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Executive Summary

Portugal’s last seven years have been its most economically turbulent period in recent history. In 2011, in 
return for a bailout to address the sovereign debt crisis, the government imposed an austerity program that 
contributed to an exceptionally deep two-year recession. This austerity program was poorly received by 
the Portuguese public, which holds the international monetary authorities responsible for a large rise in 
emigration—and by extension, the loss of skilled youth. While emigration has clearly increased, Portugal’s 
image as the poster child for post-crisis emigration may be misplaced. In fact, Portugal has a long and 
rich migration history that has seen circular mobility and frequent reversals in its role as a “sending” and 
“receiving” country—thus, today’s outflow may simply be a case of “old wine in new bottles.” Moreover, 
contrary to public perception, much of the recent emigration predated the economic crisis, and has been 
largely low-skilled.

Portuguese emigration history began with Brazil’s colonization in the 1500s, when people began emigrating 
to what was considered the “land of opportunities,” as well as on a smaller scale to other colonies around 
the globe. Even after the independence of Brazil in 1822, Portuguese emigration continued, with the 
increasing flows interrupted only by two world wars. The 1950-80 period saw significant emigration to 
Europe (especially France and, to a lesser extent, Germany). Since 1980 Portugal has been a country of 
mixed immigration and emigration. While emigration continued during this time, an increase in inflows 
meant that the country received a net migration surplus. Since 2000, immigration has been falling and 
emigration rising, and between 2011 and 2014 more people left than entered—for the first time in 
two decades.1 Emigration increased from 20,000 in 2000 to approximately 110,000 in 2013. The main 
destinations include Belgium, Brazil, Germany, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Spain, Switzerland, and the 
United Kingdom.

As with prior waves, recent emigration has been largely characterized by low-skilled workers seeking 
better job opportunities and living conditions. More than two-thirds of Portuguese workers living in the top 
11 Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) destinations in 2010 were low skilled, 
though a declining share from the close to 90 percent recorded in 1980. The main increase in high-skilled 
immigration has been to the United States, Canada, France, and Spain (Germany and the United Kingdom 
still attract predominantly low-skilled workers). While high-skilled emigration is on the rise, this is not 
solely a post-crisis phenomenon, but a trend that has grown over several decades parallel to globalization 
and greater European integration.

The profile of Portuguese immigrants in major destinations differs substantially:

�� Spain. Spain’s economic boom in the early 2000s attracted a large number of Portuguese 
workers to sectors such as construction, services, agriculture, and manufacturing; some 
commuted across the border on a weekly or monthly basis. After 2008, many low-skilled workers 
left—possibly moving to alternate destinations—but high-skilled workers were less affected.

�� United Kingdom. The United Kingdom has become the top destination for Portuguese emigrants: 
Portuguese residents increased from 96,000 in 2009 to 138,000 in 2013. The Portuguese 
population in London is the lowest educated of all national groups, and is over-represented in the 

1	 See Eurostat, “Crude rate of net migration plus adjustments,” updated March 2, 2015, http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.
do?tab=table&init=1&plugin=1&pcode=tsdde230&language=en.

While emigration has clearly increased, Portugal’s image as the 
poster child for post-crisis emigration may be misplaced.

http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1&plugin=1&pcode=tsdde230&language=en
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do?tab=table&init=1&plugin=1&pcode=tsdde230&language=en
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distribution, hotel, and restaurant sectors. As with previous cohorts, recent arrivals have been 
largely low skilled.

�� Switzerland. The Portuguese population is the third-largest immigrant group in Switzerland, 
which has been a major destination since the early 2000s, reaching record arrivals of 20,039 in 
2013. Much of this mobility has been seasonal and circular, taking in temporary deployments 
to neighboring Germany; it has helped some workers progress in their occupations—despite 
relatively low education levels.

�� Germany. Although movements of young engineers and scientists make headlines both in 
Germany and Portugal, the bulk of new arrivals to Germany continue to be from Eastern 
Europe. Moreover, most Portuguese arrivals to Germany remain low skilled.

�� France. The Portuguese population in France is longstanding and sizeable (half a million 
hold Portuguese nationality). France remains the largest sending country for remittances to 
Portugal, and receives a large share of high-skilled workers (33,000 in 2010, almost as many as 
the United States with 35,000).

�� Brazil. Brazil and other former colonies have attracted not only Portuguese migrants but also 
Portuguese companies. After the economic downturn, many Portuguese companies in sectors 
such as construction moved to these emerging economies as a survival strategy, alongside 
middle- and high-skilled workers and entrepreneurs.

Portugal—like other southern European countries on Europe’s periphery—is facing a demographic 
time bomb. As is well known, Europe is on the cusp of a significant aging problem, with the population 
over age 60 set to rise to almost 34 percent of the continent’s population by 2050.2 But Europe’s aging is 
uneven, especially if the flexible labor markets of central European countries continue to exert a pull on 
workers from the periphery. In this scenario, Portugal will need to attract more immigrants.

Despite this, few policies exist to draw on the resources of the Portuguese diaspora or encourage 
Portuguese workers to return; the Secretary of State for Portuguese Communities Abroad has a limited 
consular remit. Instead, the Portuguese government has taken the view—implicitly, if not explicitly—that 
emigration is best addressed by tackling the root causes; in other words, reforming the labor market and 
attracting foreign talent and investment. The government recently announced renewed efforts to attract 
international students (especially from former colonies), bring in new young scientists, and encourage 
Portuguese entrepreneurs abroad to invest in Portugal. 

To encourage foreign investment and talent and reduce the incentives to emigrate, the government 
could consider investing in technology (and tech skills) to attract foreign investment, reforming the 
labor market to reduce the existing dualism between protected national workers and foreign workers 
in precarious jobs, and “internationalizing” scientific research (e.g. by connecting research funding to 
international collaboration) to reduce the incentive for scientists to leave. Ultimately, however, only 
economic growth will create opportunities for the next generation of workers to provide an alternative to 
emigration, encourage emigrants to return, and attract new workers. 

2	 United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UN DESA), Population Division, World Population Prospects, 
2015 Revision (New York: UN DESA, 2015), 8, http://esa.un.org/unpd/wpp/Publications/Files/Key_Findings_WPP_2015.pdf.

Few policies exist to draw on the resources of the Portuguese 
diaspora or encourage Portuguese workers to return.

http://esa.un.org/unpd/wpp/Publications/Files/Key_Findings_WPP_2015.pdf
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I. 	 Introduction 

Portugal’s last seven years have been the country’s most traumatic in recent history. In 2011, while 
still dealing with the aftereffects of the 2008 financial crisis, Portugal fell into a sovereign-debt disaster. 
Following interventions from the international monetary authorities and after imposing a program of 
austerity, Portugal entered an unexpectedly deep recession, which lasted until 2013. This recession 
revealed longstanding structural economic and social problems, including an economy overly focused on 
the domestic market and service sectors; large income and asset inequalities; and—despite growth of the 
education system outputs—a state-dependent middle class. The strong presence of the state supports the 
distribution function of public benefits at the bottom of the social system and the oligarchic alliances on 
the top between cartelized political power by the government parties and the financial/nontransactional 
sector of the economy.

The labor market is highly segmented, with some sectors protected by labor laws and few workers able 
to move from the precarious, low-paid side of the labor market to the protected side. Moreover, wage 
inequality is among the highest in Europe. These structural features of the Portuguese labor market 
underpinned the exceptional increase in unemployment, particularly among young skilled, and older 
unskilled, workers.3 From an unemployment rate of 3.9 percent at the turn of the 21st century, a historical 
low, joblessness rose to 16.2 percent in 2013, a historical high.4 Job shedding in the 2008 to 2013 period 
also reached the highest levels on record. One of the most visible effects of these economic shifts was 
the return of large emigration flows, mainly to Europe, but also—albeit on a smaller scale—to Portugal’s 
former colonies of Angola and Brazil.

Large-scale emigration from Portugal is nothing new; the Portuguese traditionally emigrated as a means 
to improve their quality of life or escape authoritarianism and colonial wars.5 But its rapid resurgence 
confounded the recent perception of Portugal as a “modern” country of immigration. And since emigration 
accompanied a sharp drop in births, it has boosted the issue of population decline and aging to the top of 
the agenda.

II.	 Emigration from Portugal: Scale, Drivers, Impact

Emigration from Portugal has escalated in recent years. According to the Instituto Nacional de Estatística 
(Statistics Portugal), emigration rates increased from around 20,000 per year at the turn of the millennium 
to 110,000 in 2013.6 Although the emigration of qualified young people has attracted the most media 

3	 Mário Centeno, O Trabalho, Uma Visão de Mercado (Lisboa: Fundação Francisco Manuel dos Santos, 2013).
4	 Instituto Nacional de Estatística (INE), PORDATA, “Taxa de desemprego: total e por sexo (%) (R),” updated August 20, 2014, 

www.pordata.pt/Portugal/Taxa+de+desemprego+total+e+por+sexo+%28percentagem%29+%28R%29-550.
5	 Emigration from Portugal was traditionally a mechanism to escape authoritarianism and colonial wars during the regimes of 

António de Oliveira Salazar (Prime Minister from 1932 to 1968) and Marcelo Caetano (Prime Minister from 1968 to 1974).
6	 Observatório da Emigração, Portuguese Emigration Factbook 2014, December 2014. www.pordata.pt/Portugal/Emigrantes+-

total+e+por+tipo-21.

Since emigration accompanied a sharp drop in births,  
it has boosted the issue of population decline and aging  

to the top of the agenda.

http://www.pordata.pt/Portugal/Taxa+de+desemprego+total+e+por+sexo+%28percentagem%29+%28R%29-550
http://www.pordata.pt/Portugal/Emigrantes+total+e+por+tipo-21
http://www.pordata.pt/Portugal/Emigrantes+total+e+por+tipo-21
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attention, the return of a significant portion of immigrants, mainly Brazilian and Eastern European citizens 
who entered the Portuguese labor market in the 1990s, also made an impact. Yet according to Eurostat, 
the bulk of emigrants were Portuguese citizens, either Portuguese born or naturalized.7

A.	 Assessing the Scale of Portuguese Emigration

Establishing a reliable picture of emigration from Portugal is somewhat difficult. Data from different 
sources on Portuguese emigration vary widely, particularly when comparing national sources (e.g. 
Statistics Portugal) with international organizations (e.g. the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development [OECD] and Eurostat) (see Figure 1). Moreover, official statistics are unavailable for the 
years 2004 to 2010, both for total and temporary emigrants.

Figure 1. Emigration from Portugal, 2000-13
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Anuais de Emigração;” Eurostat, “Emigration by sex and age [migr_emi2],” updated August 28, 2015, http://appsso.eurostat.
ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=migr_emi2&lang=en.

This discrepancy is most evident when comparing outflows from Portugal with inflows to major 
destinations, especially in the years preceding and following the 2008 global economic crisis. According 
to Eurostat data, average departures to these major destination countries between 2000 and 2006 totaled 
close to 10,000 emigrants per year. However, OECD migration inflows, registered in destination countries, 
reached an average of 36,000 (see Figure 2). 

While the political and media discourse frequently attributes the resurgence of Portuguese emigration 
to the economic crisis and recent austerity policies, precrisis emigration flows were already extremely 
high. Destinations such as Spain and Switzerland, after a period of economic growth in the early 2000s, 
recorded peaks of Portuguese entries in 2007 and 2008; Spain, however, became a much less popular 

7	 Eurostat, “Emigration by sex, age group and citizenship (migr_emi1ctz),” updated August 28, 2015, http://appsso.eurostat.
ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=migr_emi1ctz&lang=en.

http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=migr_emi2&lang=en
http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=migr_emi2&lang=en
http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=migr_emi1ctz&lang=en
http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=migr_emi1ctz&lang=en
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destination after the onset of the global financial crisis. In other cases, such as Germany and Luxembourg—
as well as the United Kingdom, which is not represented in Figure 2 because of lack of comparable data—
2010 marked a turning point after which emigration rose.

Figure 2. Inflows of Portuguese Immigrants Registered in Selected Countries (thousands), 2000-11
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Source: Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD), “International Migration Database, Inflows of 
foreign population by nationality,” accessed April 25, 2014; Observatório da Emigração, “Evolução dos fluxos de imigração em 
cinco países – 2002, 2011, por Rui Pena Pires,” last updated November 15, 2012, www.observatorioemigracao.pt/np4/3384.
html.

B.	 Drivers of Emigration

Increasing unemployment is one of the central drivers of Portuguese emigration. Unemployment rates 
have risen rapidly (see Table 1), and are spread across different age groups and educational levels. 
Unemployment is especially high among those under age 25 and those with lower levels of education.

The absence of opportunities and elimination of jobs created a context favorable to emigration, especially 
among the less-protected sectors of the labor market. The decline of the construction and public-
infrastructure sectors affected the less-skilled population, while the decline of services, both public and 
private, hit the younger and higher-skilled population hardest.

http://www.observatorioemigracao.pt/np4/3384.html
http://www.observatorioemigracao.pt/np4/3384.html
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Table 1. Unemployment Rates in Portugal by Age Group and Educational Attainment (%), 2000-14

Year

Age Group Level of Education

Under 
Age 25

Ages 25-
64

Ages 55-
64 None

Lower 
Secondary 

or Less

Upper 
Secondary* Tertiary

2000 8.6 3.5 3.2 1.7 4.2 4.6 3.1
2001 9.4 3.5 3.1 2.2 4.2 4.6 3.4
2002 11.7 4.5 3.6 2.6 5.2 5.4 4.9
2003 14.6 5.8 4.3 3.3 6.5 6.9 5.9
2004 15.4 6.0 5.5 3.6 7.1 6.9 5.2
2005 16.2 7.2 6.1 4.5 8.0 8.0 6.2
2006 16.5 7.3 6.3 5.6 7.9 8.4 6.3
2007 16.7 7.8 6.5 5.0 8.3 8.1 7.4
2008 16.7 7.2 6.6 5.3 7.8 7.8 6.8
2009 20.3 9.2 7.6 6.5 10.3 9.6 6.4
2010 22.8 10.7 8.9 8.9 11.7 11.4 7.0
2011 30.2 11.9 10.8 11.6 13.7 13.4 9.0
2012 37.9 14.7 12.7 14.4 16.1 17.6 11.6
2013 38.1 15.5 13.7 17.3 17.0 17.4 12.6
2014 34.8 12.7 13.5 13.9 15.0 15.3 10.0

Notes: * Denotes secondary and postsecondary; Series break at 2011. 
Sources: INE, PORDATA, “Quantos desempregados existem sem instrução ou com o ensino básico, 
secundário ou superior, por cada 100 activos?,” last updated June 26, 2015, www.pordata.pt/Portugal/
Taxa+de+desemprego+total+e+por+n%C3%ADvel+de+escolaridade+completo+(percentagem)-1009; INE, PORDATA, 
“Quantos desempregados existem por cada 100 activos, por faixa etária?,” last updated January 20, 2015, www.pordata.pt/
Portugal/Taxa+de+desemprego+total+e+por+grupo+et%C3%A1rio+(percentagem)-55.3. 

In Portugal, as elsewhere, people migrate for a mix of employment opportunities (as reflected 
in unemployment rates and wage differentials),8 and individual factors such as expectations and 
dispositions to emigrate, family constraints, ties, and social networks.9 These drivers are reinforced, in 
the Portuguese context, by positive attitudes toward mobility and opportunities abroad and experiences 
of mobility (either personal or family members and friends). Economic migration theories tend to 
highlight employment opportunities as the key factors influencing labor migration. However, despite the 
differences in minimum and medium wages and the increasing gap between countries of origin and main 
countries of destination,10 some authors recognize the role of expectations and dispositions to emigrate, 
family constraints, and the positive effects of social networks.11 

The Portuguese case confirms the main economic theories, but unemployment and wage differentials 
are leveraged by social representations of mobility and positive expectations of accessing opportunities 
abroad. Three indicators help us to understand this issue. First, when asked in 2007 about the most 
positive result of European integration, the majority of Portuguese citizens (63 percent) identified the 

8	 See European Commission, Directorate-General for Employment, Social Affairs, and Equal Opportunities (DG Employment), 
Employment and Social Developments in Europe 2012 (Brussels: DG Employment, 2013), http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.
jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=7315; Holger Bonin et al., “Geographic Mobility in the European Union: Optimising its 
Economic and Social Benefits” (IZA Research Paper, Institute for the Study of Labor, Bonn, Germany, April 2008), http://
ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=512&langId=en; Andrea Brandolini, Alfonso Rosalia, and Roberto Torrini, “The Dis-
tribution of Employees’ Labour Earnings in the European Union: Data, Concepts and First Results” (Working paper 10/2010, 
Eurostat Centre for Household, Income, Labour, and Demographic Economics, Luxembourg, October 2010), http://ec.europa.
eu/eurostat/en/web/products-statistical-working-papers/-/KS-RA-10-025.

9	 See Hein de Haas, “The internal dynamics of migration processes: A theoretical inquiry,” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Stud-
ies 36, no. 10 (2010): 1587-1617; Klaus F. Zimmermann, “Labor Mobility and the Integration of European Labor Markets” 
(IZA Discussion Paper no. 3999, Institute for the Study of Labor, Bonn, February 2009), http://ftp.iza.org/dp3999.pdf. 

10	 DG Employment, Employment and Social Developments in Europe 2012; Bonin et al., Geographic Mobility in the European 
Union; Brandolini, Rosolia, and Torrini, “The Distribution of Employees’ Labour Earnings.”

11	 de Haas, “The internal dynamics of migration processes;” Zimmermann, “Labor Mobility and the Integration of European 
Labor Markets.”

http://www.pordata.pt/Portugal/Taxa+de+desemprego+total+e+por+n%C3%ADvel+de+escolaridade+completo+(percentagem)-1009
http://www.pordata.pt/Portugal/Taxa+de+desemprego+total+e+por+n%C3%ADvel+de+escolaridade+completo+(percentagem)-1009
http://www.pordata.pt/Portugal/Taxa+de+desemprego+total+e+por+grupo+et%C3%A1rio+(percentagem)-55.3
http://www.pordata.pt/Portugal/Taxa+de+desemprego+total+e+por+grupo+et%C3%A1rio+(percentagem)-55.3
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=7315
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=7315
http://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=512&langId=en
http://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=512&langId=en
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/en/web/products-statistical-working-papers/-/KS-RA-10-025
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/en/web/products-statistical-working-papers/-/KS-RA-10-025
http://ftp.iza.org/dp3999.pdf
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free circulation of people, goods, and services.12 Three years later, in 2010, 42 percent of those surveyed 
agreed with the statement that “opportunities to find work are better abroad than at home.” 

These attitudes vary by social group. Youth and the more educated are more likely to say that the chance 
of finding a job abroad is better, while older and less-educated people tend to be less optimistic.13 These 
attitudes predate the crisis, but the recession has widened opportunity differentials, thus reinforcing pre-
existing propensities to migrate. Family and other social ties with Portuguese residents abroad also reduce 
the risk of an unsuccessful experience, while the Portuguese diaspora in European and Portuguese-speaking 
countries provides social support and networks for new arrivals or returning migrants.

The recession has widened opportunity differentials, thus 
reinforcing pre-existing propensities to migrate.

Despite these varied drivers, in the last few years the media and opposition parties have attributed the 
rise in emigration almost exclusively to austerity policies. As a requirement of the 78 billion-euro bailout 
in 2011, Portugal was forced by the European Central Bank, European Commission, and International 
Monetary Fund to implement a drastic program of austerity affecting public services, employment, wages, 
pensions, and social rights. 

C.	 The Impact of Emigration

Emigration is contributing to a number of important demographic, economic, and social effects. But there is 
often a gap between the public perception of these impacts and the reality.

First, emigration has led to significant population change (see Figure 3). In the 1990s, immigration was the 
main driver of population growth. However, since 2001 the trend has been reversed and both natural growth 
and net migration have been negative since the onset of the recession. Latest data announced what could be 
a reversal of the demographic cycle in line with the economic recovery.

12	 European Commission, Directorate-General for Communication (DG Communication), Eurobarómetro 67, Opinião Pública na 
União Europeia. Portugal – Relatório Nacional (Brussels: DG Communication, 2007), http://ftp.infoeuropa.eurocid.pt/data-
base/000043001-000044000/000043397.pdf. 

13	 DG Communication, Special Eurobarometer 337, Report on Geographical and Labour Market Mobility (Brussels, DG Communica-
tion, 2010), http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/archives/ebs/ebs_337_en.pdf.

http://ftp.infoeuropa.eurocid.pt/database/000043001-000044000/000043397.pdf
http://ftp.infoeuropa.eurocid.pt/database/000043001-000044000/000043397.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/public_opinion/archives/ebs/ebs_337_en.pdf
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Figure 3. Portuguese Population Total, Natural, and Migration Annual Changes, 1981-2014
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Portugal’s aging population is thought to threaten the long-term sustainability of the pension, public-
health, and social-protection systems. As a result, a common public perception is that one of the key 
achievements of the democratic regime—the welfare state—is under threat due to the crisis and the 
austerity policies imposed by international lenders.

These demographic trends have also exacerbated the current economic situation. The combination of 
fewer births, fewer jobs, historic unemployment levels, and a significant increase in people of retirement 
age has driven a retreat of gross domestic product (GDP) to 2001 levels. Moreover, gross external debt 
reached 226.6 percent of GDP in 2013. Thus the crisis is no longer merely limited to sovereign debt but 
about broader indebtedness and economic growth.14

Finally, economic decline and associated emigration have deeply affected the sense of Portuguese identity. 
Two decades ago Portugal was seen as an attractive economy for foreign labor, with a remarkable capacity 
to absorb and integrate labor migrants.15 By 2010, Portugal’s economy could not guarantee a decent 
standard of living to either immigrants or its own citizens. As a result, the Portuguese public has begun to 
see the past several years as a reversal of the progress made in previous decades and a return to the mass 
emigration of the 1960s.

14	 For a useful compilation of economic and social indicators of the Portuguese crisis, see Fundação Francisco Manuel dos 
Santos, “Conhecer a crise: A crise tem muitas caras. Conheça os números,” accessed August 25, 2015, www.conheceracrise.
com. For a more thorough approach, see Banco de Portugal, Relatório do Conselho de Administração: A Economia Portuguesa 
(Lisboa: Banco de Portugal, 2014), www.bportugal.pt/pt-PT/PublicacoeseIntervencoes/Banco/RelatConselhoAdministra-
cao/Biblioteca%20de%20Tumbnails/Relat%C3%B3rio%20-%20A%20Economia%20Portuguesa%20(vers%C3%A3o%20
integral).pdf. For the latest indicators, see European Commission, Country Report Portugal 2015, Including an In-Depth Review 
on the prevention and correction of macroeconomic imbalances (Brussels: European Commission, 2015), http://ec.europa.eu/
europe2020/pdf/csr2015/cr2015_portugal_en.pdf.

15	 Thomas Huddleston and Jan Niessen with Eadaoin Ni Chaoimh and Emilie White, Migrant Integration Policy, Index 
III. Portugal (Lisbon: British Council and Fundação Calouste Gulbenkian, 2011), www.cidob.org/en/content/down-
load/26370/320276/file/MIPEXIII_2011.pdf. 

http://www.pordata.pt/en/Portugal/Annual+population+growth+total++natural+and+migratory-657
http://www.pordata.pt/en/Portugal/Annual+population+growth+total++natural+and+migratory-657
http://www.conheceracrise.com/
http://www.conheceracrise.com/
https://www.bportugal.pt/pt-PT/PublicacoeseIntervencoes/Banco/RelatConselhoAdministracao/Biblioteca de Tumbnails/Relat%C3%B3rio - A Economia Portuguesa (vers%C3%A3o integral).pdf
https://www.bportugal.pt/pt-PT/PublicacoeseIntervencoes/Banco/RelatConselhoAdministracao/Biblioteca de Tumbnails/Relat%C3%B3rio - A Economia Portuguesa (vers%C3%A3o integral).pdf
https://www.bportugal.pt/pt-PT/PublicacoeseIntervencoes/Banco/RelatConselhoAdministracao/Biblioteca de Tumbnails/Relat%C3%B3rio - A Economia Portuguesa (vers%C3%A3o integral).pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/csr2015/cr2015_portugal_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/pdf/csr2015/cr2015_portugal_en.pdf
http://www.cidob.org/en/content/download/26370/320276/file/MIPEXIII_2011.pdf
http://www.cidob.org/en/content/download/26370/320276/file/MIPEXIII_2011.pdf
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In the media, images that capture and reinforce this sense of loss include the departure of groups of 
nurses to the United Kingdom, the emigration of engineers to Germany, and tales of young scientists 
forced to seek opportunities abroad. The concept of “brain drain” has begun to leave academic and policy 
discourse and enter the public vernacular, alongside concerns about the loss of the most skilled generation 
ever in Portugal.

Rigorous evidence is lacking on the true extent of these movements. While highly skilled emigration 
was a feature of previous decades (between 1990 and 2000 the percentage of highly skilled Portuguese 
citizens living abroad increased from 16 percent to 19.5 percent, the highest values ​​in the European 
Union, according to the OECD and World Bank),16 emigration has continued across the skills spectrum (as 
discussed below). Moreover, the expansion of higher education increased the supply of graduates in recent 
years. It is therefore unsurprising that job shedding from sectors in crisis, such as construction, caused 
high unemployment among engineers and architects. 

III.	 From Emigrants to Immigrants

A proper understanding of the dynamics of the current phase of emigration requires situating it in 
Portugal’s broader emigration history. Historically, Portuguese intellectual elites associated emigration 
with economic and social decline. In the late 19th century, Anselmo de Andrade, the last Minister of 
Finance of the constitutional monarchy, described emigration as the “sad and unique situation of having 
a surplus of land with no one to cultivate [the South] it, and a surplus of workers who cannot find work in 
their homeland [the North], and are therefore compelled to emigrate.”17

In the 19th century, resource scarcity drove Portuguese nationals to move abroad to seek their fortune. 
The former Portuguese colony of Brazil was the main destination for Portuguese emigrants attracted 
by the image of “a land of opportunities.” The Brasileiros, former emigrants who returned wealthy and 
socially “respectable,” reinforced this perception. Emigration from Portugal can be divided into three main 
phases:

1.	 The Transatlantic Phase. Portuguese emigration during the 19th century, particularly after the 
independence of Brazil (1822), continued the processes of colonization from the imperial era. 
Emigration to former colonies increased until the eve of World War I and continued—albeit on 
a downward trend in the difficult intrawar period—until after World War II. Although the main 
destination was Brazil, other countries in Latin and North America also received significant 
flows of Portuguese emigrants. This first cycle of Portuguese emigration involved more than 2 
million Portuguese from the poorest regions of the country’s north.18

2.	 The European Phase. The second cycle began in the 1950s and ended by mid-1980. The major 
destinations were France, where the majority of Portuguese emigrated, and, to a lesser extent, 
Germany. After rapidly increasing, emigration levels stabilized in 1970, and then began to tail 
off. This 30-year period, with two-thirds of the migrants making their way to Europe,19 saw as 
much emigration as the earlier transatlantic phase, which lasted for more than 100 years. 

3.	 The Mixed Immigration and Emigration Phase. The third and final cycle started in the 

16	 João Peixoto, “A emigração portuguesa hoje: o que sabemos e o que não sabemos” (SOCIUS Working Papers, no. 5/2012, Uni-
versidade Técnica de Lisboa, Lisbon, May 2012), http://pascal.iseg.utl.pt/~socius/RePEc/soc/wpaper/wp052012.pdf. 

17	 Anselmo Andrade, A Terra, ed. Manuel Gomes (Lisboa: Mattos, Moreira & Pinheiro, 1898), 256.
18	 Maria Ioannis Baganha and Pedro Góis, “Migrações internacionais em Portugal: o que sabemos e para onde vamos,” Revista 

Crítica de Ciências Sociais 52/53 (1999): 232.
19	 Maria Ioannis Baganha, “As correntes emigratórias portuguesas no século XX eo seu impacto na economia nacional,” Análise 

Social 29, no. 128 (1994): 975.

http://pascal.iseg.utl.pt/~socius/RePEc/soc/wpaper/wp052012.pdf
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mid-1980s and continues to the present day. The distinguishing feature of this period is the 
combination of emigration and immigration. Net migration, after a low point in the mid-1980s, 
increased yearly until it peaked in 2000. Portugal has had negative net migration since 2011.

Many of today’s drivers of Portuguese emigration were present in the previous cycles. Emigration is still 
driven largely by economic reasons and to the same destinations. However, the external institutional 
framework (such as Portugal’s membership in the European Union and the global economy) operates very 
differently.

A.	 Immigrants in a Country of Emigrants

The image of Portugal as a country of emigration has long been part of its identity: a nation defined by 
the language and culture of its diaspora. Despite being one of the oldest nations in Europe, for almost two 
centuries, Portugal’s only experience of immigration was through traditional arrivals from Galicia, the 
region on the northern border with Spain, and through the presence of Brasileiros.20

Portugal’s first modern experience of immigration was the return of emigrants from former colonies after 
the decline of the Portuguese empire, the end of colonial wars in Africa, and the recognition of newly 
independent countries in 1974-75. In less than one year, in 1975, about half a million retornados arrived in 
Portugal, equivalent to more than 5 percent of the Portuguese population.21

Upon its entry into the European Economic Community (EEC) in 1986, Portugal embarked on a period of 
economic growth. It attracted foreign investment, benefiting from EEC financial transfers, and invested 
in infrastructure and vocational training. Between that date and the first years of the 21st century the 
Portuguese economy grew by 4 percent per year, and employment increased from about 4.3 million to 5.1 
million.22

Meanwhile, Portugal’s economic conditions attracted new flows of migrants from former colonies, 
especially Cape Verde and Angola, after the end of its civil war.23 Most of these immigrants had low levels 
of education and professional training, but they quickly responded to the increase in the demand for jobs, 
especially in the construction and public-infrastructure sectors. In the 1990s, Brazilian migrants followed. 
Knowledge of Portuguese—the official language of their origin countries—facilitated access to networks 
and jobs, mirroring the comparative advantage enjoyed by Portuguese emigrants in Brazil in times past. 
Also in this period, immigrants began to come from Eastern Europe, especially Moldova, Romania, and 
Ukraine. 

Portugal was a country of positive net migration throughout the 1990s and 2000s, although net migration 
has declined since 2000 (see Figure 4). Yet throughout this period, emigration never ceased; the net 
migration changes were driven mainly by immigration rather than just a decline in emigration. 

20	 Rui Pena Pires, Fernando Luís Machado, João Peixoto, and Maria João Vaz, Portugal: Atlas das migrações internacionais (Lisboa: 
Tinta-da-China, 2010), www.tintadachina.pt/pdfs/0f56a123f502fdf1aaa7fc2733000d07-inside.pdf.

21	 Nelson Oliveira, “A integração dos ‘retornados’ no interior de Portugal,” VI Congresso Português de Sociologia, Universidade 
Nova de Lisboa, June 25-28, 2008, www.aps.pt/vicongresso/pdfs/150.pdf; Rui Pena Pires, Os retornados: um estudo sociográfi-
co, vol. 14 (Lisboa: Instituto de Estudos para o Desenvolvimento, 1984). 

22	 INE, PORDATA, “Real GDP growth rate in Portugal,” last updated October 8, 2015, www.pordata.pt/en/Portugal/Real+GD-
P+growth+rate-2298; INE, PORDATA, “Employment: total and by sex – Portugal,” last updated June 26, 2015, www.pordata.pt/
en/Portugal/Employment+total+and+by+sex-30; Abel Mateus, Economia Portuguesa: Crescimento no Contexto Internacional 
(Lisboa: Verbo, 1998), 137-59.

23	 Fernando Luís Machado, “Luso-africanos em Portugal: nas margens da etnicidade,” Sociologia – Problemas e Prática, 16 
(1994): 111-34.

http://www.tintadachina.pt/pdfs/0f56a123f502fdf1aaa7fc2733000d07-inside.pdf
http://www.aps.pt/vicongresso/pdfs/150.pdf
http://www.pordata.pt/en/Portugal/Real+GDP+growth+rate-2298
http://www.pordata.pt/en/Portugal/Real+GDP+growth+rate-2298
http://www.pordata.pt/en/Portugal/Employment+total+and+by+sex-30
http://www.pordata.pt/en/Portugal/Employment+total+and+by+sex-30
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Figure 4. Estimates of Net Migration and Permanent Immigrants and Emigrants in Portugal, 1991-2012

- 60 000

- 40 000

- 20 000

  0

 20 000

 40 000

 60 000

 80 000

 100 000

N
et

 M
ig

ra
tio

n 
Le

ve
ls

 a
nd

 N
um

be
r o

f M
ig

ra
nt

s

Net Migration Permanent Immigrants Permanent Emigrants

 

Source: INE, “Provisional Estimates of Resident Population-Portugal, NUTS 2, NUTS 3 and Municipalities – 2012,” last 
updated June 17, 2013, www.ine.pt/xportal/xmain?xpid=INE&xpgid=ine_destaques&DESTAQUESdest_
boui=152060477&DESTAQUESmodo=2. 

The impact of rising mobility on public attitudes largely reflects the prevailing belief in Europe, which 
“considers immigration to be important in order to meet needs in terms of skills, but sees it as somewhat 
excessive.”24 In Portugal, public attitudes were shaped by the fact that a population known for its diaspora 
was now being confronted by other diasporas. Immigration was transformed into a central issue in society, 
not just among the public and media, but among the academic community. Experts began to study the 
drivers behind this shift from a society of emigrants to one of immigrants, such as Portugal’s membership in 
the European Union and the growth and modernization of Portuguese society. 

B.	 Still Emigrants After All These Years

If we look at the official statistics, the contribution of outflows has been modest. Between 1992 and 2007 
annual outflows never exceeded 20,000 permanent emigrants. However, the true scale of emigration has 
been difficult to estimate since temporary emigration, not accounted for in these estimates, has been 
growing at least since the 1970s. (From less than 20 percent of the total outflows, temporary emigration 
reached around 50 percent ten years later and about 75 percent by the turn of the century).25 The latest 
data for the 2011-14 period reveal a smaller proportion, reaching 63 percent in 2014. (See Figure 5.)

24	 António Vitorino, ed., Imigração: oportunidade ou ameaça? Recomendações do Fórum Gulbenkian Imigração (Estoril: Princípia 
Editora, 2007), 19.

25	 See João Peixoto, “Dinâmicas e regimes migratórios: o caso das migrações internacionais em Portugal,” Análise Social 42, no. 
183 (2007): 453.

http://www.ine.pt/xportal/xmain?xpid=INE&xpgid=ine_destaques&DESTAQUESdest_boui=152060477&DESTAQUESmodo=2
http://www.ine.pt/xportal/xmain?xpid=INE&xpgid=ine_destaques&DESTAQUESdest_boui=152060477&DESTAQUESmodo=2


12

MIGRATION POLICY INSTITUTE

Emigration from Portugal: Old Wine in New Bottles?

Figure 5. Estimates of Permanent and Temporary Portuguese Emigrants, 2011-14
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This trend raises the problem of the differing nature of Portuguese emigration. Even though the status of 
temporary migrants varied over the period considered, temporary exit increasingly has corresponded to 
temporary work. Changes in several European labor markets, especially Germany in the 1990s, support 
the thesis of a change in the nature of Portuguese emigration, but also in the nature of the institutional 
frameworks of those labor markets.

To test the hypothesis given by the image of “old wine in new bottles,” the nature of Portuguese emigration 
can be analyzed through the most recent data from the destination countries. In addition to the changing 
nature of the flows, we have yet to consider the existence of an adjustment in the social composition of the 
stock of Portuguese emigrants abroad. 

How did these new cohorts of emigrants, especially temporary emigrants, differ from previous cohorts? 
Data collected by the German Institute for Employment Research on the characteristics of Portuguese 
residents in select OECD countries (Australia, Canada, France, Germany, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, 
Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, and the United States) suggest that the overwhelming 
majority of these residents have low skill levels (see Figure 6).26 The share of low-skilled emigrants has 
declined over time: this group represented almost 90 percent of the total in 1980 and after 30 years they 
represent no more than two-thirds. Groups with medium- and high-skill levels increased their share from 
10 percent to nearly one-third. 

This evolution does not track a period of more rapid growth, but an upward trend throughout the last 30 

26	 Selection criteria consider countries with at least one year with a minimum of 1,000 Portuguese citizens.

http://www.ine.pt/xportal/xmain?xpid=INE&xpgid=ine_destaques&DESTAQUESdest_boui=224677968&DESTAQUESmodo=2
http://www.ine.pt/xportal/xmain?xpid=INE&xpgid=ine_destaques&DESTAQUESdest_boui=224677968&DESTAQUESmodo=2
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years. The high-skilled group grew faster (quadrupling between 1980 and 2010) than the middle-skilled 
group (which grew less than three times in the same period).

Figure 6. Portuguese-Born Adults (ages 25 and older) Living in Top OECD Destinations, by Educational 
Level, (% of total), 1980-2010
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to secondary education (high school-leaving certificate or equivalent); high-skilled corresponds to tertiary education (higher 
than high school-leaving certificate or equivalent). 
Source: Herbert Brücker, Stella Capuano, and Abdeslam Marfouk, Education, gender and international migration: insights from 
a panel-dataset 1980-2010 (Nuremburg: Institute for Employment Research, 2013), www.iab.de/en/daten/iab-brain-drain-data.
aspx#General%20information. 

This long-term evolution is in line with the average growth level of education of its population.27 These 
high-skilled workers have moved to a number of destinations, but the main growth has been in arrivals 
to Canada and the United States, followed closely by France and Spain (see Figure 7). Spain, in particular, 
emerged as an important destination for the highly skilled in the early 2000s, in line with the overall 
increase in flows to Spain during this period of economic boom.

27	 David Justino, Liliana Pascueiro, Luísa Franco, Rui Santos, Sílvia Almeida, and Susana Batista, Atlas da Educação—Contextos 
sociais e locais do sucesso e insucesso, PORTUGAL, 1991-2012 (Lisboa: Centre for Sociological Studies of the Universidade Nova 
de Lisboa [CESNOVA], 2014), www.epis.pt/downloads/mentores/atlas-da-educacao.pdf. 

http://www.iab.de/en/daten/iab-brain-drain-data.aspx#General information
http://www.iab.de/en/daten/iab-brain-drain-data.aspx#General information
http://www.epis.pt/downloads/mentores/atlas-da-educacao.pdf
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Figure 7. High-Skilled Portuguese-Born Adults (ages 25 and older) Living in Top Six OECD Destinations, 
1980-2010
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Source: Brücker, Capuano and Marfouk, Education, gender and international migration: insights from a panel-dataset 1980-
2010.

The public perception that “brain drain” is a recent phenomenon, driven by austerity, is therefore far 
from the truth: In fact, high-skilled workers have been leaving in significant numbers for several decades. 
Explanations for this trend include European integration, the opening of the Portuguese economy to 
the external market following the end of the authoritarian regime, and globalization, which has brought 
increased mobility of cosmopolitan elites and transnational companies.

What is the direct effect of the economic crisis and the austerity policies on emigration in the last five 
years? Given the trends observed, it is very likely that the crisis may have contributed to the increase in 
emigration flows across the skills spectrum. In the absence of rigorous evidence, a case study approach can 
provide a fuller picture of the Portuguese abroad.

IV.	 The Portuguese Abroad: Case Studies on Recent  
Evolution

Since the onset of the economic crisis, the major destinations for emigrants have changed (see Figure 8). 
While Spain was the main destination in 2007, by 2012 it had been overtaken by Germany, Switzerland, 
and the United Kingdom. With the exception of Spain—due to its own economic problems—the other 
main destinations (Germany, Luxembourg, Switzerland, and United Kingdom) have all been established 
Portuguese emigrant destinations since the 1960s, at least.
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Figure 8. Evolution of Portuguese Emigration to Major Destination Countries, 2007-12
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Sources: Observatório da Emigração, Portuguese Emigration Factbook 2014, December 2014, www.pordata.pt/Portugal/
Emigrantes+total+e+por+tipo-21; Brücker, Capuano, and Marfouk, Education, gender and international migration: insights from 
a panel-dataset 1980-2010. 

A.	 Spain 

Between 2003 and 2007 the inflow of Portuguese workers increased from less than 5,000 to more than 
27,000. The number of Portuguese-born residents enrolled in Spanish social security doubled over the same 
period. And Portuguese residents in Spain shot up from 42,000 in 2000-01 to 141,000 in 2009, tripling in 
size in less than a decade.28 Only after the 2008 crisis did this trend reverse.

Among the sectors receiving this exceptional stream of Portuguese workers were construction (72,000 in 
2007), services (59,000), agriculture (15,000), and manufacturing (9,000). The regions of Galicia, Castilla-
León, Madrid, Catalonia, and Andalusia received the most new Portuguese workers,29 either because their 
major cities acted as a magnet (Madrid, Barcelona) or because of their proximity to the Portuguese border. 
Workers frequently commuted between their workplace in Spain and their residence in Portugal on a weekly 
or monthly basis, with vans full of employees crossing the Spanish-Portuguese border a common sight every 
weekend. As such, the Spanish labor market functioned as an extension of the Portuguese market, especially 
in the construction sector. 

The difficulties experienced by the Spanish economy in 2008 and subsequent years disrupted these 
patterns. Since the situation in Portugal was no better, it is likely that a significant portion moved onto other 
destinations instead of returning to Portugal. The steady increase in high-skilled Portuguese workers in 
Spain, however, even after 2008, suggests they were not as affected by the Spanish crisis, even in the hard-hit 
construction and real estate sectors.

28	 José Carlos Marques, “A emigração portuguesa em tempos de imigração,” Polígonos, Revista de Geografía 20 (2012):119.
29	 Filipa Pinho and Rui Pena Pires, Espanha, Emigração Portuguesa por País, 1 (Lisboa: Observatório da Emigração, CIES-IUL and 

DGACCP, 2013), www.observatorioemigracao.secomunidades.pt/np4/3725.html.

http://www.pordata.pt/Portugal/Emigrantes+total+e+por+tipo-21
http://www.pordata.pt/Portugal/Emigrantes+total+e+por+tipo-21
http://www.observatorioemigracao.secomunidades.pt/np4/3725.html
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B.	 United Kingdom	

Over the last three years, the United Kingdom has become the main destination for working-age Portuguese 
emigrants. The annual inflow of Portuguese rose from about 10,000 between 2006 and 2010 to just over 
30,000 in 2013.30

Official estimates of Portuguese immigrants living in the United Kingdom vary widely. In 2005, British 
official statistics estimated Portuguese residents around 85,000, while the Portuguese consulate in London 
suggested it could be as high as 250,000.31 Eight years later, the most recent data identify a substantial 
increase of Portuguese residents, from 96,000 in 2009 to 138,000 in 2013, an increase of 44 percent in five 
years. Men represent the majority of this population (60 percent).32

In relation to other major countries of origin, the Portuguese population in the United Kingdom is relatively 
low-educated. Half of Portuguese residents have either no qualifications or qualifications listed as “other.” 
Less than one-fifth have postsecondary qualifications, compared to almost half of immigrants from 
France or Germany. This level is even lower than that of Polish workers, the next lowest-educated group.33 
Moreover, Portuguese workers are most likely to be employed in the distribution, hotel, and restaurant 
sectors, and are least likely to be represented in the public sector (along with Polish and Pakistani 
workers). Less than one-quarter is in professional, managerial, or technical work.34

The recent rise in Portuguese emigration to the United Kingdom has not been accompanied by a 
diversification of emigrants’ profiles. Most Portuguese workers in the United Kingdom have low 
qualification levels and are working in sectors with a low demand for professional skills. The highly skilled 
Portuguese community is even smaller than from countries with the largest immigrant populations in the 
United Kingdom, such as Poland.

C.	 Switzerland

After approximately 18,000 Portuguese emigrants arrived in Switzerland in 2008—a record high—arrivals 
fell slightly in the following years, but rose from 2011 to 2013. The number of Portuguese residents, which 
had been stable at 135,000 for a number of years, grew to 263,000 by 2014, becoming the third-largest 
foreign community in Switzerland.35

Portuguese emigration to Switzerland has followed a traditional pattern: initially comprised of the young 
working population, followed by an increase in female arrivals as a result of family reunification, with low 
and medium levels of qualification. These movements are often “hybrid,” beginning as temporary stays and 
eventually becoming permanent. The combination of permanent emigration with seasonal movements, 
temporary deployments to neighboring Germany, and situations of sporadic work gives these migration 
flows a flexible and circular character.36

30	 Rui Pena Pires, Cláudia Pereira, Joana Azevedo, and Ana Cristina Ribeiro, Emigração Portuguesa: Relatório Estatístico 2014 
(Lisboa: Observatório da Emigração e Rede Migra, Instituto Universitário de Lisboa [ISCTE-IUL], CIES-IUL, and DGACCP, 2014), 
145, www.observatorioemigracao.secomunidades.pt/np4/?newsId=3924&fileName=OEm_EmigracaoPortuguesa2014_Relato-
rioEst.pdf. 

31	 Martin Eaton, “Portuguese Migrant Worker Experiences in Northern Ireland’s Market Town Economy,” Portuguese Studies 26, 
no. 1 (2010): 13.

32	 John Salt, International Migration and the United Kingdom, Report of the United Kingdom SOPEMI correspondent to the 
OECD, 2013 (London: University College London, 2013), www.geog.ucl.ac.uk/research/transnational-spaces/migration-re-
search-unit/pdfs/sopemi-report-2013. 

33	 Office for National Statistics (ONS), Economic and Social Characteristics of the Resident Population of England and Wales by 
Nationality and Country of Birth in 2011 (London: ONS, 2013), www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/census/2011-census/detailed-charac-
teristics-for-regions-in-england-and-for-wales/rpt-detailed-characteristics-for-regions-in-england-and-wales.html.

34	 Ibid.
35	 Swiss Federal Statistical Office, “Migration and integration – Data, indicators - Foreign permanent resident population by na-

tionality,” accessed February 3, 2016, www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/en/index/themen/01/07/blank/key/01/01.html.
36	 Marques, “A emigração portuguesa em tempos de imigração.”

http://www.observatorioemigracao.secomunidades.pt/np4/?newsId=3924&fileName=OEm_EmigracaoPortuguesa2014_RelatorioEst.pdf
http://www.observatorioemigracao.secomunidades.pt/np4/?newsId=3924&fileName=OEm_EmigracaoPortuguesa2014_RelatorioEst.pdf
http://www.geog.ucl.ac.uk/research/transnational-spaces/migration-research-unit/pdfs/sopemi-report-2013
http://www.geog.ucl.ac.uk/research/transnational-spaces/migration-research-unit/pdfs/sopemi-report-2013
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/census/2011-census/detailed-characteristics-for-regions-in-england-and-for-wales/rpt-detailed-characteristics-for-regions-in-england-and-wales.html
http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/rel/census/2011-census/detailed-characteristics-for-regions-in-england-and-for-wales/rpt-detailed-characteristics-for-regions-in-england-and-wales.html
http://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/portal/en/index/themen/01/07/blank/key/01/01.html
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Studies suggest that many Portuguese immigrants in Switzerland have greatly benefited from mobility 
over time by graduating from seasonal work to more stable sectors with higher wages, such as 
construction, trade, and services.37 This upward progression in the labor market may have compensated 
for the low levels of education of many Portuguese migrants, not only in comparison with the Swiss 
population, but also with other immigrants.

D.	 Germany

In February 2013 the German newspaper Der Spiegel published a feature on “The New Guest Workers,” 
which examined waves of new immigrants from southern Europe and policies to attract highly qualified 
young people, from engineers to health-care professionals.38 

However, this reported surge in “new guest workers” is only partially borne out by the evidence. Portugal 
occupied a modest place among the eight largest suppliers of workers in Germany: Of about 1 million 
entries to Germany in 2013,39 Portugal accounted for just 11,000—equivalent to 1 percent of the total. 
Southern Europe overall represented less than 20 percent of foreign workers in Germany, while four 
Eastern European countries (Poland, Hungary, Bulgaria, and Romania) provided two-thirds of new 
arrivals.40 

Moreover, it is doubtful that most of these immigrants were consistent with the profile of highly skilled 
workers that the news article conveyed. One study of arrivals from Portugal between 1995 and 2000 
found that 36.7 percent were “low skilled,” 29.3 percent “skilled,” and only 2.2 percent “highly skilled” (a 
further 32 percent were uncategorized).41 While it is possible that the most recent Portuguese immigrants 
have substantially changed their profile, there is no consolidated evidence confirming the mass emigration 
of highly skilled Portuguese in recent years. 

E.	 Other Destinations

Among the remaining destinations for Portuguese emigrants, none exceed 5,000 arrivals per year. 
Nonetheless, they do illustrate some interesting trends. While France, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, 
Belgium, and the Nordic countries provide a similar story to other European countries, emigration to 
emerging economies such as Brazil has attracted considerable attention. 

Despite modest flows in recent years, the largest Portuguese diaspora resides in France: in 2010, almost 
half a million French citizens with Portuguese nationality and just under 600,000 Portuguese-born 
individuals were living in France. According to consular data, Portuguese residents in France number 
about 1 million.42 In addition, Portuguese residents in France are the largest contributors to remittances, 
providing more than one-third of the total sent to Portugal (see Figure 9). 

37	 Alexandre Afonso, “Permanently Provisional: Facts & Figures of Portuguese Immigration in Switzerland,” International Migra-
tion vol. 53, no. 4 (2015): 120-34.

38	 Sarah Sommer, “Adíos Alemania: Many Immigrants Leave Germany within a Year,”Der Spiegel, June 13, 2013, www.spiegel.de/
international/germany/oecd-study-finds-large-numbers-of-immigrants-leave-germany-a-905583.html.

39	 Statistisches Bundesamt, “2013: highest level of immigration to Germany for 20 years,” accessed February 3, 2016, www.
destatis.de/EN/FactsFigures/SocietyState/Population/Migration/Current.html.

40	 Dieter Bräuninger and Christine Majowski, “Labour Mobility in the Euro Area” (EU Monitor 85, Deutsche Bank Research, 
Frankfurt, September 20, 2011), www.dbresearch.com/PROD/DBR_INTERNET_EN-PROD/PROD0000000000278645.pdf.

41	 The top three industries were construction (26.3 percent), “other business activities” (11 percent), and “hotels and restau-
rants” (5.7 percent). See Florian Lehmer and Johannes Ludsteck, “The immigrant wage gap in Germany: Are East Europeans 
worse off?” International Migration Review 45, no. 4 (2011): 872-906.

42	 Rui Pena Pires, Cláudia Pereira, and Inês Espírito Santo, Emigração Portuguesa na União Europeia. Dados dos Censos de 2011, 
Ficha 2014.01 (Lisboa: Observatório da Emigração, ISCTE-IUL, CIES-IUL, and DGACCP), www.observatorioemigracao.secomu-
nidades.pt/np4/1272.

http://www.spiegel.de/international/germany/oecd-study-finds-large-numbers-of-immigrants-leave-germany-a-905583.html
http://www.spiegel.de/international/germany/oecd-study-finds-large-numbers-of-immigrants-leave-germany-a-905583.html
http://www.destatis.de/EN/FactsFigures/SocietyState/Population/Migration/Current.html
http://www.destatis.de/EN/FactsFigures/SocietyState/Population/Migration/Current.html
http://www.dbresearch.com/PROD/DBR_INTERNET_EN-PROD/PROD0000000000278645.pdf
http://www.observatorioemigracao.secomunidades.pt/np4/1272
http://www.observatorioemigracao.secomunidades.pt/np4/1272
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Figure 9. Top Countries for Remittances to Portugal, (2011-13 Average as % of Total)
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Source: Banco de Portugal, “Balance of payments: Emigrants and immigrants remittances, 2001-13;” and Brücker, 
Capuano, and Marfouk, Education, gender and international migration. 

Among non-European countries, Angola is responsible for the greatest share of remittances (8.8 percent). 
The importance of remittances from Angola has grown steadily, from 48,000 euros in 2007 to 304,000 
euros in 2013.

The media and public in Portugal have attached considerable importance to recent emigration to Brazil, 
Angola, and Mozambique, mainly because they are less-developed countries with high rates of annual 
economic growth that offer vastly different opportunities to those from Europe. These movements also 
signal a reversal of roles between a former imperial power and its colonies. As discussed, migration from 
these countries to Portugal was a distinct feature of the last quarter of the 20th century. Cultural ties, 
particularly a shared language and mutual understanding, support this role reversal.

It is not just workers but also Portuguese companies that are attracted by the business environment in 
these emerging economies. Companies in sectors such as construction, public works, and services sought 
to diversify and move into new markets as a survival strategy after the housing market downturn. These 
companies have, in turn, encouraged the emigration of entrepreneurs and skilled technicians with higher- 
and intermediate-level skills. The skills profile of Portuguese emigrants in former colonies therefore 
tends to be higher than those in Europe.

V. Portuguese Emigration: The Future?

The migration phenomena observed in Portugal in the last 40 years reveal similarities and coincidences 
with other European countries. Since people rarely see migratory movements beyond short-term trends 
and the borders of their own country, social researchers can play an important role in supporting public 
policy development by conferring accuracy and a strategic perspective, and by finding models whose 
explanatory power overcomes individual country particularities.
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A number of concepts help analyze the new trends in Portuguese emigration:

�� The Southern European Migration “Model:” While each has a unique migration history, the 
countries of southern Europe converge across key aspects: the chronology and evolution of 
migration flows, the demographic characteristics of their populations, the structure of their 
labor markets, and the speed with which their emigrants have inserted themselves into varied 
labor markets and new immigrants have arrived, creating challenges for social integration.43 
Moreover, they are all members of the free movement area within the European Union, which 
facilitates labor migration. Some of the migration corridors that are now most prominent in the 
free movement area, however, were established before the entry to the European Union of some 
Member States, such as Portugal, Spain, or Greece.44

�� The European Center-Periphery Model: With the enlargement of the European Union to 28 
countries, political instability in the eastern borders, and the growing importance of migration 
flows, it is useful to understand migration dynamics in Europe through a center-periphery 
model based on relations between the most developed regions deprived of medium-skilled 
labor and countries where large portions of the population seek better wages and living 
conditions. Governments must balance the tension between high expectations and limited 
progress in the processes of social integration and the fight against employment discrimination, 
particularly given the precariousness of migrant-labor relations. 

�� Liquid Migration: The concept of “liquid migration”45 can be useful to analyze the temporary, 
flexible, and multidirectional characteristics of intra-EU mobility. The logical conclusion of 
this trend may be that the first decade of this century—and especially the crisis of 2008-14—
marked the onset of a new cycle in the history of European migration and, in particular, 
emigration from peripheral European countries, including Portugal.

Given these structural variables and the history of immigration in Europe, which historical approach 
provides an adequate explanation for new trends in flows and destinations? To answer this question, 
it is important to analyze to what extent the nature of recent labor migration in Europe is substantially 
different or similar to past movements.46

Despite the complexity of the causes and contexts of international migration, Portuguese emigration 
continues to provide evidence for the neoclassical theory of emigration. This theory identifies the major 
causes of emigration as disparities in income levels, employment rates, and social welfare spending 
between different regions and countries.47 This “opportunity system” tends to create expectations and 
incentives that shape individual decisions on how to maximize individual or family income. The main 
driver is thus not wage differentials alone, but rather the opportunity to get a higher and more stable 
income, even if this means working more hours.

Given the different alternatives, destinations that hold a lower risk of failure are favored: family or 
peer networks reduce the risk of exclusion, facilitate access to job opportunities through privileged 
information, and welcome newcomers in the early days or in unemployment. The facilities offered by 
new information and communication technologies (ICT) provide new and more extensive sources of 

43	 João Peixoto, Joaquin Arango, Corrado Bonifazi, Claudia Finotelli, Catarina Sabino, Salvatore Strozza, and Anna Triandafyl-
lidou, “Immigrants, markets and policies in Southern Europe,” in European Immigrations: Trends, Structures and Policy Impli-
cations, ed. Marek Okòlski (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2012), 108, 136-8.

44	 As a result of these common features, social scientists have referred to an “Iberian” or “southern European” model of immi-
gration. However, this southern European model does not only apply to immigration, but to emigration as well. It therefore 
makes more sense to speak instead of a southern European migration model.

45	 Ibid.
46	 Godfried Engbersen, “Migration transitions in an era of liquid migration: Reflections on Fassmann and Reeger,” in European 

Immigrations: Trends, Structures and Policy Implications, ed. Marek Okòlski (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2012), 
91-105.

47	 Stephen Castles, “International Migration at the Beginning of the Twenty‐First Century: Global Trends and Issues,” Interna-
tional Social Science Journal 52, no. 165 (2000): 272.
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information and help workers reduce risks. Moreover, improvements in education tend to produce 
higher expectations and encourage people to search for and choose better opportunities. It is therefore 
reasonable to expect powerful incentives to emigrate to endure in the coming years.

In the next few decades, Europe will face a number of challenges, including maintaining its economic 
dynamism, competing globally, and counteracting the effects of an aging population. According to one 
projection, the European population over age 65 will rise from 15 percent in 2000 to 29 percent by mid-
century.48 In absolute terms, the elderly population will increase from 107 million to 194 million. And 
the working-age population will decrease from 451 million (62 percent) to 363 million (51 percent). As 
a result, social scientists estimate that Europe needs to recruit 1 million immigrants between ages 20-45 
from outside the European Union per year between 2030 and 2050.49

Portugal’s economic growth could become even more  
dependent on migration, both on the return of Portuguese 

migrants and entry of new immigrants.

These labor needs will likely not be evenly distributed between Europe’s center and periphery. In this 
scenario, Portugal and other peripheral countries—possibly already affected by mass emigration to the 
countries of the center—face considerable risks. Portugal’s economic growth could become even more 
dependent on migration, both on the return of Portuguese migrants and entry of new immigrants. The 
current trends may herald the onset of a new migration cycle, initially dominated by emigration, but 
ultimately one that will require Portugal to attract a new wave of immigrants, in a second phase.

VI.	 Emigration Policy 

During the last two decades, migration policies have focused on immigration, especially border control, 
regulations, and measures to facilitate the integration of immigrants and their families. Emigration—
whether policies to minimize departures or promote return—has not been a priority.

Emigration policies have rarely extended beyond the traditional functions of support from embassies 
and consulates in destination countries. While a dedicated Secretary of State of Portuguese Communities 
Abroad exists, the role is fairly limited to informing people of their rights before departure, maintaining 
a consular network, and promoting Portuguese language training abroad. The economic crisis, with the 
added difficulties and need to focus government policies on balancing public accounts and promoting 
economic recovery, did not help with the development of targeted policies to discourage departures or 
promote return of emigrants.

The political discourse of the Portuguese authorities implies that any attempt to stem emigration flows 
will require structural reforms to the labor market to create the conditions for economic recovery and 
attract foreign talent and investment. For example, the Golden Visa program gives third-country nationals 

48	 Commission of the European Communities, Demography Report 2008: Meeting Social Needs in an Ageing Society (Brussels: 
Commission of the European Communities, 2008), http://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=709&langId=en. 

49	 Dragana Avramov, “Immigration and integration scenarios in global Europe: forward-looking up to 2050,” Sociologija 55, no. 
2 (2013): 169-86.

http://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=709&langId=en


21

MIGRATION POLICY INSTITUTE

Emigration from Portugal: Old Wine in New Bottles?

who invest 500,000 euros in property in Portugal a temporary residence visa.50 A government agency, 
AICEP Portugal Global, seeks to attract foreign investment and support Portuguese companies abroad. 
Similarly COTEC, an independent association of entrepreneurs, has been working to create networks and 
encourage the flow of capital among Portuguese companies abroad.

More recently, a strategic plan for migration contains some measures to mitigate the effects of emigration 
and attract talent. While the specifics are still unclear, areas slated for action include attracting foreign 
students to Portuguese universities, especially from former colonies; bringing in young scientists to work 
on national research projects; and mobilizing Portuguese emigrant entrepreneurs to invest in Portugal. 

While these efforts are modest, an improvement in the national and international economic climate could 
bolster these initiatives and enable them to expand on a grander scale.

VII. 	 Recommendations

There are few ready solutions for Portugal to overcome either its economic troubles or its demographic 
outlook. Only economic growth will create opportunities for the success of new generations in the labor 
market, encourage return of recent emigrants, and create the conditions to recruit new immigrants in the 
future.

Such an approach should include the following components:

�� Double down on efforts to expand exports. Migration from Portugal is highly responsive 
to labor market conditions and the quantity and quality of opportunities available. 
The government’s recent focus on expanding tradable goods/services and exports and 
internationalizing the economy needs to be consolidated in order to try to increase employment 
and stem the ongoing emigration flow.

�� Attract foreign investment and invest in technology. The Portuguese economy’s debt 
situation makes direct foreign investment an imperative; investments in technologically 
advanced areas may also create new opportunities for highly skilled jobs. Portugal needs to 
increase the number of graduates in technological areas in order to make the competitive 
advantage in human capital and to establish itself as an attractive pole for this investment.

�� Avoid policies that encourage wage depreciation. Competitive economies require competitive 
labor markets able to retain high- and medium-skilled workers. This objective is incompatible 
with policies promoting low wage-based competitiveness. Low wages in an increasingly 
transnational labor market are not a competitive advantage, but an incentive to emigrate with 
limited appeal to immigration.

�� Make structural labor market reforms. Institutional reforms in the Portuguese labor market 
cannot continue to ignore the changes in EU markets. The changing nature of migration—
more temporary, flexible and based on circular flows—introduces ephemerality and plasticity 
in labor relations, which are not always compatible with traditional protection schemes. 
There is a clear mismatch between the national institutional framework for labor market and 
transnational dynamics of labor mobility.

50	 Third-country nationals can also obtain a visa by transferring at least 1 million euros in capital over five years, or creating 30 
jobs. See European Migration Network, “Ad-hoc query on residence requirement for investors, Requested by EE EMN NCP on 
4 March 2013,” May 2, 2013, http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/home-affairs/what-we-do/networks/european_migration_network/
reports/docs/ad-hoc-queries/residence/464_emn_ad-hoc_query_on_residence_permits_for_investors_wider_dissemination.
pdf. 

http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/home-affairs/what-we-do/networks/european_migration_network/reports/docs/ad-hoc-queries/residence/464_emn_ad-hoc_query_on_residence_permits_for_investors_wider_dissemination.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/home-affairs/what-we-do/networks/european_migration_network/reports/docs/ad-hoc-queries/residence/464_emn_ad-hoc_query_on_residence_permits_for_investors_wider_dissemination.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/home-affairs/what-we-do/networks/european_migration_network/reports/docs/ad-hoc-queries/residence/464_emn_ad-hoc_query_on_residence_permits_for_investors_wider_dissemination.pdf
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�� Improve knowledge of “brain drain.” The emigration of highly skilled young people should 
be further studied in order to understand whether this is a temporary situation or a mismatch 
between the structure of higher education and the needs of the economy. Brain drain is always 
a loss considering the investment the country has made in the education of its youth. However, 
the media does not always accurately evaluate its size, features, and trends. While it does not 
seem to be true that the emigration of highly skilled young people has changed the traditional 
profile of low-skilled Portuguese emigration, increased numbers of departing high-skilled 
nationals merits attention. It is important to distinguish the effects of the internationalization 
of the Portuguese economy from a significant loss of human capital to understand the impact 
on economic growth. During the last 15 years in Portugal education has grown more than the 
economy and generated a surplus of skills that only a new economic growth phase can absorb.

�� Continue to fund scientific research, especially with an international dimension. A 
remarkable number of scientific researchers have recently emigrated, creating a special case 
of brain drain. Portugal has benefited from strong investment in the continuous training 
in-country of scientific researchers over the last 20 years; this should not be interrupted. 
Efforts should also be made to support scientific projects connected to larger international 
networks. The weak internationalization of a significant part of Portuguese scientific research 
is inefficient and compels the best researchers to seek employment abroad.

�� Draw on group identity and social networks. Social networks are a good instrument for 
the preservation and development of social ties between migrants, their families, and their 
peers. However these new technologies do not dispense particular attention to traditional 
forms of socialization in immigrant communities (clubs, associations, contact groups) allowing 
the identification and recruitment of investment and entrepreneurial initiatives. Migrant 
experiences may represent a valuable source of knowledge that opens prospects for return or 
for establishing business relations between Portugal and destination countries.

Governments face the challenge of reconciling institutional and normative national frameworks—such 
as welfare systems and employment regulations—with the dynamics of transnational migration and 
labor market conditions. The Portuguese case is a strong example of a mismatch between the normative 
framework of national policies, usually very protective of the established, and the transnational scale of 
these social dynamics, based on increasing global competitiveness of work. 

A future European Union of dual societies—with national workers having access to generous protection 
systems on the one hand, and foreign workers in low-wage, low-security jobs in the informal sector on the 
other—is a realistic but undesirable scenario, both for social outcomes and the value of work.
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