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Making use of the engagement potential of  
commissioned research
Contributing INNOVATE partner: CMR UW Centre of Migration Research, University of Warsaw

Objectives

Commissioned research appears to be one of the most efficient tools for the advancement of knowl-
edge, by virtue of it being conducted at the request of public bodies who have in mind specific 
policy aims and require deeper knowledge about certain topics (Hodges & Rahman 2022). Policy 
bodies and governments usually commission research to help them lead or influence upcoming 
or already ongoing policy-making processes (ICPA 2014). It means that policymakers usually tend 
to be deeply involved in the research and are more likely to collaborate by providing researchers 
with access to data, regular meetings, and detailed feedback. They are also more likely to use the 
research further in policy and programme development, agenda-setting, and communicating in-
formation to stakeholders (Moore at al. 2018). 
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However, as in the case of other tools for policy engagement, commissioned research may not be 
satisfactory for both the researchers and the policymakers/practitioners. Such a situation usually 
stems from a failure to align both sides’ expectations, epistemological and methodological diver-
gences, and differences in working styles.

Basic principles

Despite the common conviction that policymakers commission research to solve a specific problem, 
they may also turn to researchers for conceptual reasons (to get deeper knowledge or understand-
ing about an issue, without necessarily planning to pursue specific political changes) or for symbolic 
reasons, such as to justify political decisions taken (Boswell 2009; Moore et al. 2018.). Researchers 
need to be aware of those risks and attempt to get as much information as possible about the polit-
ical and institutional context in which research will function, for instance, whether it will be exploit-
ed by political groups in public debate or the topic of the research remains more technocratic and 
outside the public realm. 

As the presented case suggests, it is important that both sides have previous experience of coop-
eration, respect their own values and limitations, and also that policymakers understand the main 
principles of scientific research. Policymakers do not always have a precise understanding of their 
specific research needs, particularly in terms of research outcomes rather than operational results, 
and it is important that researchers put some effort into explaining the logic of their work to poli-
cymakers. Both sides should reserve adequate time for discussing the study’s aims and scope, as 
well as its limitations. 

Sometimes, it is good practice to carry out pilot research, particularly when a new problem needs 
to be solved that requires a specific methodology. Both sides should also be ready for any new 
issues that may arise in the course of the study, such as a pandemic or an unexpected wave of mi-
gration, and they should be able to find ways to address them. 
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Potential impact

A critical factor of relative success or failure is the political salience of the topic the research deals 
with. In the case of migration research, less politically salient research that is conducted in the 
optimal moment of the policy cycle is more likely to succeed and bring about a tangible impact. 
Also, researchers, funding bodies, and universities should not focus on achieving immediate policy 
impact – sometimes a small change in a policy may lead to future policy change. Finally, there is 
the aspect of the sustainability of the obtained results. As is true in the case described below, a 
practice of conducting pilot research or repetitive studies to better align their aims and method-
ology with both the needs of the contracting authority and the changing situation on the ground 
seems to have a positive impact in terms of making the results of the research more long-lasting. 
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Developing a methodology for the study of working migrants 
in Poland
A history of commissioned research and cooperation between researchers at the 
Centre of Migration Research, University of Warsaw (CMR UW), and the National Bank 
of Poland (NBP) in 2012-2019. 

Commissioned by the NBP, CMR UW researchers have developed a methodology for 
surveying migrants working in Poland, with a particular focus on their labour income 
and the level of funds transferred abroad. The commissioned research fitted into a 
new research direction of NBP. Since 2007 the NBP has carried out unique surveys 
among Polish migrants residing abroad, which are the basis for estimates of the scale 
of money transfers to the country and the consequences of migration for the Polish 
labour market. These surveys significantly supplemented information available from 
other data sources and allowed better understanding of structural changes in the 
Polish economy which was important for monetary policy. The research study carried 
out by UW had been part of this new research strategy but related to the situation of 
immigrants in Poland. 

The data collected in the study were used to develop a method for estimating the 

 Example
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magnitude of migrants’ earnings and transfers and thus their correct inclusion in the 
country’s balance of payments, and also to assess their impact on the Polish economy. 
In the balance of payments statistics, information on income earned from work in 
another country is included in two items: compensation of employees (the “primary 
income” item) and workers’ remittances (the “secondary income” item). The study ad-
ditionally provided rich material on demographic characteristics, migration patterns 
and strategies or the social networks of immigrants in Poland, as well as models of 
their participation in the Polish labour market.

Engagement steps

The cooperation between NBP and CMR UW initially concerned better understanding 
of the motives behind the post-EU accession emigration from Poland. In 2012, CMR 
UW entered into discussions with NBP and accepted an invitation to a bid regarding 
collecting information about labour market outcomes of immigrants in Poland. Before 
being commissioned, a survey research, CMR UW and NBP mapped crucial gaps that 
could hamper the research, namely: data gaps on the size and structure of the popu-
lation surveyed, possible reluctance among respondents to participate in the survey 
due to the unofficial nature of their stay and work, problems in reaching respondents 
and the sensitivity of the research topic itself. In this context, NBP decided to commis-
sion two pilot studies to test its methods and find the one that addressed those gaps 
as fully as possible. A subcontractor/market research company had coordinated and 
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conducted classic stratified-target sampling, while the CMR UW team undertook a 
Respondent Driven Sampling (RDS).

At the client’s request, the results of the first pilot survey were presented at a seminar at 
the client’s premises. During the discussions some differences between the research 
methods adopted in the pilot research were identified, related to building trust with 
the respondents, research coordination, and the level and extent of control of the inter-
viewers’ work. Finally, the ordering party took a decision in favour of the RDS method, 
as this research approach allows us to reach out to the ‘hidden’ migrant population, 
obtain a broader cross-section of the population and is based on social networks 
(trust), making it is easier to obtain high quality data on sensitive topics. 

This successful cooperation resulted in another commission in 2015. Building on the 
experience of 2012, the commissioned research relied on the RDS survey of migrants 
from Ukraine and the development of a survey method for migrants in the agricul-
tural sector. Some items in the questionnaire were carried over from the 2012 survey. 
Following the survey, extensive methodological recommendations were made on the 
topic of subsequent research, sample size and data verification.

These recommendations were used in the design of another commissioned study in 
2016, when migrant employment in agriculture in the Płońsk and Grójec districts was 
investigated and the situation of Ukrainian migrants in Lublin as a new direction of 
migration to Poland. The study in Lublin showed different local characteristics of the 
migrant population compared to the study in the capital and the need to divide the 
study group into sub-samples of students and labour migrants.

As a result of 2012-2016 cooperation, a long-term contract between NBP and CMR 
UW was concluded in 2018 to study the characteristics of migration to Poland in small, 
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medium and large cities. However, towards the end of the contract period, pandemic 
issues arose. Pandemic constraints necessitated a change in methodology, resulting 
in the first longitudinal study (CATI among participants in the 2019 study, instead of 
RDS on the new sample).

The following surveys were completed as part of the contract:

•	Wrocław RDS 2018

•	Bydgoszcz RDS 2018

•	Warsaw RDS migrants 2019

•	Warsaw RDS students 2019

•	Wrocław RDS 2020

•	Warsaw CATI 2020 (longitudinal study)

The 2018 contract included not only a pure research component but also a training 
programme for employees of NBP Regional Branches (OO NBP) located in 16 provin-
cial cities. The training programme focused on migration survey methodology and the 
use of various data sources. The first part covered formal and legal issues and changes 
in regulations from 2018 and discusses central and local data sources. Subsequent 
modules of the training dealt with research methodology – sampling in surveys, the 
use of qualitative and quantitative tools, and analysis of the scale and spread of mi-
gration in recent years. 

Particular emphasis was placed on discussing the results of pilot surveys carried out 
by OO NBP staff and drawing conclusions for the implementation of future surveys 
and the analysis of the data obtained. Issues related to financial transfers (remittanc-
es), the impact of immigration on the social system and the state budget, and the 
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wage gap between immigrants and citizens are addressed. Participants from the OO 
NBP also took part in a methodological workshop on the interview set-up. The whole 
event concluded with a discussion on research tools and their optimisation.

The CATI 2020 survey was the last survey carried out by UW researchers on behalf 
of the NBP. From 2019 onwards, OO NBP staff began conducting the surveys them-
selves. At the same time, the contracting authority has agreed to license the use of 
the unique collected data in UW scientific publications.

Success factors

•	Employees of the NBP also had considerable scientific achievements and experi-
ence in the area of migration research. Due to the significant impact of post-EU ac-
cession emigration from Poland on Poland’s labour market, the analyses of migra-
tion became an important part of the scientific agenda of the team of labour market 
economists employed in the analytical department of NBP. NBP continues to expand 
the scope of the collected data while working on further development of methods 
of their acquisition, processing and publication.

•	The need for new specific data to fulfil one of the basic statistical tasks of the NBP, 
which is the collection, processing and ongoing analysis of data on the country 
balance of payments. Lack of a proper data infrastructure provided by Statistics 
Poland and in particular lack of good quality register data presented a serious chal-
lenge for analytical tasks of the NBP. The scope of the surveys was beyond the com-
petence of the average market research company.
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•	Representatives of the contracting authority were actively involved in the prepara-
tion of the contract terms and conditions and the development of the research tools.

•	The study was built on previous extensive CMR UW knowledge and research expe-
rience.  For example, CMR UW was able to identify the characteristics of migrants 
that make them difficult to recruit for research and the methods to overcome this 
limitation.

•	Modifications were made to the Respondent Driven Sampling method to ensure 
better representativeness of the results. Importantly, the NBP team was genuinely 
interested in the methodology and deeply involved in its development.

•	Repeatability of questionnaire sections have allowed for the comparisons between 
years and observation of trends.

•	Following the implementation of the 2015 survey, a list of comments on questions 
raised by interviewers and respondents was compiled, which was useful for subse-
quent surveys and interviewer training.

•	 In locations other than Warsaw, cooperation with NGOs supporting or founded by 
migrants was key. In Wrocław and Lublin the Ukraine Foundation and the Homo 
Faber Association were involved in survey coordination, respectively. The greatest 
problems were encountered in the implementation of the study in Bydgoszcz, where 
no such organisation was active at the time.

•	Willingness of researchers to share their know-how with NBP staff. Regardless of 
the form of collaboration (commissioned research), in practice it was research col-
laboration and not typical subcontracting.
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•	Friendly relationship between UW and NBP researchers from previous meetings 
and research collaborations.

•	The intention of the contracting authority (NBP) to become independent in conduct-
ing migrant surveys.

Impact and lessons learned

•	The data collected in the study were used to develop a method for estimating the 
size of migrants’ earnings and financial transfers. Consequently, these data could 
be correctly included in the country’s balance of payments. This made it possible 
to assess the impact of migrants’ earnings and transfers on the Polish economy. 
In the balance of payments statistics, information on income earned from working 
in another country is included in two items: compensation of employees (‘primary 
income’ item) and workers’ remittances (’secondary income’ item).

•	Data from the surveys was used to develop the NBP’s reports published on the 
bank’s website.

•	Based on the data from the commissioned research, valuable academic publica-
tions were published by NBP and CMR researchers.

•	The project implementation unexpectedly prepared OO NBP staff to study mass mi-
gration from Ukraine, which resulted in widely cited NBP reports on the situation of 
Ukrainian refugees in Poland. The results obtained by the NBP are of a high-quality, 
converging with other research and reports.
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•	The methodology developed on the basis of the cooperation described above to 
study Ukrainian migrants is currently being used by the NBP to study the growing 
population of migrants from Belarus too.
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Reports in Polish based on the research:

https://nbp.pl/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/17i2014.pdf  

https://nbp.pl/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/obywatele-Ukrainy-pracujacy-w-
Polsce-raport-2015.pdf

https://nbp.pl/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/obywatele-Ukrainy-pracujacy-w-
Polsce-raport-2017.pdf

https://nbp.pl/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/raport_imigranci_Bydgoszcz_
Wroclaw_2019.pdf 

https://www.migracje.uw.edu.pl/publikacje/nowe-obszary-docelowe-w-migracji-z-
ukrainy-do-polski-przypadek-bydgoszczy-i-wroclawia-na-tle-innych-miast-2/

https://nbp.pl/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/raport_imigranci_Bydgoszcz_
Wroclaw_2019.pdf

https://www.migracje.uw.edu.pl/publikacje/ewolucja-czy-rewolucja-imigrac-
ja-z-ukrainy-do-aglomeracji-warszawskiej-z-perspektywy-lat-2015-2019-2/

https://www.migracje.uw.edu.pl/publikacje/imigranci-z-ukrainy-w-polsce-w-
aglomeracji-wroclawskiej-w-czasie-pandemii-covid-19-2/

https://www.migracje.uw.edu.pl/publikacje/imigranci-z-ukrainy-w-aglomerac-
ji-warszawskiej-w-czasie-pandemii-covid-19-wyniki-badania-panelowego-2/


