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Chapter 10
(Im)mobility Patterns among Polish 
Unemployed Migrants in Iceland 
Navigating Different Welfare Regimes

Anna Wojtyńska and Unnur Dís Skaptadóttir

10.1  Introduction

In the autumn of 2008, Iceland was hit by a severe financial crisis that lead to a 
period of economic recession. The construction industry was one of the first sectors 
to be seriously affected, with many bankrupt companies and extensive layoffs. At 
the time, foreign citizens constituted 37% of the total number of workers in this sec-
tor, the majority coming from Poland (Statistics Iceland n.d.-a). The contraction of 
the economy resulted in an outflow of foreign workers from the country; however, 
it was not as extensive as commonly anticipated at the time (Eydal and Ottósdóttir 
2009; Garðarsdóttir 2012). Firstly, the demand for foreign workers did not disap-
pear with the financial crisis, because some sectors had become dependent on 
employees from abroad. Secondly, some migrants, despite losing their jobs, decided 
to continue living in Iceland. The unemployment rates among foreign citizens 
jumped from 1.3% at the end of July 2008 to 12.4% at the beginning of 2009. At this 
time, the unemployment rate among Polish citizens was as high as 18%, peaking in 
March 2011, when it reached 23.6% (Directorate of Labour n.d.).

In this chapter, we seek to answer the question of why so many unemployed 
Poles decided to stay and even bring their families to join them in Iceland, despite 
stagnation in the economy and the scarcity of available jobs. Based on interviews 
with unemployed Polish migrants, we examine how they negotiated and adapted to 
the social risks and changing circumstances encountered in the countries of emigra-
tion and immigration, as well as the way they navigated the available ‘resource 
environments’ (Levitt et al. 2017) emerging in conjunction with the different wel-
fare regimes. We particularly examine the European Union (EU) regulations for 
social-security protection vis-à-vis national welfare-protection policies regarding 
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unemployment in Iceland and Poland and their possible ramifications for the mobil-
ity and (im)mobility of foreign workers in Iceland. Furthermore, we highlight some 
problematic interactions between the internationalisation of the labour market and 
concomitant transnational livelihoods, EU social policy and the welfare-assistance 
environment of member states. In so doing, we apply a critical approach to the com-
monly assumed high flexibility and geographical mobility of migrant workers, 
which tends to overlook counterfactors that influence different forms of staying put.

10.2  Intra-European Labour Mobility

The mobility of people, including the free movement of labour, constitutes one of 
the fundamental rights of EU (and EEA) citizens. It comprises one of the four pillars 
of the EU internal market, along with the free movement of goods, services and 
capital. The strong emphasis on unrestricted geographical mobility present in cur-
rent EU policy reflects dominant (neo)liberal ideologies which typically equated 
mobility with the values of freedom and universalism (Adey 2017). The unrestricted 
cross-border movement of labour has been portrayed as one of the central mecha-
nisms promoting intra-EU economic and social integration. The formation of the 
EU’s common labour market was seen as a means to increase productivity, which 
would subsequently lead to an improvement in living conditions and working stan-
dards in the whole region (Verschueren 2015) and, in this, way enhance social cohe-
sion across the member states (Engbersen et al. 2017). Therefore, the mobility of 
workers has been actively promoted, encouraged and enabled on many levels of EU 
policy. The European Job Mobility Portal (EURES) was launched to help to dis-
seminate information about job vacancies and connect job-seekers with employers 
in different EU states, as well as to assist with work placements. In a way, cross- 
border work-related mobility became part of job activation measures, because 
unemployed individuals are often advised to move abroad and follow employment 
opportunities in other member states. Moreover, the EU operates various pro-
grammes to stimulate people’s mobility, such as the exchange of students, academic 
staff, artists and specialists.

Simultaneously, one important objective of the EU policy has been to diminish 
possible impediments to the free cross-border mobility of EU citizens. Since an 
inability to move acquired social entitlements earned in one EU member state to 
another could prevent individuals from undertaking work in another EU/EEA coun-
try, the European Union Benefits Scheme was implemented to guarantee the trans-
fer of social-security rights between member states (d’Addio and Cavalleri 2015). 
This portability of social-security rights – albeit to different degrees – applies, for 
example, to health-care services, old-age and disability pensions, parental leave 
payments as well as unemployment benefits. In the case of unemployment benefits, 
the scheme is based on two key principles: the aggregation principle and the export-
ability principle (Alcidi et al. 2017). The aggregation principle ensures that time 
worked in any of the member states will be counted when granting access to 
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social-security entitlements. The exportability principle allows for acquired rights 
to social security to be moved from one nation state to another within the EU. This 
is an important step towards improving social protection accessibility for EU (and 
EEA) citizens. However, the impact of the EU Benefits Scheme on mobility might 
be slightly different from that intended due to considerable discrepancies between 
member states in the scope and capacity of formal social protection. Firstly, as 
d’Addio and Cavalleri (2015) showed, the EU Benefits Scheme plays a minor role 
when people make decisions about searching for employment in another EU/EEA 
state. Secondly, as they further pointed out, it may even have a negative impact if it 
involves movement from a more-protective to a less-protective welfare environ-
ment. Additionally, it may discourage the return migration of unemployed migrants 
coming from countries with relatively weaker economies and insecure labour mar-
kets, as we discuss further in this chapter.

EU enlargement and the common labour market have undoubtedly contributed to 
the major growth in contemporary intra-EU mobility. According to the annual report 
of the European Commission, based on Eurostat population statistics, in 2017 there 
were 17 million EU-28 movers in the EU, of whom 12.4 million were in the 
working- age group of 20–64 years (Fries-Tersch et  al. 2018). The report further 
indicates that the stocks of EU-28 movers are heavily concentrated in a handful of 
member states, with Germany, the United Kingdom, Italy, France and Spain hosting 
74% of all movers. At the same time, Romanian, Polish, Portuguese, Italian and 
Bulgarian nationals made up to more than half of all EU-28 movers. Clearly, the 
labour demand in West European countries, combined with the continued wage and 
living condition disparities between Central, Eastern and parts of Southern Europe 
on the one hand and Western and Northern Europe on the other, drives a large part 
of intra-European migration. This further indicates that, for many Eastern European 
citizens, migration can be a strategy to cope with labour-market deficiencies in their 
home countries, rather than stemming from a desire to live abroad. In this sense, 
migration is a way to broaden migrants’ resource environment beyond a single 
nation state. A transnational way of living helps individuals to deal with social risks 
in the home country and secure socio-economic welfare needs for themselves and 
their families, now and in the future (Levitt et al. 2017). Significantly, since many 
East European migrants are concentrated in the low-wage service sector of Western 
European markets, freedom of mobility, instead of reducing social inequalities, may 
instead reproduce them even further (Engbersen et al. 2017).

Classical economic theories commonly assume an adjustment capacity of migra-
tion flows based on the expectation that, in general, workers will follow available 
job opportunities (Kahanec et al. 2016). Accordingly, it is anticipated that migrants 
will respond to economic recession in the countries where they are working by mov-
ing either back to their countries of origin or onward to countries with better eco-
nomic prospects. These expectations, however, have often proved misleading or 
have not been confirmed empirically. Building on examples from six European 
countries that were intensively recruiting workers in the post-war period to stimu-
late economic growth, Stephen Castles (1986) showed that what was originally 
intended as a temporary guest-worker system eventually led to family reunification 
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and permanent settlement. Similarly, the recent global recession did not result in 
mass return migration, partly due to the global character of the recession and the 
adverse economic and employment situation in the countries of origin (Awad 2009; 
Castles and Vezzoli 2009). Yet, staying in the host country might not always be pos-
sible, especially if migrants are deprived of social assistance or if their legal resi-
dence depends on their employment. If they are not ready to change to clandestine 
residence, they may be compelled to leave the country in the event of losing 
their jobs.

The current discourse of mobility as desirable and a privilege tends to overlook 
the fact that many people around the world might prefer to pursue more settled lives. 
The results of a large cross-country survey demonstrate that only 14% of the world’s 
adult population wish to migrate to another country (Esipova et  al. 2011). 
Additionally, as Diana Mata-Codesal (2015, 2275) argued ‘staying put is not a 
passive- by-default situation’ – on the contrary – it may be a valuable asset and a 
desirable choice for some households, depending on their access to socio-economic 
resources. However, with the grand narratives of modern times being characterised 
by fluidity and mobility, the social sciences have tended to normalise movement, 
simultaneously casting immobility as predominantly involuntary and enforced 
(Schewel 2019). Kerilyn Schewel (2019) argued instead for an aspiration/capability 
framework in migration studies, which allows a more comprehensive approach to 
(im)mobility. As there are many reasons why people move, there are also multiple 
reasons why people choose to be sedentary. Modifying Carling’s (2002) aspiration/
ability model by applying it to a concept of capability, Schewel (2019) suggests that 
we should look separately at individuals’ aspirations and capabilities not only to 
explain mobility but also to highlight why people do not undertake internal or cross- 
border migration and also – as we do in this chapter – to explain why some migrants 
decide to stay or even settle in the destination countries.

Although perceived as voluntary, labour migration is often impelled by confined 
possibilities in the country of origin. At the same time, patterns of mobility, its 
length and character, typically depend on migration policies and formal impedi-
ments to movement or settlement. For instance, circular migration, the back-and- 
forth travelling that predominated among Polish migrants in the aftermath of the 
systemic change in Poland, were often conditioned by restricted access to labour 
markets in Western European countries and the limited possibilities of acquiring 
legal residency there (Okólski 2001). Therefore, EU enlargement and alleviated 
residential constraints for EU citizens moving within the EU (EAA) area opened up 
new prospects for Polish citizens, as they now had more freedom to leave, to stay 
and to return, depending on their aspirations and available options. Researchers 
studying post-accession migration from Poland have observed that, despite being 
intended as temporary, staying in another country often turns out to be prolonged or 
even permanent (Drinkwater and Garapich 2015). Likewise, the EU Benefit Scheme 
may encourage and/or facilitate migrants’ settlement, as we show in the case of 
Polish migrants in Iceland.

 Generally,  EU policy seems to encourage more temporary forms of labour 
mobility, despite resulting in the growing vulnerability of migrant workers’ rights. 
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Since employment protection remains, to a great extent, a matter for member states, 
it generates unfair competition between workers and leads to social dumping 
(Verschueren 2015). For example, the posting of workers, which falls under the 
mobility of services, undermines migrants’ residential rights and access to welfare 
systems in the host countries. At the same time, as Verschueren (2015) has demon-
strated by taking examples from recent cases brought to the EU Court of Justice, the 
current trend in EU practice is to favour freedom of commerce, even at the cost of 
workers’ security. Therefore, migrants’ mobility and flexibility may be largely 
framed by EU and member states’ policies on the one hand and employers’ recruit-
ment practices on the other. It may be imagined, desired and imposed by neoliberal 
governance rather than being a desired condition by many foreign workers. Labour 
migration is predominantly driven by employers’ need for cheap and supplementary 
labour in times of increased productivity – labour which can be easily disposed of 
during economic stagnation or downturn. Hence, migrants tend to be at greater risk 
of layoff and expulsion, which only perpetuates their temporary status.

This image of the flexible and temporary nature of migrants’ work informs and 
further reinforces social boundaries that deem migrants as not belonging, thereby 
limiting their access to welfare services – which are traditionally distributed on the 
basis of national membership and fashioned to respond to the needs of sedentary 
populations (Anderson and Hughes 2015; Righard 2008). This assumed and implicit 
equation of migrants with temporary labour is also revealed in some academic dis-
course which regards migrants’ attempts to exercise their rights to social security on 
levels equal to those of the local population as ‘welfare shopping’ or ‘welfare tour-
ism’ (see the introduction to this volume).

10.3  Methods

The chapter draws on data from ethnographic research on the position of immi-
grants in Iceland, data which both authors have been collecting for over a decade 
and which have focused on employment-related migration to Iceland. However 
most of the data analysed in this article come from the project ‘The participation of 
immigrants in civil society and labour market in the economic recession’, carried 
out in 2011, about 3 years after the outbreak of the economic recession in Iceland in 
the autumn of 2008 (see Wojtyńska et al. 2011). The project applied both quantita-
tive and qualitative methods, which included an internet survey among registered 
unemployed foreign citizens on the one hand and interviews with foreign citizens 
and representatives of various service-providers on the other. The survey, which was 
conducted online and sent to all registered unemployed migrants, rendered 516 
responses, which was a sizable sample given that, at the time, there were about 1860 
foreign citizens registered as unemployed in Iceland. More than half of the answers 
came from Polish citizens, followed by Lithuanians (12%) and Latvians (3%). The 
interviews were conducted both in two focus groups and individually. One focus 
group consisted of Polish migrants only and was conducted in the Polish language. 
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Another consisted of individuals of different nationalities of whom the majority 
came from Lithuania and the interviews were conducted in English. Altogether a 
group of 15 immigrants were interviewed, 11 men and four women. Almost all the 
men interviewed had worked in construction before losing their jobs, while the 
women had been employed as cleaners or in low-income service jobs. In this chap-
ter, we focus primarily on the narratives of Polish migrants from the interviews, 
occasionally supporting our arguments with data from the survey.

10.4  The Financial Crisis, Unemployment and (Im)Mobility 
Patterns Among Polish Migrants in Iceland

Until recently, immigration to Iceland was relatively low and immigrants did not 
exceed 2% of the total population until 1998 (Statistics Iceland n.d.-b). A process of 
privatisation and deregulation of the economy in the early 1990s brought brisk eco-
nomic growth, seen particularly in the major expansion of the construction industry 
in the early 2000s. This created substantial shortages of workers on the labour mar-
ket and led to increased immigration to the country (Skaptadóttir 2011). Besides 
construction, foreigners were employed mostly in low-income jobs in the service 
sector, such as cleaning, shop assistance and less-skilled jobs in health care – for 
instance caring for the elderly in nursing homes. Many were employed in manufac-
turing, particularly in food production. Consequently, in January 2008, immigrants 
accounted for 9% of the total population and constituted a tenth of the Icelandic 
labour force. Polish migrants were by far the largest migrant group – or about 40% 
of all immigrants registered in Iceland in 2008 – making up 3% of the total Icelandic 
population (Statistics Iceland n.d.-b). At the time, the unemployment rates among 
Polish citizens were negligible and, on average, lower than those of the overall 
population. In the aftermath of the financial crisis of 2008, this changed consider-
ably, when unemployment rates reached 18% among Poles in 2009, twice as high as 
the rate for Icelandic citizens (8.2%) (Directorate of Labour n.d.). The sudden con-
traction of the economy following the financial crash slowed down immigration to 
Iceland and a number of Polish workers who had lost their jobs left the country, 
either returning to Poland or moving to other countries – for example to Norway – 
where they hoped to find new employment. In 2009, for the first time since 1992, net 
migration between Poland and Iceland was negative (-1583 persons), with more 
men than women leaving the country (Statistic Iceland n.d.-b). The scale of the 
outflow could, however, have been larger, since the official statistics include only 
those persons who were officially registered as residing in Iceland but omit those 
who have a so-called temporary personal ID number (utanþjóðskráar kennitala), 
which applied to a number of posted workers. Yet although many Poles left the 
country, their emigration and that of other foreign citizens was not as extensive as 
anticipated by the general public or as presented in the media at the time.
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There were many reasons, including non-economic motives, which influenced 
the decisions of foreign citizens who became unemployed in the aftermath of the 
financial crisis to stay in Iceland (Skaptadóttir 2014; Þórarinsdóttir et  al. 2009; 
Wojtyńska and Zielińska 2010). For instance, some had already settled in Iceland, 
brought their families with them or entered relationship with Icelandic citizens. 
However, even those who saw their migration as temporary tended to evaluate their 
options, based not only on the situation in Iceland but also on their prospects in 
Poland. In their analysis of post-crisis mobility patterns among Polish migrants, 
Janicka and Kaczmarczyk (2016) conclude that the considerable income disparities 
between Poland and Western European countries still encourage outward popula-
tion flows from Poland and can deter return migration (with average monthly sala-
ries in Poland amounting to about half of those in Germany or the United Kingdom). 
Measured by GDP, Poland is usually presented as one of the countries not affected 
by the global economic recession in 2008. However, as argued by Maciejewska 
et al. (2016), the crisis in Poland had a ‘silent and crawling’ character. In response 
to the global financial crisis, Polish policymakers focused on expanding the flexibil-
ity of employment in order to continue attracting foreign investment and maintain-
ing economic growth. Thus, the measures taken by the government to prevent a 
recession did, in fact, put downward pressure on wages, social security and the 
labour market and promoting, instead, insecure and precarious employment. 
Moreover, the unemployment rate in Poland increased to 13.4% in 2012 and even 
reached 20% in some regions (GUS 2014; Wojnar 2012).

Consequently, the reasons that pushed many Poles away from their home country 
became even more acute during the recession, thus significantly restraining return 
migration. Many of the Poles we interviewed in Reykjavik doubted whether they 
could get any job at all, let alone a job which they would find acceptable and which 
would allow them to meet their needs. Moreover, many believed that the situation in 
Iceland would soon improve, while often expressing great scepticism regarding the 
situation in their home country and frequently indicating that there is a ‘permanent 
crisis in Poland’. Therefore, even though they had lost their jobs, they felt more 
economically secure in Iceland, especially if they were eligible for welfare- 
protection benefits.

Since Iceland opened its labour market to citizens of the new EU member states 
in May 2006, the migration of Poles to Iceland has been regulated by general EU 
rules governing the intra-EU mobility of labour, including its social-protection 
schemes. Polish citizens who have been granted legal residency are incorporated 
into the Icelandic welfare system after a 6 month stay in the country. Their unem-
ployment rights are, however, linked with their membership in labour unions. After 
12 months of full-time employment, they earn the right to full unemployment ben-
efits. However, a person is already entitled to partial benefits after working in 
Iceland for a minimum 3 months in an at least a quarter-time position.

Although the capacity of the Icelandic welfare scheme is more limited than those 
in the other Nordic countries (Ólafsson 2005), it can still be described as generous 
compared to that in countries like Poland. Moreover, during the financial crisis, 
growing unemployment was recognised as one of the central issues to be addressed. 
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In response to the crisis of 2008, rights to unemployment benefits in Iceland were 
extended, first to three years and then to four years in 2010. After 1 January 2015, 
unemployment benefits were shortened to two and a half years or 30 months. For 
the first 3 months, benefits are wage-related and calculated as 70% of the average 
income based on the 6-month period ending 2 months before a person becomes 
unemployed (Directorate of Labour n.d.). After 3 months, unemployed individuals 
are paid a flat amount in basic benefits. In 2011, when the interviews on which this 
discussion builds were conducted, the basic benefits were about ISK 160,000 (EUR 
973), amounting to 52% of the median salary in Iceland at that time. The benefits 
are about ISK 280,000 (EUR 2032), which corresponded to about 70% of the 
median salary in 2018 (own elaboration based on Statistics Iceland n.d.-a).

In comparison, in the past decade, Poland offered six to 12 months (180–365 days) 
of unemployment benefits (Pątek 2017). In 2011, the amount of unemployment 
benefits during the first 3 months equalled 22% of the average gross salary and 18% 
in the following months (own calculations based on GUS 2014). In 2018, the ben-
efits were PLN 847.8 (EUR 197) for the first 3 months (17% of the average gross 
salary) and PLN 665.7 (EUR 154) in the following months (14% of the average 
gross salary). Based on EU regulations, immigrants can move their acquired rights 
between member states. However, Poles are eligible to receive benefits at the 
Icelandic level for only three consecutive months, after which they are subject to 
Polish unemployment arrangements. Thus, moving unemployment benefits from 
Iceland to Poland would clearly compromise the household income and economic 
situation of Polish migrants and their families to a considerable extent. At the same 
time, their employment possibilities in Poland, like those that motivated their emi-
gration in the first place, would remain limited.

Finding work in Poland would not necessarily secure an adequate financial situ-
ation, as aptly illustrated by the case of Krystyna (pseudonym), a middle-aged 
Polish woman, whom we interviewed in 2010  in Iceland. When she lost her job 
there at the beginning of the economic recession, she decided to return to Poland. 
She took a manual job in a small factory in her native town, where she said she was 
paid PLN 5 per hour (about EUR 1.5 at that time). In an interview, Krystyna recalled 
the moment when she received her first salary for this job. She said it had felt like 
being on the edge of a nervous breakdown, concluding: ‘I cannot keep working for 
so little money’. She quit her job in Poland and went to Sweden for 2 months where 
she earned money picking berries. ‘It was only a summer job, but one needs to live 
somehow’, she said, explaining her decision to move from Sweden back to Iceland. 
After she returned to Iceland, she worked for 3 months before becoming unem-
ployed again. However, this time she chose to stay in Iceland and use her right to 
unemployment benefits.

Typically, migration has been applied as a strategy to compensate for the defi-
ciencies of the local labour market and its capacity to provide enough income to 
secure the welfare of the household. Many Poles used the wages earned in Iceland 
to provide for families who lived in Poland. While earlier studies on Polish migra-
tion showed that remittances were chiefly used for everyday expenses and to cover 
unexpected additional costs like house renovation (Kaczmarczyk 2004), they were 
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also used to meet other inadequacies of the Polish social-welfare system – in par-
ticular, old-age pensions or access to higher education. Some of our informants 
mentioned that they wished to work in Iceland to secure their retirement benefits or 
to support their elderly parents (cf. Krzyżowski and Mucha 2014). Another recur-
rent topic in the interviews was the need to finance children’s education – almost 
half of all university students in Poland need to pay for their education (Natalli 
2015). In 2013, the average university fee was around PLN 8100 (EUR 1955) per 
academic year. Based on the data from a survey among fifth-year students in the 
Economics Department of Szczecin University, Wojciech Jarecki (2012) concluded 
that a considerable portion of students’ budgets comes from parents. Since not all 
parents are able to support children with the salaries they earn in Poland, some 
choose to seek higher wages abroad.

The need to facilitate the education of his children was very prominent in the 
narrative of Stanisław, a man in his 50s, who had been working for a year in the 
Icelandic construction sector before he became unemployed. At the time of the 
interview, he was actively looking for a job but, because the financial crisis had 
resulted in contraction in the building industry, there were no openings in his field. 
As Stanisław explained, he had come to Iceland mainly because he wanted to earn 
money for his daughters’ education. He said, ‘I don’t know if it will secure a job for 
them in the future, but it is better to sweep floors with a diploma than without one’. 
Although he did not intend to settle in Iceland, he concluded ‘I came here with a 
very specific purpose – to educate my children – and I will stay here until I reach my 
goal’. He elaborated on his decision to stay in Iceland despite the economic reces-
sion in the following way:

To be honest, I now consider Iceland my second fatherland, because it gave me what Poland 
did not give me. (…). A good life for me and my family. I mean a normal life, because this 
is not about abundance but about earning enough to last from the first to the last day of the 
month; for the basics – food, a flat and the education of my children. (…). [After the crisis], 
it is worse here. The prices rise, inflation is very high. But still, there are normal relations. 
I can even save about 400–500 euros per month. This is money I would never earn working 
in the town I come from. (…). I would like to go back, but I am terrified that then my chil-
dren would not be able to study.

Given that peoples’ decision to move from Poland to Iceland was commonly 
motivated by a need to improve their or their families’ financial situation (the over-
all welfare of the family remaining in Poland), staying on benefits could still help 
them to meet this goal and fulfil their financial and care responsibilities towards the 
family. The cases of Krystyna and Stanisław demonstrate that many of the Polish 
migrants who became unemployed still felt financially more secure in Iceland than 
they would be by returning to Poland. Ironically enough, because migration was 
mostly driven by the availability of jobs in the low-wage sector of the Icelandic 
economy and many migrants were paid at or below the minimum-wage level 
(Friberg et al. 2013), they did not experience a major deterioration in their monthly 
income after transferring to unemployment benefits.

Interestingly, the financial security that Stanisław equated with the ability to lead 
a ‘normal life’ (Dzenovska 2014) engenders a sense of belonging that makes him 
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call Iceland his second fatherland. Although he wished to return to Poland at some 
point, as he mentioned in the interview, he expressed his disappointment at his 
native country apparently failing to fulfil its duty to ensure decent survival. This also 
shows that attachments are built not only on the basis of social and cultural affinity 
but also on a sense of security – being able to provide for oneself and one’s family – 
or to fulfil one’s aspirations for a good (‘normal’) life.

The financial crisis, combined with the Icelandic social-protection environment, 
had certain implications for the mobility patterns of Polish migrants. As already 
mentioned, many of them, especially single men, left the country during the reces-
sion but others still considered the situation in Iceland more favourable than the one 
they could expect back in Poland. Losing a job and having fewer job opportunities 
did not simply mean return migration – it even, to some extent, seems to have under-
pinned family reunification and hence more settled migration. The sudden and siz-
able decrease in the value of the Icelandic króna against the Polish złoty (and the 
euro) affected the value of migrants’ savings and the remittances they were sending 
to Poland. A survey, conducted in 2010, showed that 30% of the unemployed 
respondents were living in divided households and that 38% reported sending 
money to their country of origin (Wojtyńska 2012). This was a considerably lower 
percentage compared to findings from a survey of remittances conducted right 
before the crisis (in 2008), when 56% of respondents were engaged in this practice 
(Jónsdóttir et al. 2009). One reason for the smaller number of people making trans-
fers to Poland is the reunification of families following the financial crisis; another 
explanation is the inability to save enough money to send to Poland, which was 
mentioned by 39% of the unemployed respondents in the above-mentioned study. 
Consequently, some of the Polish migrants we interviewed explained that, with the 
lower value of the wages earned in Iceland, it was too expensive for them to main-
tain two households and continue a transnational way of life, so they brought their 
families to Iceland.

10.5  Mobile Workers Facing the National Logic 
of Welfare Regimes

Engbersen et al. (2017, 344) argue that ‘the heterogeneity and diverse temporalities 
of intra-EU mobility set new challenges for the European destination regions and 
cities’. Many Polish migrants are undecided about their future, adjusting their strat-
egies and mobility-versus-settlement patterns in response to the changing economic 
situation and the available resources in the sending and receiving countries. While 
living in Iceland, many maintain social linkages with and care responsibilities 
towards family – frequently children or aging parents – and/or relatives who stay in 
Poland, as we described in the section above. Even if they were unemployed, some 
migrants had a better likelihood of meeting these responsibilities if they remained 
in Iceland. At the same time, state welfare policies, which are largely organised 
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according to national and sedentary logic, do not accommodate this transnational 
nature of migrant lives (Righard 2008). National ideology informs not only formal 
eligibility rules but also the practices and attitudes of the welfare-service personnel 
responsible for allocating both state- and third-sector-provided services.

Increasingly, the internationalised labour market, including intra-EU labour 
mobility, typically entails the formation of transnational social fields that span mul-
tiple nation states. This means that the living realities of transnational migrants typi-
cally cross national borders. Being socially embedded in different localities, 
migrants engage in back and forth travelling, regularly visiting their families or rela-
tives living in Poland. Although part of their free time, visits are primarily under-
taken in response to family and care obligations, which might be even more acute in 
cases where there are divided households (Wojtyńska and Skaptadóttir 2020). 
However, the rules regarding eligibility for unemployment benefits in Iceland may 
require modification of the mobility practices common among migrants prior to the 
crisis. A person registered as unemployed is generally defined as someone who is 
active in the labour force and, as such, is actively searching for work and available 
to accept any job offers presented by the authorities. However, job-seeking intrinsi-
cally implies looking for work in Iceland. The unemployed person must also be 
ready to participate in various meetings, courses and activation programmes spon-
sored by the Icelandic Directorate of Labour, which requires that the person is pres-
ent in Iceland when the employment office contacts him or her.

The employment office utilises different methods to control whether or not a person 
meets these obligations. Job-seekers need to ‘report’ monthly to the Icelandic 
Directorate of Labour. This reporting can be done on-line but it must be done in Iceland 
and the Directorate of Labour checks IP numbers to trace the location of the computer 
the job-seeker uses to register. This of course does not mean that people cannot travel 
abroad while unemployed but that they are required to notify the office whenever they 
intend to leave Iceland; this period is then categorised as holiday and reduces the 
amount of benefits. If people do not report their travel or are discovered reporting from 
abroad, they risk losing their unemployment benefits – as a result, migrants may be 
constrained from visiting their families in Poland to avoid this happening.

These rules apply equally to Icelandic and foreign citizens. Nevertheless, they 
conflict with the nature of transnational living pursued by many migrants by reduc-
ing a migrant’s visits home for solely leisure activities and penalise each trip to 
Poland in some way. Moreover, foreign citizens are apparently subjected to addi-
tional scrutiny, precisely because of their transnational practices and the greater 
likelihood of travel abroad. As one employee of the Icelandic Directorate of Labour 
told us in an interview: ‘We contact people at a short notice to make sure they stay 
in Iceland. We don’t want to sponsor holidays in Poland for them’. Consequently, 
unemployed foreign citizens registered with the office are occasionally called in for 
sudden and unexpected checks, as Ola, one of our informants in her 30s, explained:

I remember, I once got a notification. I had just registered that I was going on holiday from 
unemployment, since I was going to Poland. I had holidays from the 9th [of the month], and 
on the 5th [same month] I had to come to the office, just [a few days] before my flight. I got 
this message at 8 o’clock in the evening of the day [before] they wanted me to come; I had 
to come at 1 pm the next day.
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Due to their EU citizenship, Polish migrants are entitled to Icelandic public-
welfare services but they still encounter various social boundaries when seeking 
formal assistance. Robert, another of our participants, cited his experience of irregu-
lar and often hostile attitudes on the part of office workers at the Directorate of 
Labour. Robert lost his job in a bakery right before completing the 3 years’ employ-
ment that would have allowed him to turn his temporary contract into a permanent 
one. He complained that he felt information had been repeatedly withheld from him 
and that he had been misinformed about regulations or changes in the rules regard-
ing unemployment arrangements; this had ultimately put his eligibility at risk (it 
cost him his right to benefits). In general, an unemployed person has the right to 
combine paid work with unemployment benefits but he needs to notify the 
Directorate of Labour so that the amount of benefits can be reduced proportionally. 
According to the information which Robert received at the initial meeting with the 
Directorate of Labour, it was alright to notify the office afterwards. However, when 
he delivered his payslip regarding the additional work he had undertaken, it turned 
out that he should have done so before the work was performed. He concluded:

I don’t understand this, why they never tell us when they implement some new rules. (…). 
I am not sure, but maybe they just wait until you make a mistake and lose benefits. Then 
they are happy to have one less person to support. It is true. They just treat us [foreign work-
ers] as a commodity.

Robert also felt that he does not receive enough assistance from the office when 
looking for work, being treated differently to – in his opinion – the Icelandic unem-
ployed who, he claims, are more likely to receive alerts about new job openings.

We observed similar resentment among some of the charity workers whom we 
interviewed in our research. There are various third-sector organisations that pro-
vide food and other assistance for people in need and many unemployed Poles were 
told to seek help from them in the aftermath of the financial crisis. Since Poles were 
often informed about this assistance at the Directorate of Labour office, many con-
sidered this part of the state provision for the unemployed. Not all migrants had 
worked long enough in Iceland to earn the right to full benefits and, with reduced 
payments, some faced considerable financial hardship. The sudden increase in for-
eign citizens among the clients of charities was met with scepticism by some charity 
workers, as illustrated by the following quote:

Yes, after the crisis, these people began to be visible already in 2008 and it was men… men 
who were imported, literally – and that is a problem. There are many problems resulting 
from this because they have lower wages than Icelandic men.

In the eyes of many charity workers, migrants were often reduced to the status of 
temporary labourer and their low wages were seen more as a ‘problem’ than as an 
explanation for why they might be seeking help. Although there are no formal crite-
ria for clients to receive assistance, some charities began asking Polish citizens to 
present confirmation of their registration as unemployed with the Directorate of 
Labour (ironically reinforcing migrants’ idea that charities were part of the services 
for the unemployed). One charity introduced different waiting lines for Icelandic 
and foreign citizens. These new forms of scrutiny were clearly designed to control 
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and restrict access to their services. The distrust on the part of charity workers, who 
often did not see migrants as rightful clients, clearly reflects existing social bound-
aries that define migrants as less than full members of Icelandic society (cf. Rice 
and Wojtyńska 2018).

The attitudes of service workers towards unemployed foreign citizens – both as 
revealed in our interviews and as perceived by the Polish migrants themselves – 
clearly indicated that there were certain ideas about deservingness. The rhetoric of 
eligibility is based less on formal membership of a group and more on a subjective 
notion of someone belonging to a ‘community of value’, one ‘comprised of people 
who share common ideas and (exemplary) patterns of behaviour expressed through 
ethnicity, religion, culture or language’ (Anderson and Hughes 2015, 2). It would 
seem that the prevailing image of migrants as mainly temporary labour defines them 
as not fully belonging to Icelandic society and thus not entirely deserving of social 
assistance unless they demonstrate a readiness to integrate.

Likewise, the nation-centred logic informs a large share of the activation pro-
grammes and courses offered by the Directorate of Labour, services which are 
mainly focused on improving Icelandic language skills and knowledge of Icelandic 
society. Hence, they focus on integrating migrants into Icelandic society as mea-
sures to help them to find employment. While intended to improve migrants’ 
employment possibilities by making migrants fit the demands of the Icelandic 
labour market, such activation programmes indirectly instigate migrants’ perma-
nent settlement. This again shows how the organisation of a national welfare system 
tends to be at odds with migrants’ mobile practices, the intra-European labour 
mobility regime and the neoliberal demand for flexible labour (Righard 2008). 
Moreover, Icelandic courses  – even if undoubtedly helpful for those willing to 
improve their language skills – can also be perceived as another way to ‘discipline’ 
the foreign unemployed. They are obligatory and, if a person misses class, benefits 
are suspended until the absence is explained. If the absence is not explained, the 
benefits are deducted.

10.6  Conclusion

The growing demand for migrant workers within the intra-European common mar-
ket under neoliberal governance fosters a greater cross-border mobility of people, 
resulting in individual living realities stretching across different nation states. While 
work abroad provides opportunities for socio-economic betterment, transnational 
households typically emerge in response to low-wage and insecure employment in 
the destination countries. Many migrants conceive of their work abroad as a tempo-
rary strategy – this imagined temporality is often reinforced by employers’ recruit-
ment strategies, migration policies and social boundaries that often deem migrants 
as not belonging. Conversely, as the last financial crisis showed in the case of Polish 
migrants in Iceland, people adjust their mobility and settlement patterns in response 
to social risks in their countries of origin, as well as conditions in the countries of 

10 (Im)mobility Patterns among Polish Unemployed Migrants in Iceland…



174

destination, in that way negotiating between aspirations and available opportunities 
(Schewel 2019). Despite losing their jobs, many of the unemployed Polish migrants 
still found better social protection for themselves and their families in Iceland com-
pared to what they could expect if they had chosen to return to Poland. Given their 
EU membership, immobility rather than return migration gave them access to a 
combination of state and third-sector social-support arrangements in Iceland. This 
shows that, counter to its initial intention, the EU Benefit Scheme may contribute to 
a more permanent stay, especially in the context of migration from less- to more- 
generous welfare states. However, this is not the only contradiction inherent in con-
temporary labour migration.

Our study also demonstrated an ambiguous relationship between migrants’ 
alleged temporality – which was largely framed by employers’ recruitment strate-
gies – and migrants’ actual practice, which resulted from efforts to fulfil their wel-
fare responsibilities. Furthermore, there is an apparent tension between a 
transnational way of living (whether desired or enforced) and the national logic of 
welfare provision in member states. Organised by ideas of sedentariness, national 
membership and social cohesion, welfare states take little account of the transna-
tional character of migrants’ lives. This is revealed on many levels, for instance in 
formal eligibility rules and in institutional practices and attitudes on the part of 
social-welfare-service personnel, all of which may hinder access to social protec-
tion. It also becomes apparent in the rhetoric of deservingness, where foreign citi-
zens and mobile individuals (because of their assumed temporality) tend to be 
disregarded as legitimate beneficiaries of support.
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