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Abstract
The objective of this thesis is to study the process of migration of Polish men coming to
Denmark and working on a construction site, as well as to identify patterns of social
navigation adopted by these highly mobile people as a tool for fight against precarisation, in
order to improve their situation. This is done based on qualitative semi-structured interviews
and participant observations. Nine of the ten interviews conducted with Polish former
construction workers of The Copenhagen Metro City Ring Project, currently living in
Denmark, Poland, Sweden and Norway, will be analyzed.
Using a biographical narrative method, the experiences and perceptions of the informants
from their own point of view are examined. By adopting a dual Insiderness/ Outsiderness
position, capturing the ‘native point of view’, easier gaining a trust and access to confidential
information while keeping a distance, were possible.
My collected empirical data is framed and analyzed in the specific theoretical frameworks,
based mainly on the approach of Xiang and Lindquist in their “Migration Infrastructure”
(2014), demonstrating how the migrants are being moved by other agents involved in
migration processes. This theory is supported by Schierup’s and Jørgensen’s “Politics of
Precarity” (2016), drawing problems faced during migration process. Finally, Vigh’s “Social
Navigation” (2006), will complement this whole subject-based approach, offering an
interpretive tool for the strategies applied by economic migrants and will be extended by the
Sewell’s (1992) concept of ‘agency’ with emphasis on resilience, resistance and reworking
developed by Berntsen (2016), Coe and Jordhus-Lier (2011) and Katz (2004) and bringing
closer and differentiate possible scenarios of fighting with the precarity. Applying this
framework to empirical data, allows to study the migration process and social navigation
patterns.
The analysis of this thesis is organized around four working questions, complementing the
research question through four axis of exploration. I start with asking about actors involved in
the migration process. This is followed by examination of the problems faced by migrants
abroad and the strategies adopted by migrant workers in order to improve their living
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conditions in increasingly flexible labour market. I finally consider the ways in which
economic migrants organize themselves abroad.

Keywords:
Copenhagen Metro City Ring - biographical narratives - Insiderness/ Outsiderness migration infrastructure - network - precarity - social navigation - agency - resilience resistance - reworking
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Introduction
In this master thesis, I set a goal to identify patterns of social navigation adopted by highly
mobile people, namely migrant construction workers, not only in the context of how they
move as independent actors, but also how they are moved, by examining the impact of the
network and other actors on the migration process in order to explain what kind of practices
improves their living conditions in uncertain environment abroad. I would like to focus
specifically on the experiences of Polish employees who contributed to the construction of
the new Copenhagen metro line over the last decade, as the size of the project undoubtedly
had a significant impact on their lives. Before proceeding to the formulation of my research
problem and presenting the structure of my work, I will begin my introductory part with a
cross-sectional description of the construction of a new Copenhagen metro line project as the
contextual background of this thesis.

Copenhagen Metro City Ring as a contextual background
Copenhagen Metro City Ring is continuously the largest and the most expensive construction
project in the capital of Denmark for 400 years.1 According to the Metro company website
(m.dk), the cost of the project is 24,8 billion Danish crowns. The project has started in 2009
and is scheduled to be finalized in July 2019. According to the main contractor, the
Copenhagen Metro Team consortium, over 90 subcontractors from 24 different countries
were employed to work on the Copenhagen Metro City Ring project, while according to
information on the Metro’s website, it was the number of over 250 subcontractors (Refslund
and Arnoltz 2017). Throughout the construction period, Metro company’s expectation is to
create 25,000 workplaces. This corresponds to 1,200 - 1,500 workplaces directly related to
the construction and 2,500 - 3,000 workplaces for subcontractors and in the service industry
per year (m.dk). Among the employees hired on the construction site by various
subcontractors, Polish workers employed mainly by Adecco and Mega Flex agencies
constituted a significant part. In a survey carried out on behalf of the largest trade union in
Denmark, which is 3F (United Federation of Danish Workers), in November 2015 among

1

In 1617, King Christian IV began the construction of a new city Christianshavn - district in Copenhagen on the
northwestern Amager SE for the harbor entrance. (Folke and Gamrath 2009)
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employees of Metro construction, from 639 respondents who filled out questionnaires, 31
percent came from Poland (Mathiassen 2016).

Problem Area
Such a large share of Poles in the Danish labour market, which can be seen on the example of
a metro construction project, is dictated by the needs of employers combined with financial
incentives in the form of earnings more than five times higher than those offered in Poland
(Eldring et al. 2012, Friberg et al. 2014). It is not surprising then, that after Poland’s
accession to the European Union in 2004, so many construction workers, for whom moving
from place to place is the professional reality, decided to take advantage of the freedom to
move and work in a united Europe to improve their economic situation.
However, these economic freedoms, which were supposed to lead to prosperity throughout
the European Union, are more and more often, especially in political and media discourse,
identified with such phenomena as social dumping and race to the bottom (Bernaciak 2015,
Refslund and Arnoltz 2017, Woolfson et al. 2014). Construction workers together with
cleaning and other non-professional workers are one of the most vulnerable to the threats
arising from these phenomena professions, because they are the largest occupational group
among migrants, who by their nature are exposed to irregular forms of employment and poor
working conditions (Eldring et al. 2012, Fitzgerald 2006).
These employees often use the so-called double framing which is generally turning into
social dumping practices by some actors. Double framing means, that workers agree on
earnings and working conditions significantly poorer from wages and conditions set at a
certain level recognized as the standard in a given country, because they compare it with even
worse earnings and working conditions in their country of origin (Refslund and Arnoltz 2017,
Waldinger and Lichter 2003).
According to Eldring et al. (2012: 21), “Organizing [the migrants construction workers by
trade unions] has been seen as a crucial means to avoid low-wage competition and social
dumping” . In Denmark, which represents the Nordic model and is called the country of
associations, the ‘organization’ term is naturally linked with the organization of employees in
national trade unions. However, the ‘hybrid’ of construction workers who “always made their
7

migratory rules themselves and organized the way these were supervised” (Koebele and
Cremers in Eldring et al. 2012: 22) and Poles who because of their history, have inclinations
to association, not necessarily only through trade unions, which have been forgotten in
Poland since ‘Solidarność’2 in its glory days, gives immeasurable opportunities for various
forms of navigating the labour market.
While many authors (Adler et al. 2014, Arnholtz and Hansen 2013, Bergene 2016, Eldring et
al. 2012, Krings 2009) take up the subject of migrants’ organization in Denmark from the
perspective of trade union representatives, and others (Berntsen 2016, Datta et al. 2007,
Thomsen 2012) pay attention to the way in which migrants navigate their everyday life, in
order to improve living conditions, I would like to address this topic rather from this second
view, namely by experience and analysis of narratives of Polish construction workers in
Denmark in the context of their methods of social navigation and organization either
including or excluding participation in trade unions as well as the role of network they use or
not while migrating.

Problem Formulation
Research question
Personal motivation for a better understanding of the problem outlined led me to formulate
the following research question:
How do migrant construction workers navigate international labour market on the
example of the narratives of Polish former employees on the Copenhagen Metro City Ring
project?

Working questions
In examining this problem, the following working questions may be helpful:
- Who is involved in the process of migration?

2

Independent Self-Governing Trade Union ‘NSZZ Solidarność’ [‘Solidarity’] - a nationwide trade union formed
in 1980 to defend workers' rights. In a short time union has gained huge public support and nearly ten million
members. Until 1989, also one of the main opposition centers against the government of People's Poland and
communism. (Zabłocka, Teatr NN website)
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- What kind of problems do migrants face abroad?
- What strategies, practices and tactics do migrants use to cope with difficulties faced
abroad?
- Do migrants organize themselves abroad? How?
To be able to provide comprehensive answers to the above questions, methodological chapter
will be followed by a theoretical and analytical part including a brief introductory historical
subsection on Polish migrant workers in Denmark. In the methodological part, I will present
the area and methods of research, as well as discuss my specific position as a researcher in
this case. In the theoretical part, I will present the literature review, necessary to understand
the subject. In order to comprehend the economical migration processes I will elaborate such
concepts linked with migration theories as:
-

Migration infrastructure proposed by Xiang and Lindquist (2014) to investigate the
role of the network in the migration process;

-

Precarity offered by: Anderson (2010), Friberg and Eldring (2013), Schierup and
Jørgensen (2016) to draw problems faced during migration process

-

Social navigation with the concept of ‘Dubriagem’ discussed by Vigh (2006) to gain a
perspective on changing social possibilities and possible trajectories

-

Agency in Sewell’s (1992) approach with emphasis on resilience, resistance and
reworking developed by Berntsen (2016), Coe and Jordhus-Lier (2011) and Katz
(2004) to bring closer and differentiate possible scenarios of fighting with the
previously discussed precarity.

After that, I will proceed to the analytical part of my work, to be able to confront these
theories with empirical data collected by me, during my fieldwork. In conclusion, I will try to
answer the research questions posed by me.
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Methodology
Study focus area
The main area of study focus is to know the motivation of migrant workers flowing from
their life stories to understand their decisions, plans and activities related to the precarious
environment abroad and to know their adopted strategies for coping within this environment.
The analysis will show how migrants use their mobility, how they experience migration, and
how their personal predispositions, motivations and actions affect navigating the precarious
labour market and establishing their own position in the new environment (Thomsen 2012a).

Method
This thesis is based on fieldwork. Even before the subject of my work became specific, my
fieldwork was already in progress, because I have held the meetings to deepen my knowledge
of phenomena and dependencies that interested me in terms of this study, I have participated
in the meetings of the group of potential respondents and have taken notes. According to
DeWalt and DeWalt (in Kawulich 2005: 2) fieldwork involves “active looking, improving
memory, informal interviewing, writing detailed field notes, and perhaps most importantly,
patience”. In order to answer the research questions proposed by me, in the process of
collecting empirical data, I used the qualitative explorative method while making
observations during meetings of Polish Building Club (whose origins and structure are more
widely discussed in the analytical chapter) as well as conducting interviews with Polish
former construction workers of The Copenhagen Metro City Ring Project.
In the subsequent analytical part I will use a biographical narrative method for interpreting
the collected material. Using a biographical narrative interpretation method, the researcher
makes a kind of simplification of the surrounding reality in order to deepen understanding of
complex processes by selecting from the collected qualitative material data relevant to the
studied area (Thomsen 2012b). This method has some kind of consequences for the entire
research process. “First of all, it is a method that is orientated towards the process of
individual life courses, and secondly, it enables the researcher to link the subjects and the
structures through the experiences of the individual” (Thomsen 2012b: 100). Because of this,
10

the use of this method will always contain the element of valuation and subjectivism.
Following the statement of Max Weber referred by Giddens (1974), reality, whether natural
or social, has the infinitive length and depth, therefore any approach to the analysis of any
conceivable phenomenon is in fact always selective and is guided by values. On the other
hand, however, from the methodological point of view, the main strength of the biographical
method is, that it facilitates the way of cognition the subjectively experienced reality and
conceptually reconstructs the changing world, interpreted by the social agents themselves
(Hoerning, Kupferberg in Thomsen 2012a: 310). As Thomsen (2012a: 309) claims, “Through
the analysis of biographical narrative interviews it is possible to obtain information about
how certain relations and circumstances during the migration process have conditioned the
strategies and activities of the migrants”.

Theoretical approach
Concepts used as a theoretical framework for analysis in this work were clarified at the initial
stage of my fieldwork, before the collection of empirical data started. The choice resulted
from my original assumptions about the shape and purpose of this work. The concepts of
migration infrastructure, social navigation and agency familiarized during my education
process, seemed to me an interesting lens through which I could analyze the topic I chose. In
addition, during the literature review, I chose as a theoretical framework, and at the same
time as an extension of the originally chosen concepts, the concept of precarity and strategies
for dealing with it.

Data collecting
Interviews
When collecting empirical material during my fieldwork, I used semi-structured biographical
narrative face-to-face individual interviews consisting of a series of open-ended questions.
The questions concerned both the private and professional spheres before coming to
Denmark, during stay in Denmark with a special emphasis on the period of employment at
the Copenhagen Metro City Ring Project and finally, after the completion of the project with
the possible leaving Denmark. Some of the questions were general about the life situation and
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career path, while the detailed part touched on the issue of working time and remuneration.
Regardless of the type of questions, they led to obtain information on the one hand on the
facts and on the other on the personal predispositions and motivations to make particular
decisions and ways of behaviour in specific situations. Recognition of the motivations
allowed me to understand the reactions and plans better, and the knowledge of the ways my
informants behave, let me name the strategies and tactics to cope in an unstable environment,
which in turn open up new opportunities and life chances.
Interviews were conducted at the turn March and April 2019. Three of them were conducted
in researcher’s apartment, two - in respondents’ apartments, three via video conference on
Messenger, one via audio conference on WhatsApp and one in the restaurant.

Participant observation
According to Bernard (2011: 342) “Participant observation fieldwork is the foundation of
cultural anthropology”. In both anthropology and social sciences, participatory observation is
a method of learning about different aspects of a given group's culture through participation
in everyday activities, rituals, interactions and events of members of this group.
Bernard (2011) distinguishes three roles an observer can take when working in the field. The
first is the role of the complete participant that allows deception. The observer becomes a
member of the group without revealing the fact of the conducted research. Playing the second
role of the participant observer, the researcher may take the position of an insider who
observes and notes some aspects of the group’s members’ life, thus becoming observing
participant or the position of an outsider who observes and records as much as possible,
becoming participating observer. The third role of the complete observer, is limited to
following and recording the activity and behaviour of the observed group’s members without
interacting with them.
While under my first preliminary observation during the meeting of the Polish Union Club,
where 70 people (not necessarily trade unions members) participated, I could manage to
smuggle myself as a complete participant without revealing my real role, in the contrary,
during the meetings of the Polish Building Club, it would be difficult for me to hide my
identity being in an airtight group of people constituting the creation of the first Polish strictly
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building club where the requirements for participation are a construction profession and
membership in trade unions. While the fact of not belonging to a trade union is not visible,
though, my lack of belonging to a group of construction workers could be immediately
exposed by a small group of men who know each other and some of whom knew me as well
as my role, arranging my presence at the meetings.
Apart from the potential to disguise my role as an observer, I decided from the beginning to
lay the cards on the table and reveal the main purpose for which I participated in the
meetings. I heard both about the first meeting of the Polish Union Club and about the
subsequent meetings of the Polish Building Club from people who invited and ‘implemented’
me for meetings. I will write more in details about the role of the gatekeeper in the ‘Access’
subsection.
I can say that in both cases I took the position of a participating observer. During the
introduction to the meeting of the Polish Union Club, the organizer announced me and told
the participants the reasons for my presence, thus opening for me the way to contact my
potential respondents. However, due to subsequent modification of this thesis topic and
narrowing the target group of informants to a specific group, I will not take my first
observations into account in the analytical chapter and break deliberations on it at this point.
As for the first meeting constituting the foundation of the Polish Building Club, I appeared on
it imperceptibly at the invitation of my gatekeeper and sat down with the participants at the
common table, where everyone debated and voted, and I took notes. It was only during the
break that I used the moment to introduce myself to the host of the meeting, Jakob
Mathiassen from 3F-BJMF - The Construction, Earth and Environmental Workers’ Union of
the Copenhagen area (Bygge-, Jord og Miljøarbejdernes Fagforening) and talk to some of the
participants. At subsequent meetings I was already known and even engaged to translate a
meeting from Danish to Polish. In addition to the help in translations, I was involved in
explaining some substantive issues that were unclear to the participants, so my role was
always a participating observer.
Observations were made three times over a month period between the end of March and
April 2019: twice during official meetings of Polish Building Club and once during unofficial
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meeting between Polish Building Club’s chairman and Jakob Mathiassen, all of them at the
3F-BJMF office in Valby.

Secondary empirical data
Although my research is mostly based on conducted by me interviews and observations, I
supplement them with secondary empirical data, which consists of various articles and
scientific papers on both the construction of the Metro City Ring project and Polish economic
migration, which together with statistical data, complete the picture of the materials analyzed
by me.

Informants group
Interviews were conducted individually among ten Polish immigrants aged between 29 and
51 years old who came to Denmark in the years between 2009 and 2016 and worked as
construction workers on the Copenhagen Metro City Ring Project in the years 2013 - 2018.
Among my informants there were both skilled and unskilled construction workers, occupying
various positions on the construction site, starting with unskilled construction assistants,
through concrete workers, banksmen and machines’ operators ending with foremen.
I decided to narrow the scope of my research to the Polish ethnic group due to the fact that it
represents the largest national minority in Denmark. Moreover, the fact that I come from
Poland and the Polish is my native language, and many of my informants do not speak any
other language than Polish, certainly facilitated mutual communication.
What is more, I then decided to narrow down the group of Polish construction workers in
Denmark to the employees of the aforementioned project, because it is a long-term project
covering the whole area of Copenhagen and bringing together workforce from around the
world and absorbing huge financial resources. Besides, I justify it with easy access to people
from this specific professional group. A feature common to all my interlocutors is that they
were employed by the Adecco employment agency for the Copenhagen Metro Team (CMT)
subcontractor.
I will now present the interviewee briefly together with the main points gathered during each
interview.
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1) Tomek is 29 years old and comes from the harbour city - Gdynia. He has an
incomplete secondary general education and he is a single. He has been in Denmark
for four years and has worked for CMT for three years successively as: unskilled
worker, banksman and team leader.
The interview took place at my place in Valby, where we were hanging out the whole
evening in a relaxed atmosphere, but the substantive part of the interview took about
three hours. The main overtone of Tomek’s story is the dissonance between a
satisfying professional life in Denmark and a depressing private life within Danish
society.
2) Paweł is 34 years old and comes from Opole - a voivodeship city in south-western
Poland where he had lived with his parents and brother. He obtained a bachelor
degree in physiotherapy in Poland and had worked in the Electronics and Household
store there. He is a single. He has been in Denmark for five years and has worked for
CMT for four years successively as: unskilled worker, banksman, carpenter, machine
operator: excavator, loader, forklift and lifting supervisor.
The interview took place at his rented apartment in Rødovre, where we have spent
three hours eating breakfast and drinking coffee, but the substantive part of the
interview took one hour. Paweł’s story shows that interpersonal skills are the key to a
successful life abroad.
3) Marek is 32 years old and comes from Kraków - the capital of Lesser Poland
voivodeship where he gained a car mechanic profession. He has been in Denmark for
ten years and has worked for CMT for four years successively as: skilled worker,
excavator operator and banksmen’s and crane operators’ foreman.
The interview took place at his own apartment in Albertslund, where he lives with his
wife and stepson. We spent three hours eating and drinking coffee, but the substantive
part of the interview took about forty minutes. Marek’s story proves that the attitude of
active resistance can help to overcome all adversities and ensure a good position in a
difficult environment.

15

4) Sami is 37 years old and grew up in Kraśnik - a small town in eastern Poland. He is a
logistics engineer. He has been in Denmark for six years and has worked for CMT for
two years as a crane operator. Since we are in a personal relationship, ultimately I
decided not to use an interview with Sami in the analytical part of this thesis.
Sami gave me comprehensive three-hour interview in our apartment, thanks to which I
got to know the relationship between employment agencies, subcontractors and trade
unions and the whole range of coping skills in difficult situations.
5) Wojtek is 51 years old and comes from Częstochowa - a city in the south of Poland.
He is a construction technician and an economist technician. He has lived in Denmark
for two years in total and has worked for CMT for one year as a crane operator.
Currently, Wojtek works in Norway and his wife and 17 years old son live in Poland.
Due to the current Wojtek’s location, the interview took place after his work time via a
video conference on Messenger which took two hours. From Wojtek’s incredibly rich
history of migration, it appears that his whole life is connected with movement, and
his great ability to adapt to the changing environment helps him in his survival during
constant migration.
6) Tomasz is 35 years old and comes from Gdynia where he obtained secondary
education. He has lived in Denmark and worked for CMT for three years as a crane
operator. Currently, Tomasz works in Sweden and his wife and three children live in
Poland.
When we were talking via video conference, Tomasz has had a night shift at a
shipyard in Sweden and has found a quiet moment while watching the dock for a
conversation with me. The interview took two hours and showed how cunning and
ability of reworking the problems to own advantage helps abroad even without the
knowledge of foreign languages.
7) Piotrek is 34 years old and comes from Słupsk - town in Western Pomeranian
voivodeship where he obtained secondary education. He has lived in Denmark and
worked for CMT for three years successively as: skilled worker, plumber, banksman
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and telescopic stroller with variable reach operator. Currently Piotrek lives in Sweden,
with his fiancée in a rented flat and works in Denmark.
The interview took place in my apartment, where Piotrek visited me when he was
coming back from his current job. The visit took two and a half hours, but the
substantive part of the interview took one hour and twenty minutes. Piotrek talked
about how, in the overall accounts, emigration changed his life for the better.
8) Radek is 48 years old and also comes from Słupsk. His profession is a goldsmith. He
has lived in Denmark for two years and worked for CMT for one year successively as:
unskilled worker and banksman. After two years, Radek returned to Poland, where he
lives with his girlfriend and works.
The interview took place during his work time via a audio conference on WhatsApp
which took only twenty minutes. Radek talked about the motives of his emigration and
return, as well as attempts to cope in the workplace, without knowledge of foreign
languages. Since Radek is my cousin and the interview was given in a nutshell, I will
not use it too much in the analysis.
9) Szymon (name changed at the request of the interlocutor) is 35 years old and comes
from Wrocław - the capital of Lower Silesia in western Poland, where he gained the
profession of car mechanic. He has been in Denmark for six years and has worked for
CMT for three years as a crane operator. He lives with his wife and a child.
During a forty-minute interview via video conference on Messenger, Szymon draws
attention mainly to poor living conditions abroad, mobbing at work and the role of
trade unions.
10) Robert is 33 years old and is Szymon’s cousin also from Wrocław. He obtained a
bachelor’s degree in management and marketing with a specialization in tourism
management. He is a single. He has been in Denmark for three years and has worked
for CMT for one year as a banksman.
The interview took place in a fast food restaurant, directly after an informal meeting
between Robert and Jakob Mathiassen at the 3F-BJMF headquarters in Valby,
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regarding the future and running of the Polish Building Club. During an hour’s
conversation, Robert talked mainly about the working conditions, his accident at work,
support from the trade unions and the genesis of the Polish Building Club.

Access
As I mentioned before, thanks to my personal relationship with Sami, from the very
beginning of my stay in Denmark, I was in the circle of construction workers employed by
Adecco for CMT. Sami thus became the first of my gatekeepers in the process of working on
this thesis. With the snowball effect I finally got access to all my interlocutors. Most of them
constitute a group of my closer or further acquaintances so reaching them was not a problem.
In the case of a biographical narrative interpretation method, this is an undeniable advantage
because it shortens the distance between the researcher and the respondents and saves time,
firstly the time needed to search for respondents, and secondly the time needed to build the
required level of trust.
In the phase of recruiting informers for interviews, I made video calls to nine mutual friends
of mine and Sami, with six of whom I managed to make an appointment. Already during the
second interview, with Paweł, his flatmate Wojciech, who was also employed for CMT and
who I met once before, informed me about the next day meeting at the 3F-BJMF
headquarters in Valby, which is to constitute the creation of a new Polish club for
construction workers. Wojciech, with whom I was unable to talk due to time constraints,
became my second gatekeeper, who entered me to the Polish Building Club, thus expanding
the potential group of my respondents and giving the opportunity to observe the constitution
of the first such club in Denmark. During my seventh interview, Piotrek reminded me that my
cousin Radek also worked for CMT. Thanks to that, I had another, albeit short and casual
conversation. In turn, participating in the first meeting of the nascent Polish Building Club, I
saw Szymon, my former roommate, who I lost contact with, and who also worked for CMT. I
decided to contact him and have a conversation, during which he gave me the contact details
for his cousin Robert, chairman of Polish Building Club, who I saw at the meeting, but did
not know him personally. In this way, apart from several potential interviewees, both from
my friendzone and from club members, interviews with whom did not come to fruition, I was
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able to interview a total of ten respondents, contact with whom would be much more
difficult, if not my primary gatekeeper, who opened the door for further informants.
One can argue that this one-sided model of recruitment of informants results in the lack of
representativeness of the conducted research, but I must say at once that the aim of this work
is not to give representativeness “but to generate qualitative insights into the behaviour of
mobile European construction workers” (Berntsen 2016: 478).

Interview design
In the initial phase of conducting interviews, I used a very extensive and detailed
questionnaire, which was to be a help and a hint for me, so as not to omit any details relevant
to the study. However, after a few initial conversations, I found that the questionnaire built in
such a way, instead of helping me, distracts me, not allowing me to focus on listening to the
narrative. Following the advice of Goodson (2005) from his article “Preparation of Life
History Interviews”, I redesigned my questionnaire to fit it into the form of a biographical
interview, so I reformulated a detailed list of questions into a series of main questions, so as
to give the interlocutor a chance to tell his own life story without interrupting him, guiding or
suggesting anything. Following questions appeared only when the interlocutor exhausted the
previous topic, because, as Goodson (2005) states “in life history work, the aim is to get the
subject talking and above all to listen closely”.
Therefore, in the annexes I include two interview guides: the original one (Appendix A) and
the modified one (Appendix B). I must point out, however, that I did not stick to any of them
because, during the biographical narration of my interlocutors, new questions arose as well as
answers to some questions from the questionnaires were given while telling the story.
Therefore, both questionnaires should be treated as a general frame of conversation, the
course of which was dependent on the narrative flow.
All interviews were conducted in Polish - the native language of both parties, which allowed
to gain the most detailed information. At the stage of analyzing the collected material,
relevant fragments of conversations were translated by the researcher into English.
Before starting interviews, I presented the purpose of the conversation, informed my
respondents that the interviews will be used only for academic purposes and reminded them
19

of the right to remain fully anonymous. Interviews were recorded with the prior permission
from my interlocutors.

Insiderness/ Outsiderness position
The fact, that I come from Poland and came to Denmark as an economic immigrant as well as
the fact, that due to my personal relationship with one of my respondents, I was in the circle
of people from my target group, from an academic point of view puts me in the position of an
insider. It is true, that I share the experience of my informers to some extent and identify
myself with their problems. However, there is something, that on the other hand puts me in
clear opposition to my respondents. Firstly my identity as a woman and secondly my current
status as a student, distance me in a way to the situation of my interlocutors. This somewhat
intricate state of affairs puts me in a lucky - unlucky position between the insider and outsider
or both the insider and the outsider.
I realize, that in the academic environment I will be seen mainly as an insider, which is
perceived as positively as well as negatively. In her article, Lejla Voloder (2013: 4) points to
the two-fold perception of the insiders as: “authoritative insiders or questionable academics”.
Authoritative insider is a person who has access to protected information (Ergun and Erdemir
2010). On the other hand, the insider as a questionable academic is accused of excessive
familiarity, too close acquaintance and bond as well as bias (Woodward 2008). In turn,
Bronisław Malinowski (1922) emphasizes the authenticity of the insider, which is necessary
to capture “native’s point of view” (Malinowski 1922: 25).

Ethic, Challenges and Limitations
The first challenge in my fieldwork, which I had to face, was to narrow down the topic I took
up in a direction in which nobody had gone yet. This was difficult because of the ever-wider
material concerning the Polish workforce, as Poland is the largest country sending employees
in the European Union, as well as Poles in Denmark as the largest national minority in this
country. It is impossible to reach within the specified time to all items dealing with this issue,
so it seemed to me reasonable to compromise and create some kind of configuration
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described in the literature groups and phenomena, but in the new arrangement, and from
another perspective.
After narrowing down the subject, I faced the challenge of positioning myself as a researcher
in the role of both insider and outsider, as I mentioned earlier. Entering this role, it is
important to maintain a balance between the formal and informal spheres and meet the
external “expectations of distance between the researcher and the subject and object of
investigations” (Voloder 2013: 3).
Undeniably, one of the biggest challenges in my fieldwork was the work ethic. Citing Trine
Lund Thomsen (2012b: 97) “Due to the precarious character of the migration and the
vulnerability of the migrants, a large degree of responsibility is placed on the researcher in
order to refrain from harming the researched group(s) further”. In order to bear my
responsibility, on the way of acquiring often very personal information, as a researcher I had
to show a high degree of delicacy, empathy and sense and remember to inform about the right
to complete anonymity as well as about the purpose of my work. Therefore, in order to get
comprehensive data, I had to construct my questions in a very thoughtful way, so as not to
alienate my interlocutors, because “[...] migrant workers are more vulnerable and exposed to
exploitation than national workers due to their legal status and limited rights” (Stenum in
Thomsen 2012b: 101).
Further challenges related to conducting biographical narrative interviews with labour
migrants, which Thomsen (2012b) also points to, are access, language and trust building. As
she emphasizes, “When conducting biographical narrative interviews it is especially
important that the interviewees can express themselves in-depth and comprehensively,
making their native language preferable (Thomsen 2012b: 102)”. Considering that I share
both origin and language with my respondents, as well as the fact that I know them
personally, these points were not a challenge for me. It was however difficult not to turn these
privileges to disadvantages which means that I had to keep a certain level of formality of talk
and my role of outsider-researcher, in order to maintain the highest neutrality.
Another and unchanged during academic research challenge is the collection and analysis of
data within limited time resources. Within the longer time perspective, I could carry out
extensive detailed research both quantitative and qualitative with a representative dimension.
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At the time specified for writing this work, I had to limit myself to a small size qualitative
research constituting only a small part of reality that could possibly point to certain patterns
or trends. It was even more difficult to find the time for two reasons:
1) The nature of the work performed by the majority of my interlocutors is associated
with a large number of working hours, often also during weekends. As an outsider, I
could not, for example, enter the construction site to talk to some of them while
working. Most of my interlocutors were available only in the evenings, when in turn I
worked due to the nature of my job. Some of them worked for replacements and got
unexpected phone calls to work despite the planned day off.
2) The dates of interviews coincided with Easter and many Poles went home, often even
using their monthly holiday.
Consequently, many planned interviews did not take place, although the potential providers
were the source of many valuable information and interesting stories.

Analysis Strategy
To give a full answer to the research question I have posed, which is: How do migrant
construction workers navigate international labour market on the example of the
narratives of Polish former employees on the Copenhagen Metro City Ring project? I will
analyze the narratives of my interlocutors dividing them through the prism of selected
theories in order to be able to answer working questions.
To answer the question Who is involved in the process of migration?, I will analyze
motivation to go abroad with the role of network in the migration process through the prism
of ‘migration infrastructure’.
In order to answer the second working question What kind of problems do migrants face
abroad?, I will discuss problems faced during migration process by my respondents through
the lens of ‘precarity’.
To be able to answer the third question What strategies, practices and tactics do migrants use
to cope with difficulties faced abroad?, I will examine the role of agency in the social
navigation processes as well as coping strategies in uncertain environment abroad used by my
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informants through the concepts of ‘agency’, ‘social navigation’, ‘resilience’, ‘reworking’
and ‘resistance’.
Finally, to answer the last working question Do migrants organize themselves abroad?
How?, I will elaborate my interlocutors’ attitude to trade unions, as a background for analysis
using a court case brought against work agencies employing my interlocutors by the trade
unions.
The analysis of the biographical narratives demands using of broad quotations which can
only give the full picture of my respondents stories’ context in order to answer my research
questions. Every quote from the recordings and notes from the conversations is my own
translation from Polish.
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Definitions
Before presenting main theoretical considerations regarding migration, I am in duty of
defining the terms such as ‘migrant’, ‘economic migrant’, ‘migrant worker’ and ‘labour
migration’, that appear in the literature alternately.
No official legal definition of migrant exists. Citing International Organization for Migration:
The term migrant was usually understood to cover all cases where the decision to
migrate was taken freely by the individual concerned for reasons of “personal
convenience” and without intervention of an external compelling factor; it
therefore applied to persons, and family members, moving to another country or
region to better their material or social conditions and improve the prospect for
themselves or their family.
(International Organization for Migration 2011: 61)
The United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs ignores the element of
voluntariness in migrant mobility but makes the distinction of migrants due to the duration of
their stay in a foreign country.
[...] most experts agree that an international migrant is someone who changes his
or her country of usual residence, irrespective of the reason for migration or legal
status. Generally, a distinction is made between short-term or temporary
migration, covering movements with a duration between three and 12 months, and
long-term or permanent migration, referring to a change of country of residence
for a duration of one year or more.
(United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs)
International Organization for Migration (2011: 32) clarifies economic migrant as “A person
leaving his or her habitual place of residence to settle outside his or her country of origin in
order to improve his or her quality of life”.
In turn, art. 2 (1) of International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant
Workers and Members of Their Families (1990) gives a definition of migrant worker as “A
person who is to be engaged, is engaged or has been engaged in a remunerated activity in a
State of which he or she is not a national”.
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Finally, the term labour migration is interpreted by International Organization for Migration
(2011: 58) as “Movement of persons from one State to another, or within their own country
of residence, for the purpose of employment”.
For the purpose of this thesis, I would rather like to stick to the term ‘economic migrant’
since all my interlocutors came to Denmark for economical reasons.
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Theoretical framework
Migration infrastructure
“It is not people who migrate but networks”
(Tilly in Xiang and Lindquist 2014: 132)

One can ask why, as the theoretical framework for my analysis, I chose the migration
infrastructure concept proposed by Biao Xiang and Johan Lindquist in their article
“Migration Infrastructure” (2014) regarding the migration of unskilled manpower from China
and Indonesia to such countries as Japan, South Korea, Malaysia, Saudi Arabia or Singapore,
intensively mediated by the entire powerful network of external actors. What do migration
processes in Asia have in common with migration processes in a united Europe, where free
movement is one of the main freedoms? I will now try to justify this choice.
To analyze the role of other actors in the migration process, the authors propose the concept
of migration infrastructure, thus criticizing the current theories of migration systems. They
argue that according to that approach, migration is perceived as a two-way flow of people,
goods and ideas between given places (Mabogunje in Xiang and Lindquist 2014: 132) and
propose their own approach to the phenomenon of migration as “a multi-faceted space of
mediation occupied by commercial recruitment intermediaries – large and small, formal and
informal – bureaucrats, NGOs, migrants, and technologies” (Xiang and Lindquist 2014: 142).
So according to them, it’s not just the migrants themselves that are migrating as such, “but
rather constellations consisting of migrants and non-migrants, of human and non-human
actors” (Xiang and Lindquist 2014: 124). To better illustrate this, they quote Bruno Latour,
who claimed that one can not say that an airplane or pilot flies because “Flying is a property
of the whole association of entities that includes airports and planes, launch pads and ticket
counters. B-52s do not fly, the U.S. Air Force flies” (Latour in Xiang and Lindquist 2014:
124).
To understand these complex processes, they must first understand how people are being
moved by others. In order to do this, they present the concept of migration infrastructure, i.e.
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“the systematically interlinked technologies, institutions, and actors that facilitate and
condition mobility” (Xiang and Lindquist 2014: 124).
The authors distinguish five dimensions of the migration infrastructure:
1. commercial(recruitment intermediaries),
2. regulatory (state apparatus and procedures for documentation, licensing, training and
other purposes),
3. technological(communication and transport),
4. humanitarian(NGOs and international organizations),
5. social(migrant networks).
Due to the fact that my target group constituted by the people who migrated to Denmark
legally from a neighbouring country belonging to the European Union, the first four of these
dimensions do not play such a large role in their migration process. However the last one,
social dimension that is created by migrant networks plays a key role for my respondents and
I will focus on this in my analysis. As Xiang and Lindquist emphasized quoting other authors
“It is not people who migrate but networks” which were widely regarded as the single most
useful variables in migration studies (Tilly and Arango in Xiang and Lindquist 2014:
132-133).
The approach of Xiang and Lindquist to the social dimension of migration infrastructure can
easily be supplemented by Waldinger’s and Lichter’s (2003) and Castles’ and Miller’s (2009)
approaches to the role of the network. According to the first ones, “migrants move not as solo
adventurers but as actors linked to associates here and there, their social ties lubricating and
structuring their transition from one society to the next. These ties form social networks.”
(Waldinger and Lichter 2003: 17). Castles and Miller in their book “The Age of Migration.
International population movements in the modern world” suggest that networks often make
migration possible. According to them, apart from external factors, such as, for example,
direct recruitment, the factor initiating the mobility chain is the migration of pioneers who
involve other members of the social network, who in turn follow ‘beaten paths’. The
migration process becomes easier thanks to family networks or networks based on common
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roots, which, especially at an early stage of migration, help to get through complicated
procedures and overcome everyday problems. In this way, the initiated migration process
becomes a self-driving mechanism (Stahl in Castles and Miller 2009: 29).
I will implement above approaches in my analysis to show how the networks, in the case of
my interlocutors, influence their decisions, actions and determine the trajectory of their
migration path. Before I do it, I will discuss the theoretical framework of the
above-mentioned problems, strongly connected with the concept of precarity, social
navigation and agency.

Precarity
Globalization processes have led to the emergence of a new global working class thanks to the
free flow of goods, capital and labour. However, they also led to the uncertain nature of the
work being carried out, especially as a result of the global economic crisis in 2008 (Munck
2016). Nature that arose as an effect of “the transition from life-long, stable jobs common in
industrial capitalist and welfare-state economies, to temporary, insecure, low-paying jobs
emerging with the globalisation of the service and financial economy” (Casas-Cortés and
Cobarrubias in Jørgensen 2016: 57). This uncertain nature is called by various authors a
‘precarity’ or ‘precariousness’ and there many definitions or interpretations of this concept
exist in available literature. I will now briefly present some of them as a theoretical
framework useful in the context of my later analysis of the problems faced by my
interlocutors during migration process and the ways of dealing with them.
The concept of precarity is widely described by many authors in collective work edited by
Carl-Ulrik Schierup and Martin Bak Jørgensen, “Politics of Precarity. Migrant Conditions,
Struggles and Experiences” (2016). The editors themselves say in the Preface, that precarity
may be both a political proposition and a sociological category that offers an analytical
description of current transformations (Schierup and Jørgensen 2016: vii). Looking at this in
the context of sociological terms, they return to Pierre Bourdieu (1963 in Schierup and
Jørgensen 2016: 2), who described the emerging colonial working class in Algeria in the
1950s as a ‘precariat’. At that time, the term was more related to the class and racial division
separating temporary workers from permanent employees. Currently, the authors identify
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precarity with such terms as: ‘weight of the world’, ‘social suffering’ and ‘unequal burdening
of toxic risk (Schierup and Jørgensen 2016: 1).
Other author in this book refers to the etymology of the word ‘precarity’ which “comes from
the Latin root prex or precis, meaning ‘to pray, to plead’, and it commonly implies risky or
uncertain situations” (Casas-Cortés 2016: 30).
In her article “Migration, immigration controls and the fashioning of precarious workers”
about immigration controls in Great Britain, Bridget Anderson (2010) recalls the definition of
the concept of precarity proposed in 1989 by Rodgers and Rodgers, which reads as follows:
“The concept of precariousness involves instability, lack of protection, insecurity and social
or economic vulnerability … It is some combination of these factors which identifies
precarious jobs, and the boundaries around the concept are inevitably to some extent
arbitrary” (Rodgers and Rodgers in Anderson 2010: 303).
The concept was widespread by Guy Standing (2011) in his book “The Precariat: The New
Dangerous Class”. He links the genesis of the phenomenon to the historical moment
characterized by the globalization of new forms of conditional employment, risk and
fragmentation of social situations, that have little in common with a sense of security,
protection and predictability. He referred to the growing number of casual workers whose life
is uncertain. Their experience as employees is characterized by ‘precarity’, which means
informality of employment, understated wages, temporariness, uncertainty and risk.
Friberg and Eldring in their extensive research on labour migrants from Central and Eastern
Europe in the Nordic countries, assume the definition of precarity in a similar meaning as
“employment that is uncertain, unpredictable and risky from the point of view of the worker”
(2013: 111). They associate the precarity with several measurable factors such as lack of
protection from dismissal and fear of losing one’s job, poor wages or inability to claim rights,
which I will also analyze later in my study.
By referring to Piore, Anderson (2010: 304) connects precarity with temporariness. ‘Imagined
temporariness’ means in Piore’s view, that newly arrived migrants are more exposed to the
phenomenon of precarity, because in a sense, they agree on it. The reason for this can be
twofold. Migrants either adhere to uncertain conditions, because they assume in advance, that
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migration is a transitional stage in their lives, or they gradually seek to increase their chances
on a foreign labour market by improving their qualifications, for example linguistic, in order
to improve their professional situation.
The relationship between uncertainty, temporariness and migration, can become an interesting
starting point for the analysis of the living conditions of migrants and their attempts to
produce mechanisms of fighting against precarity, among my interlocutors. In this thesis, I
perceive precarity as a kind of flashpoint. Like Jørgensen, I see “potential of precarity as a
tool for resistance and a possible catalyst for transformation (2016: 54)”. I will analyze these
mechanisms in an adequate part of my work, but now I will discuss their theoretical
framework.

Social navigation
“We all navigate our lives along multiple trajectories of social becoming related to
culturally defined and socially prescribed and/or desired ideas of personhood.”
(Vigh 2016: 56)

Having discussed the concept of precarity and going to the concept of social navigation, the
ways of combating precarity come to mind, precisely by navigating the existing reality. To
illustrate the concept of social navigation, Vigh (2006) uses the term ‘Dubriagem’, which he
heard while conducting research among young people in Guinea-Bissau mobilised into
conflict to avoid ‘social death’. “Dubriagem thus refers to the praxis of immediate survival as
well as to gaining a perspective on changing social possibilities and possible trajectories. It is
both the praxis of navigating a road through shifting or opaque socio-political circumstances
as well as the process of plotting it [...]” (Vigh 2016: 52).
As in Vigh’s work, the military mobilization of Guinea-Bissau youth may seem like a path to
destruction, but in fact constitutes a somewhat intricate route to creating a future social
existence, in my study, ways of social navigation during the migration process, chosen by my
respondents, at first glance, may seem destructive, but with a closer look and more in-depth
analysis, despite seemingly illogical, make sense, becoming a tactic to ensure existence and
improve the socio-material situation. So back to Vigh’s terminology, “Dubriagem, then, is to
simultaneously keep oneself free of immediate social dangers and direct one’s life, through a
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shifting and uncertain social environment, towards better possible futures and improved life
chances” (Vigh 2016: 52-53).
Social navigation is not only the art of immediate survival by resisting sudden dangers. It is
also the ability to develop more far-reaching strategies of survival, influencing not only ‘here
and now’, but being a link between the ‘past there’, motivations for mobilization, the ‘present
here’ and actions taken on the spot, as well as plans for the ‘future somewhere’. As Vigh
points out, quoting de Certeau “Navigation is thus centred on both the near and the far, a here
and a there” (de Certeau in Vigh 2006: 54). It should be understood that in order to grasp the
concept of social navigation, we need to look more broadly at the whole situational context in
which given actors had to live and move to achieve the intended goal. Social navigation
understood “as an imagined and immediate stratagem for moving toward a goal while at the
same time being moved by the social terrain the concept of social navigation provides
insights into exactly this interplay between objective structures and subjective agency” (Vigh
2016: 55). Here, Vigh introduces the concept of an agency, thanks to which I can smoothly
proceed to discuss it in the next section, because the method of social navigation is strictly
related to the choice of the type of agency.

Agency
Theoretical reflections on the agency of economic migrants should start with the definition of
agency chosen by me for the purposes of this work. In his article “A Theory of Structure:
Duality, Agency, and Transformation”, William H. Sewell Jr. argues that agency or being an
agent “means to be capable of exerting some degree of control over the social relations in
which one is enmeshed, which, in turn, implies the ability to transform these social relations
to some degree” (1992: 20). Lisa Berntsen (2016), in her article “Reworking labour practices:
on the agency of unorganized mobile migrant construction workers”, where she focuses on
economic immigrants in Netherlands, refers to Penninx’s and Roosblad’s approach to agency,
narrowed down to migrant worker agency in industrial relations, which “has been
conceptualized primarily as workers’ ability to act within organized and collective forms of
resistance, such as trade unions” (Penninx and Roosblad in Berntsen 2016: 473) and
responses at the same time, that the aforementioned temporary nature of employment in
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construction industry, which is usually closely related to the short-term residence in the host
society, does not encourage the workers of this sector to unionize (Berntsen 2016).
Migrants are also a big dilemma for the trade unions as such. According to Eldring et al.
(2012) in their article “Post-accession migration in construction and trade union responses in
Denmark, Norway and the UK”, on the one hand, the idea of union solidarity over divisions
and across borders, collides, on the other hand, with often skeptical approach of trade unions
to migrants, who by their tendency to adhere to worse-than-normal standards working
conditions and pay, strengthen the position of the employer. Referring to Kahmann, they cite
three possible reactions of trade unions to the presence of migrants on the labour market,
together with three main challenges for trade unions related to migrants proposed by
Penninx and Roosblad.
Regarding three possible scenarios of trade union reactions related to the presence of
migrants on the labour market, it can be:
1) Pressure on the government to create regulations that guarantee a stable level of
wages and working conditions for all employees irrespective of origin and duration of
stay;
2) Pressure on employers to guarantee minimum labour standards in collective
agreements, so as to limit the possibility of exploitation of migrant workers;
3) Attempts to organize migrants so that they demand better wages and working
conditions (Kahmann in Eldring et al. 2012: 23).
As for the three biggest challenges, they are:
1) Is it better to oppose or support the employment of migrants?
2) Is it better to recruit migrants to trade unions as full members or to establish separate
rules for excluding them from full membership?
3) Should special measures be taken to meet the specific needs of migrants? (Penninx
and Roosblad in Eldring et al. 2012: 23)
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I will analyze these and other dilemmas from the perspective of my interlocutors later in this
study.
Apart from the perspective of trade unions, as many authors cited by Berntsen emphasize, the
tendency to organize within trade unions is shown by migrants permanently settled in the host
country, while the more mobile ones agree passively and unconditionally to precarity in the
place of employment without any resistance (Berntsen and Lillie, Fitzgerald and Hardy,
Greer et al., Milkman in Berntsen 2016: 473). In the further, analytical part of my work, I will
try to subject this claim to criticism, as well as the fact, that the latter of the abovementioned
groups of employees is devoid of power, as it is raised from the perspective of trade unions
(Berntsen 2016).
To better understand the concept of the agency along with the actions, objectives and effects
of agents’ activities, many researchers conceptualize it directly as more far-sighted
‘strategies’ of survival or more short-sighted ‘tactics’ of ‘day-to-day’ activities to ensure a
relatively stable life situation in a precariat environment abroad. Many call them
‘infrastructure of everyday life’ (Hyman et al., Jarvis, Perrons, Williams in Datta et al. 2007:
406), ‘art of the weak’ (De Certeau in Datta et al. 2007: 409), ‘savoir se mouvoir’ – a
‘know-how-to-move’ (Tarrius, Morokvasic in Berntsen 2016: 483). The various authors
quoted by both Berntsen (2016) and Coe and Jordhus-Lier (2011) make a consistent tripartite
of these strategies or tactics from the least to the most radical as follows:
1) Resilience strategies, “whose main effect is an autonomous initiative, recuperation, or
resilience” (Katz 2004: 242), which deals with ways of coping without changing
existing social relations;
2) Reworking strategies, “that are attempts to rework oppressive and unequal
circumstances” (Katz 2004: 242) and constitute an intermediate category reflecting
attempts to improve living conditions. According to Katz (2004: 247), “projects of
reworking are enfolded into hegemonic social relations because rather than attempt to
undo these relations or call them into question, they attempt to recalibrate power
relations and/ or redistribute resources”. It is not that agents are passive towards the
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system. They do not try to change it, however. Instead, they try to adapt or transform
individual elements for their own benefit.
3) Resistance strategies, “intentional, and hence conscious, acts of defiance or
opposition” (Seymour in Berntsen 2016: 475), “that are intended to resist, subvert, or
disrupt these conditions of exploitation and oppression” (Katz 2004: 242), which
refer to the direct challenges encountered in capitalist social relations and attempts to
regain control of the system, including its change. (Berntsen 2016, Coe and
Jordhus-Lier 2011, Katz 2004).
In this study, my main goal is to understand how migrants navigate the uncertain
environment abroad, which agency and which strategies / tactics / techniques / practices they
use to improve their situation. That is why in the following part of my work I will analyze
examples and motives of choosing specific strategies, starting with a short historical outline
of Polish economic migration to Denmark and proceeding to current motives, problems and
ways of dealing with them during the whole migration process.
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Analysis
Polish migrants in Denmark - historical framework
Considerations on Polish migration in Denmark should begin with a brief historical outline.
The roots of Polish migration to Denmark date back to the end of the 19th century. Seasonal
economic migration to Denmark from Galicia and the southern areas of the Kingdom of
Poland was initiated by the arrival in 1893 of around 400 people to the Lolland-Falster
islands. Between 1893 and 1914, the number of seasonal migrants from Poland increased
from around 400 to 14,500. Seasonal migration had a distinct specificity. Women from
Poland worked on the beet fields (hence the name ‘beet Poles’) and helped on farms in
Zealand. Men, in turn, grubbed the heaths, carried out land drainage works, built railway in
Jutland and also worked in brickyards. Among seasonal workers, women accounted for over
80 percent. (Januszewska 2013, Polish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, The Immigrant Museum,
Østergaard 2007)
With World War I, the number fell sharply. Most Poles returned to Poland, but it is estimated
that approximately 3,000 - 4,000 became permanent in Denmark. In 1929, the number of
Poles settled in Denmark was estimated at around 11,000. After the end of World War II,
there were between 5,500 and 6,000 Polish refugees in Denmark, but as a result of
repatriation and re-emigration, around 600 - 800 people remained in Denmark. In the 1950s
and 1960s, around 1,500 Poles received refugee status. Between 1969 and 1974 emigration of
a national character took place, following the anti semitic campaign in Poland. Around 4,000
people settled in Denmark at that time, including approximately 3,000 of Jewish origin.
Finally, the tense political situation and the imposition of martial law at the end of 1981
resulted in a massive influx of people connected with the ‘Solidarność’ circles. (Polish
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, The Immigrant Museum, Østergaard 2007)
In the period since the first eastern enlargement of the European Union in 2004 until 2018,
207,115 citizens of Central and Eastern Europe Countries3 have emigrated to Denmark (Table

3

The former communist countries of the Eastern bloc to the west of the former Soviet Union, the independent
states of the former Yugoslavia and the three Baltic states.
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1). Among them, the largest group in the number of 67,074 are Polish citizens (StatBank
Denmark).
Table 1.

Figures 1 and 2 below show graphically the dynamics of Poles’ migration to Denmark. It is
clearly visible what effect the financial crisis of 2008 had on the mobility of Poles. While
until 2008 the number of Polish migrants increased significantly, it is from this year began to
decline drastically until 2010, since when it is at almost the same level.
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Figure 1.

Figure 2.

According to statistical data, 41,497 migrants from Poland live in Denmark (Table 2), thus
constituting the largest national minority in this country (StatBank Denmark).
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Table 2. The ten largest ethnic groups among immigrants in Denmark.

Most of them work as low-skilled workers in the construction industry, production and
service (Friberg et al. 2014). According to the latest available data from StatBank Denmark
online database, 2,806 people of Polish origin were employed in the construction industry in
Denmark in 2017 constituting again the largest national group in Denmark also among the
groups employed in the construction industry (Table 3).
Table 3. The ten largest ethnic groups among immigrants employed in the construction industry in Denmark.
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As I mentioned before, from the beginning of Polish migration to Denmark, women have
constituted a vast majority. Among seasonal workers, women accounted for over 80 percent
(Polish Ministry of Foreign Affairs) and “[i]n Maribo county in 1914 only 15 percent of
Polish immigrants were men [...] [A]fter World War I, only women were recruited for for
working on beet fields” (The Immigrant Museum: 2 - own translation from Danish). As it can
be seen from Figure 3 below, this trend was still maintained even in the eighties (the oldest
data available on StatsBank) until the climax around 2009, when the number of Polish men in
Denmark exceeded the number of Polish women for the first time, and since 2015 number of
Polish men in Denmark began to continuously exceed the number of women. Sudden jump in
the number of men in 2009 can probably be explained, on the one hand by the consequences
of the 2008 economic crisis, but on the other, by the commencement of the new metro line
construction project in 2009 and a subsequent fairly significant increase in employment by
agencies hiring mainly Polish workers around 2015.
Figure 3. Gender structure of Polish migrants in Denmark between 1981 and 2019.
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Figure 4. The age-gender structure of Polish migrants in Denmark on the 1st January 2019.

The age and gender structure of Poles in Denmark on the 1st January 2019, shown in Figure 4
above, may also partially confirm the probable cause of the sudden surplus of men over
women in the Polish community in Denmark. The above figure shows that the dominant
number of men in Denmark in 2019 is in the working age. In addition, the above showed
increase in the number of men in given period coincides with the increase in the number of
workers employed by two agencies recruiting Polish constructors to work on the metro
construction site, which can be seen clearly in Figures 5 and 6 below.
Figure 5. Adecco’s employees (blue) and 3F members (red) between January 2013 and June 2017.

Source: Pensiondanmark and 3F through Jakob Mathiassen (3F-BJMF).
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Figure 6. Mega Flex’s employees (blue) and 3F members (red) between May 2015 and June 2017.

Source: Pensiondanmark and 3F through Jakob Mathiassen (3F-BJMF). “The figures in the tables for the
organizational percentage in the individual companies have been found by comparing the pension contributions
from the companies, with the 3F's member database. This gives a good indication of the organizational
percentage, but at the same time entails a number of uncertainties that mean that there is only one indication.
The number of employees in Cipa, CNBT, AZF, MEGA FLEX and ICD is in some cases based on guesswork.”
(Mathiassen 2017: 15 - own translation from Danish)

The above data, despite the lack of reliable source information on, for example, occupational
and geographical structure of Poles who came to Denmark after 2009 suggest, that it was the
project of construction a new metro line, that contributed to the reversal of the gender
structure of Poles in Denmark. The profiles of my interlocutors seem to confirm that too.
Although, they can not be a representative group, they came to Denmark, as well as most of
their fellow compatriots working for the Copenhagen Metro Team, between 2009 and 2016,
and all are men in their working age.
In conclusion, for over a century of Poles’ presence in Denmark, their professional and
gender profile has changed significantly, especially in recent years. Starting from ‘beet Polish
women’ migrating since the late nineteenth century until World War I, Poles in Denmark
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underwent evolution successively through political emigrants from the socialism era to
economic migrants, whose expansion began after Poland’s accession to the European Union,
employed mainly in the construction industry, what is clearly represented by my
interlocutors.
The nine biographical narratives told by them, which I am going to use in following analysis,
as well as observations made during meetings of the Polish Building Club (PKB), highlighted
the main problem areas, that will now be discussed in relation to the theoretical framework:
the role of the network in the migration process, problems faced during the migration process
and the role of the agency in social navigation processes along with a strategy to cope with an
unstable environment.

The role of the social network
According to Tilly cited in Xiang and Lindquist (2014: 132) “It is not people who migrate but
networks”. Among the five dimensions of migration infrastructure Xiang and Lindquist
(2014: 124) list which are: “the commercial (recruitment intermediaries), the regulatory (state
apparatus and procedures for documentation, licensing, training and other purposes), the
technological (communication and transport), the humanitarian (NGOs and international
organizations), and the social (migrant networks)”, I will, based on my respondents’
narratives, discuss the last one, namely network, which “has been widely regarded as the
single most useful variable in migration studies” (Arango cited in Xiang and Lindquist 2014:
133).
The analysis of the role of network in the migration process should start with discussing
factors conducive to migration. These can be divided into push and pull factors. The push
factors can be for example demographic growth, poor living standards, the unavailability of
economic opportunities and political repression. In turn, the pull factors attracting to migrate
to a given country are, for example demand for labour, good economic opportunities and
political freedoms (Castles and Miller, 2009).
For the purpose of analyzing biographical narratives, we can combine the above factors with
personal motivation for migration. And in this way, we can distinguish “the causal type of
motivation based on because of is built on events of the past” and “the teleological type of
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motivation deriving from the act in order to obtain something is an act made for future
purposes” (Schütz in Thomsen 2012a: 310).
Only this combination of factors on the macro scale and motivation on the micro scale will let
understand better the decisions made by my interlocutors and the role of the network in this
entire migration infrastructure.
The method of biographical narrative chosen by me during the interviews let me get to past
and often traumatic events in the lives of my interlocutors, which in part motivated them to
migrate.
One of my interlocutors, Paweł was not looking for a job in his profession in Poland, because
he knew that he wanted to go abroad. He lived with his parents and brother until their fate
broke out. The family situation so happened that all family members had to pay off the debts
of Paweł’s father who moved out and left them with debts.
I found that I do not want anyone's help. [...] Fate directed me to Denmark.
(Paweł, 2:52 - 3:10)
It was not entirely fate, because Paweł’s friend, who was already employed at the
construction site on the Metro City Ring project, said that Adecco agency is looking for
people to work. Paweł sent a CV in English, which was considered positive and he got a job
from day to day.
At the first moment of our conversation, my next interlocutor, Tomasz bitterly admits, that
the deterioration of the financial situation caused by changes on the political scene forced him
to emigrate from home country.
Nobody travels abroad from the need of [...] adventure or exploring the world. [...]
The material situation prompted me.
(Tomasz, 0:00 - 0:23)
Before his very first migration in 2011, Tomasz could not complain about his life situation.
He got married in 2004 and made papers for operating tower cranes. He was employed by
Polish company ‘Maritime’ that prospered well in that time and he worked in a shipyard as a
crane operator. He felt the difference only after the parliamentary elections in 2008, when
liberals came to power in Poland and the shipbuilding industry in many Polish cities
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collapsed because of tax increase. Tomasz had to change his profession and move to Gdańsk
to work for another company but he did not earn enough there to be able to support his
family.
My earnings fell from 5,000 - 6,000 zlotys to 4,000 zlotys [...] after tax. I already
had my daughter Nina and there was no money for kindergarten, for a car repair.
[...] The wife was working that time. [...] We took a loan for an apartment. The
loan with fees amounted to 1,200 zlotys per month. Life itself costs a lot. My wife
earned 1,000 zlotys and I earned 4,000 zlotys. You need to buy a bike, go to a
swimming pool with your child. I missed 500 zlotys to stay in the country [...] and
continue to live in the country where I was born. The company did not give me
that and in 2011 I migrated to Sweden.
(Tomasz, 4:26 - 6:20)
But also in the case of Tomasz, the country of emigration was not a random choice. His
friend, Arek, recommended him to the employer. Indeed, as Waldinger and Lichter (2003)
claim, it is the network, the people who have previously taken the risk of going to work in a
foreign country, who somehow decide for newly emigrants, and certainly help them decide
whether to go to a specific place and to a specific employer, lending a helping hand and
giving recommendations in conversations with the employer. “Network tying veterans to
newcomers allow for rapid transmission of information about workplace openings or
opportunities for new business start-ups. The networks send information the other way, as
well, telling bosses about applicant, thus reducing the risk associated with hiring.”
(Waldinger and Lichter 2003: 17)
As Tomasz said in the interview, no job he found from the advert without recommendation
was satisfactory in any way. Thanks to the same friend, Tomasz’s adventure with the
Copenhagen metro began, because Arek came to Denmark to work on the construction site of
a new metro line through Adecco. He lived in Burlov in Sweden, and sold information to
Tomasz, that there was a need for crane operators to build a metro line for 140 Danish crowns
per hour gross and advance by 5 crowns every half year. Because Tomasz wanted to get away
from Sweden, he sent a text message to Agata Heymowski from Adecco’s Human Recources
department and he got a job. The first day after arrival Agata arranged for a residence and
work permit in Denmark, Civil Personal Registration number, an address registration and an
apartment also in Swedish Burlov. Thanks to the fact that the recruitment agency handled all
the formalities, Tomasz did not have to worry about his first days in Denmark.
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My next interlocutor, Radek, also left Poland for economic reasons and found himself in
Denmark thanks to a friend. He was 25 years old when he had finished to work as a goldsmith
and after that he has not worked anymore because there was no work in Poland for people
with his profession.
I could not find a job. In 2013, I came to a friend to Denmark because he
persuaded me.
(Personal conversation without recording)
The migration of the three above described and the rest of my interlocutors was dictated by
the socio-economic situation in the home country, which indicates the importance of the push
factor. In contrary, it is hard to find the role of factor attracting to come to Denmark, as
virtually none of my interlocutors knew too much about this tiny country, which is confirmed
by such statements as: “I knew that there are good earnings, as for Scandinavia and that there
is a lot of bikes”, “Denmark? Where is it?”, “I did not know much about this country”, “First
of all, eight hours work day and one of the strongest unions in the EU ... In addition, smaller
pace of life, and that it is over the sea, and that you can live in a country where the monarchy
is”, “I knew that this is Scandinavia”.
In all cases, the network had a decisive influence on the decision about the migration and the
country of destination. But a network has played a key role not only in the initial phase of
migration. Its presence and significance were important for each of my interlocutors at every
stage of living abroad.
The first of my interlocutors, Tomek, previously lived and worked for a year and a half in
Norway, where he came through his father, who had lived and worked there before.
My father helped me with all the formalities and with finding the apartment. We
lived in a “village” consisting of about a hundred containers together with other
Poles in front of the construction site.
(Personal conversation without recording)
In turn, Tomek’s mother moved to Denmark after the divorce in 2006. Tomek joined her
under the family reunification programme and at the beginning lived in a workers’ hotel in
Norrebro district in the central Copenhagen, found by his mother and owned by a Polish man.
Mother told him as well where to go to get the necessary formalities. After nine months of
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living in a workers’ hotel, Tomek, using Polish groups on Facebook, found a room in
Copenhagen, which he has rented until today.
Paweł became convinced of the importance of the network in many different situations. First
of all, when it comes to help in finding a flat. After two and a half years of living in a total of
two workers’ flats in Sweden, he wished to move to Denmark as he did not want to waste his
time on transportation anymore and he liked Copenhagen more like a city. Fortunately, thanks
to a friend who moved out, Paweł rented, together with his fiancee who joined him from
Poland, a large room in a terraced house in Rodovre municipality in The Great Copenhagen
area. Secondly, when it comes to help in finding a job. When the contract between Adecco
and Metro City Ring terminated in 2018, Paweł after refusing an unfavorable job offer
switched to a private unemployment insurance (A-kasse), which he paid from the beginning.
Just two months later he found through a friend a new job in the Danish company ‘Andels
Net’, where he has been working since mid-October and is very satisfied about the it. Finally,
when it comes to the hobby, the network helped Paweł find interesting group activities. He
plays football in his free time. He read about the Polish football training group on the Polish
Facebook community ‘Piłka nożna Kobenhavn’ (‘Football Kobenhavn’). He also attends
boxing, which he heard about from colleagues from his current job.
For my other interlocutor, Wojtek, Denmark is just one of many of his emigration episodes,
because Wojtek has been working as a contracted employee on numerous international
contract tours all over Europe since 1992. Throughout Wojtek’s professional history, he was
employed by the agency only once and it was Adecco in 2016 - 2017.
Wojtek at the age of 23, after leaving the army in Świnoujście, where he served in the navy,
he completed the crane operator’s course and left for the first time for a contract to Munich.
This trip started a series of Wojtek’s contract travels throughout Europe, which continue to
this day. Each time looking for new contracts, Wojtek uses a friendly group of crane operators
which he belongs to. The group is used to exchange experiences and information on current
employment. Group members communicate with each other over the phone. Wojtek is also a
member of the Facebook group ‘Crane Operators’ Association’. He draws from it knowledge
about the current professional situation of crane operators in Poland, without hiding hope for a
soon return to the home country permanently to eventually stabilize his life.
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Wojtek also used the Polish community website in Denmark, Polonia.dk, to find
accommodation, when he had to take care of his own life abroad for the first and only one
time: transport to work, accommodation and food. Wojtek worked twice in Denmark. For the
first time in 2010, he was sent to Denmark to work on the construction of a waste incineration
plant, where he has worked for a year, but that time the accommodation was at the discretion
of the employer. Each time, except for this one period of working through Adecco, Wojtek’s
trips were organized from the beginning to the end by the employer, starting with applying for
a work visa, yet when it was required, by transport to and from work, accommodation,
residence and work permits, insurance, personal numbers and meal.
Over time, migration networks evolve in such a way as to achieve qualitative changes at both
ends, facilitating migration processes. In the host society, newly-minted immigrants become
veterans because they consolidate their place and it is easier and cheaper to help others, which
increases the number of potential beneficiaries, whom they can help in various ways
(Waldinger and Lichter 2003). Social networks are expanding and strengthening.
Another of my interlocutors, Marek, came to Denmark in 2009 succumbed to his father’s
(who ran a Polish construction company in Denmark from 2007) persuasion after he had lost
his job in Poland. After many perturbations and failures, which I will discuss later in my
thesis, Marek, when he finally mastered English on a communicative level, was able to turn it
in his advantage by helping a Polish man, who runs a renovation company, with translation of
orders. For each arrival at the place of work, Marek collected 200 crowns. In addition to help
for the benefit, Marek has helped a large part of the family, in arriving in Denmark to improve
their living conditions, completely disinterestedly.
Piotrek emigrated to Denmark in 2013. Since he has arrived, he has benefited from the help of
his countrymen and he has helped them as well many times. He has been using the Polish
accountant for four - five years for a professional service fee, but he has never demanded
money from people he has helped in various formalities, for example in opening a bank
account.
I never said I wanted something. [...] Normal people know how to behave. [...] I
did not expect anything. [...] They returned the money for hours when I left work
for them earlier.
(Piotrek, 57:23 - 57:43)
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To sum up the above analysis of the role of the social network in the migration process, I can,
following Waldinger and Lichter (2003: 17), conclude that “we now understand that migrants
move not as solo adventurers but as actors linked to associates here and there, their social ties
lubricating and structuring their transition from one society to the next”. One can not see
migration only as a flow of people from place to place. The broad perspective on the whole
machine of the migration process in which many actors are involved is necessary. They form
a network of bottom-up dependencies that shape and facilitate migration flows and reduce the
risk of failure (Castles and Miller 2009, Waldinger and Lichter 2003, Xiang and Lindquist
2014).

Precarity, social navigation and agency
The free movement of workers implies such phenomena as social dumping and precarity
(Ottonelli and Torresi 2019). The close connection of the migration process with its
temporariness, social risk and lack of predictability - without feeling secure and ensuring
protection, leads to the creation of defense mechanisms in the form of strategies of resilience,
resistance or reworking the difficulties to own advantage, often without changing the
uncertain environment as such (Jørgensen 2016). Precarity in this approach is seen as
“catalyst for developing a new radical politics of everyday life” (Shukaitis in Jørgensen 2016:
64-65). This approach can be point of departure for analyzing the problems experienced by
my interlocutors abroad and their ways of dealing with these problems.
In this subchapter I will discuss examples of problems faced by my interlocutors through the
lens of their attitude to trade unions and the strategies they chose to deal with these problems.
It is worth noting, that the way of dealing in a precarious environment by my respondents can
be easily divided by the type of agency (individual or collective), and this in turn due to the
level of either the obedience to, or insubordination against the actors creating this
environment, as well as attitudes towards trade unions.
Friberg and Eldring (2013) claim, that precariousness can be associated primarily with the
fear of losing a job, in some extent due to limited or unlimited duration of contracts. What is
more, some authors give an argument that young people are more likely to tolerate uncertain
and changing working conditions. In this respect, some new migrants, regardless of their age,
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can behave like people at their young age (Nicole-Drancourt in Anderson 2010: 305). Finally,
Penninx and Roosblad quoted in Berntsen (2016: 473) argue, that the agency of foreign
construction workers is understood primarily as the ability to resist within trade unions. The
information I got during the conversations does not confirm above arguments completely.
Katz (2004: 242) distinguishes coping strategies into three groups: “[those] whose primary
effect is autonomous initiative, recuperation, or resilience; those that are attempts to rework
oppressive and unequal circumstances; and those that are intended to resist, subvert, or disrupt
these conditions of exploitation and oppression”. The empirical data collected during my
fieldwork confirm the claim, that “acts of resistance that change existing power relations are
harder to find than acts of resilience or reworking” (Katz in Berntsen 2016: 481).
Most of my respondents in dealing with the hardships of an uncertain environment abroad,
use rather tactics of resilience or reworking the problem in their advantage without changing
the adopted status quo.

Acts of resilience
Wojtek during his long-term migration proved that he can adapt to changing conditions and
circumstances. At the present stage of his life, he knows his value and does not accept
unsatisfactory job offers. He negotiates rates and working conditions. Wojtek does not
consider himself as a conflict person. He never allowed to conflicts in the workplace. Even if
he did not like the conditions, he did not seek conflict, but invented an excuse to leave the
employer.
I knew it was a piece of shit, that, you know, there is no money, there is so much
work that [...] I was there only a month or one and a half and I sloped off as I saw
the first payment. I got 6,5 in euros per hour, and I worked for example from 6 am
to 21 [...] As I saw the first payment of 1,600 euros [...] and sloped off, I said that
... I came up with something simply. [...] Just that I have to leave because I have
such a situation at home.
(Wojtek, 1:10:40 - 1:11:23)
This confirms the argument gave by Berntsen (2016) that most immigrants simply change
jobs, when it is economically justified. A common practice for exploitative terms of
employment is to change jobs instead of trying to enforce a change of conditions on the
employer.
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Wojtek has never heard about trade unions before coming to Denmark. He first heard about it
when he has been working for Adecco, but he did not become a member because none of his
colleagues became.
As it is seen, Wojtek, despite his age, seems to be a compromising person who does not want
to step out of line. During his life abroad he adopted a strategy to adapt to changing
conditions and maneuvering in the maze of life so as to avoid unnecessary stress and hassle.

Tactic of active resistance
A stay in Denmark was a real school of life for Marek. Admittedly, his past 10 years in
Denmark was not a bed of roses but in the contrary it was quite rough. Over the decade,
Marek has struggled with problems such as homelessness, unemployment, poverty, illegal
stay, inability to communicate, mobbing, divorce, starting a new relationship with the bundle
of experience on both sides and a quick wedding for family reunification as well as looking
for a flat combined with fraud. Perhaps thanks to all these experiences Marek adopted the
strategy of active resistance always standing up for himself and often going out on a limb
without fear of consequences. Despite the fact that, as Katz (2004) claims “acts of resistance
that change existing power relations are harder to find than acts of resilience or reworking” (in
Berntsen 2016: 481), Marek adopted this “specific form of the agency” (Berntsen 2016: 475)
as his tactics of resistance to his superiors in order to change the existing power relations.
Already on the first day of work through Adecco for the Copenhagen Metro Team on the
metro construction site, Marek gained a respect of site manager who was Italian and did not
enjoy a good reputation among his subordinates because of his impulsive character.
[...] I said goodbye [...] and that he will not “bark” at me [...] but then he
apologized. [...] I gained respect and a nickname ‘Bulldog’. [...] I didn’t let
anybody push me around [...] and I scored the points from my colleagues because
I restrained a little bit of this Italian temperament.
(Marek, 16:50 - 17:31)
At the other Marek’s construction site, Nuuks Plads, there was also conflict with the site
manager, this time of Irish origin. Marek nearly beat him, because he spoke badly to him. The
reason was, that according to the site manager, Marek left the workplace, but according to
Marek, he went to the toilet and talked with the Adecco office for a while.
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He had offended me. [...] I have already rolled up my sleeves and wanted to
explain it, but fortunately the guys from Adecco stopped me, after which he [site
manager] said that I can go home if I do not like it, and I told him that he did not
hired me and he will not fire me. And the next day [site manager] came and said
that he liked my attitude very much and we are still good friends today. I just
stood up wherever I could and that's why people had a lot of respect for me.
(Marek, 23:57 - 24:34)
Perhaps it was thanks to the adopted tactic that Marek was over time promoted to bankmen’s
and crane operator’s foreman. He managed a group of ten Poles and got a raise to 160 Danish
crowns gross per hour. He had worked there until 2017, when a team at the construction site
began to crumble, because of falling demand for labour when the work’s end was coming, so
Marek was moved, still as a foreman, to Gammel Strand construction site. There, for a year,
he has tried to negotiate an unchanged for four years wage amount, and after unsuccessful
attempts, he gave up work and finished his adventure with Metro City Ring. At that time,
Adecco found an alternative for him and employed him as an excavator operator for NCC
company at another project with a wage of 170 Danish crowns per hour. Because, as Marek
said, it was a typical Danish job where there was no possibility of taking overtime, and Marek
belongs to people who are not afraid of hard work and quick money, so he was looking for
something better for him. He sent a CV for the position of excavator operator to the 3K +
company (fallen Kamko), where he had worked for four months until the bankruptcy of this
company. Due to the announcement of bankruptcy, the company did not pay overdue holiday
money, thanks to which Marek could convince himself that it is worth paying membership in
the trade unions.
When I started working on the metro, everyone was saying to pay A-kasse. By
colleagues, I learned that the largest trade union in Denmark is 3F. I searched in
Polish on the internet and found 3F and in 15 minutes I became a member.
(Broken recording)
Since 2013 he has paid full membership and additional life insurance. He is not sure whether
it was trade union that helped him with getting overdue holiday money, because that was 3K+
Dansk Byggeri that sent him a letter to fill in with data about holidays. Just after few days he
got 10,000 Danish crowns for overdue holiday money. At that time Marek has been at the
A-kasse, only for a month in total.
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At the first meeting I was in the job center and I honestly said that I do not have
time to sit at home or learn, I have home and car loans and I have to go to work as
soon as possible. She liked it and called NCC [where they offered the rate] 160
per hour for 37 hours. I asked if I should be nice or honest. I had to be nice, [so I
said], I do not have the relevant qualifications. So they raised the rate on the 173
crowns plus 8 crowns in bonus if everything is in order.
(Broken recording)
Thanks to his attitude, Marek is today successfully employed directly by the NCC as a special
worker. Marek’s example shows that an effective tactic of individual active resistance is
possible, and seemingly risky attempts to quit or reject a job can turn out to be a successful
way to re-evaluate the current dependencies of the subordinate - the ruler. Thus, it refutes
Berntsen’s (2016: 475) claim, that “the impact of individual job jumping on changing
conditions of exploitation, unless collectively performed, is generally minimal”.

Reworking strategy
Vigh in his article introduces the concept of ‘Dubriagem’ which “[...] refers to the praxis of
immediate survival as well as to gaining a perspective on changing social possibilities and
possible trajectories. It is both the praxis of navigating a road through shifting or opaque
socio-political circumstances as well as the process of plotting it [...]” (Vigh 2016: 52).
Like youth from Guinea-Bissau described by Vigh (2016), Tomasz, while facing number of
difficulties, also maneuvers between the technique of adjusting the requirements of the
environment and reworking inconveniences to his own advantage. On the examples of
problems that he had to deal with, I will point out the techniques that he took to improve his
situation.
When in 2011 he emigrated to Sweden for the first time, he provided services as a dock and
crane operator in a shipyard. In addition to the place of employment, the Swedish shipyard
became the place of residence for Tomasz. As he admits, it was an illegal form of
accommodation, but everyone, including the employer, knew about it and gave a tacit consent
for it. It was beneficial for the employer.
The flat is free because it is cheaper [for the employer]. There are such vacant
places in the shipyard. [...] There the conditions were terrible. The rats were
running around the locker room. [...] I lived with Polish pathology, where they
peed and puked, did not keep hygiene, there was no place to defecate. [...] There
was a toilet, but there were no conditions to even pee, because it was so dirty. [...]
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Such ‘elements’ were arriving.
(Tomasz, 11:10 - 12:31)
Tomasz did not stay there even for two months. The longing for the family prevailed the
financial benefits. Because Tomasz was needful in the shipyard and the employer did not
want to let him go, Tomasz found the replacement. He came back to the Polish company
where the Polish reality came into play very soon again.
Because I was unable to provide my family with a decent living, I devoted myself
and have worked in Sweden for three years.
(Tomasz, 14:41 - 14:53)
Thanks to subsequent work on the metro construction, Tomasz managed to get away from
Sweden only seemingly. Adecco thus provided accommodation in Sweden where there
unfortunately were bed bugs. Apart from bed bugs, Tomasz was tired of getting to work at 7
am.
You had to leave at 5.30 to be at 7.00. [...] Suburban train and change to
long-distance train and bus in Copenhagen. It was hard after 23:00 when we
finished work. At midnight there was no public transport to Burlov. [...] For
example, if I did not catch the last train, [...] I stayed twice at the train station [...]
in Copenhagen when it was warm, because it was not worth it to come back home
if I had the next morning shift. [...] The station was closing, so I slept in the park
next to the station. [...] Adecco did not help and was not interested in it. [...] I
pushed them [to help].
(Tomasz, 22:46 - 24:58)
However, the main stimulus to change the place of residence turned out to be bugs that
eventually did not give up.
When bugs bite me, she [Agata] ordered a guy who came after a week, and I had
lived a week in the kitchen downstairs on a wooden table. He wanted to remove
the bugs with steam under the high temperature, but it did not work, because I was
bitten again. I wrote to Agata that I give up this apartment and move to
Copenhagen.
(Tomasz, 25:04 - 26:12)
When Tomasz moved to Copenhagen, he has been working at the second permanent site at
Nuuks Plads, where he became fond of collaborators from the very beginning. He was Sami’s
replacement worker on the crane, and they both did not like to operate the crane from the
ground with the remote control, as they were forced to do. Tomasz justifies it with security
reasons. He remains, that work on the metro construction site was related to the transport of
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materials from place to place and because lifting zones were not designated, workers were
only able to move materials in random places. There was a large volume of work which was
easier and safer to do directly from the crane cabin. As he argues, crane controlled with a
remote controller posed a direct danger to other construction users due to limited visibility.
What is more, the signal between controller and crane disappeared behind the buildings.
Tomasz complains, that the crane turned off when the battery discharged in the remote
controller. For example, at the exit to the shaft, the battery died and the brake was activated
only after two seconds, which was too long. It was impossible for crane operator to
counterbalance in a strong wind and there was a risk of crushing someone with tonal steel as
the crane had a deviation of two meters. He asserts, that with a remote control there was no
control over the crane and there was a big danger to property, health and life. He adds that the
construction site was on the housing estate, where there was half a meter distance between the
construction site boundary and the building. Crane operators were driving with steels up to
twelve meters long. Any gust of wind, inattention could therefore result in property damage or
loss of life. He claims, that there were actually a few accidents, that crane operator drove into
the apartment with steel. As he explains, they reported this fact many times to their manager
but without effect. Tomasz told me, therefore, a rather funny anecdote how they dealt with it,
which proves that when all rational arguments fail, one must use deception.
[...] They told us to operate from this remote controller, while the brand new cabin
was at the top, so Sami [...] drowned the remote controller [...] and said that the
rain was falling and the controller got wet. Site manager [...] requested us to pay
20,000 crowns.
(Tomasz, 58:07 - 58:46)
[...] We reported to the manager [...] but they could not, they did not want to
change it.
(Tomasz, 1:05:30 - 1:05:57)
[...] They brought a new battery and the remote controller worked, but we were
already upstairs in the cabin and did not want to leave it.
(Tomasz, 1:09:21 - 1:09:29)
The example of the above anecdote fits perfectly into the concept ‘Dubriagem’, which “refers
to the praxis of immediate survival as well as to gaining a perspective on changing social
possibilities and possible trajectories [into own advantage]” (Vigh 2016: 52).
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With the help of a simple trick, Polish crane operators on the Danish construction site of the
new metro line navigated the existing circumstances in a way that might seem to be
destructive. However, as it is known, the end justifies the means and the adopted strategy of
reworking unfavorable conditions in own advantage, freed them from danger and transformed
risky working conditions into desirable conditions, without changing the existing power
relations (Vigh 2016). The strategy of reworking gives profits on both sides, giving agents a
sense of real win, and providing superiors with unchanging status. It is like Bourdieu’s notion
of illusio as “a feel for the game” which is equally related to ‘a future in the making’ and
entails that “one positions oneself not where the ball is but where it will be [and that] one
invests oneself not where the profit is, but where it will be” (Bourdieu in Vigh 2016: 54).
This ‘game’ strategy with winners on both sides also worked when direct attempts at an open,
albeit honest fight with the superiors did not work. Because Tomasz and his colleagues had a
construction site on one side of the street, and social rooms on the other, although the time
sheets should be registered exactly at 7 o’clock in the morning, due to a distance, after
changing the clothes and crossing the street, the employees checked in at the checkpoint at the
construction site at 7:03. The Irish site manager named Shaun was terribly annoyed by this
fact, and every morning he stopped workers instructing them. Because of that, they were at
workplace ever later, and the manager in turn wrote complaints about this directly to Adecco.
We wrote [to Adecco] how it was [...] and that if the manager wants a meeting he
must come earlier and we will write our work hours down from 6.30.
(Tomasz, 1:11:47 - 1:12:15)
Attempts to intervene in the employment agency have resulted in a worsening situation,
because Shaun began to take timesheets and personally reduced the registered working hours.
It even came to the fact, that Tomasz was forbidden to leave the crane for a break and was
forced to eat in the cabin, because for the time needed to get off the crane for a break, and
then return, he had a break of five minutes too long. In response to this situation, Tomasz did
not register the break time at all, because he did not leave the workplace physically. The
manager again wrote to Adecco to reduce the time taken by Tomasz for breaks.
I wrote to Adecco, that they should compensate me for these hours [...] and the
matter went down.
(Tomasz, 1:14:18 - 1:15:05)
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Because the next intervention attempt at the top did not work, the employees had to work this
disadvantage in their own advantage in a different way. Co-workers began to modify the
graphics on their own, as they liked, and to make the registers match, they exchanged their
cards.
I was checking out with [Sami’s] card. [...] We made a deal with the guard.
(Tomasz, 1:17:13 - 1:17:21)
Thanks to this operation, everyone was satisfied. Employees, because they had guaranteed but
also flexible working hours and a manager who does not have to waste his energy on control
and constant complaints. Exchanging cards between the workers was a common practice to
compensate for unfairly calculated additions. Piotrek also recalls this fact in the past when he
was coming for the night shifts from 23 to 7 in the morning.
The afternoon shift did not go home yet, and we already checked in and went out
through the second gate and I was already going home to sleep and did not even
come in the morning. [...] Then, with time cards, one checked three in, [...] and
one only stayed at work. Sometimes we went out, we came back, we turned a
laptop on and were watching movies.
(Piotrek, 52:26 - 53:16)
Based on the examples of my respondents’ stories, it can be stated, that tricks and fraud used
by them in an uncertain working environment were “a way of achieving one’s goal (...) by
using (...) ones informal social and personal resources” (Barbosa in Vigh 2016: 55). These
informal social and personal resources can be freely managed depending on the needs of the
situation and the seriousness of the problem, which comes to be faced.
Tomasz’s problems were not only limited to work or accommodation sphere. Thus, due to the
lack of registration in Denmark, he had real problems with getting a Danish yellow health
insurance card and opening a bank account. Because his English was not communicative
enough, he had difficulty communicating in offices and institutions, so Agata Heymowski
[from Adecco] wrote on a piece of paper what Tomasz is supposed to do. Perhaps it was
through the language barrier, that the whole procedure lasted three months in total. During
this time, Adecco was sending Tomasz’s salary to his colleagues’ bank accounts. In order to
open the bank account, Tomasz had to get a confirmation from the police office, that he lived
in Burlov. The problem was, that there was no police office in Burlov. Tomasz went so to
Malmo and wanted to pay for demanded document but institution in Malmo was not
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authorized to give the document, so Tomasz was sent back to the municipality. Helplessness
in the face of this situation triggered in him a defense mechanism which was, quoting Vigh
(2016: 52) “a roundabout route to the construction of future social being”.
I came up with a plan that I bought a beer I got a fine for this beer. [...] There was
an address [...] in Burlov [on the fine]. This was the second document that I
needed to this Nordea bank. [...] I opened the beer in front of them [police
officers] and I said that I want a fine.
(Tomasz, 32:00 - 32:36)
Unfortunately, despite obtaining all the required documents, three Nordea’s employees
serving Tomasz within two months sent him back empty-handed. Tomasz finally began to
suspect prejudices against the national background and from the conservative tactics of
reworking he moved to active resistance.
I told them that if you do not want to open my account because of my nationality,
you’re racist, then you had to tell me that you would not open an account. I talked
in front to other clients, all three [employees] came.
(Tomasz, 34:48 - 35:07)
This time, his attitude did nothing and he left resigned. With some hope left, he entered the
Arbejdernes Landsbank next to the train station, taking the attack posture.
I asked whether they are racists. [...] She [the saleswoman] called her superior
because she did not understand me. I apologized for my English and asked [...]
whether they open accounts for Poles. The supervisor took me to the next table
and said, that of course, they do. I told him the story about Nordea. [...] I
presented the documents. [...] The same day he opened a bank account and it took
ten minutes.
(Tomasz, 36:01 - 37:41)
The example of Tomasz experience with a bank account shows that in an uncertain
environment abroad, it is not enough to develop a single survival strategy, but one should
navigate between different tactics to achieve the goal. In line with Wallas’ argument (in Datta
et al. 2007: 405), it describes, “how people living in marginal situations managed to juggle
resources in innovative and complex ways in order to get by, often during times of risk”.
Often, like Tomasz, improvising and constantly updating the path leading through uncertain
areas, they try to survive and build the foundations of their existence, negotiating more and
more in this uncertain environment (Vigh 2016).
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Tomasz, during his work on the metro construction site, had a full-time contract, but as he
claims, overtime was the norm. It was not always paid extra. This is another example of
precarity, which may be also related to the payment of remuneration. Employees can be
deceived by the employer in many ways, not even knowing about it. They can actually receive
a lower wage than what their hour book indicates, do not get overtime supplements or
otherwise be deprived of their salary (Friberg and Eldring 2013). As it turned out, it was the
case with Adecco which has been in court since 2018 and which I will briefly describe below
before proceeding to the next subsection.

Adecco case background and attitude to trade unions
The first case, which concerned among other timeout job was settled in February 2018. The
arbitration tribunal has settled, that Adecco must pay 110,000 Danish crowns to the two
temporary workers, who have worked to an extent that is entirely outside the terms of
agreement of working hours.
The second case was settled in an arbitration court in February 2019, when 1,7 million Danish
crowns was demanded for three Polish construction workers working on the metro
construction site. This case was one of three on the settlement in terms of breaking the
collective agreement by Adecco in terms of working hours and allowances for overtime.
According to 3F, Adecco has exploited its employees, allowing them to work as a kind of day
workers, where they were sent to various metro construction sites and worked around the
clock probably without the required overtime rates in 2013 - 2016.
Timesheets that provided evidence in this case showed that three people have worked freely at
any time of the day. One of them has worked for 34 consecutive days without a day off and
had three consecutive weeks of work with more than 91 hours a week. Another has worked
alternately day and night and ended up so exhausted that he dropped a large concrete element
from the crane.
Exactly today, the 28th of May 2019, when I am writing this, there is a third arbitration case
against Adecco, after which 3F will refer all three cases to the Labor Court and will demand
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compensation on behalf of 1,500 temporary employees who have worked for Adecco with
over 100 million Danish crowns claim. (Rebouh and Østergaard 2019)
Tomasz did not file a lawsuit because he did not pay A-kasse.
I've always missed 500 crowns to pay and I did not care, [...] because I would not
have survived on A-kasse in Denmark. Besides, I do not like to be unemployed
and function as people can. If I lived in Denmark it would make sense, because I
would have something to do with time. I am the type of man who goes abroad to
work.
(Tomasz, 43:20 - 44:00)
Like Tomasz, the vast majority of my interlocutors do not belong to trade unions, and even if
they do, they do not count on their help and are rather skeptical about their work.
Tomek has heard about trade unions in Norway because his father belongs. He is not a
member of trade unions, but he pays A-kasse.
I realized that I'm young and I do not need unions.
(Personal conversation without recording)
Despite the fact, that Tomek was not a member of the union, when he was on unemployment
insurance A-kasse and when the case of Adecco came to light, 3F provided Tomek with real
registers of hours to which access was blocked by Adecco and it came out that Tomek was
also cheated by Adecco. Trade unions though did not help Tomek because they could not
become his plenipotentiaries. After all, Tomek does not regret that he did not sign up for
unions, because they eventually informed him about the actual register of hours as he
required. Besides, he did not like the way 3F pressed to file a lawsuit and join the unions.
Paweł heard about unions and unemployment insurance in the workplace and he decided to
pay the membership, although he did not count on union too much, because as he has
convinced many times, it is not very much in union’s interest to help people but only to earn
money.
I have been with people who complained in the trade unions to help them translate
what they want to say [...] and the unions said that “basically the employer is
right, go back to work” because they [unions] did not see in this business that
there are more people to file a lawsuit, because they will not help the unit [...].
They are looking for excuses.
(Paweł, 31:31 - 32:00)
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Piotrek also paid trade unions membership and A-kasse Det Faglige Hus from the beginning
of his work on the metro construction but he heard it was a waste of money. He did not notice
any benefits among his friends and he even can not see in the whole case Adecco’s fault
because as he firmly states, he agreed on Adecco’s conditions and nobody forced him to work
overtime. Piotrek is critical about people who filed a lawsuit against Adecco.
Only one got 80,000 crowns. [...] For me, this is suspicious.
(Piotrek, 47:10 - 47:40)
[...] In my opinion everyone is aware and accepts the given conditions. Why
should I expect extra money? [...] For me, this is cunning and the lust for money.
[...] Poles laugh at Muslims, that they are using social system, but if someone
finds out that someone has got it [money], they demand it as if it was theirs.
Everyone signed the contract. [...[ I was satisfied with what I had.
(Piotrek, 50:10 - 51:30)
The overwhelming majority of my interlocutors show a very critical attitude towards trade
unions, perceiving them as actors taking care only of their own interest. Maybe this is true,
that “here is no evidence to suggest that Poles migrant workers are resistant to union
membership” (Hansen and Hansen in Eldring et al. 2012: 32) and maybe this is true, that
“their ideology or normative attitudes towards union membership would induce them to join”
(Hansen and Hansen in Eldring et al. 2012: 32), but on the example of most of my
interlocutors, one can draw a general conclusion that at that time trade unions in Denmark
have done nothing to encourage migrants to participate, on the contrary, they have
discouraged them with their claiming attitude.
However, two of my interlocutors, who were neither able to resist the supervisor nor rework
difficulties to their own advantage, are very satisfied with help of trade unions.
Szymon claims that he was experiencing mobbing from the Italians working with him and
points to the many deficiencies in the workplace.
We had no breaks, because the crane must work. It was hard to go out for a break,
because you had to watch when the train came [...]. After a while it was
normalized. Until it was full team, [...] one person was handling two cranes
simultaneously. [...] There was no health and safety training. [...] In the first
company I had health and safety training. [...] I did not have any extra money for
replacements.
(Szymon, 15:02 - 17:40)
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Szymon read in past about the Danish trade unions, that they are the strongest in Europe but
he signed up only at the end of his first job for POLTEC company. As he states, the trade
unions helped him and his colleagues from the first job even earlier.
They [3F] said they would help us [...] and then they cut off the outstanding
contributions. [...] A class action lawsuit was filed that we exceeded the limit of
hours per week and the hours were imposed.
(Szymon, 09:06 - 09:33)
[The adventure with this company] ended with an arbitration case in court. We
won partly, but not as much as we wanted.
(Szymon, 11:00 - 11:13)
Szymon’s cousin, Robert also suggests that from the beginning of his work for CMT, there
was no health and safety. He complains about disorganization as well as the fact that bosses
were exchanging wrong information so workers were told to get out things that they could not
get to. But when I asked him if they tried to somehow oppose the employer in situations
threatening safety, health and life, Robert replied that they did not know their rights and
carried out the orders. Robert has heard about many fatal accidents.
It happened that people were working in a shaft, that is, in the underground tunnel
and someone was passing over a hole and accidentally nudged the plank and a
plank falling 30 meters down, it takes on weight and hits the one’s neck. They
dragged the man up with a crane and transported to the hospital. [...] We had the
safety clothes, but there was no safety at work.
(Robert, 20:23 - 21:35)
Before migration Robert was a member of trade unions in Poland, but as he argues, it was
only an institution that takes money. In Denmark his cousin Szymon was from the very
beginning encouraging him to sign up to trade union and Robert only enrolled in January
2017 to 3F. As it just after two months turned out, it was a good decision because in March
2017 something went wrong during work and a one and a half tone stone, carried by his
brother who has worked there as crane operator, slipped on Robert’s hand. Robert boasts that
he is a walking advertisement and living proof that it is worthwhile to join a trade union.
The unions were the mediator in my case. In addition to arranging several papers,
then I was just signing.
(Robert, 26:14 - 26:36)
Two years after accident, Robert received an email standing that, based on a doctor’s decision
in September 2018, he is entitled to a disability benefit until the end of 2019 with 12 percent
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health detriment and 75 percent loss of ability to return to work. In the meantime, he got
twenty sessions of acupuncture, fifteen sessions with a psychologist, three ergotherapy in a
hospital, he was sent to an institution, Danish training, practice and he got a social adviser
from unions. He did not pay for anything.
The insurance company paid for everything. [...] I was under a full umbrella from
unions.
(Robert, 34:40 - 35:00)
The two above examples of my last interlocutors can certainly confirm that help from trade
unions is possible, especially in crisis situations and for people who for some reason did not
develop additional survival techniques in the precarious environment.

Polish Building Club
The experience of my interlocutors described in the previous subsection prompts to reflect on
how difficult and complex the process of organizing the employees is, especially foreign ones,
who do not have full confidence in the new environment around them.
For ten years of the Metro City Ring project, trade union representatives asked themselves the
same question and faced a challenge to mobilize new migrant workers while conducting
numerous research and analysis.
Jakob Mathiassen in his report admits that “Mobilizing Cityringen members has proved to be
an extremely difficult task” (2017: 22). However, as Mathiassen emphasizes in the report,
experiences from attempts of organizing workers from Copenhagen Metro City Ring
construction clearly shows, that a strong and sustainable organization requires a high degree
of mobilization and that mobilizing members requires a high degree of influence on
membership. “You can not ask people to become active in a labor union or a job fight,
without affecting both the association and the fight” (Mathiassen 2017: 22).
Mathiassen (2017) deplores, that employees of the trade union perceive their colleagues from
City Ring as strangers, and migrant workers perceive BJMF as a union of Danes. He argues,
that the 3F members working on Copenhagen Metro City Ring were not able to have real
access to democracy in their trade union also because all information about the BJMF
association is exclusively in Danish.
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These challenges can be remedied by giving migrant workers a place to gather, where they
can exchange information, discuss and develop their democratic participation in the
community in their own language. In this way, a need of the extraction 3F club arose, based
on nationality and language. The case of Copenhagen Metro City Ring shows, that national
differences can not be ignored, and must be appreciated and emphasized, not to divide
workers, but to gather even more in a common battle. (Mathiassen 2017)
This is how the idea of creating language building clubs, including Polish, was created, thanks
to which Jakob’s path as the originator and my last interlocutor, Robert, crossed. Jakob
needed a Polish person who would help him to organize the club members. He applied to the
Polish interpreter from 3F to find a Polish person who would like to participate in the Club’s
creation project. Monika, who is a Polish interpreter there, started calling people and Robert
was the person she reached. Robert intuitively and quite spontaneously agreed.
I'm off, I'm enrolled in school. [...] I can spend my time [...] , so full of fear, but
also desire and other emotions I decided that I will try. [...] That was 2 months
ago. We have had several meetings since then.
(Robert, 38:03 - 38:43)
As life shows, every cloud has a silver lining, because perhaps thanks to Robert’s unfortunate
fate, he has now become the chairman of the newly established Polish Building Club, the
moment of creation which, as well as the election of the board and the subsequent meetings I
had the opportunity to observe. As a born activist, Robert proves himself to be the chairman
and has high hopes for the Club’s future activities.
[This club is being created as] an additional channel of information with unions
about Poles, [...] what we want to change as construction workers, so life would
be better. We will have the right to vote in the trade unions. We will make
bureaucratic decisions.
(Robert, 47:20 - 47:50)
It follows from the above two subsections that trade unions took ten years to develop a
strategy for mobilizing migrant members and achieving a certain consensus in the form
of clubs for specific language groups. When the Metro City Ring project comes to an
end and a large part of Polish migrants who contributed to the success of this project left
Denmark, finally the first strictly construction club for Poles is created to increase the
decision-making of members representing national minorities. Time will show whether
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the club will be able to work out strategies to improve the living and working conditions
of economic migrants, which will be able to replace the current ad hoc survival tactics
used by migrant non-organized workers.
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Conclusion
By this study, I set a goal to identify patterns of social navigation used by highly mobile
people, as migrant construction workers definitely are, not only in the context of how they
move as independent actors, but also how they are moved, by examining the role of the social
network and other actors during the migration process in order to explain what kind of
practices improves their living conditions in uncertain environment abroad.
The aim of this project was to find an answer to my research question: How do migrant
construction workers navigate international labour market on the example of the
narratives of Polish former employees on the Copenhagen Metro City Ring project?
In order to be able to answer this research question more easily and at the same time
comprehensively and accurately, I have broken it down into four smaller working questions,
the content of which I will recall below:
- Who is involved in the process of migration?
- What kind of problems do migrants face abroad?
- What strategies, practices and tactics do migrants use to cope with difficulties faced
abroad?
- Do migrants organize themselves abroad? How?
To explore all these issues, I conducted fieldwork in form of semi-structured interviews
among Polish former construction workers of The Copenhagen Metro City Ring Project and
made participant observations of Polish Building Club. The result of these interviews and
observations provided an insight into the social navigation process for the selected workers,
taking into consideration that the result drawn from a small number of respondents and their
subjective narratives.
The theoretical frameworks of this thesis were concepts related to migration theory such as:
-

Migration infrastructure with the emphasis of its social dimension;

-

Precarity or precariousness;
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-

Social navigation with the concept of ‘Dubriagem’;

-

Agency with emphasis on resilience, resistance and reworking strategies.

Separated concepts together with working questions showed me the way to the analysis of the
experiences of my interlocutors in the context of their methods of social navigation and
organization either including or excluding participation in trade unions as well as the role of
network they use or not while migrating.
Trying to draw conclusions from the analysis of conversations with my respondents, I will
present the results below.
Having analyzed the motives of migration through the prism of push and pull factors, I
discovered that the main actors involved in the migration process are not migrants, not agents
who recruit migrants, but social networks which actually determine the mobility of migrants,
who sometimes do not even realize the fact, that their fate is not entirely their own
independent decision.
Through analysis of the problems faced by my interlocutors during their migration path with
the help of the concept of ‘precarity’, I came to the conclusion, that the main problems of my
informers are not related to the fear of losing a job or unfair remuneration, but rather to:
❖ social issues, such as the guarantee of accommodation;
❖ formal, like obtaining the necessary documents, permits, registration, bank account;
❖ communication - and again not so much at work, but deepening formal problems
because of inability to communicate freely in a foreign language;
❖ mobbing by superiors.
Analyzing simultaneously my main focus in this thesis, namely strategies adopted by my
interlocutors to cope with these difficulties through the lens of ‘social navigation’, ‘agency’,
‘resilience’, ‘reworking’ and ‘resistance’ concepts, I noticed a few dependencies. First of all,
the strategies used by my interlocutors seem to depend on the type of agency they adopt
(individual or collective), which in turn depends on the attitude towards the collective
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agency, in the form of trade unions, which can be finally traced to individual personal
characteristics and subordination tendencies or lack thereof.
Those of my interlocutors, who describe themselves as non-conflictual, chose rather
conservative strategies of resilience, in the form of changing work or adapting to the
prevailing conditions. Most of my respondents chose middle strategies of reworking
unfavorable conditions into their own advantage while maintaining the existing power
relations. Some, characterized by extremely strong character, chose boldly the strategy of
active resistance without fear of consequences, with the simultaneous change in the power
relations into their advantage. Others, who for various reasons did not manage to develop
their own survival techniques, resorted to assistance from the collective agency in order to
improve their conditions.
Finally, thanks to the analysis of the attitude towards trade unions, I showed that my
interlocutors with a positive attitude towards unionization, show willingness to a collective
form of organization through trade unions. On the other hand, those who have betrayed their
skepticism towards trade union institutions organize themselves on their own with the help of
a social network or not at all.
The answers given to all the above-mentioned working questions, gaining by the analysis of
the narratives of Polish former employees on the Copenhagen Metro City Ring project, give a
full, but one should remember, not a representative picture of how migrant construction
workers navigate international labour market.
Several points of suggestions can be put forward as recommendations for future projects,
based on or around the topics of interest. Due to time limitations I was not able to continue
observing the further development of Polish Building Club and the Adecco case in arbitration
and the Labor Court. For the same reason, I did not have a chance to talk to the main victims
of the Adecco case, whose narratives could be an interesting starting point for considering the
exploitation of migrant workers. By understanding their point of view, it would be possible to
even arrange a confrontation with other former employees defending Adecco in order to
analyze the motives, arguments and actions of both parties.
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By means of such a comparative analysis, it would be possible to create a full sociological
picture of a Polish construction worker in Denmark. The theoretical reference to such a
sociological picture could, for example, be neoclassical economic theories of migration,
discussed for example in the book of Castles and Miller (2009) “The age of migration.
International population movements in the modern world” and pointing to the purely
economic motives of all migrant activities.

68

Bibliography
Adler, L. H., Tapia, M., and Turner, L. eds. (2014) Mobilizing Against Inequality: Unions,
Immigrant Workers, and the Crisis of Capitalism, Cornell University Press,
Ithaca.
Anderson, B. (2010) “Migration, immigration controls and the fashioning of precarious
workers”, Work, Employment and Society,24(2), pp. 300–317.
Arnholtz, J. and Hansen, N. W. (2013) “Labour market specific institutions and the working
conditions of labour migrants: The case of Polish migrant labour in the Danish
labour market”, Economic and Industrial Democracy, 34(3), pp. 401–422.
Bergene, A. C. (2016) “Creative Destructor/ Destructive Creator: Agency workers as
threatening moles undermining unionism or welcome agents of change in Irish
and Norwegian unions?”, Comparative Labor Law and Policy Journal, Fall.
Bernaciak, M. ed. (2015) Market Expansion and Social Dumping in Europe. London:
Routledge.
Bernard, H. R. (2011) Research Methods in Anthropology: Qualitative and Quantitative
Approaches- 4th ed.,AltaMira Press.
Berntsen, L. (2016) “Reworking labour practices: on the agency of unorganized mobile
migrant construction workers”, Work, Employment and Society, 30(3), pp.
472–488.
Bourdieu, P. ed. (1999) The Weight of the World: Social Suffering and Impoverishment in
Contemporary Society, Cambridge: Polity Press.
Castles, S. and Miller, M. J. (2009) The age of migration. International population
movements in the modern world,4th edition, Palgrave Macmillan.
Casas-Cortés, S. (2016) “A Genealogy of Precarity: A Toolbox for Rearticulating
Fragmented Social Realities in and Out of the Workplace” in: Schierup, C. U.,
Jørgensen, M. B. (eds.) Politics of Precarity, Boston: Brill.
Coe, N. M. and Jordhus-Lier, D. C. (2011) “Constrained agency? Re-evaluating the
geographies of labour”, Progress in Human Geography,35(2), pp. 211–233.
Datta, K., McIlwaine, C., Evans, Y., Herbert, J., May, J. and Wills, J. (2007) “From coping
strategies to tactics: London’s low-pay economy and migrant labour”, British
Journal of Industrial Relations45(2): 404–32.

69

Eldring, L., Fitzgerald, I., and Arnholtz, J. (2012) “Post-accession migration in construction
and trade union responses in Denmark, Norway and the UK”, European
Journal of Industrial Relations, 18(1), pp. 21–36.
Ergun, A. and Erdemir, A. (2010) “Negotiating Insider and Outsider Identities in the Field:
“Insider” in a Foreign Land; “Outsider” in One’s Own Land”, Field Methods,
22(1), pp. 16–38.
Fitzgerald, I. (2006) Organising Migrant Workers in Construction: Experience from the
North East of England. Newcastle upon Tyne: Northern TUC.
Friberg, J. H., Arnholtz, J., Eldring, L., Hansen, N. W., and Thorarins, F. (2014) “Nordic
labour market institutions and new migrant workers: Polish migrants in Oslo,
Copenhagen and Reykjavik”, European Journal of Industrial Relations, 20(1),
pp. 37–53.
Friberg, J. H. and Eldring, L. eds. (2013) Labour migrants from Central and Eastern Europe
in the Nordic countries. Patterns of migration, working conditions and
recruitment practices, D
 enmark: TemaNord.
Giddens, A. (1974) Positivism and Sociology,Heinemann London.
International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and
Members of Their Families (1990) [A/RES/45/158]
International Organization for Migration (2011) “Glossary on Migration”, International
Migration Law SeriesNo. 25.
Januszewska, E. (2013) “Imigranci i uchodźcy w Danii – perspektywa badacza”, Pedagogika
Społeczna, (R. XII), 2(48), pp. 137 - 154.
Jørgensen, M. B. (2016) “The Precariat Strikes Back – Precarity Struggles in Practice” in:
Schierup, C. U., Jørgensen, M. B. (eds.) Politics of Precarity, B
 oston: Brill.
Katz, C. (2004) Growing up Global: Economic Restructuring and Children’s Everyday Lives.
University of Minnesota Press.
Kawulich, B. (2005) “Participant Observation as a Data Collection Method”, Forum
Qualitative Sozialforschung / Forum: Qualitative Social Research,6(2).
Krings, T. (2009) “A Race to the Bottom? Trade Unions, EU Enlargement and the Free
Movement of Labour”, European Journal of Industrial Relations, 15(1), pp.
49–69.
Malinowski, B. (1922) Argonauts of the Western Pacific.London: Routledge.
Mathiassen, J. (2016) Gennembruddet - en analyse af organiseringen af udenlandske
arbejdstagere på den Københavnske Metro Cityring.
Mathiassen, J. (2017) Gennembruddet 2 - Den faglige indsats på Cityringen.

70

Munck, R. (2016) “Globalisation, Labour and the ‘Precariat’: Old Wine in New Bottles?” in:
Schierup, C. U., Jørgensen, M. B. (eds.) Politics of Precarity, B
 oston: Brill.
Ottonelli, V. and Torresi, T. (2019) “Temporary Migration Projects, Special Rights and
Social Dumping”, Ethic Theory and Moral Practice, Accepted: 17 December
2018/ First Online 04 January 2019, Print ISSN 1386-2820, Springer Nature
B.V. 2019.
Refslund, B., and Arnholtz, J. (2017) “Displaying power, but altering identity: how Danish
unions managed to organize the transnationalised Copenhagen Metro
construction project”, Paper presented at SASE 29th annual meeting What's
Next? Disruptive/ Collaborative Economy or Business as Usual?, Lyon,
France.
Schierup, C. U., Jørgensen, M. B. (2016) “From ‘Social Exclusion’ to ‘Precarity’. The
Becoming-migrant of Labour: An Introduction” in: Schierup, C. U., Jørgensen,
M. B. (eds.) Politics of Precarity, B
 oston: Brill.
Schierup, C. U., Jørgensen, M. B. eds. (2016) Politics of Precarity, B
 oston: Brill.
Sewell, W. H. (1992) “A theory of structure: duality, agency, and transformation”, American
Journal of Sociology98(1): 1–29.
Standing, G. (2011) The Precariat. The New Dangerous Class. London: Bloomsbury
Academic.
Thomsen, T. L. (2012a) “Irregular Migration: – Between Legal Status and Social Practices”,
Nordic Journal of Migration Research,2, 4, 308-315
Thomsen, T. L. (2012b) “Irregular Migration: Mismatch between Conceptualizations and
Lived Experiences”, Qualitative Studies,3 (2): 97-114.
Vigh, H. E. (2006) “Social Death and Violent Life Chances” in Christiansen, C., Utas, M.
and Vigh, H. E. (eds.) Navigating youth, generating adulthood: social
becoming in an African context,Uppsala: Nordiska Afrikainstitutet.
Voloder, L. and Kirpitchenko, L. eds. (2013) I nsider research on Migration and Mobility.
International Perspectives on researcher Positioning, ashgate Publishing
limited, Surrey.
Waldinger, R. and Lichter, M. I. (2003) How the Other Half Works: Immigration and the
Social Organization of Labor, University of California Press, Berkeley.
Woodward, K. (2008) “Hanging out and hanging about: Insider/outsider research in the sport
of boxing”, Ethnography,9(4), pp. 536–560.
Woolfson, C., Fudge, J. and Thörnqvist, C. (2014) “Migrant precarity and future challenges
to labour standards in Sweden”, Economic and Industrial Democracy, 35(4),
pp. 695–715.

71

Xiang, B. and Lindquist, J. (2014) “Migration Infrastructure”, International Migration
Review, 48 (1 suppl), pp. 122–148.
Østergaard, B. (2007) Indvandrerne i Danmarks historie. Kultur- og religionsmøder,
Syddansk Universitetsforlag.

Internet sources:
Folke, H., Gamrath, H. (2009) “Christianshavn”, Den Store Danske, Gyldendal, Available
from <http://denstoredanske.dk/index.php?sideId=56902> [Accessed 15
March 2019].
Goodson, I. (2005) “Preparation of Life History Interviews”, Available at:
<http://archive.ivorgoodson.com/s-Preparation> [Accessed 14 May 2019]
Metro Company website, Available from
<https://translate.google.pl/#view=home&op=docs&sl=en&tl=pl> [Accessed 6
March 2019].
Polish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Polonia i Polacy w Danii”, Available from
<https://kopenhaga.msz.gov.pl/pl/informacje_konsularne/kopenhaga_dk_a_26/
kopenhaga_dk_a_26> [Accessed 29 May 2019].
Rebouh, D. and Østergaard, K. (2019) “Kæmpe metro-sag på vej: Bødekrav til vikargigant
kan ende på over 100 millioner”, Fagbladet3F, Available from
<https://fagbladet3f.dk/artikel/boedekrav-til-vikargigant-kan-ende-paa-over-10
0-millioner> [Accessed 28 May 2019].
StatBank Denmark website, Available from
<https://www.statbank.dk/statbank5a/default.asp?w=1280> [Accessed 6
March 2019].
The

Immigrant
Museum,
“Tusindvis
af
Polakker”,
Available
from
<https://immigrantmuseet.dk/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/TUSINDVIS-AF-P
OLAKKER.pdf> [Accessed 29 May 2019].

United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs “migrant”, Available from
<https://refugeesmigrants.un.org/definitions> [Accessed 17 March 2019].
Zabłocka M. “Niezależny Samorządny Związek Zawodowy „Solidarność”” [Online lexicon],
Available from
<http://teatrnn.pl/leksykon/artykuly/niezalezny-samorzadny-zwiazek-zawodow
y-solidarnosc/> [Accessed 18 March 2019].

72

Appendix
Appendix A - Questionnaire v. 1
Before migration:
1. Age
2. Education and knowledge of foreign languages
3. Family situation
4. Occupational situation:
a. professional status
b. industry
c. type of work
d. working hours
e. type of contract
f. work time
g. earnings
5. Housing situation
6. Economic situation
7. Motivation to go abroad
Role of the network/ agency:
1. Who did decide you should go abroad?
2. Tell me in details about your journey. Who did help you organize a migration / work /
apartment? How and when?

73

3. Has anyone helped you in various difficult situations during your emigration related
to official matters? If so then who / how / why?
4. Where do you look for information / assistance in official matters?
5. Do you help other countrymen in these matters? What does this help look like?
During migration:
8. Basis of stay
9. permission to stay and work
10. CPR
11. tax card
12. Bank account
13. Occupational situation:
a. How did you get his job on the Metro construction site?
b. Subcontractor
c. Agency
d. Type of tasks
e. Working hours
f. Type of contract
g. Work time
h. earnings
i. Atmosphere and work culture:
i.

Who is your colleague?

ii.

Describe your workplace and colleagues.
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iii.

Describe any conflict at your workplace if there are so.

j. Integration with fellow workers
k. Collective agreement
l. Social package
m. Comparison of working conditions with other groups
14. Housing situation:
a. type of place of residence
b. how he found a place to live
c. how he pays for an apartment
15. Family situation
a. If the family is in Poland - the frequency and length of the visit
16. Exploitation and discrimination:
a. salaries
b. overtime
c. additives
d. harmful conditions
e. Health and safety
f. mobbing
g. racism
h. nationalism
i. keeping the period of notice
17. Comparison of the professional situation in Poland and Denmark:
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a. fear of losing your job
b. certainty of maintaining work
c. fear of work
d. dangerous job
e. professional satisfaction
f. use of qualifications
g. possibility of independent living
18. Integration with Danish society:
a. membership in and attitude to trade union
b. unemployment insurance
c. private pension
d. health insurance
e. life insurance, home, travel
f. shopping in Denmark or in Poland
g. physical activity
h. Culture and art
i. entertainment
j. time with friends
k. language learning
l. way of transportation
m. membership in clubs, associations
n. use of benefits

76

19. Ways of navigating new circumstances
a. subordination to the system
b. passive or active resistance
c. “stretching” the system to the own advantage
20. Plans for the future:
a. further migration?
b. re-emigration?
c. settle in Denmark?

Appendix B - Questionnaire v. 2
1. Please tell in detail how your life situation looked like just before the first trip abroad.
2. What or who directly influenced your decision to migrate?
3. Who helped you in organizing your trip / work / living abroad?
4. Please tell in detail Your journey and the beginnings of emigration.
5. How did you get your first and subsequent jobs? Tell me about it in detail.
6. How did you find the first and next places of residence? Tell me about it in detail.
7. How did you deal with the necessary formalities upon arrival in Denmark? Did
anyone help you then and in what way?
8. When you were already a little familiar with Danish regulations, did you help other
people?
9. What was your duty on the metro? Was the work satisfactory for you and in line with
your qualifications? What was your job, atmosphere, who were your colleagues?
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10. Have you ever met situations that from your point of view were unfair / unjustified or
absurdal during your professional career in Denmark? How did you deal with such
situations? Please tell me about conflicts in the workplace and how you solved them.
11. What knowledge did you have about the trade unions in Denmark, what did you think
about them and were you a member?
12. Have you been affiliated in some other way? Did you belong to clubs and
associations?
13. What did you do during your free time?
14. Please tell in detail how your adventure with the metro ended.
15. Please tell in detail how your life and work situation looks like after the finished
metro work. What are your plans for the near future?

78

