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In 2023, HIAS and Mastercard collaborated on a project
to better understand displaced Ukrainians’ prospects for
economic inclusion in Poland. This was done through
analysis of Mastercard’s aggregated and anonymized
transaction data in Poland from cards issued in Ukraine.
This analysis covered the period from June 2021 (a
few months before the Russian invasion of Ukraine)
through June 2023 (over a year after the war began).
This fact sheet showcases the estimated local impact
of Ukrainians displaced to Poland and highlights the
ways in which this population can be better supported
in different stages of displacement and integration into
their host country.

Since February 2022, holders of Ukrainian-issued credit
and debit cards contributed to the Polish economy
in several ways, including consumer spending and
approximately USD $760 million in value-added
tax. Understanding their spending patterns provides
important insights into the disaggregated economic
impact of displaced Ukrainians in Poland. During
the initial phase of displacement (February-July
2022), cash withdrawals accounted for the majority of
transactions, while spending on employment services
increased over time. This changed as they spent longer
periods of time in their host country. By the end of
the project period, from March to June 2023, their
spending was concentrated primarily on food, transport,
and clothing (which was significantly overrepresented
relative to Polish-issued cards).

Having a greater understanding of Ukrainian spending
at various time points since the Russian invasion also
shows how emergency cash assistance and economic
inclusion programming can be adapted in this context.

Background

Since the start of the Russian invasion of Ukraine
in February 2022, millions of people have fled to
neighboring countries and beyond. From February
24, 2022 through December 31, 2023, government
authorities recorded over 18.1 border crossings from
Ukraine to Poland.! Poland also hosts the largest
number of displaced Ukrainians in Europe, with over
1.5 million refugees registered there as of March
2023.2 A study conducted by OECD in October 20233
finds that Ukrainians in Poland compared to other
receiving countries exhibit the highest rates of labor
market participation, at 65 percent of adults. But some
continue to express difficulties in finding employment
or concerns with accepting employment below their
skill-level, in particular due to language barriers.* A
2002 European Commission report found more than
half stated that they planned to return to Ukraine when
the war ends.® This corresponds to UNHCR findings
in Europe as well.®

Key Findings

To gain more insight into the financial situation of
people who relocated to Poland in the aftermath of the
Russian invasion, HIAS and Mastercard collaborated to
analyze spending insights based on Ukrainian-issued
cards used in Poland. It is important to note that not
all Ukrainian-issued Mastercard cards in Poland are
held by Ukrainian refugees, and Ukrainians employed
in Poland and receiving refugee assistance from the
Polish government have most likely opened additional
Polish bank accounts and cards. However, Mastercard’s
data still provides an overview of the main sectors of
spending and how this changed over time.



Several key insights came to light following the analysis:

Holders of Ukrainian-issued cards contributed
an estimated USD $760 million into the Polish
economy in the form of value-added tax revenue.
This contribution came specifically from Ukrainian-
issued cards (about 50 percent of which are
Mastercard’).® This is in addition to income tax
revenue generated by Ukrainian nationals who found
work in Poland.

While revenue tracked by the spending patterns
of these cards was initially concentrated in border
towns, this revenue was eventually concentrated
further into the country in larger cities like
Warsaw. These spending patterns correspond with
the movement of Ukrainian refugees to major cities,
away from the border, as the war continued.

Spending on employment services increased
over time. The increase suggests that longer term
settlement encouraged more refugees to seek
employment and employment assistance.

Cash withdrawals accounted for the majority of
transactions in the initial phase of displacement.

These comprised roughly 80 percent of Mastercard
transactions at border cities during the first year
of the invasion. The high percentage of cash
withdrawals suggests the importance of cash and
voucher assistance as an immediate response to
a migration crisis, particularly as people continue
their migration journey across different cities and
countries. A survey conducted of HIAS recipients
of cash assistance between August-December 2022
corresponds with these findings as well. The survey
responses revealed the importance of cash to meet
basic and immediate needs like housing, food, and
clothing, as well as transportation. Since Ukrainian
cardholders withdrew more cash during the first
period of the war, it may have been used for similar
purposes.

While frequency of cash withdrawals did not
change much over time, the volume of cash
withdrawals decreased. This may be due to depletion
of savings, or because Ukrainian card holders opened
Polish bank accounts in order to access Polish refugee
assistance services.

Figure 1: Ukrainian Card Spend per Province Over 3 Phases
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- From March 2023 to June 2023, Ukrainian-issued
card spending concentrated primarily on food,
transport, and clothing (which was significantly
overrepresented relative to Polish-issued
cards). Spending in these sectors supports the
recommendation to provide targeted assistance for
food, transport, and other basic needs like clothing.

- There was a surge in Ukrainian-issued card
spending in the education sector during the
12-month interval of this study. This highlighted
Ukrainians’ interest in investing in skills and
knowledge, as well as the potential difficulties of
many families to integrate their children into the
Polish public education system. Furthermore, it
should be noted that this data analysis did not
include data on health services, since this falls under
sensitive information and remains private.

Figure 2: Spend Percentage by Industry
Ukrainian Cardholders
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- Oneyear following the invasion, Ukrainian-issued
card spending patterns became similar to those
of Polish-issued cards, indicating that Ukrainians’
needs stabilized with time.

Insights and Key Takeaways

This spending data provided several key takeaways
for refugee assistance and emergency programming:

- Priorities and needs change over time. Programming
should be tailored to meet not only the diverse needs
of a specific population but should also evolve as
people move on or become more settled. Cash
assistance can be extremely beneficial for populations
on the move, particularly in their initial phases of
displacement. During that period, there is an urgent
need for cash to address a variety of priorities and
basic needs.

+ The surge in spending on education suggests that
the Polish public education system is not sufficiently
meeting the needs or preferences of Ukrainian
families. According to some media accounts and
reports, Polish public schools and preschools in
many cities are overwhelmed with new students and
capacity for teaching Polish as a second language
is inadequate.® Additional investment is needed,
and integration efforts must be improved to prevent
migrant children from missing key education and
development opportunities.

- There is a geographical consideration to take
into account as people tend to move from border
towns to larger cities, and then some move on to
other countries. This underlines the importance of
designing interventions with local partners who
understand the context of their own town or city.

- Theinflux of spending by displaced people translated
into financial contributions to the economies of both
border towns and major cities. Their spending also
produced tax revenue for the Polish government,
which benefits the country overall and counters the
narrative that displaced populations are an economic
burden.

Although the data analysis conducted within the
framework of this partnership between HIAS and
Mastercard remains limited in its scope, it offered
a first look at the economic situation for displaced
Ukrainians and how their needs (shown through their
spending patterns) have changed over the course
of the war. This analysis provides key insights for
humanitarian programming within the context of the
Russian invasion, while also highlighting the positive
impact that refugees and displaced persons can bring
to their host countries.



Appendix

Methodology: To conduct this analysis, Mastercard
held a 48-hour “datathon” which utilized aggregated
and anonymized transaction data with the goal of
understanding the spending patterns at different
time points: pre-invasion (June 2021-January 2022);
immediately post invasion (February-July 2022);
invasion months 6-12 (August 2022-February 2023);
and one year post-invasion (March 2023-June
2023). This analysis revealed the priority resources
and services for Ukrainian cardholders, while also
illustrating how their spending benefitted the host
country’s economy.
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