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This thesis uncovers the logic, dynamics, and meaning-making that underlie 

the downward professional mobility of Polish migrants in Norway. Drawing on 

data analysis of 30 qualitative interviews conducted with Poles working below 

their level of qualification in Norway, the study answers the following research 

question: How do Polish migrants perceive and respond to their downward 

professional mobility in the Norwegian labour market?

 

The study finds that perceptions of and responses to underemployment 

intersected with migration are strongly marked by national identity, with Polish 

migrants’ positionality occupying an unfavourable position within the field of 

national hierarchies. I argue that the national component of migrants’ habitus 

drives them into specific, low-skilled jobs, which they perceive as available to 

Polish migrants in Norway. Simultaneously, Polish migrants are highly aware of 

being discriminated against and racialised in the job-seeking process in Norway 

(article 1). The majority of migrants begin their professional careers in Norway 

in immigrant niches. The study demonstrates that working in or beyond the 

immigrant niche has a crucial impact on migrants’ adaptation capacities (article 

3). By analysing the psychosocial burdens and sociocultural mismatches related 

to underemployment and migration (article 2), the thesis reveals and emphasises 

the human side of the experiences related to downward professional mobility.

 

I bridge Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus and field with hierarchies of desirability 

of national migrant groups to conceptualise the transnational field of national 

hierarchies (article 1). Furthermore, I develop the notion of habitus mismatch to 

conceptualise the conflict between valued and stigmatised identities, and the 

emotional dimension of this conflict (article 2). I also propose the notion of cultural 

distrust to address the process whereby multiple cultural misunderstandings 

lead to migrants’ distrust towards the host community members (article 3).
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Summary 

Downward professional mobility among Poles working and living in Norway 

This dissertation is concerned with the logic, dynamics, and meaning-making that 

underlie the downward professional mobility of Polish migrants in Norway. Drawing 

on data analysis of 30 qualitative interviews conducted with Poles working below 

their level of qualification after migrating to Norway, the study answers the following 

overarching research question: How do Polish migrants perceive and respond to their 

downward professional mobility in the Norwegian labour market? 

The point of departure for my analysis stems from three sets of theoretical 

frames: (1) habitus and field, (2) identity and identification, and (3) othering, stigma, 

and racialisation. Combining these concepts enabled me to depict the complexity of 

downward professional mobility and the processes involved in how migrants 

experience, perceive, and respond to this phenomenon.  

The study finds that perceptions and responses to downward professional 

mobility intersected with migration are strongly marked by national identification and 

identity, with Polish migrants’ positionality occupying a rather unfavourable position 

within the field of national hierarchies, and attributed stigmatising meanings. This 

dissertation offers a framework for studying migrants’ experiences in ethnically and 

nationally segmented European labour markets. 

The results of the study are collected in three articles. Below, I introduce the 

articles’ titles along with the research sub-questions which each respective article 

seeks answers to.  

Article 1. ‘Downward professional mobility among Poles working and living in 

Norway’ 

- Why do skilled and highly skilled Poles take up low-skilled jobs in Norway? 

- How do they explain remaining in low-skilled jobs? 
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Article 2. ‘Habitus mismatch and suffering experienced by Polish migrants working 

below their qualifications in Norway’ 

- How do Poles working below their qualifications in Norway cope with their 

downward professional mobility? 

- What kinds of experiences do they describe?  

- How do underemployment and disappointed aspirations influence migrants’ 

wellbeing? 

Article 3. ‘Downward professional mobility, cultural difference, and immigrant 

niches: dynamics of and changes to migrants’ attitudes towards interpersonal 

communication and work performance’ 

- How does working in and beyond immigrant niches influences Polish migrants’ 

adaptation in Norway? 

- How do encounters of cultural difference influence Polish migrants’ 

perceptions of interpersonal communication and their work attitudes? 
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INTRODUCTION 

Background and focus of the study 

Migration studies are increasingly reporting the emergence of ethnic and national 

segmentation of European labour markets (Bauder 2006b, OECD 2018b, 2018a, Siar 

2013), including the Norwegian market (Friberg et al. 2017, 2019, SSB 2017). In these 

ethnically segmented structures, immigrants occupy peripheral, low-skilled, and low-

status positions. This alarming tendency brings two primary losses at the macro- and 

microlevels, respectively: waste of human capital in both the sending and receiving 

countries (Siar 2013, Syed 2008, Salmonsson et al. 2013), and economic, 

psychological, and emotional losses and burdens for migrating individuals working 

below their qualifications (Vianello 2014, Moussaoui et al. 2011). 

Intra-European migration is notably characterised by migratory movements 

from Eastern and Central European countries to Northern and Western ones. Higher 

wages in the receiving countries are one of the main pull factors driving intra-

European migration; however, the social phenomena emerging from these 

movements reaches far beyond economics and influences the everyday lives of both 

migrating and non-migrating people. Labour market integration is often considered 

the most important integrative mechanism in the relationship between an individual 

and the society (Goul Andersen et al. 2002, Esses et al. 2006), whereas the workplace 

is one of the main arenas for the transmission of cultural norms. Therefore, 

marginalisation and exclusion of migrants from certain sectors of the labour market 

pose a barrier for migrants to develop social networks, adapt to the new socio-cultural 

space, and achieve job satisfaction. 

Although intra-European migrants are free-movers with formally equal rights 

to participate in the host labour markets, the employment structure of European 

labour markets reflects inequality of access to some sectors, particularly highly skilled 

sectors. From 2012 to 2017, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
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Development (OECD) collected and analysed data concerning rates of employment 

and return to the qualifications of migrants in European countries. Between 2012 and 

2017, migrant employment increased in almost all sectors of the European labour 

market, with the most significant growth recorded in the low- and middle-skilled 

sectors. In all OECD countries, the distribution of foreign-born workers over 

occupations differs significantly from the distribution of native-born workers and this 

situation did not improve between 2012 and 2017. In total, 65 percent of employed 

migrants in the OECD area worked in low- or medium-skilled jobs in 2017. This also 

applies to tertiary-educated migrants, who are more frequently found in low- and 

medium-skilled occupations than natives are. Native-born employment gains were 

recorded in more skill-intensive industries, in both management consulting and 

computer programming (OECD 2018a: 91). Migrant workers, on the other hand, 

tended to concentrate in specific sectors across the OECD area and were 

disproportionally concentrated in occupations with high routine task intensity, with a 

third of all workers in cleaner or helper occupations in 2015 being foreign-born (OECD 

2018a: 92). Foreign-born workers were also overrepresented in the hotel and 

restaurant industries and in domestic services in almost all OECD countries (OECD 

2018a: 88), with the corresponding share for native-born workers almost 10 

percentage points lower. On average, migrants are still more likely (by 12 percentage 

points) than native-born persons to be overqualified for their jobs (OECD 2018a: 99). 

Risk of overqualification also affects migrants in the Norwegian labour market 

(SSB 2017), where immigrant niches have arisen (Friberg and Midtbøen 2019, 2017). 

Although the Norwegian government has implemented policies aimed at preventing 

the exploitation of migrants (Friberg 2010), work below qualifications in Norway is 

common among different national migrant groups (SSB 2017). The authors of a recent 

report from Statistics Norway regarding living conditions among immigrants 1  in 

Norway in 2016 indicated that immigrants generally worked in other professions than 

 
1 Persons born abroad, having two foreign-born parents and four foreign-born grandparents (SSB 2017: 23). 
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Norwegians. For example, while only 25 percent of employed immigrants worked in 

management and higher education, 58 percent of the total workforce occupied these 

trades (SSB 2017: 106). This disparity also applies to Poles, who constitute the largest 

national group of immigrants in Norway (SSB 2020). Despite having diverse 

educational and professional backgrounds, Poles are mainly concentrated in just a 

few low-skilled and low-waged industries in Norway: construction, cleaning services, 

and gastronomy (Friberg et al. 2011, SSB 2017). 

The first research (Friberg and Eldring 2011, Friberg et al. 2007) to identify the 

downward professional mobility among Poles in Norway ware conducted on a non-

representative sample of 500 Polish immigrants living in Oslo in 2006 and 2010. The 

study concerned different aspects of labour market participation and settlement 

patterns among Polish migrants. The results provided by the research conducted in 

2010 (Friberg and Eldring 2011) revealed that 84 percent of Polish males participating 

in the study worked in the construction industry and 58 percent of Polish females 

worked in cleaning services (Friberg and Eldring 2011: 37). This raises the question: 

was it mostly Polish builders and cleaning ladies who had decided to emigrate to 

Norway? To a significant extent, this was not the case. In fact, only 1 percent of the 

female participants analysed had worked as cleaning ladies before coming to Norway, 

meaning that more than half were employed as cleaning staff despite working in 

various other trades immediately before their emigration to Norway: 22 percent in 

commerce, 18 percent in the hotel industry and gastronomy, 11 percent in industry, 

9 percent in health care, 8 percent in education and public administration, and the 

remaining 32 percent in other trades (Friberg and Eldring 2011: 17). In addition, 28 

percent of the women interviewed were highly educated (college and above), 26 

percent had received secondary education, 23 percent technical education, 22 

percent professional education, and 1 percent elementary education. Downward 

professional mobility among men appeared to be less frequent, with 52 percent of 

the men surveyed having worked in the construction industry before coming to 
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Norway. Hence, most of them conducted the same type of work after emigration as 

before. However, the research indicated that 12 percent of the male respondents had 

previously worked in industry, 9 percent in transport and logistics, 8 percent in 

commerce, and the remaining 19 percent in other trades (Friberg and Eldring 2011: 

17). The study also revealed that Poles earned the lowest hourly rates possible for the 

sectors in which they were employed. Furthermore, in the first part of the research 

conducted in 2006, 44 percent of respondents reported feeling that they were treated 

differently than employees of Norwegian origin, while in 2010, as many as 59 percent 

of respondents agreed with this statement (Friberg and Eldring 2011: 68).  

A more recent report from 2017 (SSB), based on a representative sample, sheds 

further light on the labour market participation structure of Polish migrants in 

Norway. According to the report, immigrants of Polish origin are overrepresented in 

manual work, with 36 percent of Poles performing such work compared to just 9 

percent of the overall working population in Norway. The other trade in which Poles 

are overrepresented is cleaning, with 15 percent of Poles working in this industry 

compared to just 2 percent of the overall working population (SSB 2017: 107). These 

numbers do not consider gender, although the structure of employment among Poles 

in Norway is strongly gender-imbalanced, as evidenced by the fact that the majority 

of Polish females work in cleaning services, while Polish males work in the 

construction industry (Friberg and Eldring 2011). Notwithstanding, Polish migrants 

are concentrated in low-skilled and low-waged jobs. This observation is even more 

interesting when we compare it with the results of another study indicating that over 

23 percent of workers in Norway are underqualified (OECD 2018b), which suggests a 

general need for qualified workers and human capital, and partly refutes any possible 

hypothesis about the saturation of the labour market.  

Although quantitative studies have demonstrated that Poles working in Norway 

experience downward professional mobility, this issue has not been investigated 

more thoroughly in any previous qualitative study covering Polish migrants’ own 
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viewpoints and related experiences regarding this phenomenon. Through this 

qualitative research, I aim to fill this gap, in the belief that exploring people’s own 

experiences and understandings of this phenomenon will facilitate understanding of 

the logic behind their downward professional mobility.  

The inspiration and idea for this topic arose when I was conducting qualitative 

research for my sociological master’s thesis in 2014 and 2015. In that study, I explored 

the experiences of Poles adapting to the Norwegian sociocultural space. Although at 

that time I did not concentrate on the working life of the study participants, I realised 

that, at the time of conducting the interviews, 7 out of 11 of my informants – Poles 

who were living and working in Norway - were not working in the professions for 

which they were qualified, and that only 2 of them worked exclusively in the 

professions for which they were qualified after migrating to Norway. Despite 

graduating in various fields of study in Poland, most worked as cleaners, waiters, or 

construction workers in Norway. During the interviews, I often encountered 

statements similar to the following: ‘And of course, what can a highly educated Polish 

woman do [in Norway]? Of course, I clean’ (Przybyszewska 2015: 50). Such 

statements, and particularly the perceived obviousness that Poles should work in low-

skilled jobs in Norway, that I observed among my highly educated interviewees sowed 

the seeds of curiosity in me, which subsequently developed into an idea for a 

qualitative doctoral research. 
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The leading research questions 

This study explores the topic of downward professional mobility among Polish 

migrants in Norway by means of the research questions introduced below. The main 

research question guiding the dissertation is: 

How do Polish migrants perceive and respond to their downward professional 

mobility in the Norwegian labour market? 

This question is specified by seven sub-questions which guided the analyses in the 

three articles disseminating the results of the study: 

Article 1: 

(I) Why do skilled and highly skilled Poles take up low-skilled jobs in Norway? 

(II) How do they explain remaining in low-skilled jobs? 

Article II:  

(III) How do Poles who work below their qualifications in Norway cope with their 

downward professional mobility? 

(IV) What kinds of experiences do they describe?  

(V) How do underemployment and disappointed aspirations influence migrants’ 

wellbeing?  

Article 3: 

(VI) How does working in and beyond immigrant niches influences Polish 

migrants’ adaptation in Norway? 

(VII) How do encounters of cultural difference influence Polish migrants’ 

perceptions of interpersonal communication and their work attitudes? 
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The structure of the thesis 

The first four chapters provide the study’s foundation, introducing its background, 

theoretical framework, and methodology. The fifth chapter summarises the three 

articles comprising the research analysis and findings. The sixth chapter discusses the 

study results and contribution. The three articles are attached at the end of the 

dissertation.  

In chapter two, which follows this introduction, I outline the study background 

and review previous research on downward professional mobility among migrants. 

The first part of chapter two contextualises Polish migration to Norway within the 

intra-European migratory movement from East to West, and depicts the demographic 

characteristics of Poles in Norway. The second part of the chapter provides a 

literature review.  

The third, theoretical chapter, introduces and explains my theoretical 

approach, which draws on three sets of theories: (1) habitus and field, (2) identity and 

identification, and (3) othering, racialisation, and stigma. The structure of the chapter 

reflects the use of these different concepts, with separate subchapters devoted to 

each, while simultaneously drawing the link between them. It also elucidates how I 

applied the theory in the analyses and articles.  

In chapter four, I describe the research design. This chapter delineates the 

subsequent steps of the research: from the recruitment of the study participants, 

through conducting interviews, to processing the data. It discusses the 

methodological choices made, my positionality within the research, and my 

understanding of the knowledge production.  

Chapter five summarises the three articles and the research findings collected 

therein. I pinpoint the topics explored and theories used and developed in each of the 

articles. This chapter discusses and directly answers the research questions. 

Chapter six provides an overall discussion and conclusion to the study, 

highlighting its empirical and theoretical contributions. This chapter is followed by the 
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three articles in which the study findings have been collected. Below, I present an 

overview of these articles. 

 

List of articles 

Article 1. Downward professional mobility among Poles working and living in 

Norway  

Under review in the Nordic Journal of Migration Research 
 

Article 2. Habitus mismatch and suffering experienced by Polish migrants working 

below their qualifications in Norway 

Under review in the Central and Eastern European Migration Review 
 

Article 3. Downward professional mobility, cultural difference, and immigrant 

niches: dynamics of and changes to migrants’ attitudes towards interpersonal 

communication and work performance 

Submitted to European Journal of Cultural Studies 
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CHAPTER 2. CONTEXT OUTLINE AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

This chapter consists of two main parts. The first subchapter outlines the background 

to Polish migration to Norway, embedding it in the broader context of contemporary 

intra-European migration. The second subchapter reviews previous research on 

downward professional mobility among migrants and connects these discussions with 

my research project.  

 

Contemporary intra-European migration 

Contemporary intra-European migration has been accelerated by two main socio-

political transformations: the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1989 and the accession 

of Central and Eastern European countries to the European Union in 2004 and 2007.  

The end of the Cold War and liberation of Central and Eastern European (CEE) 

countries facilitated movement abroad and the seeking of better-paid jobs. Although, 

in the nineties, opportunities for legal labour migration in Western countries were 

rather limited for Eastern Europeans, significant numbers of Poles, Romanians, and 

Bulgarians moved, mainly to Germany (Engbersen et al. 2010: 8), and estimates 

suggest that approximately 3.2 million people emigrated from the A8 2  and A2 3 

countries in the period between 1989 and 2004 (Engbersen et al. 2010: 9).  

The fall of the communist regimes and liberation of Eastern European countries 

was accompanied by media and political discourses replete with fears regarding 

migrants’ anticipated ‘invasion’ of Western countries in response to the 

transformation. The various prognoses suggested that as many as 25 million Eastern 

European nationals would move to Western Europe immediately after 1989, and 

although these estimates proved to be significantly overestimated, the ‘fear of 

 
2 A8 countries: Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia (joined the 

EU in 2004). 
3 A2 countries: Bulgaria and Romania (joined the EU in 2007). 
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invasion’ was common. The foregoing discourses have continued to reinforce two 

dichotomies: Eastern countries versus Western countries and migrant-sending 

countries versus migrant-receiving countries (Engbersen et al. 2010: 8, Kuus 2004, van 

Riemsdijk 2010, 2013, van Heuckelom 2013). In this dichotomy, Eastern European 

nationals not only tend to be perceived as homogeneous but also as invaders or 

intruders (Engbersen et al. 2010: 8, Buchowski 2006). 

Accession of the CEE member states to the EU in 2004 and 2007 brought a 

second wave of intra-European migratory movement. Fears of Eastern invasion were 

again present in media, political, and social discourses, with migrants from Eastern 

Europe identified with foreignness (van Riemsdijk 2013, 2010, van Heuckelom 2013, 

Kuus 2004, Buchowski 2006). Although voices disseminating the potential economic 

advantages of labour migrants were also present, they clearly identified migrants 

from Eastern European countries as manual workers or ‘labour force’.  

Despite the internationalisation of European labour markets, monthly income 

in the richest countries has remained as much as 10 times higher than in the poorest 

countries (Eurostat 2017). Even after taking into account the costs of living in the 

relatively more expensive immigration countries, their net income remains 

significantly higher than in the countries of emigration, thus continuing to attract 

migrants. However, increasingly often, studies report the importance of other 

motives that drive intra-European migration, such as so-called lifestyle migrations 

characterised by migrants seeking alternative ways of living (Benson et al. 2014, 

Benson et al. 2009, Lulle et al. 2016). 

Emigration from Poland 

From 1947 to 1989, Poland and its economy were dependant on the Communist Party 

of the Soviet Union, and in 1989, Poland became the first of the socialist countries of 

Eastern Europe to re-establish independence. Although a large and dynamic private 

sector and sound fiscal and monetary policies have produced a fast-growing economy 

since 1994, the Polish economic infrastructure has remained undeveloped compared 
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with Western European countries (Mole 2003: 173). The income gap between Poland 

and some Western countries had been the main push-and-pull factor for three 

previous decades of Polish international migration.  

At the end of 2016, it was reported that over 2.5 million Polish citizens had been 

abroad for at least three months (GUS 2017), most in Great Britain (788,000) and 

Germany (687,000). Such a large migration was accompanied by an abundance of 

research on Polish migrants (see e.g. Erdal et al. 2016b, Ingram et al. 2016, Grzymała-

Kazłowska 2005, Nowicka 2018b, van Den Broek et al. 2017, Nowicka 2013, Djundeva 

et al. 2019, Weishaar 2010, Goździak et al. 2016, White 2016). A significant part of 

this research was conducted in the UK context (Parutis 2014, Thatcher et al. 2016, 

Nowicka 2014a, Kołbon 2016, Rzepnikowska 2019, Drzewiecka et al. 2014, Trevena 

2013, Erdal et al. 2016a). However, research has also been conducted on Polish 

migrants in Scandinavian countries (e.g. Friberg 2012, 2010, van Riemsdijk 2013, 

Wolanik Boström et al. 2015, van Riemsdijk 2010, Friberg and Midtbøen 2017, Friberg 

and Eldring 2011, Bygnes et al. 2017, Erdal et al. 2018, Pawlak 2018, Kosakowska-

Berezecka et al. 2018, Żadkowska et al. 2020). Thus, the literature on intra-European 

Polish migration is plentiful and covers a number of topics intersecting with migration, 

including family life, settlement patterns, and work life.  

Polish migrants in Norway 

In 1972 and 1994, Norwegians voted against membership of the European Union; 

however, since 1994, they have been in the European Economic Area (EEA), ensuring 

free movement across borders for goods, persons, services, and capital. Thus, Norway 

is a member of the EU internal market, but does not participate in EU political 

decision-making. In practice, however, Norway implements all the EU directives 

(Schramm Nielsen et al. 2004).  

In Norway, an era of unprecedented wealth has been developing since the 

1970s, when the exploitation of oil deposits commenced in the North Sea. Although 

Norway experienced a decline in its petroleum industry in the late 1980s, in the 1990s, 
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it again began to benefit from increased production and higher prices. Since the 

second half of the nineties, Norway has been the richest economy in Europe 

(Schramm Nielsen et al. 2004), attracting immigrants from different world regions.  

The number of Poles in Norway has been increasing gradually since the 1990s, 

with a notably intensive wave of migration from Poland to Norway beginning in 2007. 

At the start of 2020, there were 115,000 Poles residing in Norway, representing 2.1 

percent of Norway’s over 5.3 million inhabitants (SSB 2020). However, a gender 

imbalance can be observed among Polish immigrants in Norway, with women 

comprising only one-third of the Polish diaspora (SSB 2017). Researchers have 

reported the varied character of migratory flows from Poland, including seasonal, 

temporary, circular, and permanent mobility (Erdal and Lewicki 2016a). Over time, it 

has become apparent that Polish migrants are increasingly settling for longer periods 

of time or even permanently (Erdal and Lewicki 2016b). 

The majority of Poles are concentrated in Oslo (14 percent) and Viken county 

(31 percent) which surrounds the Oslo capital. A large proportion of Poles live in the 

coastal counties of Rogaland (11 percent) and Vestland (13 percent), which are 

important economic centres with shipping and oil industries. Nonetheless, Poles are 

also dispersed throughout many different rural and urban localities in Norway, 

constituting between 1 percent (Nordland) and 3 percent (Viken) of the counties’ 

populations (SSB 2020).  

Employment rates of Poles are high, and their reliance on welfare benefits is 

low (Bye et al. 2014); 84 percent aged between 16 and 74 are employed, compared 

to 80 percent among the overall population and 66 percent among other migrant 

groups in the same age range covered by the same study (SSB 2017). Although 

migrants’ active participation in the labour market is desirable, Polish migrants suffer 

from prejudices and stigmas attached to their nationality. They are often reduced to 

the one-dimensional identity of manual workers, who are hard-working, but not fit 

for non-manual jobs. (Friberg and Midtbøen 2019, 2017). Dyrlid (2017), in her analysis 
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of newspaper articles published between 2008 and 2011, identified three main media 

discourses that stigmatise and racialise Poles. The first discourse is related to poor 

living and working conditions and the low-paid, physical work performed by Poles. 

The second presented Poles as hard-working and eager to work in positions that 

Norwegians no longer want to occupy. The third concerned the relationship between 

the Norwegian welfare state and Polish immigrants. As Dyrlid noted, all of these 

discourses presented Poles as different from Norwegians (Dyrlid 2017: 144-145) and 

perpetuated stereotypes of Polish workers as a separate category of worker in the 

Norwegian labour market (Dyrlid 2017: 148). 

An ethnographic study by Pawlak (2018) describes how his participation in the 

everyday lives of Polish migrants working at construction sites contributed to the 

development of his own feeling of shame at being Polish during encounters with 

Norwegians. In the course of his ethnographic fieldwork, he began to feel ashamed of 

his Polish affiliation and uncomfortable with being identified with Polishness (Pawlak 

2018: 101). The titular ‘embarrassing (Polish) identity’ turned out to be a determining 

factor in his ethnographic analysis of the everyday lives of Polish workers. The 

disadvantage of Polish identity seems to be compatible with the results of research 

conducted among Norwegian employers. Friberg and Midtbøen (2019, 2017) found 

that Norwegian employers perceive Polish workers as particularly suitable for hard, 

manual work, but unsuitable for jobs that require thinking, decision making, 

interpersonal contact, and representative tasks. Although the perception of Poles as 

hard-working and effective manual workers may be seen as an asset, it is undoubtedly 

difficult to derive positive effects from these perceptions when in search of other, 

non-manual jobs.  

 

Previous research on downward professional mobility among migrants  

The results of numerous studies have demonstrated that immigrants are at a higher 

risk of overqualification in their destination labour markets than non-migrant 
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populations (Duvander 2001, Sert 2016, Piore 1979, Thompson 2000, Rosholm et al. 

2006). Literature on downward professional mobility among migrants has resonated 

around three main aspects: (1) non-transferability of formal and tacit skills gained 

prior to migration; (2) discrimination and prejudice against migrants in the host labour 

markets; and (3) lack of destination ‘country’s specific skills’. These three aspects have 

been discussed both separately and as interrelated factors that contribute to 

downward professional mobility among migrants. Some studies have discussed 

downward professional mobility in terms of skill devaluation, deskilling, devaluation 

of human capital, skill discounting, or brain waste (Salmonsson and Mella 2013, Esses 

et al. 2006, Bauder 2003, Özden 2005, Özden et al. 2005, Niraula et al. 2019, Nowicka 

2014a, 2012, Man 2004, Sert 2016, Siar 2013). However, the same concepts have also 

been used in relation to migrants who do not work below their skill level, but who 

have experienced the deskilling or devaluation of their capital within their profession 

(e.g. Korzeniewska et al. 2019, van Riemsdijk 2013, 2010, Wolanik Boström and 

Öhlander 2015, Povrzanović Frykman et al. 2019), thus rendering these terms 

somewhat ambiguous. As this dissertation focuses on migrants working below their 

skill level, the forthcoming literature review focuses in particular on the strand of 

research regarding downward professional mobility and migrants working in other 

professions than those for which they are qualified. 

One of the first authors to address the problem of downward professional 

mobility among migrants in the contemporary era was Piore. In his 1979 book ‘Birds 

of passage: migrant labor and industrial societies’, he aimed to provide a theoretical 

model explaining this phenomenon. At that time, it was already evident that the 

structure characterising migrants’ positions in Western labour markets (Europe and 

North America) differed from that characterising the positions of non-migrant 

populations. Migrants were concentrated in the low-skilled sectors of the labour 

market and completely excluded from certain better-paid, capital-intensive sectors 

(Piore 1979: 17). Piore (1979: 19) saw the strategic role of employers in channelling 
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migrants into low-skilled jobs. In his view, employers tend to fill specific sets of jobs 

with migrants. He analysed downward professional mobility among migrants through 

the prism of economic duality theory, arguing that the primary, capital-intensive 

labour market is reserved for natives, whereas the secondary, labour-intensive 

markets are filled by immigrants. According to Piore, when economic development 

proceeds, the labour market ‘absorbs’ the native labour force, and, as a result, some 

sectors experience labour shortages. Most often, these are low-paid, low-status 

positions that remain unfilled as natives tend to seek better-paid jobs. As Piore 

explains, instead of competing for native labour through, for example, increasing 

wages or improving working conditions, employers recruit foreign migrant workers 

(Piore 1979: 27-28). 

In the decades after Piore’s seminal work, research on downward professional 

mobility among migrants focused on the Canadian labour market, where national 

segmentation was already observable due to sustained migratory movements. 

Satzewich (1991) credits the Canadian state, its ideologies, and policies with the 

racialisation of immigration policies and sees the crucial role of state interventions in 

shaping labour supplies and racial composition. In his view, racialisation is involved in 

the processes of class making, with migrants exposed to racialised forms of exclusion 

and discrimination (Satzewich 1991). Similarly, Man (2004) attributes migrants’ 

downward professional mobility to neoliberal policies and practices as well as to 

institutionalised gendered and racialised discrimination.  

In another study, Thompson (2000) analysed datasets with over 166,000 

individuals and measured the gap in occupational skills outcomes between migrants 

and non-migrants in Canada. She divided migrants by their origin, as reflected by 

continental region (for example, Europe and Asia were analysed by their Northern, 

Southern, Western, and Eastern regions) and compared individuals with similar sets 

of qualifications. The study revealed that significantly lower numbers of male and 

female migrants from Eastern and Southern Europe, East and South Asia, and Central 
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and South America procured employment in skilled jobs than non-migrants and 

migrants from Northern Europe and North America. The author attributed 

underutilisation of immigrant human capital to the non-transferability of educational 

degrees and qualifications obtained outside of Canada (Thompson 2000). Although 

transferability of migrants’ skills undeniably plays a role in downward professional 

mobility, it does not fully explain the difference in skills outcomes between migrants 

originating from different continental regions.  

In line with Thompson, Bauder (2003), referring to international labour 

segmentation theory, sees the downward professional mobility of migrants as an 

effect of non-recognition of foreign credentials and institutionalised discrimination. 

He analysed the exclusion of immigrants by work agencies and the Canadian state, 

which reserved most of its highly paid positions for Canadian-born and Canadian-

educated workers. Bauder concludes that educational and certification systems 

translate ‘inherited’ Canadian birthplace into economic privilege (Bauder 2003). 

Similarly, Esses et al. (2006) recognise both the non-transferability of skills and the 

level of foreignness as significant factors in discounting migrants as potential or 

competent employees. As they note, the impact of prejudice is two-fold: it both 

denigrates migrants as persons and denigrates their skills as insufficiently valuable.  

Within the strand of literature on ethnic segmentation of the labour markets, 

there has emerged research on immigrant niches, i.e. industries that concentrate 

immigrants. Scholars have considered the impact of different factors, including 

immigrant networks (Tilly 1990, Massey et al. 1993), demand in the labour markets 

and employers’ preferences (Rath 2002, Waldinger 1994) on the formation of such 

niches. In the Norwegian context, research on immigrant niches (Friberg and 

Midtbøen 2017, 2019) focused particularly on employers’ perspectives, revealing that 

Norwegian employers ascribe certain stereotypes to particular national migrant 

groups. 
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Another hypothesis formulated to explain unemployment and 

overqualification among immigrants was an assertion regarding their limited 

possession of country-specific skills (Rosholm et al. 2006, Duvander 2001). This 

hypothesis draws attention to the potential lack of skills expected in the country of 

destination, rather than to the problematics of skills already obtained by immigrants 

prior to migration. Duvander (2001) conducted an interesting quantitative study on 

the potential influence of country-specific skills on the probability of 

underemployment and overqualification among migrants in Sweden. She compared 

four immigrant groups—Finns, Poles, Iranians, and Chileans—with the non-migrant 

population of Swedes. In her multivariate analyses, Duvander (2001) examined 

whether country-specific skills are significant by analysing three indicators: (1) 

whether the highest level of education had been achieved in Sweden, (2) whether 

migrants lived together with a Swedish partner (with the assumption that this 

improves Swedish social and cultural-specific capital), and (3) whether migrants were 

fluent in Swedish. The duration of stay in Sweden was also considered. The immigrant 

groups were compared with one another as well as with the group of Swedes and the 

study revealed some interesting results.  

First, indicators of country-specific skills did not, to any significant degree, 

influence the risk of unemployment. The only factor that was positively correlated 

with unemployment rates was the amount of time spent in the country, but the 

authors did not explain the reasons for this (Duvander 2001). The analyses also 

showed the significance of gender; generally, women were less likely to be 

unemployed but more likely to be overqualified.  

Second, the overqualification rates were similar for Swedes (44 percent of 

females; 42 percent of males), Finns (50 percent of females; 40 percent of males), and 

Polish men (43 percent). The overqualification rates were significantly higher for 

Polish women (73 percent), Chileans (75 percent of females; 72 percent of males), 

and Iranians (64 percent of females; 75 percent of males). Both advanced language 
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skills and education attained in Sweden were positively correlated with occupational 

positions. As the author concludes, the analysed indicators of country-specific skills 

improved the labour-market positions of immigrants but failed to comprehensively 

explain the overqualification of immigrants. Immigrants face different levels of 

disadvantage not measured by education or potential labour market experience. The 

compared national groups differed not only in overqualification rates but also in the 

extent to which the three indicators of country-specific skills influenced the 

probability of overqualification. Finnish immigrants had better labour positions than 

the remaining three groups, while Poles occupied slightly better positions than 

Iranians and Chileans. As Duvander (2001) notes, the results may entail either the 

different employment strategies of these groups, differentiated degrees of ethnic 

discrimination against each of these national groups, or both. Duvander (2001) also 

attributed the most advantageous position held by Finns to their cultural proximity 

and similar physical appearance. Many different studies have found that specific ethic 

groups perceived as culturally proximate by the citizens of a certain country are at an 

advantage in obtaining the more desirable job positions (e.g. Friberg and Midtbøen 

2017, Guðjónsdóttir et al. 2017). Salmonsson and Mella (2013) term this an ‘ethnic 

bias’, observing that some migrant groups tend to be perceived as ‘second class’ 

professionals.  

Some authors have indicated that downwardly mobile migrants experience 

conflicting or contradictory class mobility, meaning that even working below their 

level of competence in the immigration country, migrants are able to achieve higher 

incomes, and as a result improve their economic and social status in the country (or 

rather community) of origin, despite their low economic and social status in the 

destination country (Kołbon, 2016). This explanation is not comprehensive, however; 

while for some migrants, their rise in economic status is satisfactory and compensates 

for other losses, it is questionable whether higher incomes are a direct indicator of 

improved social status in the community of origin. For migrants who desire to perform 
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their professions, economic profits do not compensate for loss of social status and 

devaluation of their qualifications, either in the community of origin or in the 

destination society. 

Downward professional mobility has also been observed among Polish 

migrants in the United Kingdom (Trevena 2011, 2013, Nowicka 2012, 2014a). Poles 

have lower rates of return for their human capital than other recent migrants in the 

UK, particularly after controlling for personal and job-related characteristics. This 

indicates that Poles in the UK suffer from a significant mismatch between their skills 

and their earnings (Nowicka 2014a). Both Nowicka (2014) and Trevena (2013) refer 

to the inflation of degrees in Poland and the delinking of higher education from the 

labour market in Poland, or so-called diploma devaluation. Their studies resulted in 

some comparable findings, demonstrating that Polish migrants did not attach 

importance to their education from Poland and that, for many, the low-skilled jobs in 

the UK were satisfactory. These conclusions, again, do not embrace immigrants who 

value their education and who strive to improve their labour market positions. One 

of Trevena’s arguments is that overeducation and the increase in the tertiary-

educated workforce in Britain have contributed to the disadvantageous positioning 

of Polish migrants (Trevena 2013: 176). Without disputing that assertion in the UK 

context, this explanation does not seem to be transferable to the context of the 

Norwegian labour market, which suffers rather from underqualification and a 

perennial shortage of skilled labour (Schramm Nielsen et al. 2004, OECD 2018b, 2017).  

 A more personal aspect of the experience of downward professional mobility 

among migrants has been touched on by Vianello (2014). She interviewed female 

Ukrainian migrants in their 40s and 50s working in Italy as live-in domestic workers 

and caregivers, but who were simultaneously the main breadwinners for their families 

in the Ukraine. The author was particularly interested in their subjective perceptions 

of downward professional mobility. Vianello identified a coping strategy among the 

interviewed women, who tended to perceive and explain their professional situations 
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as a transition period and as a tool to improve the economic situations of their families 

in the Ukraine. The study also found some results that contradict the finding that 

economic satisfaction compensates for downward mobility. Women from Vianello’s 

study felt so ashamed by their work that they avoided discussing it with their relatives. 

In the author’s interpretation, they tried to completely erase this fact from their 

experience (Vianello 2014: 90). The study also found that one of the most difficult 

factors for migrants was that their employers often had lower education than 

themselves.  

 Although the literature on downward professional mobility has already 

provided diverse insights on this phenomenon, some questions remain unanswered. 

For example, in studies on Polish migrants, rather little has been said about migrants 

who express a desire to work in the professions for which they are qualified. I aim to 

fill this gap by embracing individuals who value their education, professional skills, 

and experience and thus by covering a variety of professional trajectories. The limited 

research sample comprising of individuals who in majority had not entered the labour 

market prior to migration, as in Trevena’s study (Trevena 2013, 2011), raises a 

question about their downward professional mobility and related experiences. As 

mentioned above, proposed explanations of downward professional mobility in the 

UK context do not seem to be simply transferable to the Norwegian case, as these 

two countries’ labour markets differ in their demands for skilled labour. 

Research that has examined immigrant niches in Norway has tended to focus 

mainly on employers’ perspectives on Polish workers (Friberg and Midtbøen 2019, 

2017). By bringing to light Poles’ own perspectives on their professional careers in 

Norway, this study aims to add to the literature on immigrant niches by 

supplementing the as-yet-incomplete picture.  
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CHAPTER 3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

In this chapter, I discuss the theoretical concepts that contributed to the analytical 

and conceptual framework for this study. As discussed in the introductory chapter, 

this dissertation is concerned with how Polish migrants perceive and respond to their 

downward professional mobility in the Norwegian labour market. To explore the 

research question, the dissertation builds mainly on three sets of theoretical 

conceptualisations: (1) habitus and field; (2) identity and identification; and (3) 

othering, racialisation, and stigma.  

When seeking a theoretical approach, I examined theories that would enable 

me to incorporate both the agentic and structural factors involved in shaping 

migrants’ perceptions of, responses to, and experiences with downward professional 

mobility. In this respect, Bourdieu’s theory of practice, which in itself is an attempt to 

reconcile the dichotomy of agency and structure, emerged as a potential theoretical 

perspective. Analysis of the collected data prompted me to extend the theoretical 

framework by applying the concepts of identity, identification, othering, racialisation, 

and stigma. Application of these concepts allowed me to widen the explanation of the 

experiences described by the study participants and the meaning-making related to 

their downward professional mobility. Identity (particularly national identity) turned 

out to play a crucial role in structuring migrants’ experiences, and self-positioning 

within the field of the Norwegian labour market. The concepts of othering, 

racialisation, and stigma add to our understanding of the processes that affect 

migrants’ experiences and their professional mobilities. When combined, the 

theoretical concepts provide a coherent frame to explore and analyse the research 

problem.  

In the following sections, I first introduce the notions of habitus and field and 

justify their use as a main analytical framework. Subsequent sections concern identity 

and identification, with a focus on professional and national identities. Following this, 
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I elucidate the application of othering, racialisation, and stigma within my theoretical 

framework. When discussing consecutive concepts, I outline their use in the articles 

and explain how they contribute to exploring the research questions.  

 

Theory of practice: habitus and field 

Before discussing the concepts of habitus and field in more detail and with a 

focus on their application in this dissertation, I would like to provide their primary 

definitions, although both concepts are of a rather complex and multifaceted nature. 

Habitus is a set of embodied dispositions, internalised by individuals based on 

the opportunities and constraints that have framed their experiences. As Bourdieu 

notes, habitus is structured by one’s past and present circumstances (field conditions) 

and is simultaneously structuring one’s present and future practices (Bourdieu 1990: 

emphasis in original). Individuals equipped with certain sets of dispositions, 

internalised as natural social order, translate these dispositions into practices. Thus, 

the embodied dispositions that make up habitus are the products of the opportunities 

and constraints that have framed the individual’s previous experiences and can be 

defined as categories of perception (Bourdieu 1990). As a tool, habitus enables a more 

thorough exploration of internalised perceptions, behaviours, beliefs, and attitudes.  

Fields are the spaces in which individuals occupy certain positions. They 

structure relations between social positions in terms of privilege and disadvantage, 

domination and subordination, as well as determining the power relations between 

individuals (Bourdieu 1993, 1988). A fundamental feature of social fields is thus their 

hierarchical structure. The hierarchies of economically and culturally dominant and 

dominated positions (re)produce social inequalities. Nevertheless, field structures are 

not fixed, but are shaped historically and are therefore in a continuous process of 

transformation. Furthermore, fields are multiple and overlapping, and individuals 

occupy many fields simultaneously (Bourdieu 1984, 1988, 1991, 1990, 1977, 1996, 

Bourdieu et al. 1990). For example, a workplace can be seen as a micro-field 
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embedded in the field of the wider national labour market. If investigating 

international migration, it is important to examine how the national labour market 

relates to the even wider field of international and transnational relations. Each field 

thus has micro-fields and subfields. The micro-field, although following the logic of 

the macro-field, has its own internal logic and rules.   

Bourdieu’s theory of practice has been applied in various sociological 

subdisciplines such as educational studies, sociology of sport or migration studies, to 

mention a few (various examples of this theory use can be found in edited books: 

Costa et al. 2015, Ingram et al. 2016). For migration scholars, Bourdieu’s theory has 

been particularly attractive due to its explanatory virtue in analysing the capital 

transition and habitus entanglement that accompany international migration, which 

is understood as a field change (e.g. Nowicka 2015a, 2015b, Bauder 2008, Erel et al. 

2018, Erel 2010, Bauder 2005, Thatcher and Halvorsrud 2016, Benson and O'Reilly 

2009, Reed-Danahay 2017). My study draws on Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of practice 

and its key conceptual dyad of habitus and field in seeking the answer to the research 

question. This is useful for the four specific reasons outlined below.  

First, labour market participation involves the major sociological factors of 

agency and structure, whereas Bourdieu’s theory of practice aims to reconcile this 

ontological dichotomy. Individuals seeking job positions in the labour market depend 

both on their own agency and the structural conditions. The conceptual tools of 

habitus and field enable human action to be theorised as ‘a dialectical relationship 

between objective structures and subjective agency’ (Stahl 2015: 21). Grenfell (2008) 

perceives this theory as an ‘ontological complicity’ between the objective and 

internalised structures, preserving what has been gained from both the subjectivist 

and objectivist traditions. Intra-European migrants have the capacity to act freely and 

make their own, independent labour market choices; however, as demonstrated and 

discussed in the introduction and chapter two, the previous research has 

demonstrated that migrants occupy specific and less favourable positions in the host 
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labour markets, which entails the existence of structural limitations to their outwardly 

available choices and opportunities. Therefore, incorporation of both the agentic and 

structural factors involved in shaping migrants’ perceptions and professional choices 

allows for a more complex picture of the phenomenon to be drawn.  

Second, the habitus concept is particularly useful in analysing migrants’ 

experiences with downward professional mobility and employment in low-skilled jobs 

because, in addition to allowing for agency and choice, habitus recognises that 

choices are limited and it shapes the vision of subjective expectations of objective 

probabilities (Bourdieu 1990, 1977). Bourdieu characterised social practices (and 

actions) as dispositional, not rational as proposed by rational choice theory. A rational 

agent aims to maximise profits by determining and choosing the optimal means and 

most effective strategies. Bourdieu’s proposition allows us to understand why people 

do not choose the ‘best’ alternatives and solutions that would maximise their profits 

(Bourdieu 1984, 2005, 1990), as in the case of skilled and highly skilled migrants taking 

low-skilled (and lower-paid) jobs.  

Third, theory of practice aims at uncovering the logic of social practice. 

Approaching Polish migrants’ tendency to take low-skilled jobs after migration and 

examining this phenomenon not only as an individual but also as a collective social 

practice provided insights into the rationale behind their choices, decisions, and 

perceptions. I also consider the field and habitus dyad covering both the spatiality (i.e. 

connection between different fields) and temporality (habitus as the interconnection 

between past, present, and future) of the phenomenon of downward professional 

mobility, and thus providing an opportunity to better understand the complexity of 

conditions that shape migrants’ professional trajectories. Exploration of migrants’ 

downward professional mobility as a collective social practice can add to our 

understanding of the logic behind apparently individual decisions and actions.  

Fourth, the concepts of habitus and field allowed me to analyse the dynamics 

and changes resulting from the constant interaction between study participants’ 
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habitus and fields considered by this study. The analysis examines the conditions of 

three fields that influenced how study participants perceive and respond to their 

professional mobilities: (1) the transnational field of national hierarchies, (2) the field 

in which migrants’ habitus and national identity have been shaped, (3) the Norwegian 

labour market and its workplaces. I discuss my understanding of these fields in detail 

later in the chapter. Downward professional mobility (job change) intersected with 

international migration comprises a significant and rapid transition between and 

within these fields, which can generate tensions, mismatches, and development of 

adaptive capacities of the habitus. An analysis of these processes shows how people 

respond to change, in this case the change resulting from downward professional 

mobility intersected with migration. Capturing the dynamics of downward 

professional mobility sheds light on the sociocultural consequences of this 

phenomenon.  

I apply habitus and field as integrated concepts in my study, as they are in 

continuous mutual interaction (e.g. Bourdieu 2005: 47). Habitus and field cannot be 

analysed separately because a certain field conditions a specific habitus, whereas this 

habitus, which shapes an individual’s dispositions (manner of seeing, being, acting, 

and thinking) determines both their actions and self-positioning in the different fields 

they enter throughout their lives (Bourdieu 2005, 1990, 1977). Practices can be 

accounted for only by relating the social conditions in which the habitus that 

generated those practices was constituted, to the social conditions in which the 

habitus was implemented (Bourdieu 1990: 56). In this thesis, I explore the research 

questions by conceptualising different layers of the fields by which and in which 

participants’ experiences are shaped and lived. Whereas the outline of these fields is 

based particularly on analysing socio-historical conditions, a review of the relevant 

literature, and the use of supplementary theories described later in the chapter, the 

analysis of participants’ narratives provides more direct insight into how individuals’ 

interactions with these fields affect them and their habitus.  
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In the forthcoming sections, I first describe the notion of habitus in further 

detail by introducing what I call ‘the national component of habitus’. Following this, I 

elaborate on habitus dynamics and its ability to change.  

National component of habitus 

Habitus is a comprehensive concept that incorporates different aspects of the socially 

shaped predispositions of an individual. Whether a certain dimension of habitus is 

passive or active depends on the current events in the lives of the individuals 

concerned and their interactions within the field. When people migrate to another 

country, the national dimension of their habitus comes into play as they experience 

different conditions than those in which their habitus was originally shaped.  

Elias coined the notion of national habitus in his work ‘The civilizing process’, 

first published in 1939, to define the national character that conditions individuals’ 

emotional and affective behaviours and perceptions (Elias 1994, 2013). More 

recently, Kuipers, drawing on Elias’ notion, highlights the changing dynamics of 

national cultures, including their historical rises and declines, and calls for a more 

historicised and processual understanding of national culture (Kuipers 2013). 

Bourdieu’s notion of habitus, apart from allowing for incorporation of the nationally-

shaped element, also implies its dynamic nature, recognition of change, and ability to 

adapt. Therefore, I use Bourdieu’s concept of habitus and extend it by applying the 

national component. Scholars incorporating the national dimension into Bourdieu’s 

concept tend to focus on concepts of capital and cultural capital in particular (Bauder 

2006a, Erel and Ryan 2018, Erel 2010, Cederberg 2015). The Bourdieusian notion of 

habitus along with its national implications were applied by Bauder (2005, Bauder 

2006b, Bauder 2008), who analysed the relationship between migration and 

international segmentation of the labour markets. Although in his first work, the link 

between habitus and its nationally bounded dimension was rather intuitive (Bauder 

2005), in his later works, Bauder (2006b, Bauder 2008) drew a clear distinction and 

link between citizenship and habitus. He also introduced the notion of citizenship 
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capital, addressing the privileged positions that arise from certain citizenships in host 

labour markets. A similar point, although not based on Bourdieu’s concepts, is made 

by Friberg and Midtbøen (2017), who propose the notion of ‘ethnicity as skill’, 

referring to the phenomenon whereby certain nationalities are assigned to specific 

professional positions with certain professional skills.  

Inspired by these discussions and in conjunction with the patterns that 

emerged in my analysis, I propose that habitus has a national component. By the 

national component of habitus, I refer to three interrelated aspects: (1) the 

dispositions of individuals socialised within a particular national culture in the course 

of their upbringing and education, (2) national identity and self-identification with the 

nation and co-nationals, and (3) construction of and meanings attached to a particular 

nationality within a certain field. The first element is associated with national cultures 

and the functioning of nation-states which condition and generate certain standards 

and styles that are internalised by individuals. The second element, national identity, 

determines people’s self-definition as members of a specific nation and the resulting 

self-positioning amongst other nations. The third element, construction and meaning 

of a certain nationality, determines how individuals are positioned by others in the 

field of national hierarchies. The power of positioning may function independently of 

the individual’s national self-identification through the meanings and statuses 

attached to certain citizenship. However, these two are usually interrelated.  

The national component of habitus is addressed in both articles 1 and 2. In 

article 1, I draw a link between habitus, its national component, and the tendency of 

Polish migrants to channel themselves into low-skilled employment. By describing the 

socio-historical conditions that have shaped the stereotypical image of a Polish 

migrant, article 1 illustrates how self-perceptions internalised in the habitus guided 

the professional and migratory choices of the study participants. Article 2 then 

focuses on the mismatch between national identity and the meanings and stigma 

attached to Polish citizenship.  
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Habitus dynamics and change 

A person’s habitus constitution is primarily interrelated with the field(s) of their 

upbringing and both their primary and secondary socialisation. This does not, 

however, mean that habitus is permanent and unchanging in adulthood. On the 

contrary, habitus can transform and is constantly changing as we interact with 

different social fields throughout our lives.  

With international migration providing a pictorial and very current change to 

the field in today’s world, Bourdieu’s theory can be used as an efficient tool to analyse 

migrants’ experiences. For example, Nowicka (2013, 2015a, 2015b) employs 

Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus and capital to explore, inter alia, whether a change of 

field facilitates lasting transformations of migrants’ attitudes towards tolerance of 

diversity, and if so, how this process occurs. Research on Polish migrants in the UK 

and Germany approaches migrants’ dispositions (attitudes, perceptions, and 

practices) as processes, not as individual qualities, and uses the concept of habitus to 

analyse how migrants’ dispositions evolve in the new country (Nowicka 2015b: 96). 

Bourdieu’s concepts thus allow to embed the transformation of migrant dispositions 

within complex systems of power relations (Nowicka 2015a: 9) and to examine how 

migrants’ positioning in complex power structures affects their practices (Nowicka 

2015a: 12).  

When people migrate, their habitus is exposed to and challenged by 

interactions with the conditions of the new field and is subjected to transformation, 

adjustment, or mismatch. In a constant interplay with social fields, habitus generates 

new practices and transforms as a result. However, its ability to change is limited 

(Bourdieu 1977; Bourdieu 1990; Bourdieu 1999; Bourdieu 2000). Habitus does not 

automatically adapt to the conditions imposed on it. The issues of habitus mismatch 

and change are addressed in articles 2 and 3.  

Article 2 proposes the notion of ‘habitus mismatch’. My intention is to develop 

and extend Bourdieu’s notion of a ‘cleft habitus’, which he used occasionally to 
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describe his life’s experience of upward social mobility. He considered his working-

class social background as having had a crucial and unique impact on his development 

as an academic and analyst of social reality. The upward social mobility was not 

smooth for Bourdieu and resulted in a sense of maladjustment to both the ‘class of 

origin and destination’, which resulted in what he called a ‘cleft habitus’ (Bourdieu 

2007). By habitus mismatch, I aim to call attention to the social dimension of the 

suffering and struggles related to coping with working below one’s level of 

competence or professional experience and discrepancy between valued but at the 

same time stigmatised national identity. Article 2 explores the various habitus 

mismatches that contribute to the suffering of Polish migrants and resulting from 

their subjective experiences of downward professional and social mobility, as well as 

the conflict between their valued and stigmatised identities. By approaching suffering 

as it exists in both the individual and social dimension, in line with Barbalet’s definition 

of emotions as embedded in relationships between individuals and their social 

situations (Barbalet 1992: 152), the notion of habitus mismatch facilitates 

incorporation of the emotional aspect of the experience of downward professional 

mobility.  

Habitus change is addressed in article 3. By approaching the workplace as a 

culturally and nationally bounded field, this article draws a link between the 

experience of cultural difference and habitus change. It proposes that ‘moments of 

consciousness’ of the habitus accelerate change, and that habitus change is an 

element of the cultural adaptation process, which involves the reflexive evaluation of 

one’s own culturally-shaped and internalised dispositions and perceptions related to 

the conduct of interpersonal communication and work performance.  

Fields and national cultures 

This thesis takes into consideration three particular fields involved in the shaping of 

the study participants’ experiences with downward professional mobility intersected 

with migration. The first is a macro-field which I call the transnational field of national 
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hierarchies. The other two fields remain closely related to this macro-field and tend 

to mutually interact with it. The second is the field in which migrants’ habitus and 

national identity have been shaped. The shaping of the habitus occurs during primary 

and secondary socialisation and results in social self-understanding and self-

positioning (Bourdieu 1977, 1990). This reflects the fact that the workings of nation 

states play a significant role in conditioning individuals’ perceptions, habits, and self-

perception. The third field, the Norwegian labour market and workplaces, comprises 

the field of the study participants’ experiences. International migration reflects 

Bourdieu’s metaphor of a field as a game, with migrants as novice players entering 

the game (a new labour market), where their positions and status are to some extent 

determined by their citizenship. In addition, national identity influences how they 

position themselves in this labour market, and which positions they consider available 

to them.  

 Different fields have their own rules and involve distinct processes that 

determine the structure of positions accessible to and occupied by individuals. The 

transnational field of national hierarchies is based on three fundamental and 

intertwined mechanisms: othering, stigmatisation, and racialisation. These concepts 

are discussed later in the chapter. 

 This dissertation also examines workplaces as microcosms reflecting the 

characteristics of national organisational cultures, where individuals use specific 

cultural codes to communicate and make meaning of their interpersonal interactions. 

By employing the concept of cultural codes (Kotani 2017, Ellingsworth 1988), article 

3 investigates the process of adaptation to the new field. Bourdieu’s approach allows 

inclusion of the agentic and dynamic role of migrants in transforming their habitus, 

while remaining sensitive to power relations working in the field (Erel 2010: 649).  
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Identities and identification 

Identity and identification appeared to play a crucial role in shaping participants’ 

understanding and experiences of their downward professional mobility. While I 

anticipated that professional identity may influence study participants’ experiences 

of downward professional mobility and related struggles, I did not think that national 

identity, or more precisely ‘being a Polish migrant in Norway’, would come to the fore 

in participants’ accounts both in terms of the frequency of narratives referring to 

being Polish, and its meaningful impact on shaping their perceptions of their 

professional careers after migrating to Norway.  

Identity is a concept that has been approached in many different ways. Not only 

has it been developed by different fields of social sciences, such as anthropology 

(Barth et al. 1994, Barth 1998), social psychology (Tajfel et al. 1986, Tajfel 1982, Burke 

et al. 2009), and sociology (Lawler 2015, Hall 2000, Jenkins 2008, Goffman 1968), but 

also, in sociology itself, understanding of identity has developed into different 

paradigms such as socio-linguistic, discursive, or psychoanalytical approaches (see 

e.g. Du Gay et al. 2000). This subchapter endeavours to understand identity as applied 

in my analysis that resonates with the interactionist and constructivist approaches to 

identity. Rather than focusing on differences between the different authors, this 

subchapter aims to extract some common points which have a crucial meaning in 

exploring the research question.  

Social identity is associated with the need to belong to a social group. This need 

has been explained through the positive effects it has on the psychosocial condition 

of individuals (Major, Dovidio, Link, et al. 2017, Jetten et al. 2017, Simandan 2018, 

Cruwys et al. 2014). Belonging to a social group provides individuals with, among 

other benefits, perceived collective continuity, social well-being, and reduction of 

uncertainty (Sani et al. 2007, Mullin et al. 1999). Group-making and belonging entail 

the process of othering those who do not belong to a given group. They involve 
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constructions of similarity and difference, imaginaries of ‘us’ and ‘others’, and 

homogenisation or perception of group members as similar (Udah et al. 2019).  

Identity is an ongoing and dynamic process of being and becoming (Lawler 

2015, Jenkins 2008), which links self and other, past and present (Lawler 2015: 35). 

According to Jenkins (2008: 17), identifying ourselves and others always involves 

meaning-making, while meaning always entails interaction: communication and 

negotiation. Similarly, Lawler (2015: 19) argues that identity does not belong ‘within’ 

the individual, but is produced between individuals in social relations. Only when 

taken into account together can both similarity and difference explain the dynamic 

principles of identification (Jenkins 2008: 18). Through the process of identification, 

individuals establish and signify relationships of similarity and difference in relation 

to others, between collectivities, and between individuals and collectivities (Jenkins 

2008: 18).  

This study approaches identities as a form of conditioning and being 

conditioned by habitus. Individuals’ identities determine their sense of the social 

positions they occupy within particular fields (Bourdieu 1987, 1991: 234). In the 

forthcoming subchapter, I elaborate on professional and national identities, 

respectively, as these dimensions of identity appeared to play an important role in 

study participants’ perceptions and responses to their downward professional 

mobility in Norway. 

Professional identity 

The concept of professional identity is introduced in articles 1 and 2. Professional 

identity (in conjunction with national identity) influences migrants’ professional 

trajectories (article 1) and contributes to their struggles with downward professional 

mobility (article 2).  

Although migrants express different levels of sense of identification with the 

professions for which they are qualified, these levels of attachment are important for 

understanding how they navigated their professional careers upon and after 
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migration, which I have addressed particularly in article 1. However, it is worth noting 

that national identity plays no less significant a role in their selection of low-skilled 

jobs and in the overall experience of downward professional mobility that occurs with 

migration to Norway. Before discussing the notion of national identity, I will examine 

how professional identities influence individuals’ positioning in their surrounding 

social structures. 

Professional identity can be defined as one’s professional self-perception based 

on one’s values, motives, and attributes. People use this self-perception to define 

their position in the specialised education- and skill-oriented structure of occupations 

(Slay et al. 2011, Ibarra 1999). Slay et al. (2011) point to the three factors constituting 

professional identity: (1) the meanings associated with the profession, (2) adjustment 

and adaptation to professional identity during different periods of career transition, 

and (3) self-understanding. Due to the differing levels of prestige between professions 

(Duemmler et al. 2017), they are of great importance in determining the social 

positions of individuals (Ashforth et al. 1999, Domański 1991). The prestige of a 

profession is linked with the education it requires, its task complexity, and income, 

but also with the social respect and power it affords (Duemmler and Caprani 2017).  

Professional identities, however, are not simply determined by their prestige, 

as this would suggest that only people performing prestigious jobs can derive positive 

professional identities, while this is, in fact, not the case (Billet 2007, Duemmler and 

Caprani 2017, Nowicka 2014b). Notwithstanding, those who perform less prestigious 

jobs and particularly those who are downwardly mobile in their professional careers 

are more exposed to struggles with social perception of their professional positions 

(Duemmler and Caprani 2017) and the associated psychological burden (Ashforth and 

Kreiner 1999, Lucas et al. 2017, Slay et al. 2011). Therefore, transition to less 

prestigious professions results in a distressing loss of capital in the form of prestige 

and social status. In this way, downward professional mobility is an individual 

experience deeply embedded in the social structure. Asforth and Kreiner (1999) 
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discuss the challenge of constructing a positive identity when performing what they 

call ‘dirty work’. By ‘dirty work’, they understand any occupation that is morally or 

physically tainted in the social perception. If individuals perceive their work as ‘dirty’ 

or ‘polluted’, with time they begin to perceive themselves as such.  

National identity 

This thesis understands national identity as socially constructed, imagined, and at the 

same time profoundly influencing individuals’ self-definition and self-positioning. 

Although the foundations of a nation can have a character of an imaginary or idea, or 

as Anderson (1991) puts it an ‘imagined community’, various and complex processes 

make nations real through the powerful sentiments of their members (Verdery 1996: 

78). The way in which individuals make meaning of national identity as well as how 

their citizenship determines their positionality depends on the fields with which they 

interact.  

As the issue of national identity was pivotal for study participants’ perceptions 

of and responses to downward professional mobility, this concept is considered in the 

analyses of each of the three articles. In article 1, national identity proves to be a key 

component of the habitus which guides study participants’ decisions that move them 

onto downward professional trajectories. In article 2, national identity serves as a tool 

in analysing study participants’ suffering as a result of the discrepancy between their 

national self-identification and the meanings attached to their national identity. 

Article 3 shows how their national identification shapes their experiences and 

interpretations of cultural difference.  

 

Othering, racialisation, and stigma 

To understand the processes involved in shaping the conditions of the fields analysed 

in this dissertation, I employ the concepts of othering, stigma, and racialisation. This 

subchapter discusses each of these in turn. The use of these concepts is driven 
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particularly by the narratives I encountered when conducting the interviews and 

analysing the data.  

International movement of people has been inherently intertwined with social 

constructions of ‘us’ and ‘others’, majority and minority, and natives and migrants. 

The positionality of migrating individuals has been determined by their non-belonging 

to the social groups within the host society (e.g. Udah and Singh 2019, Buchowski 

2006). As early as 1944, Schütz (1944), in his prominent essay ‘The Stranger: an essay 

in social psychology’, recognised that a ‘migrant’ is an outstanding example of a 

strangerness. Later, Weiss (2005) remarked that the social meanings of the notion of 

‘migrant’ mark migrants as different from members of the host society, while 

simultaneously symbolically homogenising each respective group.  

The workings of nation states contribute to reinforcing the citizens (insiders) 

versus non-citizens (outsiders) dichotomy (Bendixsen 2018). Noble (2005: 188) calls 

this the ‘production and regulation of strangeness’ which continually affects migrants. 

Their belonging to the (new) national environment always remains precarious (Skey 

2013, Nowicka 2018a, Hage 1998) and ‘they are never just present, they are 

positioned’ (Hage 1998: 90). As Essed and Treinekens (2008: 58), who studied 

perceptions of immigrants in Dutch society, note, migrants are ‘treated as second-

class citizens, never quite Dutch, never quite the norm, always considered as aspiring, 

as a problem, lagging behind’, where ‘Dutch’ can easily be replaced with any other 

adjective that describes national belonging. According to Hage, the crucial function of 

otherness is to construct and maintain the fantasy of the national having its own 

space (Hage 1998, 74). In the context of intra-European migration, the othering has 

been particularly reinforced by the East versus West dichotomy, with Eastern 

European migrants marked as ‘other’ (Neumann 1999, Young et al. 2001, van 

Heuckelom 2013, Wolff 1994, Kuus 2004, Davies 2007, van Riemsdijk 2010, 2013).  

Stigmas emphasise the otherness and strangeness of immigrants and are aimed 

at formulating that ‘something is wrong with them’. Through stigmatisation, migrants 
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are deprived of their individual subjectivity and uniqueness. All are identified with a 

set of features and properties that define a distinct, usually ethnic, group of migrants. 

As a consequence, migrants are labelled ‘handymen’, ‘manual workers’, or ‘domestic 

cleaners’ (Niedźwiedzki 2016: 117). In this way, stigmatisation is associated with 

occupational stereotyping.  

Another process at work in the fields analysed in this dissertation is 

racialisation. This study understands racism in line with its conceptual development 

from the eighties and nineties, referred to as cultural racism, new racism (Barker 

1982), or neo-racism (Balibar 1991). This new kind of ‘cultural’ and ‘differentialist’ 

racism replaces biology with culture, and race with immigrants (Balibar 1991) and 

refers to exploitation of social groups on the basis of cultural differences. Barker 

(1982) understands racism as profoundly based on the common tendency of human 

nature to form bounded social groups and to differentiate between ‘us’ and 

‘outsiders’ or ‘foreigners’. He links racism directly to the imaginaries of nations and to 

the socialised perception of differences between nations. As he remarks, a feeling of 

antagonism tends to arise in particular when ‘the outsiders’ (immigrants) appear 

physically in the field. Nations are connected to certain territories, socially naturalised 

as their homes (Barker 1982: 4-5, 21).  

Racialisation may be defined as the process whereby social groups categorise 

other groups as different or inferior, on the basis of cultural or phenotypical markers 

(Castles et al. 2013: 32). In her critical analysis of the Norwegian immigration debate, 

Gullestad (2002) examines how Norway’s new inhabitants are discussed in the 

scientific, political, and media discourses. She outlines how these discourses prevent 

immigrants from being respected as worthy Norwegian citizens through the process 

of racialisation. In her work, Gullestad (2004, 2002, 2006) highlights the mutual 

character of racialisation which racialises not only the disadvantaged groups and their 

members, but also those in advantageous positions.  
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Other works on racialisation and racism in the Scandinavian context have been 

developed specifically within the paradigm of postcolonial and whiteness studies as 

well as their combinations (e.g. Loftsdóttir 2017, Guðjónsdóttir 2014, Loftsdóttir et al. 

2012, Keskinen et al. 2009, Keskinen et al. 2017). Although these are not the main 

theoretical perspectives of my analysis, I am inspired by some of the conceptual 

developments made by this strand of literature. In particular, I draw on some recent 

theoretical debates on hierarchies of desirability of national migrant groups 

(Guðjónsdóttir 2014, Loftsdóttir 2017, Guðjónsdóttir and Loftsdóttir 2017), which 

resonate with the theories of ethnically segmented labour markets (Bauder 2006b, 

Bauder 2008, Friberg and Midtbøen 2017) discussed earlier in the thesis. Levels of 

desirability of certain national migrant groups depend on their cultural proximity to 

the ‘host national cultures’ and are based on racialising processes. By embedding 

these national hierarchies within Bourdieu’s field notion, I aim to conceptualise their 

contextualised and historicised socio-spatial dimension. Moreover, the habitus 

concept allows me to link study participants’ perceptions and responses to their 

downward professional mobility with the encountered structural limitations.  

 

Chapter summary 

In the preceding sections of this chapter, I introduced the theoretical framework for 

the analysis of study participants’ perceptions and responses to their downward 

professional mobility after migration to Norway.  

Each of the three articles utilises the habitus and field concepts and 

complements them with other concepts introduced in this chapter. Based on these 

theories, each of the articles develops some of these notions or proposes new ones. 

Drawing on the habitus concept, article 1 proposes the notion of a ‘national 

component of the habitus’, which helps to explain why study participants’ 

professional choices and decisions have been conditioned in a particular way. Article 

2, inspired by Bourdieu’s term ‘cleft habitus’, develops the notion of habitus 
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mismatch. Habitus mismatch serves to explain the multiple mismatches and suffering 

which study participants experienced as a result of their downward mobility after 

migration. Article 3 examines habitus change as an element of the adaptation process.  

The articles focus on different layers of the fields analysed in this dissertation. 

Article 1 analyses how the fields in which study participants’ habitus was shaped 

influenced their self-positioning in the field of the Norwegian labour market, which is 

a subfield of the transnational field of national hierarchies. To conceptualise the 

power relations working within these fields, I use the concepts of othering, stigma, 

and racialisation. These processes ascribe particular meanings to national identities. 

To allow these power relations to work, it is necessary to investigate whether and in 

what ways migrants identify themselves with the identities signified by these 

processes. Article 2 continues to draw on this understanding and analyses how 

interaction between these fields and their habitus influences migrants’ wellbeing. 

Moreover, the concept of professional identity adds to our understanding of their 

struggles with experienced mismatches in the new field. Article 3 examines the field 

on the micro-scale. It approaches the workplaces that constitute migrants’ social 

spaces as a micro-field of the Norwegian labour market with its specific rules, which 

are new for the study participants. The article proposes the notion of ‘cultural 

distrust’ to address the process whereby multiple cultural misunderstandings lead to 

migrants’ distrust towards ‘old regulars’ of the field in which they (migrants) are just 

the new beginners and strive to recognise the rules of the game.  
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CHAPTER 4. RESEARCH DESIGN 

 

The rationale for this study stems from the results of quantitative research, which 

identified and evidenced that rates of overqualification among Polish migrants in 

Norway are higher than among nationals (SSB 2017). The desire to explore and 

expand the extant knowledge about this phenomenon underlay the methodological 

decisions and choices I made and that are illuminated in this chapter. In the 

forthcoming part of the chapter, I justify my choice of qualitative interviews as a tool 

for data collection. I then describe the consecutive steps involved in implementing 

the research, including participant recruitment and data processing, and I 

characterise the data and sample. I then reflect upon my positionality within the 

research and clarify my understanding of knowledge production and the 

generalisability of the research findings.  

 

Rationale for the choice of qualitative interviews as a research method 

This study is guided by the overall research question: how do Polish migrants perceive 

and respond to their downward professional mobility in the Norwegian labour 

market? By means of this research question, I aim to broaden the extant knowledge 

about the logic, dynamics, and meaning-making that underly downward professional 

mobility among Polish migrants in Norway. The desire to cover these aspects guided 

my methodological choices, starting with the choice of method for data collection.  

Qualitative methods are recognised as supporting research goals aimed at 

understanding social processes, intentions, and social meanings (Castles 2012: 9, 15). 

Since the goal of my study was to explore and understand the personal experiences 

of Poles who have worked below their level of qualification in Norway, in choosing an 

appropriate method, I considered explorative qualitative methods, which enable the 

in-depth personal views, beliefs, and experiences of research participants to be 

grasped. The ‘qualitative’ aspect emphasises the qualities of the research subjects, on 
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meanings and processes, which are not quantitively measurable in terms of 

frequency, amount, or intensity (Denzin et al. 2003: 13). According to Morawska 

(2018) the strength of qualitative studies stems from their ability to provide more 

accurate representations of the social worlds of the individuals than quantitative 

study and analysis (Morawska 2018: 115).  

Carling (2012: 138) compares the opportunities offered by quantitative survey 

and qualitative interview when researching the complexity of experiences related to 

migration from point a to point b, and affirms that ‘in survey migration histories can 

only take up a few moments of an interview’ (Carling 2012: 137). Similarly, Byrne 

(2018: 220) observes that qualitative interviews enable individuals’ attitudes and 

values to be accessed in a way that a questionnaire cannot. 

According to Fedyuk and Zentai (2018: 174), the individual interview 

simultaneously offers ‘the richness of experience and thickness of ethnographic data’ 

which is not equally achievable by other qualitative methods like focus groups, 

observation, or discourse analysis. Similarly, I see the strength of the interview to lie 

in its rich potential for one-to-one conversation (Fedyuk and Zentai 2018: 179). 

Interviews also have a peculiar potential in researching vulnerable migrant groups 

(Fedyuk and Zentai 2018) or those who have been ignored or misrepresented (Byrne 

2018). They allow study participants to speak in their own voices and with their own 

language (Byrne 2018: 221, Morawska 2018: 116). 

As many scholars indicate (e.g. Rubin et al. 2012, Byrne 2018, Yeo et al. 2014), 

interviews are an effective method of generating description and interpretation of 

social worlds by providing researchers with access to interviewees’ social realities. By 

means of qualitative interviews, we may learn how individuals make sense of 

themselves, their experiences, and their positions within their social worlds (Miller et 

al. 2016: 51, 52, Yeo et al. 2014: 178). By offering the possibility to achieve clarification 

and detailed understanding, interviews appear to be a reasonable method for 

exploring complex processes and experiences (Lewis 2003: 58). From the perspective 
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of the aims of this study, i.e. to explore the experiences of downward professional 

mobility and to understand the logic and dynamics behind this phenomenon, I 

considered the interview to be possibly the most effective method for answering the 

guiding research questions. 

The most common typology divides interviews into structured, semi-

structured, and unstructured, depending on the rigidity of the interview scenario 

(Fedyuk and Zentai 2018). To support my exploratory approach to the phenomena 

under study, I decided to conduct semi-structured interviews. I considered that 

unstructured interviews might shift the interview topic too far from the studied 

problem, whereas structured interviews might overly limit the interview content. In 

the semi-structured interview, on the other hand, the researcher prepares some 

questions in advance, but leaves space for interviewees to introduce issues of concern 

to them, while remaining within the framework of the main topic. This approach to 

the interview makes it exploratory and at the same time supports the cooperative 

character of knowledge production. It also fosters identification and inclusion of 

unexpected topics and perspectives into the inquiry (Fedyuk and Zentai 2018: 173). 

 

Study participants’ recruitment and interviews implementation 

The inclusion criteria for participation in the study comprised (1) people of Polish 

nationality; (2) who have been living in Norway for at least 1 year; and (3) who have 

been working below their level of qualifications in Norway. This meant persons who 

were still working below their qualifications, or who had previously done so. I defined 

qualifications as (a) the highest level of education and/or (b) length and type of 

professional experience, and/or (c) certificates enabling one to perform a certain 

profession.  

  I aimed to conduct 30 interviews with individuals characterised by various 

sociodemographic features. I wanted the sample to be diversified in terms of gender, 

age, place of residence, type of education and profession, to be able to grasp 
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similarities and differences within the diversity. Therefore, I adapted maximum 

variation sampling, which is based on the logic of investigating significant, common 

patterns within the variation of cases (Patton 1990: 172). Moreover, I aimed to 

contribute to the academic literature by widening the group researched, as studies 

on Polish migrants in Norway to date have been limited to workers in specific 

industries (Friberg and Midtbøen 2017, Friberg 2010, 2012), or inhabitants of specific 

locations, particularly Oslo (Friberg and Tyldum 2007, Friberg and Eldring 2011); or, 

as in the case of qualitative research on downward professional mobility, only to 

females in a certain age range (Vianello 2014), or exclusively to young, single 

migrants, most of whom have not entered the labour market prior to migration 

(Trevena 2013, 2011). I also wished to include pre-accession immigrants, who have 

often been omitted from previous research, despite representing the most settled 

migrant group. As a result, gathering a sample comprising people of different ages, 

professions, and in varying life situations allowed me to capture a comprehensive 

picture of experiences related to downward professional mobility. 

To recruit study participants, I used existing Facebook groups. While many 

social scientists have presented and described Facebook usage, the vast majority 

relate to Facebook as a field of research for the purposes of such methods as content 

analysis (You et al. 2017, Huang et al. 2013) or as a platform for recruiting participants 

to online surveys (Bhutta 2012). However, little has been said about Facebook as a 

potential online tool for sampling participants for a later qualitative research 

conducted offline. Facebook is visited by 2.07 billion people monthly and has 1.37 

billion active users worldwide. More than 50 percent of European Union residents use 

Facebook regularly (Clement 2020). Facebook development has contributed to 

permanent transmission of a part of the social world into the online reality. In the 

European context, it has 271 million users, divided into differentiated groups of 

common interest, life situation, place of residence, or profession. It provides 
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researchers with access to a substantial part of the population in a way that was 

inconceivable before the Facebook era.  

One possible usage of Facebook for participant recruitment is to access existing 

Facebook groups. Migrants tend to group together on social media. To illustrate the 

potentiality in migration studies, I present some membership numbers in particular 

Polish groups in different countries: Poles in France, 17,900; Poles in Germany, 

76,000; Our life in the UK (Nasze życie w UK), 60,000; and Poles in Norway, 37,700. As 

presented in chapter two, Poles are a numerous immigrant group in different 

countries, as reflected in these Facebook groups. Long-standing observation of such 

groups inspired me to use this method for participant recruitment.  

As I was planning to publish the invitation to participate in the study, my main 

concern was related to the possible perception of the invitation by the Facebook 

group members. I intended my invitation to ‘sound’ both professional and amicable, 

as being too official could have resulted in discouraging potential participants and a 

feeling of distance, while writing in an overly friendly and unofficial manner could 

have given an impression of frivolity. Therefore, I attempted to find a balance 

between formality and informality by providing an objective description of the project 

and ending the invitation courteously. I published the invitation to participate in the 

study on the following Facebook groups: Poles in Norway, Poles in Oslo, Poles in 

Bergen, and the Polish-Norwegian Association of Poles in Bodø. 

Name of group Number of 
members 

Number of people 
willing to participate 

Number of recruited 
interviewees 

Poles in Norway 

Renewed invitation 

27,000 20 

6 

14 

5 

Poles in Oslo 9,200 4 3 

Poles in Bergen 10,300 3 3 

Polish-Norwegian 

Association in Bodø 

180 1 1 

In total 46,680 34 25 

Table 1. Facebook groups where the invitation to participate was published (numbers of members 
and final effects) 
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Facebook enabled me to manage the time and place of the interviews in a 

friendly manner. First, I published the invitation on the largest group, Poles in Norway, 

to ascertain the most common locations of potential participants. The first call 

resulted in 20 responses, from whom I recruited 14 persons. I excluded persons who 

had graduated from upper secondary education but had not yet gained professional 

experience in a specific profession. The majority of potential participants were from 

the Oslo area and surrounding counties, so I also published my invitation in the group 

Poles in Oslo to populate the sample, and decided that Oslo would be the first location 

for interviews. The second invitation resulted in four responses and recruitment of a 

further three study participants. Before visiting Oslo, at the end of September 2017, I 

conducted three initial interviews via Skype with participants from different locations 

in Norway: Stavanger, Bergen, and Tromsø. The subsequent interviews were 

conducted in Oslo in October 2017. My visit to Oslo resulted in 11 interviews (one was 

conducted via Skype, as the study participant was unable to meet me in person).  

At the end of November 2017, I renewed the invitation on the group Poles in 

Norway, and at that time, I stayed in touch with one potential study participant from 

Bergen who was recruited via the snowball sampling method. I decided to publish the 

invitation on the group Poles in Bergen, which enabled me to recruit the following 

three participants, and to arrange interviews in Bergen in December 2017. 

In the meantime, I was conducting interviews via Skype and Messenger (via 

video conversation) with those study participants who were unable to meet me 

during my visits to Oslo and Bergen, or who were from other locations than those 

visited by me.  

My invitation on Poles in Bodø resulted in the recruitment of one study 

participant. The remaining four participants from Bodø were recruited via snowball 

sampling. In total, among the 30 study participants, 25 were recruited through 

Facebook groups and 5 by snowball sampling.  
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I decided to conduct interviews in Polish, which is the study participants’ and 

my native language. I believe that this enabled study participants to express their 

thoughts and feelings most freely, despite the fact that, for many, expressing their 

thoughts in English or Norwegian would probably not pose a problem either. The 

invitation to participate in the study was published in Polish and the transcriptions of 

interviews were also conducted in Polish. Only the excerpts selected to support the 

analyses in the articles were translated into English. First, I translated excerpts by 

myself, and then a Polish-English translator of Polish origin proofed the excerpts. I 

provided the translator with both the English translations of the excerpts and the 

Polish originals. I also considered having the chosen excerpts proofed by a native 

English speaker. To check the possible effects of so doing, I sent some of the 

translated and proofread translations of excerpts to a native English-speaking proof 

reader. He made some corrections to make the excerpts sound more natural in 

English, but I felt that doing so changed some of the meanings and content of the 

excerpts when compared with the original statements in Polish. Therefore, I decided 

to preserve the original meaning and to use the excerpts proofread by the first proof 

reader, who had interpreted the translations based on the Polish excerpts.  

The themes I had in mind when preparing for the interviews were: course of 

participants’ educational and professional careers, their migration to Norway, and the 

context of cultural differences between Poland and Norway (for the interview guide, 

see appendix on page 188). Following the initial talk, I began the interviews with the 

words, ‘I would like you to start from the beginning…’ followed by one of two 

alternative requests: ‘how and why did you move to Norway?’ or ‘tell me about your 

education’. Drawing on a variety of interview contents, I infer that I gave participants 

sufficient freedom in constructing their narratives. Regardless of the initial request 

(whether I began with the theme of education or migration), the further courses of 

the interviews differed and my sense is that they were not dependant on the starting 

point.  
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However, I did not anticipate two main features of the interviews: their deeply 

personal and emotional character and their biographical nature. The first lesson I 

learned was how deeply and emotionally people experienced their downward 

professional mobility after migration. The other feature, the biographical character of 

the narratives, stems from the complexity of their experiences. For many, the 

interview prompted them to structure their life stories and deep experiences that 

they had never previously shared with anyone, and from some participants I heard 

that the interview was an unexpectedly emotional experience of a therapeutic nature. 

This strengthened my belief in the importance of the personal, but at the same time 

deeply social, experience of downward professional mobility. Simultaneously, this 

made me even more sensitive to participants’ emotions during the interviews. I 

always tried to pay attention to their feelings and react with empathy. Sometimes, in 

such moments, the subject of our conversation focused on the internal experiences 

that accompanied my interlocutor at the life stage he or she was discussing. However, 

I never insisted on speaking about emotions; we did so when the participant seemed 

to need it. 

 

Characteristics of data and sample 

The analysis is based on the data collected from September 2017 to February 2018 

through 30 interviews with Poles who, after migrating to Norway, worked below their 

level of qualification. The interviews varied in length from 50 minutes to 2 hours and 

40 minutes. The average length of interviews was 1 hour and 40 minutes. 

The sample consists of 18 women and 12 men, aged between 26 and 60. Their 

stay in Norway varied from 1 to 15 years, with an average of 5 years. The study 

participants had diverse educational and professional backgrounds. Five held a 

vocational degree or professional certificate, nine a bachelor’s degree, fifteen a 

master’s degree, and one a doctoral degree. On the following page, I present the table 

with basic characteristics of the sample. 
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Table 2. Overview of study participants’ characteristics 

Note:  
‘Age’ 20+ means aged between 20 and 29, 30+ between 30 and 39, etc. 
 ‘No’ indicates time in years that the informant had spent in Norway. 
‘+’ beside educational level indicates additional studies, which in Poland often means 
one or two years of study to deepen or widen the field of study. Although called 
‘postgraduate studies’, they do not proffer any additional academic titles.  
 

At the time of the interview, eight of the study participants lived in the Oslo 

area, eight in rural and urban areas of counties surrounding Oslo (Viken and 

Innlandet), seven in Bergen, five in Bodø, one in Stavanger, and one in Tromsø. 

name sex age No educational background first job in Norway job at the time of the interview

Laura F 40+ 1 vocational (gastronomy) cleaning services cleaning services

Natalia F 20+ 3 bachelor (management) + cleaning services beautician (self employed)

Kaja F 20+ 3 bachelor (surveyor) cleaning services surveyor

Dalia F 20+ 3 master's (psychology) cleaning services restaurant employee

Marlena F 30+ 10 master's (economics) cleaning services bank advisor

Ela F 40+ 13 master's (history) cleaning services shopkeeper (self-employed)

Piotr M 30+ 6 master's (tourism) cleaning services cleaning services (sick leave)

Hubert M 60+ 11 master's (national defence) + cleaning services handyman

Daria F 30+ 3 master's (political science) + cleaning services cleaning services

Maciej M 30+ 10 vocational (mason) construction worker mason

Marek M 50+ 15 vocational (chef) construction worker restaurant employee

Patryk M 40+ 9 vocational (electrician) construction worker roof decker

Tomek M 30+ 2 secondary, professional certificates construction worker welder

Dawid M 20+ 2 bachelor (surveyor) construction worker construction worker

Kacper M 30+ 7 bachelor (environment) + construction worker repairs services (self-employed)

Gosia F 30+ 5 master's (marketing) construction worker kindergarten assistant

Nina F 30+ 5 bachelor (geography and tourism) + grounds maintenance store employee (shift leader) 

Kamil M 30+ 5 master's (political science) oil platform employee bus driver

Ewa F 40+ 2 master's (physiotherapy) + personal assistant personal assistant (sick leave)

Kuba M 20+ 6 bachelor (physiotherapy) restaurant employee restaurant employee

Maja F 20+ 3 bachelor (midwife) restaurant employee restaurant employee

Marta F 30+ 6 bachelor (pedagogics) restaurant employee restaurant employee 

Ola F 30+ 5 master's (human resources) restaurant employee language teacher (self-employed)

Blanka F 20+ 5 bachelor (social psychology) restaurant employee restaurant employee 

Kinga F 20+ 4 master's (law) restaurant employee restaurant employee

Filip M 20+ 2 master's (international relations) restaurant employee restaurant employee

Ada F 30+ 5 master's x2 (psychology, pedagogics) school assistant school assistant 

Daniela F 30+ 6 master's (history with pedagogics) school assistant school assistant 

Beata F 30+ 1 PhD (archeology) school assistant school assistant 

Arek M 30+ 6 master's (management in hospitality)security guard restaurant employee
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The sample included individuals who had moved to Norway alone and those 

who had migrated with their families. Of the 30 participants, 16 (8 females, 8 males) 

had moved on their own. Of these, seven had arranged jobs before leaving Poland or 

other countries; however, in most cases, these arranged jobs turned out to differ from 

what had been agreed prior to migration. Seven participants migrated with their 

families (4 females, 3 males), and another seven (6 females, 1 male) joined their 

partners who already lived in Norway. 

Almost all (27) participants had entered the labour market in Poland or other 

countries prior to their migration to Norway. The majority (18) performed jobs 

corresponding to their field and level of education prior to migration to Norway. Of 

these, seven had been performing a certain job for more than 10 years, during which 

time their careers had progressed. Another six participants migrated immediately 

after or during their studies (of these, three had not yet entered the labour market). 

The remaining six participants had been performing other jobs than those for which 

they were qualified, gaining professional experience in one specific field.  

 

Data processing 

All of the interviews were recorded and transcribed in full. I began the analysis by 

listening to the interview recording while following the transcription. After listening 

to each interview, I made notes of my reflections regarding the interview content. At 

this stage, I analysed the interviews not only for what study participants said but 

particularly for how they constructed their narratives and how they communicated 

the information and accounts, which is typical for narrative analysis (Byrne 2018: 223, 

Bamberg 2012). Narrative analysis takes into account the circumstances, conditions, 

and purposes of accounts, and is therefore interested in the functions that the 

narrative serves in a certain situation (Gubrium et al. 2009: XVI). This part of the 

analysis, approaching each of the interviews as a whole, served me principally to grasp 

how participants navigated their narratives and which issues they paid special 
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attention to. It helped to extract and map the main topics for further investigation. At 

this stage, I also listed all of the crucial information about each of the participants, 

such as subsequent job positions in Norway, length of stay in Norway, and 

circumstances of migration, so that I could easily return to this information in any 

further step of the analysis.  

In the subsequent step, I imported the transcription to NVivo (version 11) to 

code the interview content for qualitative data analysis. Codifying is used to arrange 

raw data in a systematic order, and to make units part of a system or classification 

(Saldaña 2016). The process of applying and reapplying thematic and interpretative 

codes allowed me to divide, reorganise, and link data in order to consolidate meaning 

(Saldaña 2016, Grbich 2013). Then, by conducting cross-case analysis, I explored the 

differences and similarities across the cases and searched for relationships between 

the emerged categories. At this stage of the analysis, I manually mapped models of 

relationships and developed possible explanations. I contrasted the different cases, 

cross-read them, and related my interpretations to all of them. 

Interpretation of data involves the question of validity and reliability. 

Hammersley (1992: 57) defines validity as truth, understood as the extent to which 

accounts represent a social phenomenon. Qualitative research gives us the 

opportunity to revise or even abandon our initial assumptions by carefully following 

study participants’ claims. To strengthen the validity and reliability of research 

accounts, Silverman (2013: 282, 298) urges ‘comprehensive data treatment’ which 

involves dealing with exceptions and contrary cases in our data, and entails counting 

on participants’ own categories. In light of new evidence, I revised many of my initial 

assumptions. I endeavoured to critically question the data and my own ways of 

thinking. While preparing for this research, I assumed that this dissertation would 

mostly touch upon the topic of professional identity, and experiences tightly related 

to work and the everyday experience of working below one’s qualifications. However, 

the analysis of study participants’ narratives moved the focus to the topic of 
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nationality and national identity. To a significant extent, participants’ stories shaped 

the focus of this study. This exemplifies the approach I took to this research and the 

analysis. I was open to whatever topics would emerge during the interviews and the 

categories that would evolve in the analysis. I not only left participants free space to 

shape their narratives, but I was also sensitive to their perspectives in the analysis. I 

adopted a flexible approach to data analysis (Castles 2012: 16), as reflected by my 

eagerness to change my earlier assumptions based on what participants said and how 

they constructed their stories. In the light of new information and discoveries, I 

approached the interview data as a resource in reflexive mastering and transforming 

the research (Charmaz 2006). 

 

My positionality within the research 

Conducting social research, and particularly qualitative research, requires reflexivity 

and critical self-scrutiny from the researcher. This involves asking oneself questions 

about one’s own role in and impact on the subsequent steps of the research process. 

As researchers approach the research from a specific position, they affect the whole 

research process – from the questions asked, through the analysis conducted, to the 

research conclusions provided (Byrne 2018: 224). Thus, the role of the researcher is 

an integral component of the method (Fedyuk and Zentai 2018: 174), and has become 

an inherent element of the debate regarding research methodology. The impact of 

the researcher on the study, particularly in interview and participant observation, has 

been debated within and across different scholarly traditions such as feminist 

scholarship and migration studies (e.g. Zhao 2016, Haraway 1999, Carling et al. 2014). 

This debate stems from the assumption that the person of the researcher and his or 

her social characteristics will influence how the informants perceive them, and 

whether and to what extent they are willing to share their stories and trust them. 

Finally, it affects the data to be produced and analysed (Carling et al. 2014).  
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As the main topic of the interviews in this study revolved around downward 

professional mobility, which may be perceived (by the participants themselves) as a 

lack of professional success (and in the case of most participants this indeed appeared 

to be the case), I also considered my professional position as a potential factor in 

shaping participants’ perception of me. At the time of conducting the research, I was 

employed by a Norwegian university, which might have been perceived as a 

successful migration trajectory. I wanted to prevent my interlocutors from perceiving 

their professional trajectories as less successful than mine. The circumstances were 

favourable as the character of being a doctoral student in Poland differs from that in 

Norway in many respects. In Poland, being a doctoral student rarely equates with 

being employed by the university as it does in Norway. While doctoral students in 

Poland can receive a scholarship, it is also common for them to perform other full-

time jobs while using their free time and resources to work on their thesis. Thus, a 

person conducting doctoral research is often considered a student rather than a 

university employee. As appearing in the role of a student seemed to be a propitious 

and safe position, I decided not to focus on the character of my employment unless 

the study participants asked about it. Both the invitation and information to 

participate in the research included the information that I was conducting the 

research under the auspices of a Norwegian university, Nord university in Bodø; 

however, it was not necessary to explain the difference between being a doctoral 

student in Poland and Norway. Of course, I did not assume that study participants did 

not know that being a doctoral student in Norway usually means being employed by 

the university (in fact, at least two of the study participants were well acquainted with 

the character of an academic career in the Norwegian system), but I aimed not to 

focus either on this issue or on myself as a person. I wanted the interview to focus 

mostly on the participants’ experiences and I therefore revealed only the minimum 

necessary information about myself. This strategy worked and although each of the 

interviews was preceded by several minutes of initial conversation, the study 
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participants did not ask much about me or my affiliation. There were only a few cases 

where, after the interview, the study participants, concluding that they had told me a 

great deal about themselves, asked about the research idea, or some basic questions 

about myself. In such cases, I answered all questions posed. 

Within the debate on researcher positionality, particular attention has been 

given to the insider and outsider positions. Migration scholars have been occupied 

with the significance of socially meaningful features of a researcher, such as gender, 

nationality, or skin colour, which can potentially influence the interaction with the 

study participants (Carling et al. 2014, Dwyer et al. 2009, Ryan 2015). The intersection 

of these features embodied in both the person of the researcher and the participant 

shape the power dynamics within interview settings and data interpretation (Fedyuk 

and Zentai 2018). Sharing or not the socially significant features, roles, or experiences 

with the participants determines the still ongoing debate on being the outsider or 

insider within the research (Dwyer and Buckle 2009, Nowicka et al. 2015, Nowicka 

and Cieslik 2014, Carling et al. 2014, Ryan 2015). In migration studies, scholars have 

tended to assume their insiderness on the basis of their shared nationality with the 

study participants (or outsiderness in the case of having another nationality), but this 

has been criticised for its naivety (Amelina et al. 2012, Wimmer et al. 2003).  

The insider-outsider positionality seems to have two separate aspects. One 

issue is what assumptions we have regarding our positionality in relation to the study 

participants; the second is how the participants position us. The latter will always 

remain in the sphere of conjecture. As to the first, I am in favour of taking the position 

of uncertainty proposed by Nowicka and Ryan, who argue that researchers should 

give up the idea of any assumed, a priori commonality with their research participants 

(Nowicka and Ryan 2015). In their view, abandoning a priori assumptions and 

embracing a sense of uncertainty in encounters with research participants is a fruitful 

strategy in enabling migration studies to move beyond methodological ‘groupism’ 

(Nowicka and Ryan 2015). When we do not presume any commonalities, we have a 
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space in which to establish trust and rapport with the research participants in the 

course of the interaction. Beginning an interview with few expectations regarding the 

research participant is a difficult challenge, but it also allows us to move beyond the 

ethnic, national, or gendered lens in migration studies (Nowicka and Ryan 2015). 

Moreover, defining oneself as an insider or outsider in the whole specific research is 

misleading as our positionality differs in each interview.  

 The oversimplified categorisation of insider-outsider has also omitted the 

multidimensional nature and dynamic character of the researcher’s positionality. In 

my view, our positionality differs not only in our interactions with different 

individuals, but it can also change during the interaction with one and the same 

person. To illustrate the dynamics of insiderness and outsiderness, let me introduce 

two excerpts from the interview with one of this study’s participants named Ela. In 

the following excerpt, she clearly implies my insiderness into the commonly known 

image of a female cleaner in Poland: ‘You know how the cleaner is perceived in 

Poland. In these rag slippers, in a colourful apron and with some kind of headkerchief’. 

Based on my and Ela’s Polish origin, she assumes that we share some knowledge or 

perception of how the Polish cleaner is usually dressed, most probably positioning me 

as an insider in this context. However, as the next excerpt shows, based on our age 

difference (I was in my late twenties at the time of the interview, while Ela was in her 

late forties), she positions me as an outsider relative to the experiences of her 

generation: ‘My generation is a bit tragic, I will tell you, because we lived under 

communism and we had a chance to live under Polish capitalism (...) we are afraid of 

change, because we don’t know what these changes will bring, we are afraid of the 

unknown, so we don’t go for change (...) you young are different, you are braver. And 

it’s cool’. In this context, Ela no longer defines me and her as ‘us’, but on the contrary, 

when making the comparison between the features of two generations, she positions 

me and her at the opposite poles of the ‘we’ – ‘you’ divide. As the two quotes 
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illustrate, the way in which interviewees position us can change (even manifoldly) 

over the course of the interview, depending on the issues discussed.  

 On numerous occasions, study participants knowingly used inclusive phrases 

when discussing cultural features that characterise Poles, such as ‘we know what it 

is’, or when discussing employees’ rights in Poland, such as ‘we know how it works in 

Poland, right?’ (both examples from the interview with Maja). Basing on such 

examples and the narrative content, I conclude that my Polish origin often 

determined the study participants’ perception of me as an insider and ‘one of us’ due 

to our shared national origin. However, I would argue that the positionalities within 

the interviews were multidimensional and dynamic or, as Ryan (2015) puts it, 

characterised by ‘dynamic rhythms of multi-positionalities’. Ryan highlights the 

fallaciousness of treating the single identity as determining the interaction, and 

advocates for considering features like gender, age, or nationality as ‘ingredients in a 

complex and active mix of identities’ (Ryan 2015: 4). 

The insider-outsider debate seems to omit the importance of the personal 

impact of researchers and their social skills. From my point of view, the interpersonal 

contact between two people determines the social interaction, and we should not 

overestimate the role of social features in shaping that interaction. Much of the 

debate over the position of the researcher seems to consistently underestimate the 

essence of empathy and interpersonal energy and focuses particularly on basic social 

categories. My view on the role of the researcher in interview-based research is in 

line with Ryan (2015), who emphasises the role of empathy in shaping the dynamics 

of the interview encounter, and with Charmaz (2006: 25-26), who sees the role of the 

interviewer as that of a sensitive listener and observer encouraging the interlocutor 

to respond. The attitude of an empathic listener is the one I tried to adopt in this 

study.  
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Reflections on knowledge production and generalisability of findings 

I approach participants’ narratives as situated in the interview situation and emerging 

from worlds that exist outside the interview situation. The interview gives us access 

to study participants’ lived experiences, knowledge, opinions, and perspectives and 

allows us to explore and grasp their understandings of social phenomena. Rubin and 

Rubin (2012) define in-depth interviews as giving a researcher the ability to talk to 

those who have knowledge or experience of the problem of interest. Through the 

interviews, researchers explore in detail the experiences, motives, and opinions of 

others and attempt to understand the world from the perspectives of the 

interviewees (Rubin and Rubin 2012, Miller and Glassner 2016). The access we gain 

throughout the research is to the ‘representations’ of their experiences or ‘accounts’ 

of their views or opinions (Silverman 2006: 117, Byrne 2018: 220).  

While the interview is itself a symbolic interaction, knowledge about the social 

world beyond this interaction can still be obtained (Yeo et al. 2014, Miller and 

Glassner 2016). Interviews reveal evidence of the nature of the phenomena under 

study, including the contexts and situations in which they emerge and insights into 

the cultural frames people use to make sense of their experiences and their social 

worlds (Miller and Glassner 2016: 51). 

Although I perceive participants’ knowledge about the social phenomena to 

come from outside the interview situation, and not to be created exclusively within 

the interview situation as some constructivists claim (Kvale 1996), I nevertheless hold 

a constructivist view on the study participant and researcher’s coproduction of 

knowledge. In line with Fedyuk and Zentai (2018), I believe that interviews entail co-

production of knowledge incorporating participants’ perspectives and interpretation 

of social reality and the researchers’ interpretations into the research outcomes. 

Methods like unstructured and semi-structured interviews particularly support such 

an approach as they give study participants the space they need to actively shape the 
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research inquiry, and provide the researcher with the opportunity to explore aspects 

not originally perceived as part of the inquiry (Fedyuk and Zentai 2018: 172). 

The methodological approach we undertake affects the study’s potentiality to 

generalise. As Guba et al. (1981) note, all human behaviour is situated in a context. 

Therefore, generalisations that intend to be context free should be treated with 

particular deliberation (Guba and Lincoln 1981: 62). This study employs the 

contextualist approach to social science methodology, as described by Mjøset (2009), 

where the research is problem driven; in this case, the problem being downward 

professional mobility among Poles working in Norway. The contextualist approach 

determines both the attitude towards the virtue of provided explanations and 

potential for generalisation on the basis thereof. The explanations provided by 

contextualist research are related to its relevant context, while statements regarding 

inherent structures are contextualised and depend on the research questions (Mjøset 

2009: 49). Similarly, generalisation embraces the specific, relevant context. Theories 

can be established at a case level, but remain within the middle range, providing an 

explanation-based theory. The accumulation of knowledge occurs through these 

explanation-based theories and leads to what Mjøset calls the emergence of local 

research frontiers as ‘even a single case analysis can contribute to growth of 

knowledge when it is developed with reference to knowledge already accumulated in 

one or more local research frontiers’ (Mjøset 2009: 60-61).  

 

Ethical issues 

This study was submitted to the Norwegian Centre for Research Data (NSD) (for 

receipt, see appendix on page 190). I advanced the written information letter to all 

participants (appendix, page 186). In the information letter, I introduced the topic and 

purpose of the study, the ways in which the data would be processed, and information 

about voluntariness of participation and the possibility of withdrawing consent at any 

time without the need to state a reason. Prior to the interviews, I asked participants 
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whether the information included in the letter had been clear to them. Some asked 

questions regarding the anonymity or purpose of the study, and in such cases I 

explained the necessary issues until the study participants stated that everything was 

understandable to them. All participants provided their written or verbal consent to 

participate. The participants of face-to-face interviews gave written consent, while 

the participants of computer-assisted interviews gave verbal consent. To ensure 

anonymity, all participants’ names have been changed. 

 

Chapter summary 

My intention to explore how Polish migrants perceive and explore their downward 

professional mobility after migration to Norway has guided my methodological 

decisions and choices. To discover the logic, meaning making, and dynamics behind 

migrants’ professional trajectories, I chose to base my study on qualitative interviews. 

Due to the desire to grasp the patterns, relationships, variety, and similarities within 

the diversity, I included people of different socio-demographic backgrounds in the 

sample. I believe that this allowed me to cover the complexity of the phenomena 

under study.  

This chapter also reflected on my positionality and understanding of knowledge 

production in this research. As I indicated, I tried to abandon possible assumptions 

and categorisations regarding study participants and instead to focus on an empathic 

attitude towards them. I think this resulted in abundant and diversified narratives and 

data for analysis. For example, in the analysis of interviews, I remained sensitive to 

study participants’ accounts, understandings, and their own categories. In this way, 

our cooperation has resulted in the findings provided by this dissertation.  
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CHAPTER 5. SUMMARY OF ARTICLES AND FINDINGS IN REFERENCE 

TO THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 
This chapter presents the three articles and summarises the research findings 

collected in them. The findings are discussed in relation to the research sub-questions 

explored in each of the articles. 

The first article is under review in the Nordic Journal of Migration Studies. The 

second is under review in the Central and Eastern European Migration Review. The 

third has been submitted to European Journal of Cultural Studies. 

The three articles provide a multifaceted answer to the overall research 

question of the study. Article 1 demonstrates how participants’ decisions to take low-

skilled jobs are conditioned and how they perceive remaining in low-skilled 

employment. Article 2 explores Polish migrants’ struggles in relation to working below 

their level of qualification. It analyses the burdens and mismatches related to 

downward professional mobility and migration. Article 3 embeds participants’ 

experiences of cultural differences in the debate on immigrant niches and analyses 

the changes in attitudes towards interpersonal communication and performing work 

in the light of working in and beyond immigrant niches. 

Each of the articles functions as an independent unit, but, together, they create 

a complex theoretical and empirical whole that answers the overall research 

question, uncovering the logic, meaning-making, and dynamics behind the downward 

professional mobility of Polish migrants working and living in Norway. The settlement 

and downward professional mobility that occur after arrival in Norway comprise a 

complex, multi-stage process. The three articles read as a whole provide a wide 

perspective on this process, with its causes, logic, and consequences. Thus, they 

reflect and outline the different stages and dimensions of this process. Analyses in 

each of the articles draw on cross-case analysis of all 30 in-depth interviews.  
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Article 1. Downward professional mobility among Poles working and living in 
Norway  
Under review in the Nordic Journal of Migration Research 

This first article explores the diverse trajectories of downward professional mobility 

as experienced by skilled Polish migrants living in Norway. The article deals with 

reasons for taking up low-skilled jobs at the initial stages of migration, and analyses 

how migrants interpret remaining in low-skilled employment. The article bridges 

habitus and field theory with the concept of hierarchies of desirability of national 

migrant groups. It also develops the notion of the national component of habitus. The 

following two paragraphs summarise the article’s findings in relation to the two 

research questions posed in the article.  

Why do skilled and highly skilled Poles take up low-skilled jobs in Norway? The 

majority of study participants seem to follow the stereotypical pattern of migration 

that intersects with taking up low-skilled employment. Article 1 shows that although 

participants migrate with the purpose of working, prior to migration they rarely 

undertake activities that would enable them to continue their professional careers 

upon arrival to Norway. For example, the vast majority did not learn Norwegian 

before migrating, knowledge of which is necessary to secure many of the job positions 

available on the Norwegian labour market. This article approaches how taking low-

skilled jobs is not only an individual but also a collective social practice. To provide a 

possible explanation for the logic of this practice, I analysed Polish socio-political 

conditions in which participants’ habitus has been shaped, and the positionality of 

Polish nationality within the transnational field of national hierarchies. I argue that 

migrants’ habitus, and particularly its national component, drives migrants into 

specific job positions and sectors of the Norwegian labour market, which they 

perceive as available to migrating Poles. Their habitus recognises only a limited pool 

of possibilities and their perceptions of the inevitability of taking such jobs upon 

migration have been maintained by the social and media discourses which 
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disadvantageously position migrants from Eastern European countries, including 

Poland. In opposition to rational choice theory, where individuals choose the 

opportunities that most increase their profits, theory of practice allows us to 

understand less favourable choices, such as gravitating towards low-waged and low-

skilled job positions. A few cases of migrants who do not fit into this rule, and who 

learned Norwegian prior to migration and applied exclusively for jobs corresponding 

to their qualifications, show that they are also directed into low-skilled positions by 

job search intermediaries. These findings shed light on both the agentic and structural 

factors involved in channelling migrants into low-skilled employment upon migration. 

How do they explain remaining in low-skilled jobs? The study identifies three 

professional trajectories following the initial underemployment: (1) adaptation to the 

low-skilled job, (2) reskilling, (3) struggling to get work in one’s profession. The first 

trajectory, adaptation to the low-skilled job, is related to ambivalent attitudes 

towards the discipline or value of migrants’ own education. This finding corresponds 

to the research conducted by Nowicka (2014a) and Trevena (2011), who found that 

Polish migrants in the UK devaluated their skills acquired through education in Poland. 

Article 1 shows that participants falling into this trajectory tended to explain their 

professional situation as not that unfavourable when compared to their co-nationals 

in Norway, or admitted that it was too challenging to learn Norwegian to the extent 

that would allow them to improve their job positions. The second trajectory, 

reskilling, applies to participants who qualified for new professions to escape from 

low-skilled employment. The third trajectory, struggling to get work in one’s 

profession, which was the most common among the sample, defines the situation in 

which migrants invest great and long-lasting efforts into improving their job positions, 

including acquisition of high language competences. The second and third trajectories 

(reskilling and struggling to get work in one’s profession) apply to 5 and 15 

participants, respectively. Altogether, 20 (out of 30) participants tended to explain 

their limited access to their desired job positions in terms of discrimination and racism 
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towards them. In their view, certain skilled job positions and sectors of the labour 

market are exclusively accessible for Norwegians. Their Polish origin, visible in the job-

seeking process through their Polish names and surnames, works as a disadvantage 

and reduces their chances of being invited to job interviews. These findings link the 

experience of downward professional mobility intersected with migration with the 

subjective perceptions of being discriminated against and racialised.  

 

Article 2. Habitus mismatch and suffering experienced by Polish migrants 

working below their qualifications in Norway 

Under review in the Central and Eastern European Migration Review 

The second article is concerned with the experiences of professional and social 

mobility, and the divergence between valued and stigmatised identities resulting in 

multiple habitus mismatches, ipso facto developing the notion of habitus mismatch. 

This article sheds light on the complexity of factors that underlie the difficulties and 

suffering associated with experiencing downward professional mobility after 

migration. By outlining the social dependence of suffering, it investigates the 

influence of downward professional mobility on migrants’ wellbeing and 

vulnerability. The article explores three of the research sub-questions. The three 

following paragraphs summarise the answers provided.  

How do Poles who work below their qualifications in Norway cope with their 

downward professional mobility? Regardless of whether migrants adapted to the low-

skilled jobs, reskilled themselves, or strived to improve their job positions (the 

professional trajectories identified in article 1), they described struggles and burdens 

related to their downward professional mobility. In none of the cases was work below 

their level of qualification problem-free or easy to adapt to. Article 2 shows how 

migrants construct their narratives to highlight how they are different from what they 

perceive to be the stereotypical image of Poles in Norway. It also unveils that some 

migrants avoid identifying with the professions they perform(ed); for example, 
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instead of using the phrase ‘I worked as a cleaner’, they used less direct phrases such 

as ‘I worked in cleaning’. This indicates not only their lack of identification with the 

performed profession, but also their rejection of the meanings they attribute to the 

person performing a given profession. The analysis also finds that migrants differently 

construct their social spaces in Poland and Norway. Social relations in Poland allow 

them to feel they are ‘somebody’ with many differentiated identities, whereas in 

Norway they often expressed the feeling of being ‘nobody’ or ‘just a Pole’. Thus, their 

social relations and spaces in Poland allow them to recall the social status and social 

identities suppressed in the course of migration and underemployment.  

 What kinds of experiences do they describe? Participants’ experiences are 

primarily marked by a sense of mismatch. Article 2 identifies and analyses three 

mismatches that occur between (1) class of origin and the post-migratory social 

environment, (2) valued national identity and the stigmatising meanings attached to 

it in the new field, and (3) professional identity shaped in the course of education and 

professional career and the status of the low-skilled job. Class mobility leads to the 

experience of ‘double isolation’: despite being surrounded by co-nationals with whom 

they work and live, the participants felt different and isolated from them. At the same 

time, the participants reported a sense of longing and nostalgia for the ‘class of origin’ 

they had left behind in Poland. Although study participants expressed a large 

attachment to their national identity, the meaning and stigma associated with 

Polishness led to a sense of discomfort. The divergence between the habitus and 

professional identity shaped in the course of education and the performance of a low-

skilled job results in struggles in daily work performance. 

How do underemployment and disappointed aspirations influence migrants’ 

wellbeing? Downward professional mobility and disappointed aspirations negatively 

affect migrants’ vulnerability and wellbeing in many ways. As wellbeing is considered 

the experience of good health, prosperity, and happiness, the research findings show 



 

64 

 

that all these aspects have been significantly challenged due to underemployment. 

The most commonly self-reported and self-diagnosed symptoms of impaired 

wellbeing were: permanent loss of self-esteem and self-confidence, feelings of 

depression, distress, a sense of shame and humiliation, and weight loss. The article 

addresses the issues mentioned as suffering and analyses them in combination with 

the experienced mismatches.  

Although scholars have been interested in downward professional mobility 

among migrants for the past few decades, as discussed in the second chapter, little of 

this research has paid attention to the human experience of underemployment and 

its influence on migrants’ wellbeing. Article 1 covers this under-researched area, 

unveiling the ‘human face’ of downward professional mobility. 

 

Article 3. Downward professional mobility, cultural difference, and immigrant 

niches: dynamics of and changes to migrants’ attitudes towards interpersonal 

communication and work performance 

Submitted to European Journal of Cultural Studies 

Article 3 analyses the meaning-making processes in encounters of cultural difference 

in work-related situations. The analysis focuses on two dimensions where cultural 

difference is encountered: (1) interpersonal communication and (2) work 

performance and attitudes. It looks at the workplaces as fields in Bourdieu’s sense, 

allowing for scrutiny of how immigrants’ habitus responds to the encountered field 

difference. The article shows that the vast majority of migrants begin their 

professional careers in Norway in immigrant niches; that is, workplaces where they 

have no or only sporadic contact with Norwegians. Moreover, only a few escape from 

immigrant niches in the course of their careers in Norway. The article argues that 

working in or beyond the immigrant niche has a crucial impact on migrants’ 

adaptation capacities. The article proposes the notion of cultural distrust to address 

migrants’ attitudes towards the host community members resulting from multiple 
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cultural misunderstandings. It also recognises moments of consciousness of habitus 

as accelerators of change, whereas habitus change as an element of cultural 

adaptation. The analyses in the article were guided by two of the research sub-

questions, which are discussed in the two subsequent paragraphs along with the 

pertinent findings. By exploring the research questions, new insights into the 

immigrant niches in Norway are provided, recognising immigrants’ perspectives. 

Moreover, the topic of cultural adaption is introduced into the discussion of 

immigrant niches. 

How does working in and beyond immigrant niches influences Polish migrants’ 

adaptation in Norway? Cultural adaptation in Norway is reliant on whether they 

obtain the opportunity to work outside of immigrant niches and whether their capital 

receives recognition in the new field. Generally, those migrants who had the 

opportunity to work with Norwegians showed a greater tendency to change their 

attitudes, perceptions, and behaviours. The encounter with cultural difference in 

everyday working life enables migrants to evaluate, understand, and eventually adapt 

to the observed differences. These encounters prompt migrants to reflect upon their 

own internalised perceptions and dispositions, triggering moments of consciousness 

of the habitus. These moments of consciousness are turning points for habitus change 

and adaptation. However, such changes are also conditioned by the (non)recognition 

of migrants’ capital. Upon migration, Polish migrants have specific perceptions of 

what a ‘good worker’ and ‘good work’ constitute. The most common features 

described by them as desirable are: taking the initiative to perform tasks beyond one’s 

duties, willingness to work additional hours, and supreme productivity. These 

perceptions impacted on how they perform their work in Norway. However, as the 

Polish and Norwegian organisational cultures differ in many respects, their work 

attitudes, although intended as positive, most often met with disapproval or 

rejection. These circumstances particularly conduced them to renegotiation and 

redefinition of their own capital and a change of work attitude to what the study 
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participants perceived as a more Norwegian way of working, most often characterised 

by a calm pace of work and focusing solely on the responsibilities assigned to them. 

Nevertheless, when migrants’ capital in the form of their particular efficiency did 

receive recognition, they tended to preserve their work attitudes.  

How do encounters of cultural difference influence Polish migrants’ perceptions 

of interpersonal communication and their work attitudes? The article analyses study 

participants’ reflections on their experiences with cultural differences. The job-

seeking process is, for many, one of the few opportunities to directly interact with 

Norwegians. The course of these encounters has a significant impact on how migrants 

tend to perceive Norwegians in the long-term. At the initial stages of job seeking, 

study participants tended to interpret the job interviews as enthusiastic and 

promising, based on the verbal and non-verbal messages they received from 

recruiters and potential employers. However, the initial enthusiasm followed by a lack 

of expected response gave rise to suspicion and cultural distrust in migrants. They 

commonly characterised Norwegians as duplicitous and the atmosphere in 

interpersonal contact as insincere. Whether migrants changed these attitudes is 

highly dependent on whether they subsequently obtained the opportunity to work in 

a typically Norwegian working environment. As the study found, working among 

Norwegians fosters recognition of Norwegian cultural codes and subsequent 

adaptation to Norwegians’ differing ways of communicating and performing work. 

Remaining in immigrant niches, on the other hand, hinders or completely prevents 

migrants from acquiring the cultural competence which would allow them to 

recognise these new meaning systems. 
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6. FINAL DISCUSSION AND CONCLUDING REMARKS 

 

Through analysis of empirical data, I sought to answer the main research question: 

How do Polish migrants perceive and respond to their downward professional mobility 

in the Norwegian labour market? The previous chapter summarised the research 

findings, explicitly answering the research question asked in each of the articles. In 

this concluding chapter, I illuminate how these research findings broaden our 

knowledge and understanding of the phenomena. Hereby, I also delineate the main 

empirical and theoretical contributions of this dissertation and draw a final 

conclusion. 

 

Empirical contributions: downward professional mobility among migrants 

This thesis advances the literature in several ways. First, it highlights the importance 

of perceived stigmatisation and racialisation around the meaning of Polishness in the 

Norwegian context. In contrast to previous studies on downwardly mobile Poles 

working in the UK (Trevena 2011, 2013, Nowicka 2012, 2014a), this research 

identified the perceived stigmatisation and racialisation as important factors in 

migrants’ understanding of their disadvantageous positions in the host labour market. 

As indicated in chapter two, intra-European Polish migration has been rather well 

researched; however, literature on their labour market participation has remained 

blind to the demographic and social diversity among Poles who migrate, and by 

studying groups limited by just a few socio-demographic features, many questions 

have remained answered. For example, a study focusing exclusively on young, single 

university graduates, most of whom had not entered the labour market before 

migration (Trevena 2013), ascertained that their motives for migrating could be 

attributed to the desire to learn the language, travel, and experience life in a 

multicultural city, while at the same time deprioritising the development of a 

professional career. The knowledge gap that remained was why migrants who value 
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their education, have long professional experience, and express the desire to 

continue their professional careers decide to take low-skilled jobs and then remain in 

such jobs for years. By drawing on a diversified sample, this dissertation has shown 

the variety of post-migratory professional trajectories, and filled this gap by exploring 

the perspectives of migrants who value and desire to continue their professional 

careers in specific professions after settlement. This, in turn, revealed how migrants’ 

opportunities are constrained by power relations and processes conditioning the field 

of the Norwegian labour market. Whereas previous studies have noted the 

importance of demand in the (UK) host labour market for downward professional 

mobility among Polish migrants (Nowicka 2014a, 2012, Trevena 2013, 2011), this 

research has broadened the perspective by demonstrating that stigmatising and 

racialising processes are also at play in shaping migrants’ experiences and perceptions 

on their professional situations. The disadvantageous positionality of Polishness and 

East Europeanness in the transnational field of national hierarchies and the 

stereotypical image of Poles taking low-skilled jobs upon migration impact Polish 

migrants’ self-positioning in the Norwegian labour market and their professional 

decisions and choices. In effect, they channel themselves and are being channelled 

into specific sectors of the host labour market. 

The second contribution of this study is to provide information on the 

emotional and personal dimensions of the experience of downward professional 

mobility intersected with migration. This exceedingly important issue, to which 

previous studies have not paid sufficient attention, proved to have meaning and 

impact on daily functioning, most commonly negatively affecting migrants’ 

vulnerability and wellbeing. Thus, this study contributes to the literature by showing 

the human side of the experience of downward professional mobility, which is 

addressed particularly in article 2. At the same time, the postulate of this work is to 

more thoroughly consider the human side of experience in academic and political 
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discussions on the labour market participation of migrants, as these discussions 

themselves often tend to efface the human side of their subjects.  

The study also contributes to the growing body of literature on ethnic 

segmentation of the Norwegian labour market and the emergence of immigrant 

niches (Friberg and Midtbøen 2019, 2017). These studies analysed how such niches 

emerge, providing valuable insights into the current processes shaping segmentation 

of the Norwegian labour market, but not much has been said about the everyday 

experiences of the social realities within these immigrant niches. As previous studies 

were mostly interested in employers’ perspectives, this dissertation provides a 

supplementary picture of immigrant niches in Norway, by giving voice to those who 

have been under-researched in this regard. It provides a glimpse into the lived 

experiences within the immigrant niches and the implications for cultural adaptation 

which working in such workplaces brings. 

 

Theoretical contributions: downward professional mobility and the 

transnational field of national hierarchies 

This dissertation offers a framework for studying migrants’ experiences in European 

labour markets. I have bridged Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus and field with 

hierarchies of desirability of migrants, and othering, racialisation, and stigma to 

conceptualise the transnational field of national hierarchies. The concepts employed 

and developed in this study serve to analyse how migrants’ professional decisions and 

work- as well as non-work-related experiences and perceptions are shaped and 

conditioned.  

I have made theoretical contributions in each of the articles. Article 1 develops 

the notion of the national component of the habitus in order to move beyond the 

intuitive link between habitus and national identity and to bring attention to how the 

choices and actions of migrating individuals are influenced by the construction of and 

meanings attached to a particular nationality within a certain field. The national 
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component of habitus explains how people internalise meanings and positions within 

hierarchies ascribed to their nationality and, therefore, why certain national migrant 

groups choose certain job positions and sectors of the labour market. 

Article 2 proposes the notion of habitus mismatch to conceptualise the conflict 

between valued and stigmatised identities resulting from subjective experiences of 

downward professional and social mobilities and incorporates the emotional aspect 

of the experience of downward professional mobility. Article 3 develops the concept 

of cultural distrust and recognises moments of consciousness of the habitus as turning 

points for cultural adaptation. It proposes understanding the habitus change as an 

element of the cultural adaptation process.  

 

Conclusion 

This thesis has provided new insights into the problem of downward professional 

mobility among migrants by paying attention to the human perspective of experience 

and perceptions of the phenomenon. This human dimension should be of particular 

concern in an attempt to improve the situation of migrants in European labour 

markets. The existence of immigrant niches leads to the rise and coexistence of 

collateral social spaces, where more desirable positions are reserved for specified 

national groups. Whereas some immigrants remain disadvantaged, this contradicts 

the politics and idea of equal right to participate in the open European labour 

markets.  

The more that migrants who are able and willing to work in their professions 

encounter a barrier to accessing their desired job positions, the more human capital 

we lose. I recall the reflections that accompanied me many times during the 

interviews, in the course of which I recognised the study participants as intelligent 

people equipped with capital. The experiences they related about the work they did 

and the conditions in which they did it often made me think that these are social 

realities and spaces which are not widely known and seen in Norway. This impression 
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was particularly sharp when my imagination situated the human who was talking to 

me within the reality described by her or him. A human being, not ‘East-European’ 

(NO: ‘østeuropeer’), not ‘just a Pole’, not a ‘labour migrant’. ‘How was it possible?’ I 

was thinking, ‘how were you able to survive this purgatory?’ I had a great sense of 

injustice; injustice that such social realities exist parallel to the world I had 

encountered in Norway, and that anyone could find themselves in such conditions 

and situations. Would they ever agree to anything similar in Poland? I truly doubt it.  

This study finds that nationalities bear meanings and these meanings position 

people in the fields of national hierarchies influencing their post-migratory, 

professional trajectories. In the introduction, I recalled the words of the study 

participant from my master’s degree research, pointing to the obviousness of the fact 

that she, as a Pole, was working as a cleaner in Norway. This doctoral research allowed 

me to provide a complex explanation and picture of how such perceptions are 

conditioned and maintained. The study shows how people internalise and reproduce 

national hierarchies and how powerful the system of ethnic segmentation of the 

labour market is. At the same time, the study reveals and emphasises the human side 

of the experiences related to working below one’s qualifications and in immigrant 

niches. 

The findings of this study allowed me to rethink the meaning of two memories, 

which returned to me vividly during the concluding reflections on this study. I 

remembered a conversation with a Polish acquaintance of mine. Knowing that I am 

somehow connected with Norway, he started to complain about the unfavourable 

conditions of his work and job contract in Norway through a Polish company. I tried 

to impart to him that he could improve his work conditions and that he should not 

agree to the conditions he described. His reply resounds in my thoughts, ‘but you 

know, I’m just a typical Pole in Norway’. He later asked me about the character of my 

job, and it seemed confusing for him to take in that I am employed by a Norwegian 

university. After a while he said, ‘Ah, so you are like Norwegian’. The findings of this 
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research allowed me to interpret and understand what being a Pole, and being ‘like 

Norwegian’, meant in this exchange: if you perform more skilled work in the 

Norwegian working environment, you no longer fit into what being a Pole in Norway 

means; if you are ‘a typical Pole’, you do not even deserve to improve your work 

situation. 

The second memory concerns a conversation my partner had during a job 

interview. After I moved to Bodø to carry out this project, we wanted him to move 

here too. During the interview, he was asked about his reasons for wanting to move 

to Bodø, so he explained that it was because of my job contract. The men interviewing 

him immediately asked, ‘Is she a cleaner or a nurse here?’. Many people experience 

such categorisations on a daily basis and these categorisations have a real impact on 

their life situations, self-perceptions, and wellbeing as evidenced by this dissertation.  

This study has provided a complex picture of the logic, meaning-making, and 

dynamics that underlie the downward professional mobility among Poles in Norway. 

The study was concerned with downward professional mobility, thus drawing on the 

accounts of those who had experienced downward mobility as the soundest way to 

widen knowledge about the phenomenon; however, we could elicit an even broader 

perspective by also embracing those who were not downwardly mobile after 

migration to Norway. Therefore, an interesting avenue for future research on the 

professional trajectories of migrants would be to investigate those with continuous 

and upward professional mobility, particularly among national migrant groups who 

are at a positional disadvantage. This would allow us to identify the conditions and 

factors facilitating more advantageous professional mobilities of migrants and for 

further scrutiny of constraints and strategies of overcoming them within the 

transnational field of national hierarchies.  
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ARTICLE 1. 

DOWNWARD PROFESSIONAL MOBILITY  

AMONG POLES WORKING AND LIVING IN NORWAY 
 

Abstract  

This article explores the diverse trajectories of downward professional mobility as 

experienced by skilled Polish migrants living in Norway. On the basis of 30 in-depth 

qualitative interviews with Poles who have worked below their level of competence 

after migrating to Norway, I outline (1) how they tend to channel themselves into low-

skilled employment at the initial stages of migration as they commonly assume it is 

inevitable when migrating, and (2) how they interpret and respond to remaining in 

low-skilled jobs after settling in Norway, often explaining it as a result of racialising 

and discriminatory practices against them. By bridging concepts of habitus and field 

with hierarchies of desirability of national migrant groups, I propose a notion of a 

‘transnational field of national hierarchies’. I argue that the downward professional 

mobility is both an individual and collective social practice guided by what I call ‘the 

national component of the habitus’ and embedded in the transnational field, where 

different national identities are hierarchically positioned.   

Keywords: skilled migration, downward professional mobility, Polishness, 

Norwegianness, power relations 

 

Introduction 

Guided by two research questions: (1) why do skilled and highly-skilled Poles take up 

low-skilled jobs in Norway; (2) how do they explain remaining in low-skilled jobs?, this 

article sheds light on downward professional mobility among Polish migrants living 

and working in Norway. The wide scale of downward professional mobility among this 

group has been recognised by some quantitative studies (Friberg and Eldring 2011, 

SSB 2017); however, less scholarly attention has been given to the experiences and 
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perceptions Polish migrants have towards working below their level of competence. 

This article recognises and analyses migrants’ views on the problem, and thus 

provides new insights and understanding to the body of knowledge concerning 

migrants’ participation and exclusion in the European labour markets.  

Downward professional mobility affects migrants worldwide irrespective of their 

origin, educational background, profession or work experience more often than the 

non-migrant population, and this also applies to the Norwegian labour market (OECD 

2018a: 88-99). Research conducted on Poles living in Oslo in 2010 revealed that Polish 

women (58%) tend to be employed in cleaning services and Polish men (84%)–in the 

construction industry, although a significant percentage of them had worked in other, 

diverse sectors of the labour market prior to migration (Friberg and Eldring 2011: 17, 

37). A more recent study conducted in 2016 (SSB 2017) confirms that Poles are 

overrepresented in manual labour, particularly in the construction industry and 

cleaning services, and underrepresented in managerial and academic jobs when 

compared to the non-migrant population in Norway. It is noteworthy that the 

proportion of highly educated Polish women living in Norway does not differ 

significantly from the whole female population in Norway, whereas the proportion of 

highly educated male Polish migrants is 13 percentage points lower than among the 

host society members (Vrålstad & Wiggen 2017: 99). These significant findings, 

showing a large scale of downward professional mobility among Poles in Norway, are 

derived from numerous quantitative results provided by these studies, however, 

none of them aimed to explain or investigate this specific problem qualitatively.  

Some qualitative studies on downwardly mobile Polish migrants have been 

conducted in the UK (Trevena 2011, Nowicka 2012) showing that generally, Poles 

devalued their education and qualifications from Poland. Both authors pointed to the 

popularisation of higher education and so-called devaluation of higher diplomas in 

Poland, resulting in a supersaturation of the Polish labour market with highly qualified 

individuals looking for work. Trevena (2011) argued that higher incomes in the UK 
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compensate for the low-skilled employment and the related losses. These studies, 

however, did not include migrants who value their education and professional 

experience. It is also crucial to note that Trevena’s research drew on a sample 

comprised exclusively of young and single migrants, who in majority had not entered 

the labour market prior to migration (Trevena 2011). This article covers this gap by 

showing and analysing the diversity of downward professional trajectories. Moreover, 

it advances the literature by exploring the influence of the ascribed identities on the 

migrant’s professional careers. As White (2016) notes, although Polish migration has 

been a rather well-researched migrant group (for an overview see: White 2016), a 

significant element of this research has explored the ethnic identity construction, 

while ascribed identities remained under-researched topic (White 2016: 14). 

The Norwegian labour market is a specific context for the discussion of 

overqualification among migrants as it suffers, rather, from underqualification (OECD 

2017: 93). Thus, the obvious waste of human capital in the form of migrants’ skills is 

of particular importance. Working below one’s level of competence, aside from being 

a loss at the macro-level, is also disadvantageous for individuals, who may suffer from 

psychological and social distress (Moussaoui and Agoub 2011: 102). Therefore, a 

broader perspective on the issue may contribute to developing practical implications 

for policies directed towards improving the wellbeing of the members of the largest 

migrant group in Norway.  

In the following sections, first, I describe the research context, discussing the 

construction and positionality of Eastern and Western identities, power relations 

between them, and their impact on migrating Poles. Then, I outline the study’s 

theoretical and analytical framework, which draws on concepts of habitus and field 

and hierarchies of desirability of migrants. The further section describes the study’s 

method and sample. The subsequent analysis is divided into two principal parts. The 

first part focuses on the initial stage of migration: motives, decision-making processes 

and perceptions of migration, and thus addresses the question of what reasons skilled 
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migrants have for taking up low-skilled jobs. The second part investigates 

explanations and meanings the participants attach to remaining in low-skilled jobs. 

The last section provides the main conclusions. 

 

Social constructions of Polish migrants 

Poland has a long-standing tradition of intense emigration dating back more than two 

centuries (Okólski 1994: 51), and is therefore often considered as an exemplification 

of an emigration country in present-day Europe. Although migration research tends 

to distance the post-accession migration from the earlier migratory context, I see the 

necessity of historicising contemporary migrants by examining relevant discursive and 

socio-historical conditions, which have shaped the ways migrants from certain nation 

states are perceived and treated today (cf. van Riemsdijk 2013). Intra-European 

migratory movements from Poland have become embedded in the discourse of the 

European East-West dichotomy, i.e. a spatial term coined in the eighteenth and 

nineteenth century in the context of distinguishing different levels of industrial 

development between the two regions of Europe (Wolff 1994, Berend 1998). The 

image of Europe as composed of two blocs (Western and Eastern) was later 

perpetuated by socio-political discourses after Eastern European countries (including 

Poland) had been subjugated by the Soviet Union. The imagery of the Iron Curtain 

was a useful symbol of an ideologically divided Europe itself and functioned as a line 

demarcating the boundaries of ‘otherness’ between the Western and Eastern 

European identities (van Riemsdijk 2013, Young and Light 2001). The end of the Cold 

War in 1989 did not concurrently put an end to the influences it had on the mentalities 

and beliefs of people, and the mentalities changed slowest of all (Davies 2007: XIV). 

Eastern Europe has been perceived as ideologically distanced from an idealised West. 

Most recently, the processes of ‘othering’ the nations of Eastern Europe have been 

revived along with the process of EU and NATO enlargement by the discourse on an 

incompetent and immature East, in contrast to the directive and mature West (Kuus 
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2004). The constructions of otherness of Eastern Europeans based on discourses of 

their incomplete Europeanness (Buchowski 2006, Loftsdóttir 2017, van Riemsdijk 

2013) has influenced the positionalities of migrating individuals. The nation states 

have generated and maintained the construction of opposing, but at the same time 

mutually constitutive, identities of the country’s citizens–the insiders, and migrants–

the Others (Bendixsen 2018: 163-164). Whereas Western European migrants are 

perceived as privileged 'free movers' and 'lifestyle migrants', Eastern Europeans are 

still perceived as 'target earners' (Lulle and King 2016). 

Disadvantageously positioned in these discourses, Polish migrants have been 

moving in large numbers to Western European countries since the nineties. Post-

socialist conditions are currently experienced in an indirect form, as imagined 

geographies of the Cold War have influenced the way migrants from Eastern Europe 

are treated and perceived nowadays (van Riemsdijk 2013: 378). In 2004, the number 

of Polish emigrants was estimated at one million worldwide (GUS 2017). While Poles 

have become an increasingly large national group in many countries in Europe (there 

are currently an estimated 2.5 million Poles living in other European countries), the 

widespread image of a Pole, more than any other European nationality, has been 

reduced to the most prototypical labour migrant and an object of discrimination both 

in Scandinavia (Guðjónsdóttir and Loftsdóttir 2017, Guðjónsdóttir 2014, Loftsdóttir 

2017), and in other regions of Europe (van Riemsdijk 2010, van Heuckelom 2013). The 

stigma of ‘otherness’ of Polish migrants has been also identified by a wide range of 

research on media coverage (e.g. Drzewiecka et al. 2014, van Heuckelom 2013, Taylor 

et al. 2011). Van Heuckelom (2013) noticed that cinematic portrayals of Poles present 

them as intruders from the uncivilised outskirts of Europe and that these portrayals 

therefore bear the marks of orientalisation (van Heuckelom 2013: 218)–a discursive 

practice through which the West structures the imagined East socially and politically 

(Buchowski 2006: 463).  
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Calling the liberation of the Eastern Bloc countries ‘a return to Europe’ clearly 

illustrates that East and West have never been fixed locations but merely historically 

constructed geo-political and economic locations that marks a nation’s positionality 

within Europe (Kuus 2004, Neumann 1999), where the terms ‘West’ and ‘East’ 

characterise economic distinctions rather than geographic ones. Therefore, despite 

of being a northern country in geographical terms, Norway, due to its strong 

economic position, is often considered to be a country of the Western world. Since 

the nineties, Norway has been an attractive destination country for migrating Poles; 

however, the major migration flow began after the accession of Poland to the UE in 

2004 and has become particularly intense since 2006 (SSB 2018). Nowadays, in the 

Norwegian labour market, Polish migrants are associated with cheap and effective 

manual labour, eager to take the jobs that Norwegians no longer want to apply for. 

Norwegian employers perceive Poles as not suited for professional roles requiring 

independent decision-making and direct communication with customers (Friberg and 

Midtbøen 2017: 1472-1473).  

 

Theoretical framework: positioning of migrants in the transnational field 

My analytical framework bridges Bourdieu’s conceptual dyad of habitus and field 

(Bourdieu 1990) with the recent conceptualisation of hierarchies of desirability of 

national migrant groups (Guðjónsdóttir and Loftsdóttir 2017, Loftsdóttir 2017, 

Guðjónsdóttir 2014). I draw a link between the positionality of national migrant 

groups with their professional decisions and choices upon migration. Through what I 

call ‘the national component of the habitus’, migrants perceive the accessible 

positions which have been ascribed to their nationality. By the national component 

of the habitus I address three elements (1) the dispositions of individuals socialised 

by them in the course of upbringing and education within a particular national culture, 

(2) national identity and the self-identification with the nation and co-nationals, and 

(3) construction of and meanings attached to particular nationality within a certain 



 

105 

 

field. Nationality understood both as citizenship and identity is incorporated into the 

habitus and strengthens the feeling of affiliation to an imagined community among 

co-nationals (cf. Anderson 1991). Individuals tend to gravitate towards positions in 

the fields that match dispositions ascribed to them (Bourdieu and Passeron 1990); 

therefore, I see the actions of the study participants as deeply influenced by the 

positionality assigned to the nationality they illusively represent. I approach the 

channelling into specific, low-skilled positions as individual and collective social 

practice guided by the national component of the habitus and conditioned by the 

transnational field of national hierarchies. 

Fields are structured spaces of positions, determining power relations among 

the agents (Bourdieu 1993: 72-73). My analysis focuses on three intersecting and 

overlapping fields: (1) a transnational field of national hierarchies, (2) a field in which 

migrants’ habitus and national identity have been shaped and (3) the Norwegian 

labour market. The second and the third fields are subfields of the first one. The 

dialectic between habitus and field allows for agency and choice, however, habitus 

recognises that choices are limited and shapes the vision of subjective expectations 

of objective probabilities. In opposition to rational choice theory, where individuals 

choose the opportunities that increase their profits the most, theory of practice 

allows the understanding of the less favourable choices, as for example gravitating 

towards low-waged and low-skilled job positions. 

The theory of practice aims to investigate how relations between privilege, 

disadvantage, domination, and subordination are produced through the interplay 

between habitus and field. Habitus, being a set of internalised, structured and 

structuring dispositions: thoughts, perceptions, behaviours and beliefs (Bourdieu 

1990: 52-65, 1993: 73), facilitates better understanding of how these dispositions are 

translated into practices when individuals operate within a specific field. As an 

aggregate of individual and collective trajectories, habitus shapes the vision of what 

is probable from a limited range of possibilities (Bourdieu 2000). Therefore, I propose 
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to understand the national identity as a component of habitus playing a key role in 

shaping migrants’ choices and perceptions of themselves as ‘Poles’ in the Norwegian 

labour market.  

Racialisation is a process which places migrants into hierarchies (Guðjónsdóttir 

and Loftsdóttir 2017, Loftsdóttir 2017, Guðjónsdóttir 2014). It is the process of 

categorising people on the basis of their alleged biological or cultural differences, 

reinforcement of these differences, and legitimisation of power relations on the basis 

thereof (Keskinen and Andreassen 2017: 65); Racialisation inscribed in the fields 

works twofold, it influences both how migrants of certain national groups are 

perceived and perceive themselves within the transnational fields as members (not) 

belonging to a specific national group.  

The ongoing interplay between the structure of the transnational field and 

agency of the involved actors reproduces racialised identities, privileges and 

discrimination. Polishness and East Europeanness are underprivileged, stigmatised 

and racialised identities both in the transnational field (van Riemsdijk 2010, 2013) and 

in the Norwegian labour market (Friberg and Midtbøen 2017, Guðjónsdóttir and 

Loftsdóttir 2017, Guðjónsdóttir 2014), and, as I shall demonstrate in the final part of 

the analysis, the participants of this study showed great awareness of being racialised 

and discriminated against.  

 

Method, data, and sample characteristics  

The analysis draws upon data collected from 30 qualitative interviews conducted in 

Norway between September 2017 and February 2018 with Poles who have lived in 

Norway for at least a year and who have worked below their level of competence 

after migration. In order to comprehend the complexity of downward professional 

mobility among Polish migrants in Norway, I employed the strategy of maximum 

variation sampling, which is based on the logic of searching for significant, common 

patterns within the variation of cases (Patton 1990). I recruited 25 study participants 
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by publishing an invitation to participate in my study in four Facebook groups relevant 

to Poles living in Norway—Poles in Norway, Poles in Oslo, Poles in Bergen, and Poles 

in Bodø—at the time of publishing my invitation, numbering almost 50 thousands 

members in total. The other five participants were recruited by snowball sampling 

through my network of contacts. Among the 30 interviews, 19 interviews are face-to-

face interviews conducted in Oslo, Bergen, and Bodø, while 11 were conducted online 

via video conversations with study participants living in different rural and urban 

localities in Norway. All of the interviews were recorded and transcribed. They varied 

in length from 50 minutes to 2 hours and 40 minutes. The average length of the 

interviews was 1 hour and 40 minutes. The interviews were conducted in Polish, the 

study participants’ and my first language; therefore, the quotes presented in the 

article are translations of participants’ statements into English. When conducting the 

interviews I was employed by the Norwegian university and I wanted to spare my 

interlocutors the possibility of perceiving their professional trajectories as less 

successful than mine. In Poland, being a doctoral student rarely equals being 

employed by the university, as is the case in Norway; thus, I did not explain this 

difference until they asked about the character of my job. I considered the role of 

student a safe position. Moreover, I wanted to focus as much as possible on 

participants’ experiences and to reveal the minimum of information about myself. 

This strategy worked, as my participants provided me with rich data material, whereas 

they asked rather little about me. 

The names of the study participants have been changed to preserve their 

anonymity. In order to make the participants’ gender more visible through their 

names, I have chosen names ending with letters different than ‘a’ for the male 

participants, while all the names ending with ‘a’ are female ones. 

I interviewed 18 females and 12 males, aged between 24 and 59 years. At the 

time of the interviews, the participants had been living in Norway from 1 year up to 

15 years, 17 of them having lived in Norway for more than 5 years. All the participants 
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held various educational degrees from Poland: five—vocational or professional 

certificates, nine—bachelor’s degrees, fifteen—master’s degrees, and one doctorate. 

They had performed and been qualified to perform a variety of skilled and highly-

skilled professions prior to migration including physiotherapist, military officer, bank 

advisor, midwife, and surveyor—to name but a few; however, after moving to 

Norway, 26 of them channelled themselves into one of the four labour market 

sectors: nine into cleaning services (seven females, two males), seven into 

gastronomy (five females, two males), seven into construction (one female, six 

males), and three (all female) into working as a kindergarten or school assistant. The 

remaining four persons took up jobs as a security guard, oil platform employee, 

personal assistant, and grounds maintenance worker.  

Characteristics Category Number of participants 

Age 
24–39 25 

40–59 5 

Gender 
Female 18 

Male 12 

Education 

Vocational 5 

Bachelor 9 

Master 15 

Doctoral 1 

Length of residence in 

Norway (years) 

1–5 13 

≥ 5 17 

Table 1.  Characteristics of the sample (30) 

Almost all (27) of the participants had entered the labour market in Poland or other 

countries prior to migrating to Norway. Three participants, who had not entered the 

labour market at all, migrated to Norway right after or during their studies. The other 
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three participants, who migrated right after graduation had been performing diverse 

jobs when studying. The professional careers of 18 of the participants prior to 

migration corresponded both to the field and level of their education: seven of them 

had been performing a specific job for more than ten years, and their careers had 

progressed. The remaining six study participants had been performing other jobs than 

those they had been qualified for.  

The following section addresses the material collected from the migrants’ 

narratives, with particular attention given to two aspects: decision-making processes 

and perceptions guiding their decisions to take up low-skilled work after moving to 

Norway, and interpretation of and respond to remaining in low-skilled jobs. 

  

Channelling into low-skilled jobs 

Although the participants expressed their desire to improve their professional and 

economic situation through migration and taking up employment in Norway, prior to 

migration, they had rarely taken actions that would enable them to develop—or at 

least continue—their professional careers in Norway. Norwegian language is a basic 

skill necessary to apply for most of the positions available in the Norwegian labour 

market. However, only two of the study participants had started learning Norwegian 

before moving to Norway. From the whole sample (30), 23 study participants revealed 

that they had assumed it would be necessary to take up low-skilled work in the initial 

stage of their stay in Norway. The most common plan among the participants was to 

find a low-skilled job in the initial stage of their migration, settle down, take a 

Norwegian language course, and only then get a proper job. Equally common was the 

assumption that getting a job in one’s profession would take up to a year. Marlena 

described her plan in the following way: 

My idea for myself was just that I’ll learn Norwegian and I’ll be able to work 

normally, as it was in Poland, in an office in some company, to continue what I 
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had been doing. I had known, that I’d clean at the beginning, but I explained to 

myself that I need to have money for a language course. 

The majority of the participants also admitted that prior to migration, they had had 

little knowledge about the Norwegian labour market and the qualification systems in 

Norway. For example, few of them had heard about the agencies that verify diplomas 

and qualifications from aboard, such as the Norwegian Agency for Quality Assurance 

in Education (NOKUT) and the Registration Authority for Health Personnel (SAK). 

While it is not necessary to formally recognise higher education diplomas from abroad 

in Norway, it may be of advantage when applying for jobs (NOKUT 2019b). In the case 

of vocational education, formal recognition corresponding to the Norwegian ‘fagbrev’ 

or ‘svennebrev’ (EN: craft certificate) is required in certain professions (NOKUT 

2019a). Health personnel wishing to practise their profession in Norway have to be 

registered and hold a license or authorisation (Helsedirektoratet 2019). Most of the 

study participants learned about these issues only after arriving in Norway. When 

making their decisions about migrating, paradoxically, they rarely reflected on their 

further professional careers. Their decisions to move to Norway were often 

spontaneous and their emigration unplanned, although the majority of the study 

participants had been considering a long-term stay or permanent settlement. Kaja 

moved to Norway soon after she graduated as a surveyor. When I asked Kaja about 

what idea she had about her prospective career in Norway while making her decision 

to migrate, she answered: ‘Now, I don’t know exactly, perhaps I was not thinking 

about that too much. It was spontaneous.’. Lack of specific plans for professional 

career development in Norway was also common among those with stable 

professional positions and long-term work experience in Poland. As a result, the vast 

majority of the study participants made migration a point of intersection for their 

professional careers. Ada, having two master’s degrees in two disciplines, psychology 

and pedagogics, and 10 years of professional experience, provides us with an insight 

into how prospective careers in Norway might be seen: 
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Now, I think I was moving [to Norway] with such an idea, because I even 

remember such talks with my friends—me saying that I would take any kind of 

a job, anything, perhaps in a café… To earn and settle down in a way, to learn 

the language… I feel that I kept repeating, you know, such common opinions, 

and then when I came here, I didn’t really want to work in a café. 

The quotation demonstrates how common opinions and knowledge about the 

inevitability of taking up low-skilled jobs when migrating influenced Ada’s 

perspectives on her career prospects in Norway. She reflected on these perceptions 

only after migrating when she imagined the fruition of what she previously ‘kept 

repeating’. Similar opinion is again visible in Natalia’s words: ‘It is commonly known, 

that you arrive to Norway and you really start again from scratch’. When study 

participants reflected on the job positions potentially available to them, they 

constructed their perspectives through perceptions of jobs performed by Poles in 

Norway, as exemplified by Marlena’s statement ‘Simply said, a Pole can either clean 

or be a carpenter here, or, at best, work in a kindergarten. (…) There is no chance; 

there are little chances for it [getting a proper job]’. Marlena’s response shows not 

only the importance of job positions typically ascribed to Poles, but also the strong 

self-identification with Polishness. When looking at professional possibilities in 

Norway, study participants ascribed greater significance to their Polishness than to 

their professional qualifications. Perceptions of positions accessible to migrating 

Poles influenced the decisions and actions the study participants have (or have not) 

made prior to and right after migration. To explain the commonness of these views 

and patterns of navigating professional careers onto downward trajectories, we have 

to analyse the conditions that might have shaped them. As previously discussed in the 

background section, the socio-political discourses have been maintaining positionality 

and meanings attached to migrating Eastern Europeans including Poles—'target 

earners’ and ‘manual workers’. According to Bourdieu (1990) what appears to us as 

likely becomes what we actively choose. National component of the habitus shaped 

the range of likely and necessarily limited opportunities available to Poles in the 
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transnational field of national hierarchies. On the contrary, the most improbable 

practices (in this case: continuity of the professional career when migrating) became 

excluded, as unthinkable (cf. Bourdieu 1990).  

These perceptions are also transmitted through social networks and media. 

Nowadays, it is nearly impossible to find any Pole who does not have a family 

member, friend, or acquaintance living abroad; therefore, some images and 

perceptions of emigration are part of everyday knowledge among Poles. Migrating 

from Poland and taking low-skilled jobs has become such a common social practice 

that hardly any of the participants of this study seemed to reflect upon its 

reasonableness. As Bourdieu (1990) pointed out, practices tend to reproduce 

regularities, and this does not necessarily occur with the consciousness of social 

agents. The habitus being embodied history—firstly internalised as a second nature 

and afterwards forgotten as history—also becomes the past active in the present, 

shaping individual and collective practices (Bourdieu 1990: 56). The past still shapes 

views, convictions, practices, and decision-making processes related to emigration 

from Poland. 

The picture of the Polish migrant has also been present in media discourses. 

Dzięglewski (2015) analysed 172 journalistic articles from Polish weekly magazines 

published in the period between 2004–2012. In the articles, he identified stories of 

394 international migrants from Poland, and he found out that from the perspective 

of standardised classifications, the vast majority of these stories were concerned with 

downward professional and social mobility. However, in the subjective perceptions of 

the articles’ protagonists, their stories were not necessarily presented as stories of 

failure (Dzięglewski 2015: 180-182). These views may result from perceiving migration 

from Poland itself as a kind of success, especially during the nineties and the first 

decade of the new millennium. Migration was imagined to be a step towards the more 

developed and wealthy West, and indicated economic and social advancement. Of 
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minor significance was the type of job performed by Poles in the West; it was a status 

that mattered.  

The image of a Pole migrating to Norway, as well as to other European 

countries, to take up a low-skilled job has been naturalised and internalised by 

prospective migrants from Poland in the form of common knowledge. This image still 

determines positions ascribed to them and their own perspectives on and trajectories 

of professional careers when they migrate.  

 

Being channelled into low-skilled employment  

As I have illustrated up to this point, Poles tend to channel themselves into low-skilled 

jobs, guided by the stereotyped image of jobs typical for Polish migrants, and through 

positioning themselves as Polish migrants and workers. However, employment 

service institutions may also contribute to channelling Polish migrants into certain 

sectors of the labour market. To complement the picture, I will hereby introduce a 

significant minority of my overall sample: two cases in which the study participants 

had begun learning Norwegian prior to emigrating, therefore they were able to 

communicate in Norwegian after their arrival in Norway. Beata holds a doctoral 

degree in archaeology specialising in archival science. In Poland, she used to work as 

an academic assistant, and later, as an assistant professor for a total of over 10 years. 

Tomek is a certified welder with several years of professional experience in 

Netherlands. His welding certificates were recognised in Norway. Both Beata and 

Tomek had applied for jobs in Norway before migrating, however, their applications 

remained unanswered. After arriving in Norway, they contacted potential employers. 

Additionally, Tomek contacted several recruitment agencies, while Beata–NAV 

(Norwegian Labour and Welfare Administration), which also provides job seekers with 

employment services. Interestingly, although they had applied exclusively for jobs 

corresponding to their professions and work experience, job positions offered to 

them were far from the field of their expertise. The recruitment agency offered the 
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position of tiler to Tomek, and NAV advised Beata to apply for the position of cleaning 

lady in a hotel or shop assistant. The cases of Beata and Tomek show that recruitment 

agencies and public welfare agencies (NAV) may play a role in channelling Polish 

migrants into low-skilled employment in Norway, being guided by maintained gender 

stereotypes of Polish women working in cleaning services and Polish men working at 

construction sites. Tomek told how it happened that he ended up as a tiler despite 

the fact that he had applied for the position of welder: 

They came for me, it was a Polish recruitment agency, a Norwegian picked me 

up, and while traveling to the place of work it turned out that it was not about 

welding but about laying tiles, right? I said, ‘listen, okay, but I haven’t had 

anything to do with anything like that so far.’  

Tomek also motivated his decision for accepting the unsought job offer: ‘At that 

time, I started to struggle with kind of depressive feelings as I was applying for jobs 

for another day in a row and there was no response.’. Taking a job in Norway is a free 

decision; however, most of migrants put all their savings into moving to and settling 

in Norway, at the same time, leaving behind their lives in Poland or other countries 

and quitting their jobs before migration. Migration, in effect, is a one-way journey for 

them, and the extended period without an income increases their feeling of 

insecurity. Therefore, numerous migrants like Tomek, without many other options, 

decide to accept any job offer presented to him, which again contributes to 

maintaining the common perception of taking a low-skilled job as an inevitable part 

of migration. Beata expressed greater astonishment and indignation regarding the job 

positions offered to her by NAV. In her own words:  

Just one question bothers me, how many Norwegians holding PhDs work as 

cleaners? I’m not sure if it’s so common here that someone does a PhD, and 

then s/he cleans a hotel.  

Beata clearly links the types of job offers she received with her Polish 

nationality and the stereotypes of the jobs typically held by Poles in Norway. She also 
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states that the job offers presented to her would not be given to a person of 

Norwegian origin holding the same qualifications. 

 

Remaining in low-skilled employment 

The study participants assumed that they would perform low-skilled jobs only during 

the initial phase of their stay in Norway; however, in most cases this presumed 

‘temporary’ situation lengthened into years. They remain in such jobs for extended 

periods of time, despite that the majority acquire knowledge of Norwegian, get their 

qualifications recognised by relevant institutions, and keep searching intensively for 

job positions corresponding to their professional qualifications. At the time of 

conducting the interviews for this study, only three participants worked in the 

professions they have been interested in from the very beginning; however, even in 

these cases, the time that had elapsed before they found such employment had been 

longer than they had expected.  

Based on cross-case analysis, I identify three types of downward professional 

mobility trajectories the participants usually followed after their settlement in 

Norway: (1) adaption to a low-skilled job; (2) reskilling; (3) struggling to get work in 

one’s profession. Below, I will expound these trajectories, respectively. 

The first trajectory—adaption—relates to ten of the participants of this study, 

who, after spending some time in low-skilled jobs, found their work satisfactory—

especially in terms of good wages and working conditions. Furthermore, some of 

them found learning Norwegian too challenging to achieve the level of language 

proficiency required to perform more skilled professions. The second trajectory—

reskilling—was a trajectory relevant to five participants of the study. They decided to 

qualify themselves for other professions in order to quit low-skilled employment, 

including four who went on to establish their own businesses. The third trajectory—

struggling to get work in one’s profession—applies to fifteen participants who 

persistently struggled to get the desired job, and intensively applied for jobs 
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throughout months and years. Concurrently, they have consistently worked towards 

improving their language skills. 

Among the 10 participants who followed the first trajectory and have adapted 

to performing low-skilled jobs, some expressed an ambivalent attitude towards the 

value of their education. This finding corresponds to the research conducted by 

Nowicka (2014a) and Trevena (2011) on Polish migrants in the UK, who found that 

the participants in their studies devaluated their skills acquired through education in 

Poland. The adaptive trajectory includes five participants who had worked in jobs 

different from the field of their education already before migration to Norway (six 

such cases in the whole sample), thus it might be concluded, as suggested by Nowicka 

(2014a), that they had devalued their education already before migration and, 

consequently, had developed a tendency to adopt to performing other jobs.  

Although the participants following the ‘adaption’ trajectory unsuccessfully 

applied for jobs corresponding to their working experience from other countries, they 

seemed to accept other job positions in Norway more easily than the participants 

following the second and the third trajectory. They also tended to construct positive 

narratives on the work they perform, often by comparing themselves to other Poles, 

who, in their views, have to perform worse work. Nina—an employee in a grocery 

store at the time of the interview—reflected on this issue by asking herself a question: 

‘Do I feel degraded? Probably not as much as my [Polish] friends, who have to clean 

for example and who have higher education.’. The participants following the 

‘adaption’ trajectory often do not perceive their professional position as degraded in 

contrast to those following the second and the third trajectory, what shows the 

relative character of the perception of success and failure (Nowicka 2014b). 

The second trajectory—reskilling—was followed among others by Natalia, who 

holds a bachelor’s degree in management studies. During her two-year employment 

as a cleaner, she decided to take a postgraduate course in cosmetology, which shhad 
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been always interested in. She travelled to Poland on weekends to participate in the 

course. In her own words: 

I’ve recently established my own business, a beauty salon, because I won’t get 

a chance to work in management [in Norway]. So, I opened the doors to the 

future where I won’t have to clean for the rest of my life. 

Natalia assumed that gaining new skills and establishing her own beauty salon 

was an alternative to the only other possibility available to her—being employed as a 

cleaning lady. When I asked her why working in management would be beyond her 

reach, she explained that certain sectors of the labour market, including higher-level 

and managerial positions are reserved exclusively for Norwegians. She also added, 

‘There are certain workplaces where only Norwegian will be promoted.’. Similar 

opinions are echoed by Dawid, a surveyor working as a wall painter at construction 

sites: 

In Norway, there’s a lack of highly educated people in general, professionals 

let’s say. There’s a lack of professionals. And they admit professionals from all 

over the world very willingly because someone has to perform work. Up to a 

certain point, this foreigner has opportunities for development, is provided 

with help, is treated well. However, when a foreigner starts to be higher in a 

hierarchy than a Norwegian, a problem arises.  

The narratives of foreignness and national hierarchies touched on by Dawid 

were common among the participants who follow the second and the third 

trajectories (twenty participants altogether). Their stories depict the existence of an 

invisible, yet encountered barrier, a glass-ceiling excluding unprivileged nationalities 

from participation in the desired sectors of the Norwegian labour market. Lack of 

response from potential employers has led to frustration and distress. Prolonged 

periods of being stuck in low-skilled jobs and an intensive, yet ineffective job-seeking 

have strengthened their feelings of being discriminated against in the recruitment 
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processes and their perceptions of exclusion practices in certain sectors of the labour 

market. In Beata’s words: 

No one responds to the applications I send, or even if they do respond, they 

simply say: ‘No, just because.’ And this includes archives, museums, and all the 

Norwegian research centres, which, in my opinion, block me just because I’m a 

Pole. If I was a Norwegian… Because I have master’s degrees in history and in 

archaeology as well as a doctorate approved by Nokut, my education 

corresponds to the Norwegian system, but nevertheless, the situation is pretty 

hard. 

Beata highlights that, in her understanding, it is not her qualifications that matter in 

the job-seeking process but her Polishness and non-Norwegianness blocking her 

access to the desired jobs. Racialisation include not only the personal quality of non-

Norwegianness but also related attributes, like for instance, a lack of professional 

experience from Norway. Piotr’s account indicates that professional experience from 

Poland is not valued equally to the experience from Norway: ‘When I had been 

applying for jobs corresponding to my qualifications, and later I asked why I didn’t get 

a job offer, they answered that I lack professional experience from Norway’. Some 

study participants like Marek explicitly expressed a feeling of discrimination and 

racism toward Poles and East Europeans:  

There is massive amount of racism towards Eastern Europeans. (…) I’ve been 

always telling and will keep telling to the faces of Norwegians, even if I were to 

go to Stortinget [the supreme legislature of Norway]: ‘you’re racists, and once 

again racists. You don’t have tolerance for the Eastern Europe. You’ve just made 

Eastern Europe your cheap workforce.’ 

The quotation shows a great awareness of being racialised and the positionality and 

meanings ascribed to Eastern European migrants. Ela, another participant who 

established her own business in order to quit her job as a cleaning lady, referred to 

racism towards companies run by non-Norwegians: 
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Now I have encountered this Norwegian racism. I mean, racism, maybe I said 

too strongly, but with this different treatment of companies run by foreigners 

and Norwegians. I will tell you, we are all equal before the law, but we are not 

equal in fact. 

Study participants experience racialisation against their qualifications and businesses, 

which can be identified as Polish, East-European, and non-Norwegian. In this way, the 

Norwegian labour market becomes a field of struggle for those who are not equipped 

with the ‘right’ and desired capital, which can be defined as Norwegianness. This is 

something they permanently lack. Norwegianness equals a privileged position, 

whereas Eastern Europeanness and Polishness equal positions of marginality. 

Therefore, a Polish name and surname, being visible attributes of Polishness in the 

job application process, are perceived as reducing the likelihood of being invited to a 

job interview. As Piotr stated: ‘Nationality has a meaning, and even a surname has a 

meaning’, whereupon he recalled a story of a Polish friend of his, whose job 

applications had remained unanswered for a year until he changed his name and 

surname in his job applications to Norwegian ones.  

Response to the downward professional mobility depends on the course of 

interaction between the habitus and field. In the case of those participants who 

‘adapted’ to low-skilled jobs, the national component of habitus fitted into the field 

it entered. As the participants who followed this trajectory occupied and accepted 

positions typically ascribed to Poles in the Norwegian labour market, they have not 

had an opportunity to experience the struggles encountered by the participants 

persisting in their efforts towards improving their work positions. Habitus of those 

who followed the second and the third trajectory was subjected to more intensive 

and explicit interaction with the field. As a result, they dealt with the power relations 

and processes (exclusion and racialisation) working in the field. The national 

component of the habitus, which guided their actions channelling them into low-

skilled employment at the initial stage of migration, through interaction with the field, 

exposed them to the experience of disadvantageousness of being a Pole, and 
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motivated their actions into improving their positions. The workings of the field, 

however, proved to be more impactful than the actions taken and the majority 

remained in the low-skilled jobs, where their habitus had originally guided them. 

Paraphrasing Bourdieu’s words, practices, guided by the habitus, in a dialectic with a 

field reproduced regularity (Bourdieu 1990: 56-57).  

 

Conclusions  

The article explored Polish migrants’ perceptions of downward professional mobility 

in Norway. It analysed decision-making processes, perceptions and interpretations 

related to migration and working below migrants’ actual level of competence. It 

explained how socio-historical and media discourses have shaped the positionality of 

Western and Eastern European identities, and how these positionalities affect 

migrants’ decisions and choices, guiding them towards jobs and sectors of the labour 

market which are typically ascribed to Poles. By identifying three alternative 

downward professional trajectories: adaption (10 participants), reskilling (5 

participants), struggling to get work in one’s profession (15 participants) the analysis 

captured the complexity of downward professional trajectories covering the gap in 

our knowledge about the diversity of these trajectories among migrating Poles and 

those migrants who value their education highly and struggle to improve their 

professional positions. 

The proposed theoretical framework bridged the concepts of habitus and field 

(Bourdieu 1990, 1977) with hierarchies of desirability of national migrant groups 

(Guðjónsdóttir and Loftsdóttir 2017, Loftsdóttir 2017, Guðjónsdóttir 2014), offering a 

notion of an transnational field of national hierarchies. The article argued that this 

macro-field influences how migrants are positioned and how they position 

themselves when migrating. This occurs through the national component of the 

habitus. The article looked at the Norwegian labour market as a subfield of the 

transnational field of national hierarchies, however, it is possible for future research 
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to adapt this framework for other labour markets and contexts. The article brought 

the workings of racialising national hierarchies up for discussion, opening new paths 

for understanding the complexity of conditions that underlie the experience of 

downward professional mobility among migrants. The article advances the literature 

by covering the under-researched topic of the impact of meanings ascribed to 

Polishness (White 2016), and by showing how these ascribed meanings are involved 

in Polish migrants’ understanding and interpretation of their prolonged low-skilled 

employment.  

An interesting avenue for the future research on the professional trajectories of 

migrants would be to investigate what strategies develop those disadvantageously 

positioned migrants who continue or advance their professional careers upon 

migration. This would allow us to examine how the conditions of the constrictive field 

can be overcome. 
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ARTICLE 2. 

HABITUS MISMATCH AND SUFFERING  

EXPERIENCED BY POLISH MIGRANTS WORKING BELOW THEIR 

QUALIFICATIONS IN NORWAY 

 
 
Abstract 

Recent research has reported that an increasing number of migrants in Norway are 

concentrated in the low-skilled sectors of the labour market irrespective of their 

educational backgrounds, thus facilitating the formation of migrant niches in the long 

term. Despite the growing body of literature that raises the problem of downward 

professional mobility and deskilling among migrant populations, little scholarly 

attention has been paid to migrants’ struggles and vulnerabilities as a result of 

underemployment. Drawing on 30 in-depth interviews, this article explores the 

common experience of habitus mismatch and suffering among Poles who have 

worked below their level of competence or professional experience since migrating 

to Norway. By analysing subjective experiences of downward professional and social 

mobility, and the conflict between valued and stigmatised identities, the article 

examines various habitus mismatches that contribute to suffering in downwardly 

mobile Polish migrants.   

 

Keywords: habitus mismatch, suffering, stigmatised identity, downward professional 

mobility, class mobility 

 

Introduction 

The successful integration of immigrants into host labour markets not only 

contributes to host countries’ sustainable economic development but also to 

newcomers’ wellbeing . Among integrative mechanisms, labour market integration is 
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considered one of the most important in the relationship between the individual 

(migrant) and society (Esses et al. 2006, Goul Andersen and Jensen 2002). In Norway, 

Polish migrants’ high employment rates suggest effective labour market integration 

with 84 percent aged between 16 and 74 being employed compared to 80 percent of 

the overall population and 66 percent of the migrant groups who are in the same age 

range and were covered by the same study (Revold 2017). However, when 

considering labour market integration, attention should be paid not only to whether 

migrants are employed, but also to the types of jobs that they perform and whether 

these jobs are concomitant with their qualifications. Studies in economics and other 

social sciences, including migration studies, have revealed that migrants are more 

exposed to work below their qualifications than non-migrants both in Europe 

(including Norway) and worldwide (Beaverstock 2011, Cerna 2016, Duvander 2001, 

Nowicka 2014a, Salmonsson and Mella 2013, Siar 2013, Syed 2008, Thompson 2000, 

OECD 2018a). Poor labour market integration among migrants reflected in ethnically 

segmented labour markets leads to the wasting of human capital, causing 

psychological distress among migrants that negatively impacts integration efforts in 

other domains as well. 

 Although many insightful studies concerning downward professional mobility 

among migrants have been conducted in recent years (e.g. Beaverstock 2011, Cerna 

2016, Duvander 2001, Man 2004, Nowicka 2014a, Sert 2016), little attention has been 

paid to the struggles migrants face when they work in jobs that are not only beneath 

their educational levels, but also fall short of fulfilling their post-migration aspirations, 

thus negatively impacting their wellbeing. UK studies on downward professional 

mobility and deskilling among Poles attempted to explain the causes of the 

phenomenon (Trevena 2013, Nowicka 2014a). Trevena (2013) analysed the macro-, 

meso-, and micro-level factors underlying downward professional mobility among 

Poles in the UK and ascertained that microlevel aspects, such as migration motives 

and intended length of stay, are crucial for understanding the reasons highly educated 
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Polish migrants take low-skilled jobs. She found that migrants who were eager to take 

low-skilled jobs immediately after migrating had a stronger tendency to seek 

occupational advancement in the UK as their time living abroad increased. Nowicka 

(2014a) attributed Polish migrants’ acceptance of low-skilled jobs to their ambivalent 

attitudes towards the skills they gained through studies in Poland as not 

corresponding to the UK labour market’s requirements.  

 The scope of this article moves the discussion towards experiences that are 

related to downward professional mobility. Thus, unlike previous studies, it does not 

aim to explain the reasons that underly the phenomenon itself, but rather seeks to 

answer the following questions: (1) How do Poles who work below their qualifications 

in Norway cope with their downward professional mobility?, (2) What kinds of 

experiences do they describe? (3) How do underemployment and disappointed 

aspirations influence migrants’ wellbeing? 

Drawing on 30 in-depth interviews with Poles who have worked below their 

qualifications in Norway, this article explores the suffering that is caused by 

downward professional mobility. It analyses study participants’ experiences of (1) 

class mobility, (2) the discrepancy between their sense of national identification and 

the stigma that is attached to this identity, and (3) the divergence between their 

educational and professional identities given the low-skilled work that they perform 

in Norway. Hence, the article develops the concept of habitus mismatch, which covers 

study participants’ experiences of multiple mismatches due to migration and 

downward professional mobility. The article forms part of broader doctoral research 

in which the exploration of migrants’ suffering was not an aim; however, analysis of 

participant narratives could not ignore the essence and commonality of this problem. 

This article addresses 2 calls that were identified in the literature. The first 

indicates the need for sociology to acknowledge recent psychological works that have 

reported strict links between social mobility and increased vulnerability (Alcántara et 

al. 2014, Major, Dovidio and Link 2017, Simandan 2018) to diseases such as 
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depression (Cruwys et al. 2014) and explore the link between the subjective 

experience of social mobility and wellbeing. The second call points to the need to 

explore the multidimensionality of the social processes that are involved in suffering. 

As some authors have suggested (Major, Dovidio, Link, et al. 2017), the studies that 

have been conducted in various social science disciplines have tended to focus on 

single mechanisms beyond the experience of suffering (health vulnerability, distress, 

or loneliness) such as migration (Djundeva and Ellwardt 2019, Patzelt 2017, Rich 

Madsen et al. 2016, van Den Broek and Grundy 2017), class mobility (Alcántara et al. 

2014, Hudson 2015, Simandan 2018), or identification with a stigmatised group 

(Cruwys et al. 2014). This tendency has contributed to the omission of multi-

facetedness and the mutual entanglement of the social processes that negatively 

affect people’s wellbeing.   

In the following sections, I will first draw the landscape of the Polish diaspora 

in Norway, focusing on the patterns that characterise Poles’ participation in the 

Norwegian labour market. I will then introduce the theoretical concepts used in 

analysis, namely habitus, habitus mismatch, social identity (with a focus on national, 

professional identities and stigma), and class. I will then move on to explaining the 

study’s methodology. In the section that follows that, I will present the results. The 

article concludes by considering the complexity of the dimensions that shape lived 

experiences of habitus mismatch in the context of downward professional mobility.  

 

Poles in Norway: demography and labour market participation 

Poles are the most numerous national immigrant group in Norway. At the beginning 

of 2019, the number of Poles residing in Norway was 112 000, representing 2.1 

percent of Norway’s over 5.3 million inhabitants (SSB 2018).  

A series of studies conducted by Jon Horgen Friberg over the past decade 

provided valuable insights into Poles’ participation patterns in the Norwegian labour 

market. Polish migrants have been subjected to social dumping and, in certain sectors, 
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have earned the lowest wages (Friberg 2010). Although the Norwegian government 

has introduced some policies aimed at protecting migrants from economic 

exploitation and the lowering of wages in certain industries (Friberg 2010), Polish 

migrants remain overrepresented in low-skilled jobs with the majority of Polish men 

working in construction and the majority of Polish women providing cleaning services 

(Friberg and Eldring 2011). Another study confirmed that Poles are overrepresented 

in handicraft jobs at 36 percent (compared to 9 percent of all the people who are 

employed in Norway) and cleaning services at 15 percent (compared to 2 percent of 

all the people who are employed in Norway) (Revold 2017). These numbers do not 

address gender differences in employment patterns, although participation in certain 

sectors of the labour market differs significantly between Polish males and females 

(Revold 2017, Friberg and Eldring 2011). Poles are also underrepresented in academic 

jobs in which 8 percent of Polish migrants are employed compared to 32 percent of 

all the people who are employed in Norway. With regard to managerial jobs, 2 percent 

of Poles hold such employment compared to 11 percent of all the people who are 

employed in Norway (Revold 2017). Given that the Norwegian labour market is 

nationally segmented, distinct migrant niches have emerged (Friberg and Midtbøen 

2019, 2017). Norwegian employers perceive workers’ professional dispositions 

through the prism of their nationality, and Poles do not particularly benefit from this 

since they are viewed as effective and hard-working manual labourers who are 

unsuitable for jobs that require representative tasks, customer service, or decision 

making. In employers’ views, Eastern Europeans, including Poles (in contrast to 

Swedes), lack the predispositions and social skills that would enable them to perform 

well in such jobs (Friberg and Midtbøen 2019, 2017). 

The proportion of Polish women in Norway who have a higher education 

degree (47 percent) does not differ significantly from the whole female population in 

Norway (45 percent). In fact, a higher proportion of Polish women in Norway have 

graduated from high school (45 percent) than in the female Norwegian population 
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(33 percent) (Egge-Hoveid 2017). However, the proportion of highly educated men is 

lower than the proportion of highly educated women both for the overall population 

in Norway and for Polish migrants in Norway. The percentage of men with higher 

education credentials in Norway is 33 percent compared to 20 percent of male Polish 

migrants. The proportion of male Polish migrants who have completed high school 

(66 percent) is higher than the proportion of males in the entire Norwegian 

population (43 percent) who have done the same (Egge-Hoveid 2017). Thus, despite 

high professional activity among Poles in Norway, and educational levels that do not 

differ from, and in some cases exceed, nationals’, Poles are still concentrated in low-

paid, low-skilled jobs. 

 

Theoretical concepts 

Habitus mismatch and suffering 

In order to analyse study participants’ experiences, I have employed Bourdieu’s 

concept of habitus, which is a product of social conditioning that is reflected in 

individuals’ dispositions (sets of perceptions, beliefs, and behaviours). Through 

constant interaction with social fields, habitus generates practices and transforms; 

however, its abilities to change are limited (Bourdieu 1977, 1990, 1999, 2000). 

Moreover, habitus is not necessarily coherent and has only a limited degree of 

integration; thus, individuals can occupy contradictory positions with various statuses 

(Bourdieu 2000). When the field changes, habitus does not automatically transform 

to suit its conditions. Such circumstances foster the occurrence of what I call habitus 

mismatch, which aims to develop Bourdieu’s notion of ‘cleft habitus’ that he 

referenced based on his own life experience of upward social mobility. While the 

concept of habitus has been central to Bourdieu’s overall conceptualisation, the 

notion of ‘cleft habitus’ only occasionally appeared in his work in relation to his dual 

experience given the prolonged divergence between his internationally recognised 

academic accomplishments and his low social origin. In Bourdieu’s own assessment, 
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his habitus never fully matched the social fields he entered. He defined his dual 

experience and habitus transformation as leading from a ‘coincidence of contraries’ 

to a ‘conciliation of contraries’, and he credits this for his particular style of research 

and approach to social science (Bourdieu 2007: 100, 103). Interestingly, habitus and 

its transformations have been applied and analysed in numerous studies in various 

social science fields without noting that habitus mismatch often shapes individual 

experiences and underlies habitus transformation. Therefore, this notion warrants 

further consideration, use, and recognition in sociological analysis.  

 This analysis focuses on study participants’ suffering. While emotion is simply 

a category, specific emotions are attached to the realities of actual experience. As 

Barbalet (1998: 2) pointed out, sociology does not need another general theory of 

emotion, but it would benefit from a deeper understanding of particular emotions, 

especially those that are central to social processes. Emotion can be regarded as an 

outcome or effect of social processes. As a social product, emotions fall within the 

purview of sociological examination and explanation (Barbalet 1998: 9). This article 

approaches suffering as existing in 2 dimensions in line with Barbalet’s perception of 

emotions as existing not only as individuals’ internal states but also in the 

relationships between individuals and their social situations (Barbalet 1992: 152). The 

suffering that is discussed in this article incorporates several emotions that negatively 

impact study participants’ wellbeing. The manifestations of suffering that study 

participants reported the most often were stress, depression, grief, loss of self-

esteem and self-confidence, feelings of isolation, weight loss, and in some cases, 

suicidal thoughts. It is beyond the scope of this article to diagnose participants’ 

psychological conditions. Instead, suffering was approached as lived experience and 

understood as an outcome of multiple habitus mismatches that themselves resulted 

from downward professional mobility and migration.  

 Habitus mismatch analysis involved 3 specific mismatches: (1) social class 

mismatch, (2) the mismatch between national identification and the meaning and 



 

134 

 

stigma attached to this identity in certain social contexts, (3) the divergence between 

habitus (and professional identity) as shaped by education (and professional careers) 

and low-skilled work. A sense of class belonging, and national and professional 

identity are conceptualised as incorporated into an individual’s habitus.  

The article is interested in subjective experiences of downward class mobility. 

It draws on Bourdieu’s understanding of class; he emphasised its relational and 

symbolic nature. Bourdieu understood social relations as functioning in 2 forms: the 

positions occupied by individuals in the field and socialised bodies. This relational 

approach facilitates overcoming the objectivist-subjectivist dichotomy (Wacquant 

2013) and capturing subjective experiences of class and class mobility. According to 

Bourdieu, in order to distinguish between classes, one needs to start by analysing the 

properties that are embodied as class habitus, generating and unifying certain sets of 

practices and taking into account the symbolic dimension of group making. 

Recognising the lifestyle that characterises a given class reveals hidden symbolic 

spaces (Bourdieu 1984, 1987). Due to his remarkably layered approach to class, 

Bourdieu has avoided its unambiguous definition; however, he proposed to define 

classes, inter alia, ‘by the structures of relations between all the pertinent properties 

which give its specific value to each of them and to the effects they exert on practices’ 

(Bourdieu 1984: 106).  

Like subjective experiences of class, identities condition and are conditioned by 

habitus. Although the concept of identity remains one of the most ambiguous in the 

social sciences, sociologists and social psychologists have agreed that identities are 

social constructs that are produced in relation to others and that our sense of who we 

are depends on our (non) belongingness to the groups or their imaginations (Jenkins 

2008, Tajfel and Turner 1986). The collective process of identification occurs through 

interactions and is fundamentally based on constructions of similarity and difference 

(Jenkins 2008). Social actors construct their identities actively, and the resulting 

constructions determine their sense of the positions they occupy in the social space 
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(Bourdieu 1987, 1991: 234).  As Jenkins (2008: 42) pointed out, identities are 

attributes of embodied individuals; but at the same time, they are collectively 

constituted, sometimes abstractly or symbolically. Identities are multiple, and they 

are produced in discursive and interactive struggles over meaning. Depending on the 

situation, different identities may activate (Jenkins 2008, Simpson et al. 2012).  

 This analysis pays particular attention to national and professional identities, 

which are strongly activated when people migrate to another country in order to find 

a new job. Both professions and nationalities position individuals in social fields albeit 

in different manners and depending on the context. 

Professions differ in terms of prestige (Duemmler and Caprani 2017). They 

define individuals’ positions in the social space (Ashforth and Kreiner 1999, Domański 

1991) and they are important for identity construction (Duemmler and Caprani 2017). 

Professions not only dictate the activities people perform at work, they are also 

socially constructed and given meaning by those who perform them and by others, 

for instance, customers (Duemmler and Caprani 2017). 

Like professions, nationalities determine individuals’ positions in the social 

space. The hierarchical positionality of nationalities shapes migrants’ levels of 

(un)desirability according to their national origin (Guðjónsdóttir 2014, Guðjónsdóttir 

and Loftsdóttir 2017, Loftsdóttir 2017), making it particularly difficult for some 

national migrant groups to derive positive effects from national identity. As research 

has demonstrated, social identification positively affects psychological condition and 

self-esteem by giving people a sense of belonging (Cruwys et al. 2014). Meanwhile, a 

lack of social identification leads to feelings of disconnection or dislocation from the 

surrounding world and identification with stigmatised groups negatively impacts 

health (Cruwys et al. 2014). 

Stigmas marginalise individuals by reducing their identities to one-dimensional 

characteristics (Goffman 1968, Prasad et al. 2007), leading to group members’ 

perceived homogeneity. Belonging to a stigmatised group renders it particularly 
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difficult to derive a positive identity from group membership (Jetten et al. 2017). Link 

and Phelan (2014), drawing on Bourdieu’s concepts of symbolic power, argued that 

the power of stigma serves the interests of stigmatisers by aiding in their exploitation, 

control, or exclusion of stigmatised persons. Approaching stigma as an expression of 

symbolic power facilitates an understanding of how power relations determine the 

social positions of different migrant and non-migrant national groups, and whose 

interests are served by some of the particular distributions of symbolic power that are 

expressed through stigma. 

Many studies have shown that Polishness is one of the most stigmatised 

national identities in the European context (e.g. Guðjónsdóttir 2014, Guðjónsdóttir 

and Loftsdóttir 2017, Pawlak 2018, van Riemsdijk 2010, 2013). Poles are associated 

with cheap manual labour (Dyrlid 2017, Friberg 2012, Friberg and Midtbøen 2019, 

2017) that originates from the outskirts of Europe (van Heuckelom 2013), and they 

often experience racism, xenophobia, and discrimination in everyday life (Nowicka 

2018a, Rzepnikowska 2019). In this article, I draw a link between national stigma and 

the lived experience of downward professional mobility. 

 

Method and data 

Analysis was based on 30 qualitative interviews with 18 females and 12 males of 

Polish origin aged between 24 and 59 who have been working below their 

qualifications since migrating to Norway. I defined ‘qualifications’ as the highest level 

of education achieved, professional experience gained, or professional certificates 

earned, enabling one to perform a certain job. The sample comprised Poles who, at 

the time of the interviews, had been living in Norway for at least 1 year. I recruited 

the study participants by publishing an invitation to participate in the study in relevant 

Facebook groups. 

I conducted the interviews in the 5-month period between September 2017 

and February 2018. Of the 30 interviews, 19 were face-to-face, taking place in Oslo, 
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Bergen, and Bodø, and 11 were conducted online via video conversations with study 

participants from various locations in Norway, including Tromsø, Stavanger, and 

Lillehammer, among others. The sample included 9 study participants in their 20s, 16 

in their 30s, 4 in their 40s, and 1 who was over 50. The study participants have diverse 

educational and professional backgrounds with 5 holding a vocational degree or a 

professional certificate, 9 holding a bachelor’s degree, 15 holding a master’s degree, 

and 1 holding a doctoral degree. Almost all (27) entered the labour market in Poland 

or in other countries before migrating to Norway with 18 having performed jobs that 

corresponded to their educational levels and fields of study (e.g., 7 worked in their 

profession for more than 10 years before migrating), 3 having worked in jobs that 

were parallel to their studies, and 6 having performed jobs that did not correspond to 

their educational backgrounds. The study participants had been living in Norway for 

1 to 15 years, including 17 participants who lived there for more than 5 years, 

indicating a rather long-term settlement pattern within the sample.  

Characteristics Category Number of participants 

Gender 
Female 18 

Male 12 

Age 
24–39 25 

40–59 5 

Education 

Vocational 5 

Bachelor 9 

Master 15 

Doctoral 1 

Length of residence in 

Norway (years) 

1–5 13 

≥ 5 17 

Table 1.  Characteristics of the sample (N=30) 

The average length of each interview was 1 hour and 40 minutes with durations 

varying from 50 minutes at the shortest to 2 hours and 40 minutes at the longest. The 

interviews were semi-structured. I had some questions and topics prepared; however, 
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I offered the interviewees a free space to share their experiences, thoughts, and 

perceptions. This approach resulted in rich and differentiated narratives, some of 

which were highly personal, emotional, and biographical in nature. The full-length 

interviews were then transcribed and analysed. Thematic coding enabled me to grasp 

the various manifestations of suffering that participants reported in relation to their 

downward professional mobility, and discern and analyse its links to other 

experiences. Given that all interviews were conducted in Polish, some interview 

excerpts that supported analysis were translated from Polish to English with care 

taken to preserve their original meanings. 

 

Findings 

Downward professional mobility and suffering 

The interviews revealed the universality and gravity of the study participants’ 

suffering. Many became emotional while discussing their experiences of downward 

professional mobility, and many described their mental condition as poor. The most 

commonly reported issues were feelings of depression, loss of self-esteem and self-

confidence, weight loss, distress, a sense of shame and humiliation, and frustration. 

As the analysis proceeded, the link between post-migratory downward professional 

mobility and suffering proved to be more multidimensional than it initially appeared. 

The following sections aim to depict the processes, experiences, and performativities 

that are entangled in the social dimension of suffering. The following 3 excerpts 

introduce the problem of suffering as experienced by the study participants. 

 

I try not to think about the future, because when I do, I break down. I know that 

I won’t stand working in the cleaning services for too long. Despite that, it’s 

okay when it comes to wages. As far as my psychical condition is concerned, 

more and more often something besets me. Considerations. I won't stand 
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cleaning for a long time; maybe I'll be able to do it for one more year (Iza, 

female, 3 years in Norway). 

I’ve reached such a stage now that my head is filled only with confusion. 

Because I’ve lost my self-confidence, I no longer know what I truly desire and 

what I’m able to achieve (Piotr, male, 6 years in Norway). 

I know that if I hadn’t made the decision to change my job at that point, I would 

have... Because during those 11 years [in Norway preceding the job change], I 

received antidepressant treatment twice because there were moments when I 

howled at the moon, moments when I was driving a car and I imagined what 

would have happened to me if I had driven right in front of that truck. And there 

were all these frustrations (Ela, female, 13 years in Norway). 

The quotations uncover the psychological burdens that are related to low-

skilled work. In Iza’s case, these are the everyday struggles of performing an 

unsatisfying job. Meanwhile, Piotr experienced a loss of faith in his own abilities, and 

Ela described severe emotional suffering as a result of long-term low-skilled 

employment. 

The following section discusses the different social processes that are involved 

in the experience of suffering due to downward professional mobility and migration. 

The results draw on a cross-case analysis of all 30 cases; however, for the sake of 

transparency and depth, I have focused this article on 3 cases that I consider the most 

representative in terms of showing the different aspects of habitus mismatch. 

Specifically, the case of Dawid highlights the subjective experience of downward class 

mobility and stigmatisation while Ewa’s case is the most instructive for analysing the 

mismatch between national identification and the meaning that is attached to this 

identity. In addition, Dalia’s case best represents the divergence between the 

professional identity that is shaped during education and the performance of work 

that does not correspond to this education. I will also use some quotations from other 

participants to support the main arguments.  
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Dawid: the subjective experience of downward class mobility and stigmatisation 

Dawid, who is a male in his 20s, has a bachelor’s degree in construction engineering. 

He moved to Norway to seek employment soon after graduation so that he could save 

money to put towards a car or a flat in Poland. At the time of the interview, Dawid 

had been working as a wall painter at a Polish company for 1.5 years. Before migrating, 

he had never considered working in his profession in Norway. As he explained, 

working as a wall painter in Norway enabled him to save more money than would 

have been possible if he had worked as a novice engineer in Poland. What has 

changed significantly since Dawid’s migration is his attitude towards using his 

education to work in Norway. Although he was initially ready to work exclusively as a 

wall painter, he started learning Norwegian after  spending some time in Norway, and 

after a year, he decided to start applying for construction engineer positions. When 

he discussed his work as a wall painter, Dawid guided his narrative towards his Polish, 

male co-workers. As is evident in the quotation below, he first referred to his pre-

migratory acquaintances, subsequently contrasting them with his current colleagues. 

It is a nice feeling to recognise the value of the people I knew before, during my 

studies. I was surrounding myself with–I was aware of it [at that time], but now 

I appreciate it–really valuable, very intelligent people; it was possible to discuss 

anything with them. And now–construction workers, well, the boys’ lives 

revolve around work. Work, what to eat, where to go fishing, what to drink, 

smoking, and work. And for me, it was, as I jumped into it from the outside, an 

overwhelming lifestyle. I was trying to organise my free time as well, to take a 

trip to the mountains or to sightsee in Oslo or something like that. They don’t 

have this kind of attitude. They are, I don’t know, so insular towards Norway, 

so hermetic. 

Apart from drawing a contrast between his school acquaintances’ 

characteristics and those of his co-workers in Norway, Dawid juxtaposed his own 

lifestyle and attitudes towards passing free time with those of his co-workers in 

Norway. According to Bourdieu, possession of a set of common properties is 
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embodied as class habitus and its capability of generating similar practices and 

lifestyles that characterise individuals who are placed in a certain social class 

(Bourdieu 1984: 101). Dawid’s experience of downward class mobility, as expressed 

in the above quotation, recalls what Bourdieu calls a ‘double isolation’; that is, 

isolation from both the current class and the ‘class of origin’. The latter is typically 

accompanied by nostalgia for the group that was left behind (Bourdieu 1996: 107). 

Although he was surrounded by people, both at work and in his place of residence 

(Dawid shared a flat with some of his co-workers), the sense of mismatch was 

constantly making Dawid feel lonely, and he stated that, for him, ‘The loneliness was 

the hardest difficulty’. In a study on undocumented Polish migrants in Brussels, 

Grzymała-Kazłowska (2005) found that migrant networks not only play a crucial role 

in getting a first job abroad, they also serve as fundamental emotional support for 

coping with a new life situation. The case of Dawid shows that the feeling of difference 

between his and his colleagues’ habitus meant that he did not perceive them as 

people who could provide him with emotional support, making it even more difficult 

for Dawid to cope with the difficulties he was facing. 

Dawid’s narrative distinguishes between his and his co-workers’ class habitus 

and perceives theirs as lacking the attitudes that feature in his. His class habitus 

results in an open attitude towards culture while his co-workers’ attitudes are 

culturally hermetic. Dawid clearly distinguished himself as not belonging primarily to 

this class by defining his position in terms of ‘jumping outside’ into his co-workers’ 

mode of life. In the following quote regarding his relationship with his boss, with 

whom he has developed a close friendship, Dawid guided his narrative away from the 

subjective experience of class mobility and towards his professional identity. 

I don’t want to insult anyone, as it’s being recorded, but fine, without giving any 

names, I don’t know, I can talk to him about some things, like going fishing or... 

I don’t know, I won’t discuss the theory of relativity or evolution with him. You 

get it, right? That there is a gulf between us, like, ah... it's hard to talk about it. 

We are kind of different in terms of intellect. At a certain point, I also started to 
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reflect on myself and came to the conclusion that instead of broadening my 

horizons, fine, it's okay, I have a job, I earn money, but I’m taking a step 

backwards in terms of intellectual development. Because I’ve been losing a grip 

on the strictly engineering industry, I’ve been forgetting those things that I 

learnt at university, and I'm surrounded by people who are a little bit different 

than those with whom I used to spend time before I came here. 

Dawid’s narrative illustrates that it was the experience of feeling isolated from 

his own class that induced him to reflect on his professional development. Working 

below his qualifications began to seem problematic to him when it intersected with 

social degradation. Although he was initially eager to work as a wall painter, his 

subjective experience of downward social mobility and deskilling, which he called a 

‘step backwards in terms of intellectual development’, resulted in such heavy losses 

that he could not continue working in low-skilled employment because, as he said, 

‘My self-esteem has suffered a lot throughout this year’. Consequently, at the time of 

the interview, he was motivated to secure a job as an engineer, and he was markedly 

hopeful that he would be successful in doing so.  

The study participants often showed an awareness of being reduced to a one-

dimensional identity, that is, being a Pole, which, in their perception, equates to being 

a low-skilled employee in Norway. One of the participants, Kinga, who holds a 

master’s degree in law and works as a waitress, said, ‘I rarely say anymore that I’m 

educated as a lawyer; I just say that I’m from Poland, and then everything becomes 

clear, like, “Okay. From Poland? So let’s work in a hotel,” right? It’s so strongly 

considered Polish work.’ Like Kinga, many participants indicated that low-skilled and 

low-prestige jobs in Norway are particularly ascribed to Poles, and thus being Polish 

has a specific meaning. The difficulty study participants face is that they do, in fact, 

work in low-skilled jobs that seem to match the stereotypical image; however, 

performing these jobs does not correspond with their aspirations or self-image. They 

instead identify with the professions for which they were educated and in which, in 

many cases, they also have professional experience. These perceptions of Poles as 
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particularly low-skilled manual workers impact Poles’ interpersonal encounters and 

relations. In his interview, Dawid also pointed to the experience of stigmatisation. The 

following quotation shows that he experienced being reduced to a one-dimensional 

Polish identity in everyday encounters. 

I share housing with a Spanish guy, and a Norwegian female moved in a week 

ago; she asked where we come from. He replied, ‘From Spain.’ ‘Oh, from Spain! 

Football, beaches, parties!’ Her reaction was so positive. ‘And where are you 

from?’ ‘From Poland.’ ‘Well, you build here, you work hard, you get the job 

done so thoroughly, you’re hardworking.’ And you can feel a distance. 

 Dawid emphasised the difference he sensed in his flatmate’s reaction to his 

origin as opposed to his friend’s, pointing to the distance he felt when he revealed his 

Polish nationality. He added that there were several occasions on which he met 

women at parties and suffered their withdrawal of interest upon being asked where 

he comes from and replying that he is Polish. It is understandable, then, that he has 

come to believe that revealing his nationality has explicit negative impacts on others’ 

attitudes towards him.  

 

Ewa: national identification and the meanings attached to nationality  

Ewa, who is a female in her 40s, holds a master’s degree in physiotherapy with a 

specialisation in neurology. During her career, she travelled worldwide to take 

professional courses in both physiotherapy and management of healthcare services. 

She has over 20 years of professional experience, including in physiotherapy and 

health centre establishment and management. Ewa is a self-described ‘accompanying’ 

migrant. She explained this by stating ‘I moved here [to Norway] to accompany my 

husband’. She obtained her first job and arranged accommodation through her 

network of Polish contacts. Employed through a Norwegian agency, she became a 

personal assistant to a disabled girl in a Polish family. Her responsibilities included 

housekeeping, such as cleaning and laundering. Together with her husband, Ewa 



 

144 

 

moved into a basement apartment in a house that was owned by another Polish 

family who lived on the upper floors. Like Dawid, Ewa surrounded herself exclusively 

with co-nationals, both at work and at her place of residence. In this respect, Dawid’s 

and Ewa’s cases not only reflect the role migrant networks play in steering migratory 

movements in specific directions, they also demonstrate to what extent sharing a 

common nationality may affect migrants’ choices and actions in the contexts of 

accommodation and job seeking which is an interdependence that is widely 

recognised by migration studies (e.g. Grzymała-Kazłowska 2005). Although, at the 

time of the interview, Ewa had been living in Norway for 1.5 years, the first post-

migratory year left a clear mark on her life, as described in the following quotation: 

That year was one of the most difficult times in my life, I would say. Not only 

because of the work and the fact that I found myself in a totally different world, 

but also because of the conditions in the flat I was living in at first. (…) A lot of 

people were living there, different kinds of people, which is the other side of 

the coin. 

Ewa clearly pointed to the 3 intersecting aspects that played a role in the 

difficulties she experienced after migration, namely work, ‘moving into a different 

world’, and living conditions, especially flatmates. In sociological terms, her difficulties 

were attributable to the intersection of downward professional mobility, migration, 

and the social environment she entered. Although a sense of commonness based on 

shared nationality initially guided her actions, over time, she acutely felt the 

difference between herself and the people around her, both at home and at work, 

which she described as follows: 

I witnessed such pathological situations I had never experienced before over 

the 40 years of my life. And it was difficult, the most difficult thing was not to 

coarsen, to stay classy. Do you know what I used to do just after arriving in 

Poland? My son would pick me up from the airport, and I used to tell him, 

‘Daniel, just don’t forget to bring my high heels’. It didn’t matter that I was in a 

tracksuit; I was just putting on my high heels right away at the airport because 



 

145 

 

to me, high heels are a symbol. Once, I had a teacher from Israel; she was a very 

wise woman, a doctor, and she always kept saying, ‘Ewa, remember, the worse, 

the higher’. The worse the situation is, the higher the heels you should wear to 

feel better. (…) These high heels were so symbolic, it was like they were saying, 

‘hey, you! Listen, jump out of these gumboots, leave this straw behind, and 

come back to life!’. 

Manifest in behaviour is an integral part of embodied habitus (Jenkins 2002: 

75). Immediately after arriving in Poland, Ewa’s habitus was ‘back to its field’ and in 

need of manifestation and embodiment. According to Bourdieu (1990), both a body 

and a language are stores of thoughts that are able to release themselves 

independently of time and space by ‘re-placing the body in an overall posture which 

recalls the associated thoughts and feelings, in one of the inductive states of the body 

which, as actors know, give rise to states of mind’ (Bourdieu 1990: 69). By wearing 

high heels, Ewa repositioned her body in a posture that recalled the status, social 

position, and identity that had been suppressed due to her life events. This 

embodiment of habitus mismatch also draws a picture of how Ewa constructed her 

social spaces. Like many other study participants, she positioned herself differently in 

the social space in Poland as compared to in Norway. In their social fields in Poland, 

many participants felt a sense of ‘being somebody’ with many differentiated social 

identities and relationships whereas, after migrating, they became ‘just a Pole’ or 

simply ‘nobody’. For instance, one participant stated ‘I came to a foreign country, and 

I really became nobody here. And I clean the flats and clean the offices, and my 

profession was not about me cleaning up somewhere, right?’.  

 For Ewa, the content and meaning of Polish identity became uncomfortable. 

She related the symbolic dimension of the high heels she wore at the airport to this 

topic. As evidenced by the following excerpt, she referenced the stereotypical picture 

of a Pole in Norway.  

Thus, these high-heels are the other side of these Poles. I mean “these”… I’m a 

Pole, too, but these Poles in Norway, a large percentage of Poles, who, I don’t 
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want to name it, but we know what it is. On the whole, they give this nasty 

picture of a Pole abroad, not only in Norway, and I lived in it, and I saw it. I was 

close to it. 

Interestingly, given her experiences, Ewa, in a way, justifies the stereotypical 

picture of Poles in Norway. Wearing high heels after arriving in Poland was an 

embodiment of Ewa’s need to construct her identity as different from that of the 

Poles. The move to Norway, where being a Pole bears specific meaning, contributed 

to the experience of mismatch between sensed national identity and its meanings. As 

a result, study participants like Ewa tended to construct their narratives in order to 

differentiate themselves from other Poles. The content of social identities and the 

specific meanings of groups from their members’ perspectives both powerfully 

impact psychological conditions (Cruwys et al. 2014). The following quote represents 

how Ewa talked about her suffering as a result of multiple habitus mismatches: 

During that time, it felt as if the real “me” was standing somewhere next to my 

body. I wasn’t present there myself at that moment. I had to cut myself off from 

my own identity. I had to. (…) Between October and January, I lost 25 kilograms; 

now I’ve put on weight again, but I had lost 25 kilos. Due to the stress. (…) I 

think that in the time following that—January, February, March—I think that it 

was depression, severe depression. I was just coming back to this apartment 

and covering myself with a duvet and sleeping in order not to see it, not to hear, 

not to see or hear anything at all. I didn’t eat; sometimes I didn’t even feel like 

taking a bath. I was moving myself into a state of non-existence. 

The habitus mismatches Ewa experienced led to suffering that was so severe, 

it prevented her from functioning as usual in her everyday life. Vianello (2014) found 

that highly educated Ukrainian women who work as domestic help and caregivers in 

Italian households struggled the most when their employers (the family members 

living in the households) were poorly educated. However, the higher employer 

educational levels were, the better self-evaluation these women expressed. Ewa was 

a caregiver to a disabled girl in a Polish family that she described as pathological and 

primitive. The girl’s parents had lower educational levels than Ewa, but Ewa was their 
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subordinate. This relation strengthened Ewa’s experience of habitus mismatch. The 

subjective experience of social class mediates differentiated outcomes for the mental 

and physical health of upper-  versus lower-class individuals. The lower-class 

individuals are at a higher risk of chronic psychological stress because they are less 

able to control their environments and therefore experience uncertainty, 

helplessness, and a lack of freedom (Chen et al. 2013, Simandan 2018, Whitehead et 

al. 2016). Downward social mobility is a case where individuals are particularly liable 

to experiences that entail a range of negative physical health outcomes (Alcántara et 

al. 2014). 

 

Dalia: educational background, work, and identity 

Dalia moved to Norway after completing 5-year studies in psychology and gaining her 

first 6 months of professional experience as a personal consultant at a large company. 

While studying in Poland, she accepted seasonal work during the holidays picking 

strawberries in Norway. Through the Erasmus programme, she also spent a semester 

at a Norwegian university. She quickly ‘got fascinated by Norway’, and she dedicated 

much of her interview to describing the positive experiences she had at the 

Norwegian university, partly to justify her decision to move to Norway after 

graduation. Her plan was to secure a job at a human resources company before 

learning Norwegian with the ultimate goal of working as a psychotherapist. However, 

after migrating, Dalia quickly realised that securing her desired job in recruitment with 

knowledge of English but no knowledge of Norwegian would not be as easy as she 

had expected. At the time of the interview, Dalia had been living in Norway for 3 years. 

Given that she needed to earn money to finance her stay, she decided to start working 

as a domestic cleaner. She commented on the subject as follows: 

D: I was working as… I don’t want to use the word ‘cleaner’, but I was cleaning 

those houses, those two houses.  

A: Why don’t you want to use that word? 
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D: Because it doesn’t suit me. I don’t see myself in this profession, so… 

A: You don’t identify with it? 

D: Yes, I don’t identify with it at all. I understand that there’s nothing bad 

about… If it’s fine by someone and it’s adequate for someone’s ambitions, then 

okay, but for me? 

 During the interview, Dalia avoided calling herself ‘a cleaner’ by using 

alternative phrases such as ‘working in cleaning’. Acknowledging that professions 

have statuses and they indicate people’s positions in the social space, it is clear that 

the status and social meanings that are associated with working as a cleaner were 

unacceptable to Dalia’s identity. Later in the interview, Dalia described how the 

experience of working below her qualifications has influenced her self-esteem: 

I would say that my self-esteem lowered drastically. I had such low self-esteem 

that… I had never had such low self-esteem before… It’s like, you know… It’s 

hard when you used to go to school, you were always a top student at primary 

school and secondary school, you used to have the best grades and diplomas 

with honours, and then you studied and you also graduated with the best 

grades and so on, and suddenly you work as a cleaner or a waitress. It was like 

hitting a wall. 

Dalia pointed to the educational results that have shaped her self-perception, 

namely being a top student, achieving the best grades, and earning diplomas with 

honours. These educational outcomes have structured her habitus and identity. By 

juxtaposing these habitus attributes with the reality of working as a cleaner or 

waitress, Dalia’s narrative offers a vivid picture of the experience of habitus mismatch. 

Setting aside their educational backgrounds to accept low-skilled work was difficult 

for the majority of participants, one of whom said, ‘Lowering my qualifications, it was 

a painful blow, a very painful blow’. Dalia’s words, which are quoted as follows, 

communicate the everyday psychological burden of performing a job for which she is 

overqualified: 
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I remember, I was scrubbing a bathroom [at the client’s home], and I started to 

cry. I was scrubbing this bathroom and thought ‘Geez, Dalia, what are you even 

doing? You are here and instead of sitting, I don’t know, going back to Poland, 

where, in Warsaw or Krakow, you would find a job at once in human resources 

because your friends found jobs in human resources after graduation, so why 

are you even here at all? ... What are you doing here? Are you really scrubbing 

someone’s bathroom!?’ 

 What is interesting about this excerpt is that Dalia introduces an inner dialogue 

between the part of her that is cleaning a bathroom in someone’s private home in 

Norway and the part that is a psychology graduate with superior career prospects in 

Poland. As Bourdieu pointed out, habitus destabilisation leads to a double perception 

of the self (Bourdieu 1999). Dalia’s case highlights that the experience of habitus 

mismatch can trigger a moment of consciousness with regard to one’s own habitus. 

 

Conclusion  

This article has shed light on the experience of habitus mismatch that underlies the 

difficulty and suffering that are associated with experiencing post-migratory 

downward professional mobility. Outlining the multiple habitus mismatches that 

migrants face enables an exploration of how downward professional mobility 

influences migrants’ wellbeing and increases their vulnerability. The most common 

manifestations of self-reported poor mental health among the study participants 

were feelings of depression, loss of self-esteem and self-confidence, weight loss, 

distress, and frustration. These negative outcomes should be of particular concern 

since migration is increasing while research indicates that migrants are 

simultaneously more susceptible to underemployment than non-migrants. 

By analysing experiences of class mismatch, the conflict between valued and 

stigmatised national identity, and the divergence between the habitus shaped by 

education and the performance of low-skilled work, this article has shown that 

multiple mismatches are intertwined with downward professional mobility and are 
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common among Poles who have worked below their qualifications in Norway. These 

experiences negatively influence their wellbeing in everyday life. Class mobility leads 

to the experience of ‘double isolation’; that is, despite being surrounded by co-

nationals with whom they work and live, participants felt different and isolated. At 

the same time, they reported a sense of longing and nostalgia for the ‘class of origin’ 

that they left behind in Poland. Stigma reduces them to one-dimensional Polish 

identities that are equated with low-skilled manual workers. From the study 

participants’ perspective, the stigma they experience during everyday encounters 

places them in a disadvantageous position and categorises them exclusively as low-

skilled workers. Moreover, they experience a mismatch between their professional 

identities and the status that is concomitant with the low-skilled jobs they perform. 

Drawing on Bourdieu’s notion of cleft habitus, I propose to extend the concept to 

habitus mismatch in order to cover the habitus destabilisation that results from the 

multiple mismatches that have been introduced and discussed. As this article has 

shown, the notion of habitus mismatch facilitates the analysis of migrants’ lived 

experiences of downward professional mobility and its associated suffering. 
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ARTICLE 3. 

DOWNWARD PROFESSIONAL MOBILITY, CULTURAL DIFFERENCE, 

AND IMMIGRANT NICHES:  

DYNAMICS OF AND CHANGES TO MIGRANTS’ ATTITUDES TOWARDS 

INTERPERSONAL COMMUNICATION AND WORK PERFORMANCE 

 

Abstract 

Immigrants’ labour market participation is a crucial indicator of their assimilation 

within the host societies. The workplace is a key site of intercultural transmission, 

where migrants receive opportunities to recognise, evaluate, and prospectively adapt 

to the norms, values, and standards of the new socio-cultural field. Drawing on 30 in-

depth interviews with Polish migrants working below their skill level in Norway, this 

article analyses two work-related areas where cultural difference is encountered: (1) 

interpersonal communication and (2) work performance and attitude. Migrants take 

jobs in niche economies, thereby working below their qualifications. Degradation has 

an effect on their encounters with non-migrants, not only limiting their opportunities 

to encounter non-migrants, but also hindering meaningful contacts. This, in turn, 

hinders immigrants from recognising the cultural codes typical for the host 

community. A purely occasional contact with non-migrants, who usually decide the 

future of immigrants’ careers, leads to numerous cultural misunderstandings and 

cultural distrust in the long-term. Those migrants who work outside of immigrant 

niches more easily comprehend cultural differences; as a result, they more effectively 

adapt in Norway. In the Bourdieu-inspired theoretical framework I propose to 

recognise ‘moments of consciousness’ of the habitus as key moments in the reflexive 

adaptation process, offering a new perspective on habitus change as an element of 

adaptation to a new socio-cultural working environment.  
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Keywords: immigrant niche, downward professional mobility, cultural distrust, 

habitus change, cultural adaptation 

 

Introduction  

As migratory flows steadily increase and societies undergo ‘transition to diversity’ 

(Alba et al. 2014: 266, Antonsich 2018), this transition abounds in processes related 

to experienced encounters with cultural differences, rendering these encounters a 

particularly interesting topic within the current debate on human mobility (Nowicka 

and Vertovec 2014, Berg et al. 2019, Amin 2002, Antonsich 2018).  

Immigrants continue to face obstacles to equal participation in host labour 

markets and other dimensions of social life (e.g. Salmonsson and Mella 2013, van 

Riemsdijk 2013, Sert 2016). Compared with non-migrants, immigrants more often 

suffer from underemployment, precarious positions, and discrimination in host 

labour markets (e.g. Midtbøen 2019, 2015, Friberg and Midtbøen 2019, Bendixsen 

2018, Sert 2016, Nowicka 2018a). These inequalities result in ethnic segmentation of 

labour markets and the emergence of immigrant niches (Waldinger 1994, Rath 2002, 

Bauder 2006b, Bauder 2008, Friberg and Midtbøen 2019, 2017).  

The emergence of research on immigrant niches has introduced an important 

strand of literature to the discourse on ethnic segmentation of the labour markets. 

Scholars have considered the influence of various factors like migrant networks (e.g. 

Tilly 1990, Massey et al. 1993), labour market demand and employers preferences 

(Waldinger 1994, Rath 2002) in the formation of immigrant niches. In the Norwegian 

context, research on immigrant niches has paid particular attention to employers’ 

perspectives (Friberg and Midtbøen 2019, 2017), showing that Norwegian employers 

ascribe certain stereotypes to particular national migrant groups. Both in the US and 

European contexts, studies on immigrant niches have been concerned with the 

formation of immigrant niches – the reasons and processes that underlie their 

emergence. In this article, I would like to move the discussion towards the topic of 
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migrants’ cultural adaptation by analysing how working in immigrant niches 

influences migrants’ adaptation to the new culture. I use the term ‘immigrant niche’ 

to address certain workplaces that cluster immigrants within and across occupations 

and industries; for example, specified restaurant chains operate both restaurants that 

exclusively employ Norwegians and restaurants that employ a majority of immigrants, 

as well as mixed ones. Further, such niche workplaces maybe more or less 

multinational, sometimes concentrating immigrants from a particular country, or 

employing migrants of different origins and few Norwegians. 

While a workplace is a key site of intercultural transmission of values, norms, 

and cultural codes, organisations are one of the crucial actors in developing and 

implementing strategies that foster immigrants’ socio-cultural inclusion (Syed 2008, 

Riemsdijk et al. 2016, van Tonder et al. 2014). As van Tonder and Soontiens (2014) 

note ‘for those migrants who secure some form of employment relatively early in 

their settlement in the host country, the work setting becomes a proxy for 

“community” by virtue of its social character and dynamics.’. Investigating into 

immigrant niche workplaces thus helps to shed light on migrants’ everyday 

encounters with others and the impact of working in immigrant niches on immigrants’ 

perceptions of host society members. 

Additionally, as van Riemsdijk et al. observe (2016: 22), adaptation into new 

places remains a major obligation for immigrants’ who are often expected to 

accommodate to the host society and the workplace and not vice-versa. Thus, 

immigrants experience the adaptation as a one-sided process (Cederberg 2015: 40, 

Erdal et al. 2013: 869), with receiving country members seemingly exempt from 

adapting to immigrants (Riemsdijk et al. 2016, Cederberg 2015).  

This article is particularly interested in the impact of working in and beyond 

immigrant niches on migrants’ cultural adaptation to the new socio-cultural field. The 

analysis is guided by the following two research questions: (1) how does working in 

and beyond immigrant niches influences Polish migrants’ adaptation in Norway?, and 
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(2) how do encounters of cultural difference influence Polish migrants’ perceptions of 

interpersonal communication and their work attitudes? The article analyses the 

conditions that foster and hinder cultural adaptation and the capacities that migrants 

develop to tackle difference through the meaning-making processes in their 

encounters with Norwegians. The article analyses participants’ struggles over the 

meaning of interpersonal conduct, their perceptions of differing cultural codes, and 

attitudes towards performing work. It shows how the experience of cultural 

difference influences transformation of their perceptions of interpersonal 

communication, work attitudes, and practices, depending on whether they remain in 

or escape from the migrant niche.  

Relationship between organisational and national cultures 

Comparison of the conditions that prevail in the fields of migrant origin and 

destination illuminates the background of migrants’ experiences related to their 

intercultural encounters. When migrants seek to derive the benefits from their 

knowledge and capital acquired in another country, they may encounter barriers. For 

example, taking the initiative to perform additional tasks or working overtime are 

acceptable or even desirable behaviours in the Polish workplace, but may be 

uncommon or undesirable in countries to which Polish migrants immigrate. 

In the early seventies, Dutch social psychologist Geert Hofstede (1980) 

analysed over 100,000 questionnaires from a cross-national database characterising 

organisations, and discovered that despite the high variety between organisations, 

the same ranking of answers could be observed by country. Departing from this 

observation, Hofstede has been developing his cultural dimensions theory to grasp 

and explain the relationship between organisational and national cultures. While his 

propositions have met with both credit and critique (e.g. Magala 2005, McSweeney 

2009), the six dimensions characterising national organisational cultures proposed by 

Hofstede have gained wider recognition. Hofstede distinguished six dimensions on 
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which organisational cultures differed significantly across countries: 1) power 

distance, 2) uncertainty avoidance, 3) individualism and collectivism, 4) masculinity 

and femininity, 5) long- versus short-term orientation, 6) indulgence and restraint.  

According to his data, Polish and Norwegian nationally-shaped organisational 

cultures differ in four of the dimensions in particular: power distance, uncertainty 

avoidance, masculinity and femininity, and indulgence and restraint. Comparison of 

the rates for these four dimensions for Poland and Norway provides a picture of 

differences between the organisational cultures typical for Poland and Norway. 

Organisational cultures typical for Poland are characterised by large power distance, 

which means that inequality in power distribution is much more expected and 

accepted than in Norway. Poland also has meaningfully higher values of masculinity 

and uncertainty indexes, indicating that gender roles are more distinct than in 

Norway, where they nearly overlap, and that Poles feel much more threatened by 

uncertain, unknown, ambiguous, or unstructured situations than Norwegians. Values 

of the last indicator imply that Norwegian society is characterised more by 

indulgence, while Polish culture more by restraint (Hofstede et al. 2013, Hofstede 

1980). Although, differences amongst individuals from one country may be more 

pronounced than differences amongst individuals across countries, Hofstede’s scales 

aim to outline patterns of thinking that are reflected in the meanings people in 

different countries attach to specified aspects of life (Hofstede and Minkov 2013, 

Hofstede et al. 2005). 

As effective communication is crucial for cultural transmission (Suzuki 1997), 

the cultural differences that migrants face when entering workplaces in other 

countries may pose issues for some of them. Those who lack linguistic, cultural and 

social resources (Deeb et al. 2015) are disadvantaged in terms of being able to 

transfer their professional skills into the labour market and workplaces of the host 

country. This has a cascading effect, impairing their access to other forms of capital 

as well (Deeb and Bauder 2015).  
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The socio-cultural and political conditions that have been influencing the 

mentalities of people in Poland and Norway have differed considerably for the past 

few decades. During the decades of Soviet Union rule over Poland, the communist 

party aimed to construct a working-class society. Propaganda of the ‘hero worker’ 

and the discursive construction of a ‘moral’ working class enhanced the significance 

of work status and influenced workers’ social lives (Thatcher and Halvorsrud 2016, 

Stenning 2005b). Although 30 years have passed since the collapse of communism, 

some authors agree that the impact of these measures has persisted in people’s 

mentalities (Davies 2007, Stenning 2005b, 2005a, Neumann 1999, Young and Light 

2001, Kuus 2004). A study conducted at the beginning of the new millennium, over a 

decade after the fall of communism, showed that Poles’ attitudes towards work were 

characterised by uncertainty and competition, manifested by the emergence of a 

culture of long working hours and fear of taking holidays from work (Stenning 2005a).  

The qualities ascribed to the Scandinavian work ethos, on the other hand, are 

informality, equality, and restraint, flat hierarchies and flat wage structure, and a 

consensual, participative, and inclusive approach to decision making and change 

implementation (Schramm Nielsen et al., 2004). Some authors characterise 

Scandinavian mentality as ‘Jante mentality’ (Cappelen et al. 2018, Gopal 2000), 

invoking Sandemose’s (1936) novel ‘A Fugitive Crosses his Tracks’ in which he 

formulated the 10 rules of the Law of Jante, a fictional Danish town, to reflect the 

Scandinavian mentality. The main message in the rules is that no one should try to 

stand out, to be overtly personally ambitious, to be anything ‘more’ than others, to 

be different from others, or to consider themselves better or knowing more than 

others (Sandemose 1936, Gopal 2000). This ethos of modesty about one’s successes 

and achievements is reflected in the organisational culture (Cappelen and Dahlberg 

2018: 420).  

The experience of cultural difference in regard to work attitudes was observed 

by Wolanik Boström and Öhlander (2015), who studied Polish physicians’ experiences 
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related to their work in Swedish health care. The study participants, physicians with 

professional experience of working in Poland or other countries, indicated that prior 

to migration to Sweden they had become used to the individualistic approach to their 

careers and the need to take additional initiatives to achieve professional success and 

satisfactory earnings. They expressed disapprobation of the Swedish approach to 

work where the system dominates over individual initiative (Wolanik Boström and 

Öhlander 2015). The work attitude they perceived as desirable turned out not to apply 

in the Swedish workplace.  

These different attitudes are also observed by employers. A study by Friberg 

and Midtbøen (2017, 2019) found that Norwegian employers in the fish-processing 

and hotel industries consider Polish workers to be singularly efficient and hard-

working compared to Norwegians. Although this may seem like a positive opinion, it 

brings a great deal of disadvantage to employees of Polish and Eastern European 

origin: Norwegian employers compare them to horses, able to work physically for up 

to 14 hours a day, but not suited for intellectual work, service, or independent 

decision-making (Friberg and Midtbøen 2017: 1472-1473).  

Theoretical framework: intercultural encounters and moments of 

consciousness of the habitus as catalysts of change 

Viewing workplaces as fields in Bourdieu’s sense allows for scrutiny of how 

immigrants’ habitus responds to the encountered field difference. Habitus is an 

acquired system of generative schemes, which shape thoughts, perceptions and 

actions inherent to the particular conditions of its production (Bourdieu 1990: 55). 

The analysis explores participants’ reflections on the changes in their internalised 

perceptions of interpersonal communication and effective work as ‘moments of 

consciousness’ of the habitus. Although Bourdieu’s initial conceptualisations of 

habitus (Bourdieu 1990, 1977) emphasise the unconsciousness of the habitus, his 

later work allowed for ‘partially conscious’ aspects of the habitus, which are especially 
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pronounced during new experiences (Bourdieu 2005: 45). This article analyses 

‘moments of consciousness’ of the habitus as accelerators of change, while habitus 

change as an element of cultural adaptation. Through the intercultural encounters, 

migrants gain insight into their own internalised perceptions, behaviours, and 

dispositions, i.e. their habitus, and tend to reflexively renegotiate and reconstruct it 

as a result, in order to adapt to the rules binding in the new field. Defining an 

interpersonal encounter as intercultural draws upon participants’ beliefs in their 

cultural foreignness, whereas the conduct of intercultural interaction represents an 

adaptation experience of greater scale (Ellingsworth 1988: 261, 264-265). 

Although Bourdieu’s theory has often been inequitably interpreted as a 

rejection of change, change is basically inscribed in the theory as an effect that 

emerges from the constant interaction between habitus and field (Bourdieu 2005) 

and change is particularly dynamic when the field changes abruptly as in the case of 

international migration. Migrants enter the new labour market, where the unknown 

‘rules of the game’ in Bourdieu’s terms are at stake and different forms of capital are 

valued. They cross the boundaries of fields where people use different sets of 

meanings and speech codes to communicate (Kotani 2017: 463). A speech code is a 

resource that members of a certain speech community share for conducting and 

interpreting speech. This article approaches migrants’ recognition of speech codes 

common in Norway as a cultural competence that is necessary for the recognition of 

the unwritten rules of the new field (Bourdieu 1984, 1990). This recognition, in turn, 

allows migrants to ‘move from primary stratum of the meaning’ to the ‘stratum of 

secondary meanings’ (Bourdieu 1984: 2-3) of both verbal and non-verbal messages in 

interactions with Norwegians. The concept of speech code enables analysis of 

people’s use of resources to interpret their own and others’ actions and how their 

views of resources change in intercultural interactions (Kotani 2017). Unequipped 

with the ability to interpret the cultural codes used in the field, migrants lack the ‘feel 
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for the game’ that would not only give ‘the game’ a subjective sense, but also a 

direction and an orientation (Bourdieu 1990: 66).  

Research design 

This study is based on data collected through 30 semi-structured interviews with 

Poles who worked below their level of qualifications and professional experience after 

moving to Norway. The semi-structured interview is a method which allows 

interviewees to follow their own priorities and concerns (Morawska 2018: 115) and 

to actively shape the research inquiry (Fedyuk and Zentai 2018: 172). To elicit the 

most varied picture of study participants’ experiences possible, the author applied 

maximum variation sampling (Patton 1990), including gender, age, place of residence, 

educational background, and performed profession. I interviewed 12 males and 18 

females between 24 and 59 years old, living in different cities, towns, and villages in 

Norway. Prior to migrating to Norway, study participants had completed different 

levels of education (5 vocational, 8 bachelor’s, 15 master’s, and 1 doctorate) in various 

disciplines. Their migration to Norway was followed by downward professional 

mobility, meaning that they had undertaken jobs below their level of education and 

work experience.  

The interviews were conducted in Polish and had an average length of 1 hour 

and 40 minutes. The presented quotes were translated into English, with particular 

attention given to preserving the original meaning of participants’ accounts. The 

Norwegian words used by participants have been preserved, as their usage is itself 

subject to analysis. English glosses are provided in parentheses.  

I conducted narrative and thematic analysis (Bamberg 2012, Byrne 2018), 

having regard to the purposes and circumstances of the participants’ accounts. The 

cross-case analysis allowed me to identify and explore the differences, similarities, 

and relationships within the diversity. I remained sensitive to participants’ own 

perceptions and remained flexible in light of unexpected discoveries (Castles 2012, 
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Charmaz 2006). In this way, participants’ accounts and own categories became an 

integral part of the analysis. This study is a part of a larger doctoral research project 

interested in experiences of downward professional mobility after immigration. 

Issues relating to the impact of cultural differences in work-related experiences 

between Poles and Norwegians has been a salient feature in the migrants’ narratives 

and have therefore been problematised in this study.  

The following sections analyse the interpretations and responses to the cultural 

differences encountered at the subsequent stages of professional careers in Norway. 

The first part of the analysis focuses on meaning-making in the intercultural 

communication in the job-seeking process and at work. The second part explores the 

change of work attitudes in light of the encountered cultural differences. 

Perceptions of cultural difference in interpersonal communication  

Struggles over meaning: A false smile or ordinary courtesy?  

Out of the 30 study participants, 25 had begun their work in Norway in immigrant 

niches. At the time of the interviews, 14 still worked in such workplaces; thus, 9 had 

escaped from such immigrant niches, although for 4 of them, this was achieved 

through self-employment, where contact with Norwegians remained limited to 

service provider–customer relations. This reflects the fact that very few migrants have 

the opportunity to work in predominantly Norwegian working environments at all and 

especially in the initial phase of migration. 

As migration theories indicate, migrant networks play an important role when 

migrants first settle into a new country (Grzymała-Kazłowska 2005, Massey et al. 

1993, Tilly 1990). This was also the case for the participants of this study, whose social 

interactions when they first moved to Norway were significantly or completely limited 

to those with other Poles. The majority of participants commenced job seeking only 

after migration to Norway and, for many, job interviews were one of the few direct 

encounters with Norwegians. The interpretations and meanings they attached to the 
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conduct of these encounters significantly shaped their perceptions about Norwegians 

(cf. van Tonder and Soontiens 2014).  

In the interviews, many study participants referred to ‘false smiling’ which, 

according to them, is common among Norwegians. Participants provided numerous 

examples of situations in which they were misled by this so-called false smiling. Most 

often, these were experiences related to job interviews and work-related situations. 

In the following quotation, Kaja provides an example of such a situation. At the time 

of the job interview, she was working as a domestic cleaner:  

I was at the job interview at a geodesic company, and the guy said to me that 

everything was perfect, the conversation was held in English, he said that 

everything was so great and so on, he seemed to be really positive. Now I 

already know that it’s just their Norwegian-Swedish nice talking. And then he 

told me that if I just learnt a little Norwegian, I could come back after the 

summer and try to do this job or, something like that, that we could talk again. 

I was so happy and went out so excited from there, with a feeling that it was 

going work out. And I quitted the job I had at that time in order to learn 

Norwegian at the summer language course. The classes were held every day, 

during typical business hours, so I chose this course instead of the job (…) 

Obviously, this man, with whom the interview was so cool, has never contacted 

me anymore. (Kaja; female; Bachelor’s of Engineering in Geodesy and 

Cartography; jobs in Norway over a three-year period: domestic cleaner, kitchen 

assistant, seller, customer service, surveyor) 

The meaning that Kaja attached to the character and content of the job 

interview influenced the actions she undertook immediately after it, including 

resigning from her then-current job in order to study Norwegian intensively. The 

enthusiastic character of the verbal and non-verbal communication during the job 

interview made Kaja feel that learning Norwegian would secure her this job by the 

end of the holidays. Kaja’s reference to the manner of communication characteristic 

of Swedes and Norwegians, which she called ‘just their Norwegian-Swedish nice 

talking’ indicates her disdainful attitude towards the meaningfulness of such 

communication. She also illuminates the ways in which she tended to interpret this 
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‘nice talking’ earlier and at the time of the interview, showing the reflexive learning 

process of the cultural speech codes and acquisition of cultural competence for more 

accurate interpretation of meanings. In her own evaluation, at the time of our 

conversation, she could understand the speech codes better than at the beginning of 

her stay in Norway. During the interview, Kaja reflected widely on the intercultural 

encounters and her numerous misinterpretations of the conduct of these encounters. 

A sense of discomfort resulting from the perceived discrepancy between the positive 

feedback she received during job interviews and lack of any further contact from the 

recruiters or potential employers’ side was common among participants. This is how 

Piotr described his experiences: 

P: Once I applied for a job somewhere, as always, Norwegians were smiling at 

me, ‘yes, great, you’ve great qualifications, you’re flink (EN: good) bla bla bla’, 

and then it turns out that you don’t  get an invitation to an interview follow-up. 

(…) 

A: So if a conversation looks like that, when they are very kind, does it make you 

have such a feeling that something more can result from it? 

P: Yes, sometimes, it depends. But in fact, very often, when at first glance they 

are so kind, they try to listen to you, they smile, then you think ‘Fine, it’ll be 

ok.’, and then it turns out that, there is no reply at all and that’s what depresses 

me. (Piotr, male, Master’s degree in Hospitality and Tourism; job during six 

years in Norway: cleaner) 

When describing the dissonance between the promising meanings they 

attached to the course of the encounters and the lack of any further contact from the 

recruiters’ side, participants tended to use Norwegian words and phrases. They often 

spoke about these experiences ironically, often using the Norwegian word ‘flink’ (EN: 

good). The use of Norwegian phrases stems from their experiences, with the 

implication that saying ‘you are so good’ in Norwegian does not bear the same 

meaning or expected consequences as when used in Polish. When they heard this 

statement, participants had the feeling that the employer would definitely be 
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interested in their candidacy. Kaja summarised her experiences with job interviews in 

Norway as follows: 

I have been to many job interviews [in Norway], and each of them was so 

positive. (…) All of them were cool, pleasant, I kept hearing that I was so flink 

(EN: good) that I spoke Norwegian. When I hear it over and over again… I’d 

rather they didn’t say anything. (…) how many times can you hear that you’re 

so flink and so on, but ‘thank you and lykke til videre’ (EN: good luck further).   

Kaja’s case exemplifies the common pattern of transformation in participants’ 

reception of job interviewers’ conduct, from enthusiasm to frustration and distrust. 

Most commonly, at the beginning of their stay in Norway, participants interpreted 

such courtesy and smiling as expressions of sympathy and favourable prognosis for 

their future professional careers in Norway. Although initially interpreted as 

promising, job interviews, accompanied by subsequent failure, led them to perceive 

this courtesy as fake and having a second, dissembled meaning.  

Cultural distrust 

Multiple experiences of uncertainty towards the meaning of Norwegian courtesy led 

some participants to a sense of cultural distrust, manifested by perceiving Norwegians 

as duplicitous. This clearly involves a perceived homogeneity of Norwegians and 

generalisation regarding their cultural features. Blanka explains her perception of the 

difference in communication between Poles and Norwegians, with respect to the 

meaning of being nice to someone:  

B: For example, in Poland if you like someone, then you like him and you meet 

with him, and in Norway if someone is nice to you, he or she doesn't necessarily 

like you. If someone smiles at you, it doesn't mean that he or she likes you. (…) 

So here, there are some double standards, some official, the official level where 

you can talk and the one that can be [more appropriate] at home somewhere, 

not with everyone. 

A: So this is such kindness, right? In these public places, because it is about 

situations at work? 
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B: In general about all their thinking, there are such two faces, the one for 

people, and the other at home. (Blanka, female, Bachelor’s degree in Social 

Psychology, job during five years in Norway: kitchen employee) 

This cultural distrust is particularly articulated by the use of the phrases ‘double 

standards’ and ‘two faces’, which illustrate that courtesy in everyday encounters is 

perceived as disjunct from what the interlocutors ‘really think’. Like many other 

participants, Blanka perceived being nice to someone regardless of one’s real feelings 

to comprise a double standard and to be insincere. In reference to the experiences 

which Blanka shared with me, I asked her whether she had experienced any cultural 

clashes with her husband, who is Norwegian. She described extensively their 

negotiations over the appropriate and inappropriate ways of expressing feelings and 

emotions, stating:  

I always say what I think and he now teaches me that I can’t say what I think 

because we’ll have a child and it is safe for the child to talk appropriately what 

should be said, that some things are not proper to talk about, that certain issues 

are to be kept for ourselves. 

Negotiations with her husband had led her to reflect on transforming her own 

perceptions of the ‘natural’ ways of expressing and communicating feelings and 

thoughts. I propose calling such reflections ‘moments of consciousness of the 

habitus’, bringing attention to the turning points for habitus change. The encounter 

with cultural differences facilitated Blanka’s reflexive insights into her own, previously 

unconscious, culturally-shaped predispositions and perceptions. Although Blanka 

consciously reflected on her own attitudes, she simultaneously evinced cultural 

distrust towards the honesty of what she perceived as a more Norwegian way of 

communication (for example, restraint in expressing feelings). During the interview, 

it emerged that apart from contact with her husband, her relations with Norwegians 

were rather limited, although she had worked for five years in a company employing 
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dozens of workers. After Blanka had told me about the multinational character of her 

workplace, I asked her whether Norwegians also worked there. She replied as follows: 

B: There was one Norwegian guy, my husband, and one girl, and once there was 

an assistant who was Norwegian. While 70 people work there now so… 

A: Do you have any idea why it’s like that?  

B: Because lots of immigrants work here, and that’s why Norwegians don’t work 

here.  

A: But don’t they take these kind of jobs or how it’s like? Because they probably 

work somewhere right? 

B: They just don’t want to work with those [non-Norwegian] people, I don’t 

know why. But there are other restaurants [operated by the same company] 

where exclusively Norwegians work.  

Although Blanka had direct access to Norwegian culture, had a Norwegian partner 

and was a member of a Norwegian family, her contact with Norwegians at the 

workplace was only occasional.  

Outside of immigrant niches 

Those immigrants who do work among Norwegians demonstrate a greater 

appreciation of what they perceive as the Norwegian work style and way of 

communicating. Marlena was one of the few who had gained longer, desired work 

experience in Norway in a typically Norwegian working environment. At the time of 

the interview, she had lived in Norway for 10 years, performing the satisfying job of a 

bank advisor for 4 of those years. The following quotation demonstrates how 

attitudes towards differences in interpersonal communication and relations change 

over time. Marlena said the following: 

The working environment [in Norway] is another thing. Although you might do 

not like each other, nobody would do anything unpleasant to anybody, right? 

Everyone would create such an insincere atmosphere so that everything would 

be beautiful and nice. Although, as I said, someone at work might actually not 

like you, but you can get along just great anyway! It used to annoy me in the 

past as I used to think that it’s better to be honest. Not like here; ‘you have the 
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same smile for all the time’, and one just doesn’t know how to interpret it. But 

after some time, I came to the conclusion that it’s better! I don’t need to meet 

with him after work after all, I don’t go to the parties with them, I just spend 

time at work with him, so actually, ‘let’s be humans’ I thought, great! It’s really 

cool. (Marlena; female; master’s degree in Economics; jobs during 10 years in 

Norway: domestic cleaner, banking apprentice, bank advisor) 

This quote shows the reflexive transformation of Marlena’s attitude towards 

expressing her opinions and feelings. From perceiving the Norwegian way of relating 

and communicating in terms of insincerity and dishonesty, she changed her 

perception to view this as a more human way of relating at work. She pointed to her 

previous struggles with interpreting the meaning of Norwegian interlocutors’ smiles 

in conversations, but the opportunity to work with Norwegians facilitated her 

recognition and adaptation to new cultural codes. Marlena’s case shows how cultural 

distrust can change to appreciation. Working with Norwegians enabled her to achieve 

a different understanding of the cultural codes, and to adjust to the Norwegian 

speaking community. Learning new cultural codes is a valuable resource and 

contributes to accumulation of country-specific capital and cultural competence 

allowing for adaptation.  

Work performance and work attitudes 

Attempts to recognise the ‘rules of the game’ 

The study participants struggled not only with the meanings of verbal and non-verbal 

communication as shown above, but also strived to comprehend the rules at work 

and to acquire recognition for their capital. Ola discussed her experiences working as 

a kitchen assistant in a restaurant as follows:  

It was very difficult for me not to be able to guess or discover the rules that 

were binding at work. I mean that I feel that I could never understand what the 

Norwegian employer actually expected from me. (Ola; female; master’s degree 

in Human Resources; jobs during 4.5 years in Norway: kitchen employee, 

restaurant assistant and cleaner, self-employed Norwegian language teacher) 
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In many cases, the boss was the only Norwegian in the workplace; thus, 

migrants had little opportunity to observe from co-workers the work attitudes that 

would be more common for Norwegian workplaces. Ola’s experience of uncertainty 

regarding the expectations from the employer’s side was not uncommon. The 

majority of participants reported that they struggled with the lack of recognition of 

the effort they put into performing tasks at work. Despite being overqualified for the 

jobs they performed, they attempted to perform their work as well as possible and 

expected those efforts to be noticed. The following quote illustrates how Ola 

continued to reflect upon her experiences and her disappointed expectations towards 

employers’ response to her efforts: 

I came to conclusion that OK., maybe it simply works like this: there are some 

things  required to be done and no one is going to be glad that I’ve done them, 

so I accepted this fact. But then I realised that no matter how good I was at 

fulfilling my tasks even if I worked my fingers to the bone, no one would note 

my effort, even if I had been reporting for work half an hour earlier every day, 

even if I had been taking the earlier train in order not to be late and if I had 

been starting my work half an hour earlier than I was supposed to and had been 

preparing and cutting and stuff, even if I had been doing really, really well, even 

if… just no way, forget it. 

Lack of recognition of what Ola perceived as a desirable work performance led 

her to feel frustrated. Like many participants, Ola perceived being a hard-working 

employee as valuable capital. The features which participants tended to indicate as 

desirable in an employee were: taking the initiative to perform tasks beyond one’s 

duties, willingness to work additional hours, and supreme productivity. These 

perceptions may stem from how attitudes towards work in the Polish work 

environment have been shaped from the legacy of the ‘hero worker’ propaganda 

(Thatcher and Halvorsrud 2016, Stenning 2005b, 2005a). However, as the further 

analysis will demonstrate, in favourable conditions, migrants changed their 

perceptions of what a ‘good worker’ is.  
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The study participants who had the chance to work beyond immigrant niches 

came to recognise not only the new cultural codes, but also the differences between 

their attitudes and what they perceived to be a more Norwegian work attitude. They 

then consciously adapted to the new work mode, either by redefining or preserving 

their capital, depending on whether their work attitude met with rejection or 

appreciation. Prior to his migration to Norway, Hubert had participated in an 

international project, performing a high-rank function and cooperating with 

Norwegian colleagues. At an employee meeting, employees were asked to write their 

reflections regarding a problem raised during the meeting and to send them to the 

leaders by Thursday (several days after the meeting). Hubert recalled this incident as 

follows: 

So I came back from this meeting, I sat down at the computer, wrote what I had 

to, and sent it. A moment later, one of the leaders came up to me and said 

‘Hubert, if we say that we’ll do something by Thursday, then send it to me on 

Thursday morning, on Wednesday afternoon at the earliest, don’t send it to me 

immediately’. And I did it in a Polish way, you know, I had the answer in my 

head, and in Poland, there was a saying, ‘we do impossible things immediately, 

whereas for a miracle, we need less than 7 days’, but the impossible we do at 

once. (Hubert; male; master’s degree in National Defence; jobs during 11 years 

in Norway: cleaner, handy man. Prior to migration, he performed highly skilled 

work in an international project in Norway)  

Hubert interpreted his attitude towards performing the given tasks as a 

collective and common feature of Poles, not as his own individual attitude. Although 

he perceived the immediate completion of the task as part of the capital of a hard-

working employee, his attitude and behaviour met with disapproval and rejection. 

Thus, the capital that Hubert considered valuable, in the form of his approach to 

performing the job, went unrecognised and was even disapproved of. Immediate task 

realisation, promptness, and hard work also appeared in Kamil’s narrative, who 

recollected his work performance as a kitchen employee as follows: 
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I was doing a lot by myself, I was running back and forth, I was working hard 

like a fool to impress my boss, to make him see what I am able to do, dumb me 

right? (laughs) Let him appreciate me, and he kept telling me ‘yes. I’ll extend 

your contact’, but he never really wanted to extend it. (Kamil; male; master’s 

degree in Political Science; jobs during five years in Norway: platform employee, 

kitchen employee, bus driver) 

Kamil treated hard work and making a special effort as means of improving the job 

contract, which indicates his perception of the right way to conduct work. In the 

quotation, he evaluates his previous work attitude as ‘dumb’, showing that his 

approach has significantly changed since then.  

Adjusting to the field: change in work attitudes  

When illuminating his current work attitude, Kamil expressed his appreciation of the 

Scandinavian work attitude on numerous occasions, as exemplified by his utterance: 

Well, all that [Scandinavian] laid-back attitude. I have already learnt it and I like 

it a lot. I stopped hurrying, at least at work. I remember when I started, when I 

came to work, and for example, how stupid I was running around this bus 

parking lot and looking for this bus, and then it turned out that it was 

somewhere at a service station or something. But wait, I came to work, I 

clocked in on time like always, I fulfilled my duty. Now, if someone parked the 

bus somewhere else, or that someone did something, it’s simply not my 

business. (…) Now, when they tell me that there is no bus available for me, it’s 

different, but at that time, 1.5 years ago, I would have been sitting there 

drenched in sweat and worrying about what I would be doing in two hours and 

that I would be late. Now [in such situation] I go out, take coffee and say to 

them: if you find [a bus], I'll be there and you can let me know. Really... One 

probably has to learn it or get used to it… I can tell you honestly, I feel that I fit 

in here in Norway, I feel good here. 

Kamil’s case exemplifies the gradual transformation of his habitus. He reflects 

in detail on the work attitudes that have changed due to self-reflection incited by 

‘moments of consciousness’ of the habitus. The change does not, however, follow 

immediately. The change is a lengthy process, as the habitus does not automatically 
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adjust to the new field (Bourdieu 2005). Kamil already appreciated the Scandinavian 

work mode on the occasion of his first job in Norway on the oil platform, as illustrated 

below: 

I loved to work with Scandinavians, especially with Danes. It’s not without 

reason that they are considered probably the happiest nation in the world 

according to some research, really. The work used to begin with drinking coffee. 

Yes. Then, we checked together what should be done, and then we had a coffee 

again. 

The change of his own approach to work was not immediate. A change of 

internalised perceptions involves a long-lasting reflexive process and is related to 

whether migrants obtain the opportunity to become acquainted with Norwegian 

culture by working in the Norwegian or Scandinavian environment and whether their 

capital, or more precisely what they perceive to comprise the capital of a good 

worker, becomes recognised. As boasting and ‘sticking one’s neck out’ are not 

appreciated in cultures that value equality like the Scandinavian culture (Smith et al. 

2003, Cappelen and Dahlberg 2018), the initiatives Polish workers took in conducting 

additional duties met with disapproval and rejection in most cases. However, in a few 

cases, employers discerned the value in employees taking on additional duties and 

their high work rate. Marlena juxtaposed her and her co-workers’ productivity as 

follows: 

I noticed at my workplace that I served 100-200 customers a day, while my 

Norwegian colleagues 20-30. I was raising the bar, it isn’t cool, right? They had 

developed some deliberate work mode and hadn’t cared so much about the 

result, and suddenly someone came there, and she not only talk to customers, 

but also knows some ways to do it faster. 

As she noted, her approach to work did not necessarily meet with the approval 

of all of her co-workers, but in the interview, Marlena widely discussed her boss’s 

appreciation and commendation of her efficiency. This shows the tendency of 
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migrants to preserve what they perceive as the capital of a good worker when such 

capital receives recognition.  

Conclusions  

By examining downward professional mobility among Polish migrants in Norway, this 

analysis has focused on problems related to working in immigrant niche workplaces. 

Working in non-Norwegian working environments effectively hinders migrants from 

recognition of cultural codes and ‘the rules of the game’ prevailing in the new field. 

In many cases, the multiple intercultural misunderstandings lead to feelings of 

cultural distrust and uncertainty. This study proposes linking Bourdieu’s concept of 

habitus change with cultural adaptation. Habitus change is reflected in participants’ 

reflexive evaluation of their own internalised perceptions and dispositions regarding 

ways of communication and work performance.  

The study is limited by its sample, as it only included Polish migrants who were 

experiencing downward professional mobility after their migration. However, the 

cases of those who eventually escaped immigrant niches and worked in jobs 

corresponding to their qualifications provided valuable insights into the outcomes for 

cultural adaptation in groups with different professional trajectories. Nonetheless, 

this investigation would undoubtedly benefit from further research investigating the 

link between cultural adaptation and differing professional trajectories (downward, 

upward and horizontal) among migrants.  
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APPENDIX A. INFORMED CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN A RESEARCH 
STUDY 
 

 

 

 

Request for participation in research project 

"Professional Degradation among Poles working in Norway" 

About the project 

   The objective of the project is to describe a problem of professional degradation among Polish men 

and women working in Norway consisting in experiences of persons, who work or had been working 

in a profession inappropriate to their qualifications and/or education after migration. The main 

subjects, which will be raised in the publication will be related to career paths and work life of Polish 

migrants. The research is realised within the framework of doctoral dissertation in Sociology at Nord 

University in Bodø, Norway.  

  Persons of Polish origin, living in Norway for at least one year, who after migration has been 

working in an occupation they were overqualified for, are invited to participate in the research.  

 

What does participation in the project imply? 

   Participation in the research implies giving 60-90 minutes interview: answering open questions 

concerning story of moving to Norway, stages of search for a job and a course of the career path on 

the Norwegian labour market. The interview will be recorded as an audio file, so only the soundtrack 

will be registered and used in the further stages of the study. 

 

What will happen to the information about you? 

    All personal data will be treated confidentially, it means that I will be the only person, who will 

have an access to the information about your name, contact data and other, which you could be 

directly identified through. These data will not be published. Narrated stories and quotations from the 

given interviews may be published in the doctoral dissertation. Information, which also will be used 

includes age, gender, Polish origin and the town in which you leave in Norway. Your name can be 

changed, if you wish.  
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   An access to the recorded interviews will be secured and limited to three persons: me, the supervisor 

of the project and transcription service provider. Transcription service provider is a person who writes 

down a content of the interview in a form of electronic written text. This form of data will be used as 

the main source of analysis in the study. The recordings will be kept in a file protected by password, 

separately from the list of names of persons, who will give interviews.  

 

   The project is scheduled for completion by March 31th 2020, then the data will be anonymised and 

identification of the research participants will not be possible. I plan to store the interviews recordings 

in the password protected file for own scientific use for two years from the project closure, after this 

time all files will be deleted.  

 

Voluntary participation 

   It is voluntary to participate in the project, and you can at any time choose to withdraw your consent 

without stating any reason. If you decide to withdraw, all your personal data will be made anonymous.  

 

If you would like to participate or if you have any questions concerning the project, please contact 

me: 

Project leader: Anna Przybyszewska 

Tel.: 902 87 999 

Email: anna.przybyszewska@nord.no 

 

 

The study has been notified to the Data Protection Official for Research, NSD - Norwegian Centre 

for Research Data. 

 

 

Consent for participation in the study 

I have received information about the project and am willing to participate 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………… 

 (Signed by participant, date) 
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APPENDIX B. INTERVIEW GUIDE 

What kind of education do you have? 

What is your profession? 

What kind of work do you do in Norway? 

What were the motives for moving to Norway? The main goals? 

What were the circumstances of moving? 

- Had the job been already organised before moving? 

- Did you move with anyone or on your own? 

- Where in Norway did you move to? 

When and how had the process of search for a job started? 

Tell the story of finding and getting a job in Norway, what were the succeeding stages in the search 

for a job 

- What kind of experiences were attached to them? 

Are you able to compare what happened to the expectations which you had had before migrating and 

seeking a job? What had been your idea about work here before you moved? 

How do you assess the effort and time you put into getting a job? 

What do you think about the Norwegian labour market? How do you evaluate possibilities of getting 

a job? Both in your profession and generally. 

Do you think that Polish nationality played any role during the search for a job?  

What differences and similarities do you see between Polish and Norwegian style of work? 

Could you compare  

- Polish and Norwegian working environment  

- Professional relations between colleagues in Poland and Norway? 

How do you feel in the Norwegian working environment? 

What is/was the most difficult about working in Norway?  
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What are the main advantages of working in Norway? 

What kind of feelings and experiences were related to the subsequent stages of your professional 

career in Norway? 

Which of your professional competences and skills would you like to pursue professionally? 

How are these competences assessed on the Norwegian labour market? 

Do you think that tenor of your professional career would be different in Poland? What would be the 

difference? 

From today’s perspective, would you do anything in other way? Would you start the process of 

seeking a job differently? 

What are your professional plans for the future? 
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This thesis uncovers the logic, dynamics, and meaning-making that underlie 

the downward professional mobility of Polish migrants in Norway. Drawing on 

data analysis of 30 qualitative interviews conducted with Poles working below 

their level of qualification in Norway, the study answers the following research 

question: How do Polish migrants perceive and respond to their downward 

professional mobility in the Norwegian labour market?

 

The study finds that perceptions of and responses to underemployment 

intersected with migration are strongly marked by national identity, with Polish 

migrants’ positionality occupying an unfavourable position within the field of 

national hierarchies. I argue that the national component of migrants’ habitus 

drives them into specific, low-skilled jobs, which they perceive as available to 

Polish migrants in Norway. Simultaneously, Polish migrants are highly aware of 

being discriminated against and racialised in the job-seeking process in Norway 

(article 1). The majority of migrants begin their professional careers in Norway 

in immigrant niches. The study demonstrates that working in or beyond the 

immigrant niche has a crucial impact on migrants’ adaptation capacities (article 

3). By analysing the psychosocial burdens and sociocultural mismatches related 

to underemployment and migration (article 2), the thesis reveals and emphasises 

the human side of the experiences related to downward professional mobility.

 

I bridge Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus and field with hierarchies of desirability 

of national migrant groups to conceptualise the transnational field of national 

hierarchies (article 1). Furthermore, I develop the notion of habitus mismatch to 

conceptualise the conflict between valued and stigmatised identities, and the 

emotional dimension of this conflict (article 2). I also propose the notion of cultural 

distrust to address the process whereby multiple cultural misunderstandings 

lead to migrants’ distrust towards the host community members (article 3).
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