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Post-accession female mobility 
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New trends and ways of thinking  
about migration

A b s t r a c t

This paper presents recent research on Polish female migra-
tion to Norway. We focus our discussion of existing literature 
on this subject on issues of gendered migration trajectories, 
children and adult education, career paths of migrant women, 
and the effects of migration on families and communities in 
Norway and Poland. There are many thematic and meth-
odological gaps in recent scholarship on migration of Polish 
women to Norway despite an increased number of research 
projects and publications. Most scholars center on social at-
titudes towards migration, and consequently decisions on mi-
gration made by women and their families. 
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Poakcesyjna mobilność kobiet  
pomiędzy Polską a Norwegią.  
Nowe kierunki myślenia o migracji

S t r e s z c z e n i e

W tekście przedstawiamy trendy w badaniach migracji Polek 
do Norwegii we współczesnej literaturze. Skupiamy się na kil-
ku wątkach: genderowych ścieżkach migracyjnych, edukacji 
dzieci i dorosłych, pracy zawodowej kobiet oraz wpływie mi-
gracji na sytuację rodzin i społeczności w Norwegii i Polsce. 
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Analizując stan wiedzy zawarty w tekstach naukowych, dostrzegamy luki w wiedzy i stosowanej me-
todologii. Wskazujemy również na wpływ prezentowanych trendów opisów migracji na społeczną 
ocenę migracji, a w konsekwencji na decyzje podejmowane przez migrujące kobiety i rodziny. Mimo 
wzrostu liczby projektów badawczych i publikacji naukowych dotyczących ostatnich migracji Polaków 
do Norwegii wiele aspektów życia Polek-migrantek nie zostało dotąd przeanalizowanych.

S ł o w a  k l u c z o w e: migracja kobiet; Polska; Norwegia; mobilność; transnacjonalizm; role społecz-
ne; gender; dzieci i rodziny

Introduction

Upon the accession of Poland to the European Union in 2004, Norway became an 
increasingly popular destination for Polish migrants due to a number of reasons 
including high wages and low unemployment in Norway. Demand for labour has 

increased, particularly in the construction and shipbuilding industries, temporary staff-
ing agencies, domestic services, and agriculture (Iglicka & Gmaj, 2014, p. 14; M. Paw-
lak, 2012). Although one can always question the reliability of statistics, particularly in 
the context of free movement, there is no doubt that post-2004 migration from Poland 
“constitutes the largest single migratory flow to Norway in history” (Friberg, 2013, p. 11).

The objective of this paper is to critically analyse existing literature on migration of 
Polish women to Norway by exploring several themes examined in our own ethnographic 
research project Mobile Lives, Immobile Realms: Female Mobility Between Poland and 
Norway, supported by the National Science Centre in Poland. We begin our discussion 
by placing our research within a broader context of Polish public discourse on migration, 
especially migration of women. Polish female migration is often described in contradic-
tory terms: as an act of sacrifice, evil, pragmatism, and courage. We examine how these 
debates affect women’s decisions to migrate and settle abroad. Furthermore, we sur-
vey the existing literature on gendered migration trajectories, career paths of migrating 
women, the effects of migration on families and children, including education of migrant 
children. The examination of these themes has allowed us to identify studies relevant to 
migration of Polish women to Norway. We pinpoint gaps in existing research and use an 
ethnographic approach to rethink some of the issues and contribute to the understanding 
of female migration in general.

Background: Polish Migrants in Norway

A substantial number of Poles started arriving in Norway after 2004. In 2005, there were 
approximately 8,000 registered Poles in Norway. By 2010, this figure reached 49,000 and 
by 2016 the registered Polish population increased to 95,000. Between 2000 and 2005, 
Polish females in Norway outnumbered men. In 2006, the ratio of Polish males and fe-
males in Norway became equal. After 2007, there was a rapid increase in the percentage 
of Polish male migrants—in 2009 they constituted 68 per cent of the Polish population 
in Norway, falling to around 65 per cent in 2015. These statistics are similar for Oslo—in 
2010 the proportion of Polish women in Oslo reached 36 per cent and approximately half 
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of them came to join their husbands. On 1 January 2016, there were around 10,000 chil-
dren born in Norway to Polish parents. The exact number of Poles in Norway is difficult to 
ascertain. Starting in October 2009, Poles were allowed to live in Norway for up to three 
months without a residency permit. Once they stay longer and enter the labour market, 
they have to register with the police but can stay and work in Norway indefinitely (Czap-
ka, 2010, p. 10). Since some Poles are circular migrants, the estimates fluctuate even 
more. However, it is clear that Poles outnumber other immigrants in Norway. The growth 
of the Polish population was very rapid and men still outnumber women. 

Increased Polish migration to Norway has resulted in a growing number of research 
projects and scholarly publications. Most studies about Polish migrants in Norway fo-
cused on men since they constituted the majority of Polish migrants. Early research con-
cerned emerging trajectories of labour migration from Poland, employment patterns of 
Polish labour migrants, and their incorporation into the Norwegian labour market (Frib-
erg, 2010, 2012, 2013; Friberg, Arnholtz, Eldring, Hansen, & Thorarins, 2014; Friberg & 
Napierała, 2011). These studies were based on two Polonia (Polish diaspora) surveys con-
ducted in 2006 and 2010 as well as qualitative interviews with Polish migrants in Oslo 
(Friberg, 2010, 2012, 2013; Friberg & Napierała, 2011; Napierała, 2010a, 2010b). At this 
time many Polish migrant women were invisible in the Norwegian labour market be-
cause they worked as cleaners without contracts (Napierała, 2010b). One of the first eth-
nographic studies on female migration from Poland concerned the reception of Polish 
nurses in Norway in the early post-accession period (van Riemsdijk, 2008, 2010a, 2010b). 
Since 2013, several sociological and psychological studies of Poles in Norway have been 
undertaken. These research projects concern demographics of Polish migrants in Nor-
way, access to welfare benefits, integration in schools, every-day life of Polish families, 
care deficit, work-life balance, and the use of social networks (Gmaj, Iglicka, & Wierzejski, 
2015; Pustułka, Ślusarczyk, & Strzemecka, 2015).

Debates on female migration in Poland

Increased female mobility is a new phenomenon that has resulted in an interesting public 
discourse and growing scholarship on migration of Polish women in general. In official 
Polish historical discourse, emigration is often perceived in moral terms (Erdmans, 1992). 
As Garapich (2007) writes, “In Polish emigration ideology, political exile is seen as a sa-
cred act in the fight for freedom and economic migration as a necessary evil, a manifes-
tation of weakness or simply cowardice, egoism and an ambiguous act of turning away 
from the fate of the nation.” In popular parlance, emigration was also often discussed 
as a burden, something one must endure (White, 2011, p. 70). These narratives also re-
late to issues of national identity. Morawska (2003, p. 176) writes about “difficult Pol-
ishness” which “is the identity ‘torn’ by contradictory, positive and negative emotions 
toward one’s own (Polish) group and by equally opposing attitudes toward ‘others,’ here, 
Germany/Germans and Europe/the European Union.” 

Poland has had a long history of emigration, yet female migration is problematic be-
cause of expectations regarding women’s roles in the family. Polish women often face 
a dilemma in that their professional ambitions might not correspond with Polish society’s 
perceptions of motherhood and more generally the role of women in family and soci-
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ety. The implications of this dilemma are important in the context of migratory motiva-
tions and decisions, including decision-making about working outside the home in Nor-
way. Gender relations in the Polish context are highly affected by public discourses about 
women’s roles with regard to family and children. Additionally, Polish society has strongly 
rooted expectations toward adult daughters, who are expected to care for their elderly 
parents. This facet of Polish culture often plays a significant role in the decision-making 
processes about migration (Goździak, 2016). Krzyżanowski (2011) indicates that “inter-
generational solidarity”—expressed through grandparents’ assistance in childcare and 
adult children’s obligation to provide care for their aging parents—“represents not only 
a source of emotional closeness between generations but also a source of potential ten-
sions…regulated by the norm of moral reciprocity.” Intergenerational solidarity is closely 
tied to the stigma associated with female migration when women no longer take care of 
their aging parents, children or grandchildren, as is expected.

Female migration from Poland is negatively valued when women decide to migrate 
without their children. The discourse about “Euro-orphans” dates back to 2007, when 
several newspapers harshly criticized women who left their children behind “to earn 
money and to enjoy the good life abroad” (Urbańska, 2010). In this article we focus 
on Polish female migrants but we are cognizant that their experiences are not unique. 
Rather, they correspond to the debate on “bad migrant mothers” who left their chil-
dren behind and escaped from Moldova to Turkey (Keough, 2006) as well as from El 
Salvador to the United States of America (Abrego, 2014). In Poland, moral panic about 
“irresponsible migrant mothers” resulted in a range of institutional actions. Schools 
were obliged to count the number of children left behind, while psychologists and 
educators focused on the negative and even pathological consequences of mothers’ 
migration on children. Within this context, migration has been perceived as the main 
reason for psycho-social and educational problems experienced by children whose 
parents went abroad and for the breakdown of families as a result of separation and 
divorce (Gizicka, Gorbaniuk, & Szyszka, 2010; Danilewicz, 2010). For example, Becker-
Pestka (2012, p. 16) argued that children “need love, care, control and the presence of 
both parents…Physical separation divides families and might lead to deprivation of chil-
dren and youth…However, the well-being of children should have more value [for par-
ents] than euros.” Anthropologists and sociologists criticized both the concept and the 
discourse of “Euro-orphans” (Urbańska, 2010, 2015). Nevertheless, alarm about Euro-
orphans has been strong enough to allow school counsellors, psychologists, teachers, 
and parents to repeat arguments about the emotional harm that the migration of par-
ents, especially mothers, can cause their children.

The debate about “irresponsible migrant mothers” can be also placed in the context of 
the broader political discourse about the economic situation in Poland. Due to labour short-
ages and Poland’s aging population, the Polish government tried to undertake some ac-
tions and encourage return migration. In 2008, the government started a campaign entitled 
“Have you got a PLan to return?” It aimed to facilitate smooth return of Polish migrants 
and showcase employment opportunities in Poland. The government project failed. Poles 
continue to migrate to new destinations, and struggle with the social stigma attached to 
migrating women, especially those who leave children behind (Czerniejewska & Goździak, 
2014). It is noteworthy that public debates about women who leave children in the care of 
grandparents fail to mention the time-honoured tradition of grandmothers raising grand-
children in families where both parents work outside the home. The Poles who decided to 
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return faced not only unemployment and a worsening financial situation but also social and 
cultural challenges. They no longer belong to the category of “us” (Poles) and their migra-
tory experiences are often devaluated (Grzymała-Moszczyńska et al., 2015, p. 27).

Gendered migration trajectories: how and why do women migrate?

Much of the research about post-accession Polish migration, particularly to the UK and Ire-
land, related to the character of migration—liquid, circular, incomplete, increasingly perma-
nent settlers—and the identities of migrants (Burrell, 2009; White, 2016). While the intense 
mobility of mostly young Poles was seen as temporal, in recent years there is more mi-
gration leading to family re-unification and family formation resulting in settlement (White, 
2016). It is clear that decisions about migration are structured by gender roles and ideolo-
gies, and migration depends on life expectations, labour recruitment patterns, “a global di-
vision of labour, including reproductive labour or care work, and the timing of return and 
patterns of settlement” (Gaetano & Yeoh, 2010, p. 2). Gendered migration trajectories 
and patterns imply several scenarios of female migration that depend to a large extent on 
women’s social and economic situation. Women are economic migrants, often working in 
specific sectors; they might form a family abroad, might leave a family behind or might 
bring a family with them to the destination country. Women follow their partners to foreign 
countries—either forming mixed or homogenous ethnic families. Migration for love is often 
intertwined with educational and economic goals. Finally, women who remain in Poland 
often form transnational families if their partners stay abroad for a prolonged period of time.

One of the patterns of female migration involves women following migrating partners. 
This phenomenon often renders women invisible in analyses of migration processes. 
Recent literature on international circulation of migrants with high economic status has 
tended to neglect families in general and women in particular, treating the latter at best 
as “trailing spouses” (Yeoh & Soco, 2014). Not only does migration of “trailing spouses” 
contribute to household maintenance strategies-—considerations about children’s educa-
tion and spouses’ careers-—but such migration is often an obstacle to female profession-
al activity. Polish female migrants who followed their spouses making international ca-
reers and changed residence several times had difficulties finding jobs in new places. But 
they also acquired new skills and competences. Some started their own companies and 
thus exercised agency and gained opportunities for personal development (Main, 2012). 
While it is true that many such women decided to have children and devoted their en-
ergy to family life, they developed friendships—usually with other migrants. Not much is 
known about the priorities and constraints that affect the migratory experiences of Polish 
women when they follow their partners to Norway.

Several studies concerning recent Polish migration in Europe describe the migration 
of women working in the care and domestic sector. Małek (2011, p. 213) studied Polish 
domestic workers in Italy, whose migration was motivated by economic factors as well 
as consumption, emotional needs, and curiosity. Migrant women working in care sectors 
often started as live-in care workers, which meant very little separation of their work and 
private lives. Later, some migrant women moved to independent positions, rented flats 
and worked as hourly employees (Kordasiewicz, 2010, p. 55; Małek, 2011, pp. 60–161). 
Migration and work in the care and domestic sectors is often linked to separation from 
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family and children (Małek, 2011; Urbańska, 2015). Most of Polish research on Polish mi-
grants working in the care and domestic sector focused on their unprivileged position 
and how this led to deskilling, situating them along global discourses on female labour 
migration. These studies mentioned exploitation and long-hours, yet hardly ever revealed 
sexual harassment. It is not known if women simply did not experience sexual harass-
ment or were silenced when talking to researchers.

Another issue mostly neglected in the literature on Polish migrants is the “white 
privilege,” when “whiteness” is an asset and implies presence of hierarchy in society 
(Eade, Drinkwater, & Garapich, 2006, p. 17). Whiteness itself is recognized as a location 
of power and privilege, yet it is also invisible, which permits dominant whites to deny 
their own position of privilege and power (van Riemsdijk, 2010, p. 221). Micheline van 
Riemsdijk wrote about the privilege of whiteness of Polish nurses in Norway, pointing out 
to its ambiguity and complexity in reference to national, ethnic, and European identities. 
Polish nurses experienced exclusion and stereotyping because inclusion in the “white 
category” is time- and place-specific. For example, there was stereotyping of Irish in the 
United States and Great Britain (van Riemsdijk, 2010b, p. 122). Polish nurses were seen 
as “naturally” caring people which led to assigning them worse tasks, resulting in them 
losing their technical competences through lack of use (van Riemsdijk, 2010).

A vast majority of Polish migrants moved to Norway for employment (Godzimirski, 
Stormowska, & Dudzińska, 2015, p. 27) though there is little research on specific mo-
tivations. In order to begin conducting research on the reasons why women move to 
Norway, we should think about including a new perspective which has emerged in re-
cent scholarship that looks at migration and work abroad as a realization of individual life 
projects (Christensen & Guldvik, 2014). This perspective sees migrants as individuals 
who actively construct their lives within the options and conditions they are given. It al-
lows awareness of what might be called “a new type of migrant,” one who is neither 
a victim of the divide between the global north and the global south nor someone leaving 
family behind. Instead, these migrants are using any job as a part of their own life project 
of potential self-improvement. 

Career paths: becoming legal but still undervalued

Diverse gendered migration strategies and trajectories result in various career paths for 
Polish female migrants in Europe in general and in Norway in particular. Crucial to un-
derstanding how these trajectories developed is the fact that, after the collapse of com-
munism in 1989, many Polish women made good use of the new East–West “migratory 
space” and constituted a significant but irregular and undocumented migrant work-force in 
Europe’s informal economy (Coyle, 2007, p. 39; Morokvasić, Erel & Shinozaki, 2003). With-
out the right to live and work in Europe before Poland joined the EU, Polish migrant wom-
en’s lives and livelihoods were circumscribed by their irregular status. Although often high-
ly educated and well qualified, they have found work primarily in low paid and low skilled 
jobs, mainly as domestic workers, childminders and personal carers, frequently in private 
households (Coyle, 2007, p. 39; Kordasiewicz, 2010; Małek, 2011; Napierała, 2010b). 

There were also Polish women working legally in Europe before Poland acceded to the 
European Union. They either legalized their stay through means provided by being in rela-
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tionships or secured legal professional contracts. An example of a group working legally 
before the accession to the European Union were Polish nurses recruited by employ-
ment agencies to work in nursing homes in Norway between 2001 and 2004 as result of 
special labour migration schemes. Norwegian Employment Services planned to recruit 
at least 500 Polish nurses yet only 190 women decided to migrate (Napierała, 2010b, 
p. 116). It is not known how many women settled permanently. There is no research on 
why this offer was not attractive enough to Polish nurses—perhaps they lacked language 
skills, feared de-skilling, or life abroad (Goździak, 2016, p. 32). There is, however, research 
on Polish nurses who came as professionals to Norway. Their narratives showed the im-
pact of the problems of exclusion and discrimination. They were actually disadvantaged 
in the Norwegian labour market in several ways—working in places offering little oppor-
tunity for professional advancement, in a gendered profession with low social standing, 
and being perceived as “not-quite-Norwegian” (van Riemsdijk, 2008, p. 207). The study 
of Polish nurses shows their position in the labour market, de-skilling, discrimination and 
stereotyping by the employers, co-workers and the Norwegian society (van Riemsdijk, 
2008, 2013; van Riemsdijk & Cook, 2013). 

In May 2004, Poland became a member of the enlarged European Union. EU member-
ship was significant for Polish women’s labour mobility abroad and equality at home. As 
they gained the right to live and work across the EU, many of the difficulties that Polish 
migrant women have experienced as a consequence of their undocumented and illegal 
status (Lutz, 2004) eased. With the legalization of stay and work, skilled women should 
have been better able to access higher level occupations (Coyle, 2007, p. 39). Did that 
happen and what challenges persist? The Norwegian labour market is characterized by 
high women’s labour force participation but it also is among the most gender segregated 
in Europe with, for example, the construction sector being predominantly male and the 
healthcare sector predominantly female (Baba & Dahl-Jørgensen, 2010). Poles, like other 
migrants, work in Norway in different fields, yet most in less attractive positions than 
Norwegians. These patterns are true for women in particular (Napierała, 2010b). Perhaps 
the reasons for this are their unrecognized or incomparable qualifications, lack of lan-
guage skills, lack of professional skills, or stereotypes and prejudices towards Poles. It is 
not clear from existing research what conditions and strategies allow migrant women to 
work and advance in their profession or find new satisfying employment.

According to a recent study (Iglicka & Gmaj, 2014, p. 16), career options for Poles have 
been and continue to be limited, and Poles’ career paths are confined to temporary, atypi-
cal forms of employment. Poles are exposed to less favourable treatment (lower wages, 
harsh working conditions and exploitation) than native residents in Norway, and are more 
exposed to fluctuation in labour demand. These statements are based on macro-analyses 
of statistics and do not provide insights into the decision making processes of female 
migrants. Perhaps women chose to remain at home instead of experiencing de-skilling 
since their partners’ salaries are sufficient for their family to enjoy a good quality of life. 
Yet, individual choices can be only explored in in-depth qualitative research.

Norwegian integration programs are not directed at Poles, though in some municipali-
ties Norwegian language programs were offered to Poles to help the unemployed find 
a job in sectors other than construction (Baba & Dahl-Jørgensen, 2010). As Ryndyk (2013) 
shows, many Polish migrants worked outside their profession and below their qualifica-
tions. However, they aspired to move to more lucrative occupations and some preferred 
to receive unemployment benefits hoping for a professional change afterwards (Ryndyk, 
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2013, p. 44). Some women might postpone their professional activity in order to support 
their children’s integration into the new environment, and to prepare for employment by 
first learning the local language, society, and culture.

Women are overrepresented in the cleaning sector. However, this group is diverse 
in terms of education and social capital (Erdal, 2014, p. 46). Along with Polish women 
without higher degrees, also more educated women decided to work as cleaners since 
it was the only option of employment. Polish women also work in agriculture in Norway; 
a study in three Norwegian municipalities of 54 farm workers showed that one quarter 
were women (Andrzejewska & Rye, 2012, p. 252; Andrzejewska, 2007), yet there are 
no studies analysing the gender dimension in the agricultural sector. It is not known if 
Poles—women and men—working in agriculture had similar jobs in Poland before mi-
grating. The context of migrant care workers in Norway and the UK was analysed by 
Karen Christensen and Ingrid Guldvik (2014). They showed how migration policies and 
general welfare and long-term care policies in the UK and Norway set the context for 
how migrant care workers can realize their individual life projects (Christensen & Guldvik, 
2014, p. 41). Two articles focus on the importance of gender equality in domestic work 
performed by migrants in Norway (Bikova, 2010; Fjell, 2010). However, Bikova and Fjell 
focus on employers rather than on the migrants.

The 2006 analysis of the migrant labour market in Oslo, based on a sample of 510 
Poles, showed that the labour market was extremely gendered: 92 per cent of Polish 
men worked in the construction industry and 72 per cent of Polish women worked in 
cleaning services. The small number of women who did not work as cleaners were em-
ployed in the state health service and in day care centres for children (Friberg, 2010, 
p. 32). Most Polish women worked in the informal economy, mainly in private homes. 
Most came to Norway on their own while a minority had come with partners or migrated 
to join significant others. Even though one third of these women are university educated, 
lack of Norwegian language proficiency made employment in the formal economy dif-
ficult (Friberg, 2010, pp. 39–42). Data from 2010 show that the number of Polish female 
migrants working illegally in cleaning services had fallen and some women were begin-
ning to enter the formal job market (Friberg, 2012, p. 320). The employment of recent 
Polish migrants to Norway might have been affected by the 2008 economic crisis as well 
as the changing political situation in Poland and in Europe. The issues related to employ-
ment which have not been researched so far are the impact of education, language skills, 
social background, and length of stay in Norway on the Polish migrants access to the 
labour market and their employment challenges. A common scenario among young Poles 
is de-skilling, yet it is not clear if there are opportunities for socio-economic upward mo-
bility in Norway and what consequences upward mobility would have for Polish women 
and their families.

To answer this question, it would be useful to broaden the focus of studies to include 
adult education undertaken in Poland (before departure) and in Norway. There are differ-
ent forms of vocational education for adults and language courses that are available to 
immigrants (Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research, 2011; Półturzycki, 1999). But 
there is no data about the adult education of Poles in Norway. Some Poles decide to take 
Norwegian language courses before they migrate, but the relationship between language 
competence, preparation for migration, adaptation strategies, and the possibilities for up-
ward mobility in Norway have not yet been analysed. We assume that the more invest-
ment in education, the more chance the migrant has of being upwardly mobile. 
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The situation of families and children in migration

Recently, there has been an increase in family migration from Poland to Norway—fami-
lies move together or reunite in Norway (Iglicka & Gmaj, 2014, p. 12). We therefore need 
further research on the dynamics underlying such mobilities and their implications for 
gender relations. Migration significantly impacts the entire family, both those who have 
migrated and those who have stayed behind. However, we still do not know much about 
the family members and communities who remain in the sending country. Most studies 
focus either on the impact of remittances on the families of origin or the demograph-
ic problems faced by regions with high levels of outmigration (Cieślińska, 2012; Iglicka, 
2009; Jończy, 2010). Studies have not focused on the social, psychological and cultural 
impact of migrant families on their relatives and friends who remain in Poland. In each 
migration project there are usually some family and community members who have 
been left behind. There is some research on children left by parents, with a special focus 
on the difficulties such children faced at school (Danilewicz, 2006; Gizicka et al., 2010; 
Walczak, 2009). But there is a knowledge gap on what is happening to the rest of the 
family—waiting for contacts, remittances or a return of their family members.

The concept of ‘transnational families’ is an interesting one in the Polish context. ‘Tran-
snational families’ are defined as “families that live some or most of the time separated 
from each other, yet hold together and create something that can be seen as a feeling 
of collective welfare and unity, namely ‘familyhood,’ even across national borders” (Bry-
ceson & Vuorela, 2002, p. 3). However, for Poles it is not easily acceptable that families 
can be “transnational” because a family—in Polish culture—should be stable, unchange-
able, and not physically separated. In Poland there is a trend to discuss migrating families 
in opposition to “normal” families—as incomplete or separated (Becker-Pestka, 2012; 
Gizicka et al., 2010). This brings negative connotations to migration projects and makes 
the decision to migrate more difficult for some families, especially for women.

Recent Polish migration to the EU is seen as “more fluid, with families being increas-
ingly likely to inhabit more than one residence” (Moskal, 2010, p. 29). This means that 
families are constantly being reconstituted and renegotiated, adapting across spaces and 
through time (Moskal, 2010; Pustułka, 2012, 2014; Pustułka et al., 2015; Urbańska, 2009, 
2015). The media see this situation of “family in migration” as a threat to the Polish con-
cept of family, the Polish nation, and the state. As Urbańska (2010, p. 84) argues, the nor-
mative and moral discourse in media about Polish migration legitimizes only a family that 
lives in Poland in one home, “biological parents and children under one roof.” White’s 
study of Polish families shows that wives and children have important roles in decisions 
about migration and the reunification of family. Family reunification is in some cases evi-
dence of a more equal relationship between spouses (White, 2011, p. 232). The issue we 
need to further explore—both in research and policy debates—are the consequences of 
moralizing and negatively evaluating migrating and transnational families.

Migration strategies of families can be diverse. In the case of Polish farm workers 
in Norway, it was shown that they felt an internal obligation to provide for their family’s 
livelihood so they send remittances to families in Poland (Andrzejewska & Rye, 2012). 
Parents who work abroad are expected to provide good economical standard of life to 
their family, but on the other hand they are obliged to give “proper” care to their children. 
A recent study of transnational family life of Poles in Norway shows that Polish families 
struggle with transnational parenting and care obligations, return visits and communica-
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tion, and changes in relationship dynamics. It is argued that transnational practices have 
a changing nature, dependent on life stages, particular life events, crises or transnational 
identifications (Bell & Erdal, 2015, p. 95).

Changing roles of women in families with migrating members has recently become 
an issue of interest. The popular wisdom indicates that mothers are more often in con-
tact with schools, that they help their children with social and educational problems, and 
facilitate contacts with the local community. But no evidence is gathered about the roles 
mothers perform abroad. It has been shown in recent research that parenthood is recon-
structed in migrating families (Pustułka, 2012, 2014; Pustułka et al., 2015; Urbańska, 2009, 
2015). A study of parental practices and representations of fatherhood among Polish mi-
grant fathers in Norway placed them on a continuum of various family arrangements: be-
tween the traditional fatherhood limited primarily to being a breadwinner and the “new” 
engaged fatherhood (Pustułka et al., 2015). Slany and Strzemecka (2015b) studied the 
impact of parental employment on children both in Poland and Norway. However, these 
studies do not include the perspectives of the youngest family members on this situation.

There are few studies of Polish children in Norway. They are mostly concerned with 
education in a new country, communication between and among teachers, parents, and 
children. The school systems in Poland and Norway are different; problems arise when 
the school and the home do not share the same understanding of the role of education, 
and they do not communicate their different expectations (Waerdahl, 2015). Norwegian 
schools expect parents to be involved in their children’s education. Teachers do not see 
lack of fluency in Norwegian to be a significant barrier to such engagement, but are dis-
mayed by lack of willingness on the part of Polish parents to cooperate with schools. The 
Norwegian educational system provides access to interpreters for parents (Ślusarczyk & 
Nikielska-Sekuła, 2014). However, Polish families are not treated in the same way non-
European immigrant families are considered (Waerdahl, 2015). Different ideas about the 
role of parents in the education of children do not facilitate harmonious and cooperative 
relationship between Polish families and Norwegian teachers (see Ślusarczyk & Nikielska-
Sekuła, 2014, pp. 190–194). Ślusarczyk and Pustułka (2016) emphasize that with time 
Polish parents learn to appreciate the Norwegian approach to education and understand 
that they are expected to be actively involved in their children’s schooling.

Lack of successful communication between parents and teachers means that prob-
lems go unattended and result in the invisibility of children’s needs in the school (Waer-
dahl, 2015, p. 9). It is argued that Polish children might feel lonely in a Norwegian class-
room: “Polish children also struggle with picking up on the silent social language of the 
peer group, and thus spend a lot of time and energy making friends. Polish parents, they 
also struggle to pick up on the unwritten norms of parenthood” (Waerdahl, 2015, p. 10). 
However, we do not know how the children cope with lack of friends in the classroom 
or how some parents manage to successfully cooperate with schools. We also do not 
know what strategies are used by both sides (teachers and parents) in communicating 
and what protective factors affect the children’s well-being in Norwegian schools.

Since family is such an important construct for Polish migrants and family values are 
non-negotiable, it is important to study differences between Norwegian and Polish ap-
proaches to parenting. Barnevernet, the Norwegian Child Welfare Services, provides as-
sistance and support to children, adolescents, and parents who are experiencing difficul-
ties within the family. Media, internet, and some studies report that Polish parents do 
not understand the mission of this institution. They dispute its value and are afraid that 
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children can be taken away from them for capricious reasons (Erdal & Ezzati, 2014, p. 10; 
Godzimirski et al., 2015, pp. 30–32; Sokół-Rudowska, 2013, p. 15; Waerdahl, 2015, p. 7). 
This shows how different norms and values of Polish parents and those of the Norwe-
gian care system can lead to misunderstandings; these differences should therefore be 
subject of further study. Focusing on different sets of cultural norms and expectations in 
“peaceful” settings could contribute to better mutual understanding. 

There is also a knowledge gap when it comes to appreciating the social environment 
of Polish children—how they make friendships, how their social networks function out-
side the school, or if they have other peer groups. Not much is known about the support 
of mothers and fathers in helping children to socialize with other peers—Polish, Norwe-
gian or other foreigners. We also know nothing about the role children play in families—
what family decisions the child might influence and what expectations parents might hold 
about his or her future. 

Recent studies of Polish children living in Norway focus on their sense of belong-
ing and everyday experiences (Pustułka et al., 2015). One study showed that children’s 
sense of attachment to Poland is formed by contacts with the family who remain behind, 
as well as with Polish peer groups in Poland and Norway (or lack of such contacts). Sense 
of belonging to Norwegian society is created by everyday life and school culture. Polish 
children saw the difference between two countries mostly in terms of food and leisure 
time. Another sociological study of Polish children in Norway focused on their identities 
and belonging (Slany & Strzemecka, 2015a, 2015b). We already know that Polish children 
and families in Norway have their own networks, structures, rules, and their transnation-
ality can differ in “ways of doing” (such as sending money, visiting, or talking on Skype) 
and “ways of being” (such as emotional attachments, identity construction processes, 
and negotiating belonging) (Bell & Erdal, 2015, p. 79). The relationship among children 
from transnational and immigrant families (Seeberg, 2003) is another important element 
to study. The aforementioned studies focused on issues of identity and belonging, while 
other aspects were missing. Moreover, they missed multi-sited perspectives that in-
depth anthropological research would bring out. The migratory and transnational life is 
only studied in Norway while, as was mentioned before, experiences in communities that 
people migrate from are not known and should be studied profoundly.

Many authors still conceptualize migration as leading to family breakdown and ask the 
following questions: What are the social and emotional costs caused by separation be-
tween parents and children due to migration? To what degree can these costs be com-
pensated by remittances? What are the risks for children left behind? (Castaneda & Buck, 
2011; Cortés, 2008; De la Garza, 2010). However, Polish authors write mostly about the 
psychological and social consequences for families separated by migration (Brzezińska & 
Matejczyk, 2011; Danilewicz, 2006; 2010; Gizicka et al., 2010; A. Pawlak, 2014). There is 
not much reflection on the broader situation of family members who stayed in Poland. 
Authors repeat frequently that, in households “without women,” children have educa-
tional and social problems—they might use alcohol, drugs or lose sense of life (Kuźma, 
2013, p. 12). On the contrary, in a study of El Salvadoran transnational families, Abrego 
(2014, p. 145) described some very diverse consequences that parental migration had 
for children. These included a higher level of economic well-being, in some cases lead-
ing to better nutrition, private schooling, and surplus money. Emotional well-being could 
improve too, and children went from distraught to understanding the trade-off between 
gains and losses (Abrego, 2014, p. 145).
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Conclusions

Polish migration to European countries has increased since Poland’s accession to the EU. 
Along with the increase in migration, the number and scope of studies has expanded. 
The literature on Polish migrants is gradually growing in the receiving countries as well 
as in Poland. Qualitative sociological and anthropological studies address how migrants 
adapt in a receiving society as well as the challenges migrants face when it comes to 
questions of identity and belonging and plans to settle or return. These studies provide 
a rich picture of Polish migration in several European countries, yet there is often lack of 
reflection on discourses and discussion in Polish media and society concerning migra-
tion, and especially migration of women. There is a negative attitude towards migrating 
women and migrating parents. Transnational families are seen as a problem—a product 
of a media-created moral panic about so called “Euro-orphans.” Understanding the im-
pact of these discourses on the actual migrants and their families in Poland and abroad 
has not been studied so far.

Recent studies about Poles in several countries show a change in migration patterns 
from the temporal, economic migration of males to more permanent migration of whole 
families. As this pattern is still quite new, it is very interesting to study the whole context 
of its emergence. This context includes the factors which influence migrants’ decision-
making processes, especially gendered conceptions of what migration entails. Little is 
known about different migration patterns—Polish women might stay in their country of 
origin when their partners migrate, follow their partners to a foreign country, or come back 
after some time living abroad. Equally, they might also be the principal agent in the migra-
tion project. But what are the reasons and consequences of such decisions for them and 
their families? How does gender impact immigrant integration strategies and how does 
migration affect gender roles and responsibilities in receiving and sending communities?

These are all important questions. But gaps in research still exist when it comes to 
how female migrants maintain relationships with their families in Poland and Norway, the 
options they have for finding satisfying employment and career advancement, the educa-
tional possibilities open to them, the potential challenges they face, and ultimately how 
they are able to adapt. Polish female migrants in Norway use various strategies to find 
employment, yet their work trajectories have been hardly studied so far. The Norwegian 
labour market is characterized by high women’s labour force participation. Polish female 
migrants usually work in cleaning services, the health service and in children’s day care 
centres. They also work in private households. But we do not know what the impact of 
education and adaptation processes are on participation in the labour market.

It is not known how the family structure changes as result of migration of one fam-
ily member or entire family, or what the impact of migration is on the extended family 
(grandparents, cousins, parental siblings) residing in Poland. It is known from previous re-
search that some Poles in Norway form transnational families, yet very little is known on 
how these families function. Few studies on Polish children in Norway explore questions 
of identity and belonging, yet little is known on how children function in transnational 
families, or after their return to Poland. In particular, the situation of family members in 
communities where people migrate from has not been explored. In such transnational 
contexts, the identity and attitudes of children and families toward Poland and Norway 
are changing contextually, and the means of adapting into a new society and maintaining 
contact with Poland can be very different.
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Many of these issues can be addressed in ethnographic research that combines ob-
servations and interviews with several family members. Even though there are many 
studies of Polish migrants in various contexts, there are hardly any studies taking a mul-
ti-sited approach. Such an approach—studying migrants and their families “there” and 
“here”—would bring a new and fresh way of looking at female migration as a process of 
becoming, negotiating and changing social roles and cultural values.

A recent study of the motivations of Polish women who migrate and settle abroad 
argues that, “in many cases the reasons changed over time and often switched from ro-
mantic, emotional and spontaneous to more practical, based on considering standard and 
quality of life” (Main, 2016). Female migrants have a strong transnational connection with 
Poland and continuously compare their educational and career opportunities, quality and 
access to healthcare, and their standard of life (Main, 2016). Norway is a new destination 
of female and family migration from Poland and researchers should focus on identifying 
the nature of this new migratory trend. Is it pragmatic or romantic, temporal or perma-
nent, intertwined with transnational or national discourses?
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