CENTRE OF MIGRATION

RESEARCH NEWSLETTER

No. 7 (73), July 2025

New Ways of Working and
Migration in the Digital Age.

Interview with Professor

Claire Wallace

Professor Claire Wallace, who was one
of the first to focus on migrations in
post-communist Central and Eastern
Europe, now researches another new
form of migration — digital nomads.
Recently, she visited the CMR to talk
about her work.

In this interview for CMR Spotlight,
conducted by Dr lvan Kozachenko, she
reflects on both. You can also watch
Prof. Wallace’s lecture at CMR here:
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Claire Wallace at the Centre of Migration Research, University of
Warsaw, ©dpszczolkowska
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New Ways of Working and Migration in the Digital Age.

Interview with Professor Clair Wallace

Ivan Kozachenko: Professor Wallace, | first
wanted to ask you a question not directly
related to your current research. You and
Dariusz Stola have edited a groundbreaking
2001 book, ‘Patterns of migration in Central
Europe’. Have you been interested in this
topic ever since?

Claire Wallace: When we published this
book, it was pioneering because the
phenomenon was new — the borders had
been closed for many decades, and then
they opened. It was the first time people
from the region could travel. But it was
mostly a regional migration, just across the
borders of the neighbouring countries. | did
my first work on the Czech Republic, and
then more countries were included. So, we
looked at Ukrainians crossing into Poland
and the Czech Republic. Then, Polish people
crossed into Germany and Austria. There
was a sense of freedom and excitement, but
also financial desperation. Particularly,
people in Ukraine were stuck with very high
inflation, and their savings disappeared, so
they were selling household goods, their
possessions. Some sold lightbulbs from their
homes or cigarettes, or whatever. |
remember a lady in a fur coat standing on a
sidewalk and selling lightbulbs. People were
selling very small things, in a sort of
desperate kind of trading. Some managed to
provide themselves with a livelihood that
way.

This is where the research, which | did with
Endre Sik, started — we studied cross-border

trading of various kinds. Then we looked at
the countries bordering the European
Union: Poland, the Czech Republic, etc.
These countries became a ‘buffer zone’, so
we coined the idea of the ‘Central and East
European buffer zone’, which absorbed a lot
of these migrants and also asylum seekers. It
all started from a suggestion that we study
migration in the Czech Republic from the
International Organisation for Migration. |
was then working at the Central European
University (CEU), so | recruited several
students, who became my research
assistants: Oxana  Chmouliar, Elena
Sidorenko,  Andrii  Palyanitska, later
independent researchers themselves. It was
an important phenomenon that no one was
looking at, so | met different people who
were doing migration studies, like Dariusz
Stola, and we wrote that book looking at the
phenomenon. Since then, lots of people
from the region or elsewhere have started
doing migration studies, and | started doing
other things.

Your current project on digital nomadism is
related to migration studies, isn’t it? Could
you tell us about its main findings?

This study is part of the project on digital
working, and | looked at digital nomadism as
one aspect of it. This is an interesting area of
migration research. It focuses on the way
digital communication makes it possible for
people to work in what is called ‘location
independence’, from anywhere in the world.



Migration takes a different meaning as
people do not go to a different country to
work — they go to a country and work, but
they are not working in the country where
they live. This phenomenon was identified in
the late 1990s. Initially, it was marginal and
then it took off, especially with the COVID-
19 pandemic, when everyone became more
familiar with digital communications. People
were even more able to uproot themselves.
The result was new professions and even
new careers. Digital nomads were a
particular part of this population. We
realised that this is a particular segment:
these were young people, graduates from
wealthy countries, usually from the Global
North. They were able to go and live in
poorer countries and fulfil and pursue what
they saw as ‘freedom’: freedom from the
workplace, freedom from urban living they
were not very satisfied with, and they could
develop new lifestyles, find new friends, and
have a better work-life balance, as they
could integrate their work with their
holidays, their leisure. So, holiday
destinations became popular places for
these people to go.

We witnessed that during the pandemic,
many countries closed their borders, and
even holders of ‘strong’ passports were not
able to travel. Are there lasting effects of
the pandemic?

Working online became much more
universal and accepted during the
pandemic, and afterwards, it became much
more normal for different professions to

work outside offices. In the UK, for example,
many people went to the Scottish islands or
rural places. Property prices were high in the
cities, but they declined during the
pandemic, and houses in the countryside
became more expensive, as people moved
and worked from there. Many developed
their working style around not being at the
office, saving money on commuting or
buying meals in expensive cities. Now, there
is an effort to reverse this, but it is only
partially effective. For instance, universities
are returning from teaching online to face-
to-face, but | recently went to give a lecture
for 400 people, and only about 20 were
physically present. People prefer to watch
online or a recorded version. Also, many
students do not live in university towns. So,
even at universities, it is very difficult to get
people back onto campus. | would say that
this would have happened anyway, but the
pandemic accelerated these tendencies. As
for the inability to travel or sometimes even
to go out, | think many people found this
very psychologically disturbing. That is why
those Scottish islands became so popular
that they actually tried to stop people from
going there.

Are there particular traits one must have to
fit into the category of digital nomad? Does
one, at least party, have to be a travel
blogger?

There is no precise definition, but many of
the studies on digital nomads found that
they usually have a portfolio of various kinds
of work, working for several companies as
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freelancers. This was part of their persona —
they were self-employed and had followers
online. The category includes a full range of
different people. Some are dedicated digital
nomads who really have this lifestyle and
want to make a livelihood from working in
different locations. Some are doing regular
jobs from different locations. And some are
not doing much, just hanging out, trying this
nomadism out as a lifestyle.

In your view, what are the main challenges
of contemporary migration studies?

I think it is the role of digital communication,
which is shaping contemporary migration in
many ways. It is really important for the
exchange of information. For instance,
people crossing the English Channel illegally
have a smartphone as the main item, and
they get information on when and where to
go, with whom to connect with etc. The
forced migrants from Ukraine also all had a
mobile phone. The worst thing to do is to
take their mobile phones. It is a key item
needed to travel, and you don’t need much
else. A lot of the digital communication is
global, rather than regional, as people can
now get information about anywhere in the
world from anywhere.

| think digital communication has changed
the nature of migration, and John Urry’s
ideas on mobility are now a better paradigm
to look at migration. Some people come for
a long time, but others do not; they are

going back and forth, coming and leaving,
like those people we were studying with
Dariusz Stola. Unlike the Polish peasant —
who was writing letters back home from
America, but was otherwise completely cut
off from earlier life — nowadays people are
not separated from their previous lives: they
can read newspapers, and they are
connected with friends. The diaspora now
means something completely different than
before. It does not mean people exiled in
another land, like early Canadian or London
diasporas from Ukraine were, or the Polish
diaspora, for that matter. So contemporary
diaspora is more like a ‘cloud’ of people
between lands and countries. | have a
student from China who studies the Chinese
diaspora, and they are somewhere in this
exosphere. They are connected with their
families from home and other Chinese
people in the area. They are probably more
connected with them than with the
community they are living in. The meaning
of belonging, home, and mobility changes a
lot when you are in touch with these
communities, when you can connect not just
with the homeland but with the global
diaspora. This urges us to rewrite the
common concepts of home, belonging, and
diaspora. They are not necessarily
completely something different to what
they were previously, but there are
definitely new dimensions to them.
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Claire Wallace

Professor of Sociology at the University of Aberdeen, where she has
worked since 2005. She previously held academic positions at Plymouth
and Lancaster Universities, helped establish the Sociology Department at
Central European University in Prague, and served as Head of Sociology
at the Institute for Advanced Studies in Vienna. She was President of the
European Sociological Association (2007—2009) and editor of European
Societies. At Aberdeen, she served as Director of Research (2008-2011)
and Vice-Principal for Research and Knowledge Exchange (2011-2014).
Professor Wallace’s research focuses on quality of life, social cohesion,
and transitions in Eastern Europe, including studies on health, identity,
work,.and migration. She directed the European Observatory on Social
Cohesion and Trust (2005-2006) and contributed to UK-based digital
transformation projects, including the RCUK-funded dot.rural hub and
the EPSRC’s Cultures and Community Network Plus.

Ivan Kozachenko

Researcher at the Centre of Migration Research, University of Warsaw. Dr
Kozachenko’s areas of specialisation include the study of diaspora and
nationalism, post-Soviet societies, cultural memory, and the role of social
media in shaping identities and the sense of belonging. His current
research project focuses on the Ukrainian digital diasporas in Poland.
Prior to arriving in Warsaw, Dr Kozachenko held research positions at
Jagiellonian University, University of Cambridge, and University of
Alberta. He completed an MA (Cum Laude) and a BA in Sociology at the
V.N. Karazin Kharkiv National University, Ukraine, and received his PhD in
Sociology from the University of Aberdeen, Scotland.
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