of Portuguese that at any time moved to follow
their aspirations to new experiences and adventures. Indeed a striking finding here is that Greeks are
less worried about actual unemployment than they are about future prospects.
This may seem paradoxical, it is however easy to explain if we take into account that our
respondents are highly skilled people. They are thus concerned not just about their immediate work
situation, but about their future and the short to medium term prospects. It is clear that such
prospects are particularly bleak in Greece thus making highly skilled people worried for their future
and pushing them to seek better opportunities abroad. The strength of adventures and aspirations for
new experiences among the Portuguese is in line with the fact that the country was an emigration
country even prior to the crisis. Third, in the case of Italians, while unemployment is a lesser
concern, it is clear that there is a significant fear that the national economy and labour market are on
moving sand and may easily deteriorate
Figure 12: Reasons by country of origin
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R1

Pearson chi2(3) = 3.8118 Pr = 0.283

Pearson chi2(3) = 102.2725 Pr < 0.001

***

R2

Pearson chi2(3) = 56.5731 Pr < 0.001

***

Pearson chi2(3) = 165.2236 Pr < 0.001

***

R3

Pearson chi2(3) = 24.9799 Pr < 0.001

***

Pearson chi2(3) = 27.8823 Pr < 0.001

***

R4

Pearson chi2(3) = 13.8413 Pr = 0.003

**

Pearson chi2(3) = 68.2806 Pr < 0.001

***

R5

Pearson chi2(3) = 44.1024 Pr < 0.001

***

Pearson chi2(3) = 158.0691 Pr < 0.001

***

Source: Authors’ compilation from survey data, Highly Skilled Migration in Times of Crisis (2013).
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6. Concluding remarks
Around the world, migration patterns have become increasingly diversified and we are consistently
noting increasingly complex relationships between factors identified as drivers of migration. The
current emigration from Southern European countries is different from earlier emigration
movements from these countries during the twentieth century 3. Those who are currently leaving are
highly educated in their overwhelming majority and they do not follow cultural networks in their
choice of destination country. Their decision to move to a specific country is the result of a
combination of factors. It has to do with the push factors of their country of origin (related to both
the causes and the consequences of the crisis) and specifically the employment conditions and
prospects that they face as well as the political culture of their country of origin that they strongly
criticise (clientelism, corruption, nepotism, rigid social hierarchies and gerontocracy).
This paper has explored the factors that concurrently affect the decisions of highly skilled
individuals to emigrate paying special attention to changes in these factors for those emigrating
under acute recession conditions, notably since 2009. We have used our survey data of highly
skilled Greeks, Italians, Portuguese and Spaniards to examine the extent to which the European
crisis context – and particularly its effects on unemployment - and the wider background of
increased uncertainty and individualization of work and life-time choices, interplay with people’s
desire for self-emancipation, accumulation of cultural capital and, quite simply, their employment
needs.
Unemployment and youth unemployment have increased to unprecedented levels during the
economic crisis that began in 2008. Experiencing unemployment or very precarious conditions of
work at the beginning of one’s working life has important ‘scarring’ effects. 4 Long-term joblessness
imposes costs on both individuals and the society well into the future: it reduces lifetime earnings,
increases the probability of unemployment periods and of precarious employment conditions in the
future, it is associated with poorer health and wellbeing conditions through the working life,
especially for the young (Bell and Blanchflower 2011).
In this context, we have tried to identify whether the motivations to emigrate have changed after the
outbreak of the economic crisis and whether the salience of economic motivations has increased due
to the unfavourable economic context after 2008 in all considered countries. Indeed, ‘escaping’
through emigration appears like a good option especially for highly skilled individuals who have
invested in their education and training and wish to see a ‘return’ on their investment. For welleducated Southern Europeans heading towards other EU countries, this escape is facilitated by the
right to free movement within the European Union. Yet, as we have illustrated through the survey
data presented above, economic reasons are far from being the exclusive, or even the predominant
driver of their migration. Non-economic reasons are in all cases just as important. The desire to
improve one’s training and career perspective, as to increase employability and individual
satisfaction from occupation, is mentioned by more than half of our respondents in all countries.

3

The same has been claimed in the case of Ireland: (Cairns 2014; Glynn, Kelly, and Mac Einrí 2015).

4

This is not to deny of course that protracted unemployment has scarring effects also on middle-aged workers and
makes their return into employment difficult.
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The strongest emigration potential appears to lie with those who are dissatisfied with the quality of
life and their job prospects at the home country and who refuse to renounce what they think they
could/ should achieve in terms of life style and overall satisfaction.
With regard to the impact of the economic crisis on reasons for leaving, we note that it strengthens
all factors with the exception of adventures/new experiences. Both financial and professional
development reasons gain importance (unemployment or other work related reasons).
For those who emigrated during the last years, reasons related to the possibilities their origin
country offers in terms of life style, stability for the future of their children and overall quality of
life gained special prevalence suggesting that highly skilled individuals think more long term and
have the luxury perhaps to choose not only in terms of imminent needs and unemployment but also
to plan ahead in terms of career prospects and financial stability.
Interestingly our study marks no important gender differences in the reasons for emigrating: both
men and women surveyed in all four countries are motivated by economic considerations but
equally so by non-economic motives that fall within what is generally referred to as post-materialist
concerns, notably lifestyle choices, and professional emancipation with a view to achieving a sense
of personal fulfilment along with economic stability.
Naturally a direct link between economic recession and reasons to move is difficult to establish, as
the latter are formed out of the interplay between individual and family characteristics and
contingent labour market conditions. Only longitudinal data would allow us to disentangle the
effects of historical times – living and working during an age of economic crisis and austerity – and
of life-time stages – being in a couple, forming a family, and so on.
Finally, our findings refer to a selected population of emigrants from Southern European countries.
Although we cannot claim a generalization for all emigrants under the same individual and countryspecific circumstances, our data reveal that the EU factor is not perceived per se as facilitator for
emigration by respondents. Indeed, a non-negligible share of them migrated outside Europe and
beyond the space of free movement granted by the European Union. Moreover, either because of
under-perception of the importance of having an EU citizenship or because at high education levels
visa issues are more easily solved, few of them explicitly acknowledged the importance of visa
facilitation in determining their country of destination.
To be more specific on the changes in patterns of emigration for highly skilled individuals in a
context of prolonged economic crisis, and especially within the specific institutional EU context,
further research and different data structures are needed. Systematic information either along
longitudinal lines or on the group of emigrants and non-emigrants would provide some insightful
results on the way individual characteristics and aspirations at young ages interplay with changes in
the economic and institutional setting over time.
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