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5     STRATEGIC ACCEPTANCE AND MOBILITY: ON 
THE AGENCY OF UNORGANISED MIGRANT 
CONSTRUCTION WORKERS40 

 

 

5.1 Introduction 

An increasing share of workers in the European Union is employed via 
subcontractors or TWAs and works across borders on contracts that are short-
term, contingent and insecure (Cremers 2011; Favell 2008; Kalleberg 2009). 
Migrant workers tend to be over-represented in precarious forms of work and 
are likely to face conditions that undermine local labour standards (Wills et al. 
2010; Cremers 2011). While studies have described how different forms of cross-
border precarious employment are shaped by changes in regulations and 
employment practices (Anderson 2010; Kalleberg 2009; Krings et al. 2011; 
MacKenzie and Forde 2009), the discussion on the agency of migrants in these 
types of employment remains underdeveloped.  

In industrial relations literature, agency has been conceptualised primarily 
as workers’ ability to act within organised and collective forms of resistance, 
focusing on the ability of trade unions to represent migrant workers’ interests 
(Penninx and Roosblad 2000). Studies have shown that migrant workers can be 
organised (cf. Fitzgerald and Hardy 2010; Milkman 2000), but these studies tend 
to focus on settling migrants. Many migrant workers, however, do not settle 
down in particular places, but continue to move between contracts, worksites 
and countries. This group of workers is relatively tolerant of substandard 
employment terms and reluctant to individually or collectively resist their 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
40 This chapter is under review at an international peer reviewed journal in industrial 
relations. 
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employers (Greer et al. 2013). From a collective agency point of view these 
workers appear to be disempowered actors (Collyer 2012) who passively accept 
exploitative employment relations. This perspective overlooks the small-scale 
incremental and sometimes opposing ways in which these workers exercise 
their agency.  

This chapter is based on qualitative research with migrant construction 
workers, who are transnationally mobile and regularly work on precarious 
employment contracts. It shows that migrant construction workers are strategic 
actors who utilise their labour power through small-scale acts that shape their 
working lives and help them negotiate and navigate a flexible, transnational 
labour market. It is argued that the context of insecure, temporary cross-border 
employment relations restrains workers’ interest in collective or individual 
resistance and that workers employ a wide range of strategies to ‘get by’ and 
enhance their individual and collective opportunities within the confines of 
existing employment structures.  

This chapter contributes to industrial relations literature in two ways. 
First, the analysis proposes a refined understanding of agency that recognizes 
its multiple forms, intentions and effects (Carswell and De Neve 2013: 64). The 
view that workers exert agency in overt and collective ways via trade unions is 
extended by showing the small-scale and often invisible social and oppositional 
practices of unorganised migrant workers and their effects. Even though most 
of these acts only have micro-level impacts, they do create incremental and 
meaningful changes in the material lives and work experiences of these 
workers. Second, it contributes to an understanding of the resiliency of current 
employment relations, particularly for migrant workers. Other research on the 
impact of changing employment regulations in the EU for migrant employment 
and working conditions (cf. Anderson 2010; Cremers 2011) is complemented 
with an in-depth analysis of worker practices showing that the ways these 
workers exercise their agency in fact reinforce current precarious employment 
relations. As the common pragmatic response of these workers to substandard 
employment is to either accept these conditions or to move on to a better job 
opportunity, they avoid challenging the way cross-border employment is 
organised and instead contribute to the continuation of current labour relations.  

 

5.2 From collective agency to a refined understanding of worker 
agency 

Labour process studies have established that workers exercise agency in the 
workplace and cannot be perceived as plain commodities bought and sold in 
the market nor as passive resource in the labour process. Workers may reclaim 
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a degree of autonomy at work through diverse acts of agency. Burawoy (1979) 
showed, for instance, that workplace games and routines that align workers’ 
and management interests actively construct workers’ consent to accept and 
reproduce relationships of production. Various studies with a focus on 
employee misbehaviour found agency in workers’ struggles over working time, 
working effort, the product of work and work identities (Ackroyd and 
Thompson 1999; Hodson 1995; Thompson and Smith 2010). Within labour 
process studies, labour effort is considered the primary source of workers’ 
labour power. However, for an increasing share of workers that find 
employment in flexible work arrangements, mobility power forms an 
additional and important source of leverage (Smith 2006, 2010). An employer’s 
mobility power consists of strategies to select, retain and reward workers. The 
mobility power of workers, on the other hand, is manifest in the time involved 
with network-building, the resources used to plan and explore job moves and 
the use of mobility threats to create strategic rewards (Smith 2006: 391). 

In addition to workplace studies, industrial relations literature has 
conceptualised agency largely in its collective and organised forms. Union 
organising literature focuses on how changes in power relations at the 
workplace level can be achieved (Heery 2005; Bronfenbrenner 1998), whereas 
critical industrial relations literature links workplace struggles to inequalities 
cast by society at large (Elger 2001). Though some trade unions may have been 
reluctant in the past to represent migrant workers (Penninx and Roosblad 2000), 
studies have shown that immigrants, migrant workers with settling intentions 
and circular migrants do join trade unions when unions make strategic and 
resourceful efforts to include them (Pereira 2007; Skjaervø 2011; Eldring et al. 
2012; Milkman 2000). However, an increasing share of migrant workers, 
especially in construction, does not settle down in certain places but continues 
to move between contracts, worksites and countries. This group only rarely 
joins local trade unions (Greer et al. 2013) and when they do, it is only for the 
limited duration of their job at a particular worksite (see also Chapter 6). A 
focus on collective forms of labour agency, however, suggests that unorganised 
workers do not exercise their agency in incremental and opposing ways and 
portrays them as rather passive recipients of unequal power relations instead. 
This overlooks the small-scale practices through which workers may (re)claim a 
position within precarious or oppressive employment structures.  

Agency, or being an agent ‘means to be capable of exerting some degree of 
control over the social relations in which one is enmeshed, which, in turn, 
implies the ability to transform these social relations to some degree’ (Sewell 
1992: 20). Agency is always agency toward something, the ways in which actors 
shape their relationships with surrounding persons, places, meanings and 



 
 
116      Chapter 5 

	  

events (Emirbayer and Mische 1998: 973). To analyse the agency of migrant 
construction workers, this chapter draws, following studies in labour 
geography (Coe and Jordhus-Lier 2011; Carswell and De Neve 2013; Sportel 
2013), on the disaggregated conceptualisation of agency developed by Katz 
(2004). Katz’s theoretical approach analyses a wide variety of (small-scale) 
social practices and not only large-scale protests and manifest, organised acts of 
resistance. Katz considers social practices as creative strategies ‘through which 
people live their everyday lives and shape opportunities and possibilities in the 
face of broader neo-liberal transformations’ (Carswell and De Neve 2013: 64). 
Katz distinguishes between social practices ‘whose primary effect is 
autonomous initiative, recuperation, or resilience; those that are attempts to 
rework oppressive and unequal circumstances; and those that are intended to 
resist, subvert, or disrupt these conditions of exploitation and oppression’ (Katz 
2004: 242). This refined conceptualization allows understanding agency and its 
multiple practices, objectives and effects. 

Katz argues that not every autonomous social act should be considered as 
an instance of resistance, even when these practices by the individuals involved 
are intended to improve or ease their circumstances. To move from one country 
to another can be an act to resist oppressive structures in the home country 
(Coyle 2007), but for many migrant workers it is rather a conscious strategy to 
improve their lives (Datta et al. 2007). In the literature, agency often gets 
conflated with resistance. Resistance, or the ‘intentional, and hence conscious, 
acts of defiance or opposition’ (Seymour 2006: 305) by an individual or a group 
against a superior (group of) individual(s) is a specific form of agency. 
Resistance has been explored extensively in various contexts characterised by 
differential power relations and has been found in a variety of (oppositional) 
autonomous acts (cf. Scott 1985; Ong 1987; Carswell and De Neve 2013).  

Other studies have focused on coping mechanisms, or in Katz’s 
terminology resilient strategies, of migrant workers abroad (Datta et al. 2007; 
Andreotti 2006). Datta and colleagues noted that the acts of low-skilled migrant 
workers in London ‘are often, although not always, reactive, fragmented and 
fragile’ (Datta et al. 2007: 425) due to the barriers these workers face in hostile 
labour markets and societies abroad. As their ability to ‘strategise’ is limited, 
Datta et al. propose that workers’ efforts are better understood as ‘tactics’ 
employed to cope with life abroad (Datta et al. 2007). Social networks may 
enhance (and restrain) migrants’ agency. Social networks are for example 
important in facilitating moves across borders and once arrived in the host 
country, social ties are important for ‘getting by’ (Hagan 1998; Menjívar 2000; 
Ryan 2011). While abroad, migrant workers’ ability to strategise may depend on 
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their length of residence, language skills, nationality, class and gender (Datta et 
al. 2007: 409). 

Katz’s categorization adds strategies of reworking as an analytical 
category to understand another form of agency. Reworking strategies are 
‘accumulative’ practices (Datta et al. 2007: 419) and although they materially 
improve an individual’s position, they do so within the confines of existing 
social and power relations and do not (attempt to) change underlying power 
imbalances. Burawoy’s game of ‘making out’ could be considered an act of 
reworking. Instead of focusing only on the intentions of specific acts (cf. Scott 
1985: 290), Katz’s classification captures both the intentions and the broader 
consequences of social practices. Social practices are driven by different degrees 
of consciousness of the social circumstances in which workers are embedded. 
Where acts of resilience build on a limited consciousness of the oppressive 
relations that shape agency, acts of reworking and especially of resistance stem 
from and (re)produce a more critical and oppositional consciousness of power 
imbalances (Katz 2004: 239–259; Carswell and De Neve 2013: 63). As social 
practices are constrained by the social relations in which actors are embedded 
and this context concurrently conditions the potential for agency (Emirbayer 
and Mische 1998: 1002), this chapter discusses, using Katz’s categorisation, how 
the agency of migrant construction workers is shaped by and shapes the 
relations of employment.  

This chapter presents the strategic decisions and strategies workers make 
and employ in facing a labour market regime characterised by short-term 
precarious contracts and high worker mobility. The next section outlines the 
research methods and data, followed by an overview of migrant employment in 
the construction sector. The subsequent sections discuss why these workers 
refrain from collective agency and show the various ways in which they 
exercise their agency.   

 

5.3 Data and methods  

This chapter is based on qualitative research conducted between 2011 and 2013 
at large-scale construction sites in the Netherlands (average number of workers 
2,000–2,500). On these sites, the majority of workers were non-Dutch and at 
least 10 different nationalities were present. In total, 39 workers were 
individually interviewed. Repeat interviews were sought but difficult to obtain 
due to the mobility of the workers. In addition, seven interviews with two 
workers and five group conversations with three to seven participants were 
conducted, which added another 32 informants. The workers were of Polish, 
Portuguese, Turkish, Dutch, Belgian and Irish nationality. The majority of the 
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informants were Polish and Portuguese nationals, the main nationality groups 
on the construction sites. This material was complemented with newspaper 
articles and media clips and with data gathered through interviews with other 
actors in the field, such as union officials, the construction employers’ 
association, a labour standards enforcement agent, a works councillor and three 
(project) managers from Dutch construction firms and TWAs. This was 
supplemented with (participant) observations of union strategies aimed at 
helping and representing migrant construction workers.  

The main research method was qualitative open-ended interviews. The 
central focus in the interviews was the workers’ lives as lived abroad, to 
understand how the workers acted and shaped their working lives in the 
Netherlands. The interviews were conversations in which the workers were 
loosely guided through pre-set themes. The depth and order of exploration of 
these themes depended on the amount and depth of information the worker 
wanted to share. Each first interview also contained a more structured part, to 
collect some general background characteristics of the worker (age, length of 
employment, educational background, etc.). The interviews were conducted in 
the temporary homes of the workers or in public spaces. Workers were 
interviewed face-to-face and, if possible, follow-ups done in person or via 
phone, Skype or email. The interviews were done in the native languages of the 
interviewees, in most cases with assistance of interpreters. Most interviews 
were recorded and transcribed verbatim afterwards. When permission was not 
granted to record, extensive notes were taken during the interview. This 
chapter uses pseudonyms to protect the identity of the informants. Computer-
assisted qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS) was used as a tool for 
data organisation and analysis. All qualitative data was organised, coded and 
analysed through an open coding scheme and later recoded into more focused 
categories of labour power and worker strategies. 

The nationalities, job functions and identities of the workers included in 
the research showed great variety. The informants worked as welders, 
pipefitters, mechanics, electricians, steel fixers, carpenters, scaffolders and cable 
pullers. Even though it is difficult to reduce all that variety into distinct 
categories, two broad groups of workers can be distinguished (see Table 5.1). 
There are the casual movers, usually under age 35, with little experience in 
construction, who are either undecided about their future career in 
construction, or hope either to perform these jobs for a couple of years before 
moving on to another profession or to have saved up enough to build a house 
or start up a company. Casual movers work on smaller- and larger-scale 
construction projects and may sometimes accept employment in other sectors. 
The largest group, 75 per cent of the sample, are professional movers, who have 



 
 

Agency of unorganised migrant construction workers     119 

	  

performed this type of work for years, sometimes decades, moving between 
different construction sites, employers and countries on a continuous basis and 
plan to continue doing so for the remainder of their professional careers. 
Professional movers generally work on construction or maintenance of 
mechanical engineering or infrastructural projects that are large in size.  

 

Table 5.1 Characteristics of informants 
  Casual 

mover 
Professional 

mover 
Total  

Nationality Belgian  1 1  
Dutch  6 6  
Irish 1 2 3  
Polish 15 15 30  
Portuguese 2 23 25  
Turkish  6 6  

      
Age 25–35 14 10 24  

36–50 4 17 21  
51–65  25 25  
unknown  1 1  

      
Work experience 
abroad, in years 

0–4 12 6 18  
5–9 3 11 14  
10–40 1 33 33  
unknown 2 4 6  

      
Work experience 
in construction, in 
years  

0–4 8 1 9  
5–9 5 8 13  
10–40 3 41 42  
unknown 2 3 5  

      
Interview type individual 10 29 39  

group 8 24 32  
 

The workers interviewed were either posted or TWA workers, or a combination 
(‘posted TWA workers’). The contractual employment relationship of an 
individual worker was often unclear and therefore all informants in this chapter 
are referred to as simply migrant workers. The interviewee sample is not 
intended to be representative of the migrant construction workforce in the 
Netherlands. However, their experiences as described here are representative 
for a large share of the mobile migrant construction workforce as data was 
gathered until this point of saturation was achieved.  
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5.4 Migrant employment in the construction labour market 

In most European countries, migrant workers form an important share of the 
construction workforce. Firms recruit migrants to solve local labour shortages 
and as strategy to reduce labour costs (Fellini et al. 2007). Labour-intensive 
business activities are subcontracted to competitive and/or specialized 
construction companies and TWAs and this increasingly takes place within a 
cross-border context (Bosch 2012). Contractors and TWAs often have subsidiary 
branches in multiple EU countries and recruit workers from areas where labour 
is abundant and send them wherever they are needed. Most workers are 
employed ‘on an “as and when needed” basis’ (Gall 2012: 413) and assigned on 
project-based contracts limited in length to the duration of a particular 
(sub)project. Except for some large companies that primarily manage whole 
building projects and source manual labour from other firms, construction 
tends to be dominated by small firms with limited fixed capital (Bosch 2012: 16). 
This combined with the temporary nature of construction work, discourages 
the development of stable employment relations and creates high labour 
turnover rates. Construction workers continuously move from one place to 
another for work and inter-company mobility is common. In this study, except 
for the Turkish workers, all informants were EU citizens and therefore able to 
freely move within the European territory.  

Although employment relations are fluid, subcontractors and TWAs do 
(try to) establish longer-term relationships with contractors that hire their 
services. The workers, in turn, are often contracted or managed multiple times 
by specific companies during their careers: it is ‘a rather narrow world of 
contractors’, as one Polish worker phrased it. In the Netherlands, the TWA 
sector is the primary employer of most migrant workers. While their 
contractual employment relationship is with the TWA, which arranges 
administrative matters, their work is managed by a (sub)contractor. Migrants 
employed via TWAs form an important flexible labour pool that contractors can 
tap into whenever they need to, as a Dutch project manager explained:  

Yes, their job is mainly manual, delivering manual labour and yes, you hire 
those at the moment you need them. When you don’t need them [anymore] 
(…), you will decrease their numbers. 

Construction employers commonly arrange non-employment aspects for 
workers that they bring in from geographically distant locations, including 
administrative formalities, housing and transport. This organisational context 
brings employers several advantages, as a project manager of a TWA explained:  

To have 100 Polish workers at one place means all 100 will be present at 7 
am. If someone oversleeps, his colleagues will wake him. And they will be 
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present, all of them. They live only 15 kilometres away, so they come as a 
group and leave as a group. Logistically extremely easy. They don’t have to 
leave half an hour earlier to get their kids from school, or to go to the 
hospital because the wife broke her ankle, because the wife isn’t even there!  

Workers thus move between worksites within a specific organisational 
context and this places them in a dependent position vis-à-vis their employer. 
They depend on their employer not only for their job, but also for their 
accommodation in the host society and local transportation. When workers lose 
their job, they also lose these side benefits (see also Chapter 3).  

Work teams in construction are commonly aligned on the basis of 
nationality, allowing workers to communicate on the job in their native 
language. Foreign language skills are not a necessity and a basic understanding 
of English usually suffices. Due to the specific organisational context and 
language barriers, workers only sparsely interact with their local surroundings. 
Most workers will not tap into existing migrant networks in the host society 
because their period of stay is too limited for them to seek and establish such 
connections. This is in contrast to other types of migrants who do oftentimes 
find support in migrant enclaves and faith-based or community organisations 
(Datta et al. 2007; Ryan 2011).  

The inflow of migrant workers in the Dutch construction industry has 
remained relatively small compared to neighbouring countries due to the 
industry’s dense regulation and stringent qualification requirements to enter 
the sector (Krings et al. 2011: 461). In Germany, in contrast, the number of 
foreign workers has increased since the 1990s and a large share of migrant 
workers work under posted employment arrangements (Fellini et al. 2007). In 
the UK, migrant workers have entered since the 2004 EU enlargement and 
practices of subcontracting and bogus self-employment are widespread in 
construction (Krings et al. 2011; Forde et al. 2009). Since the 2000s, the Dutch 
construction sector has internationalised quickly (Bosse and Houwerzijl 2006) 
and although there is little reliable data, union officials indicate that on large-
scale construction projects, the majority of workers, especially in the lower 
echelons of the contracting chains, now come from abroad.  

Although few migrant workers are Dutch union members, their 
employment conditions on Dutch construction sites are regulated by the legally 
extended agreements for the construction or metal-electric sector. For migrants 
employed by Netherlands-based firms, the same conditions apply as for Dutch 
nationals. For posted workers, a nucleus of minimum regulations apply in 
relation to, among others, minimum rates of pay, minimum paid annual 
holidays and maximum working periods as established by the legally extended 
sectoral agreements. In addition, there is a statutory minimum wage in the 
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Netherlands; however, the sectoral wages in construction and metalworking are 
higher than this. The competent enforcement authorities of the collective 
agreement wages are the Dutch trade unions. Though the ‘Laval quartet’ 
judgements have limited the scope for trade union action in several countries, 
the Dutch industrial relations system with legally extended sectoral agreements 
still functions under the constraints of the ‘Laval quartet’ (Houwerzijl 2010).  

However, on large construction sites, union officials estimate that around 
75 per cent of the migrant workers are not paid in accordance with Dutch 
collective agreement wages. In addition, maximum working periods and 
minimum rest periods are regularly violated and social security payments are 
often circumvented. Still, only a small number of migrant workers come 
forward with claims of under-payment to the Dutch authorities. The relative 
acceptance among migrant workers of lower wages and worse conditions has 
been explained in the literature by migrants’ ‘dual frame of reference’, where 
they compare employment terms abroad with job opportunities at home 
(Waldinger and Lichter 2003). As wage differences within Europe are still 
profound and workers can earn up to four times as much as in their home 
country, migrants oftentimes choose to accept substandard conditions.  

 

5.5 The lack of collective, organised agency among mobile migrant 
workers 

The distinctive temporary nature of employment, together with the specific 
organisational context in which these workers are embedded limits their 
interest in collective organisation and makes unionisation an unlikely option for 
the majority of them. In contrast to other groups of migrants, these workers 
have few opportunities to develop a workplace collective or collective 
consciousness, as they spend only short periods of time together and in the host 
society. Most workers mentioned that they believe it is not worthwhile to join a 
union in the Netherlands or attempt to change their local employment 
conditions, as their stay in the country and on a particular worksite is only 
temporary.  

In addition, when trade unions try to enforce local labour standards for 
migrant workers, they oftentimes fail to protect workers from employer 
retaliation. As one trade union official shared:  

What happens is that these workers often actually don’t benefit when trade 
unions start compliance measures. Whatever we do as unions, they are the 
ones who are held responsible for it and get fired easily. They get kicked 
out, have no job anymore and oftentimes no accommodation, and find 
themselves, literally, standing in the streets without any protection.  
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Many workers feel that unions are not equipped to help them:  

I learned here that though it is said that trade unions help workers, the 
reality is that we need to look after ourselves. (Marcelian, 50-year-old 
pipefitter, Polish) 

If you go and start stirring things up over here, you would be off the 
project. (Liam, 42-year-old electrician, Irish) 

Faced with these retaliation threats, most workers refrain from engaging with 
unions or public authorities at all, unless they face extremely exploitative 
conditions or when they fear no payment at all (see also Chapter 6).  

No, I didn’t think about it [going to the union] because it would have to be 
the whole team and not just a single person. As a single person you don’t 
have any influence on the betterment of this whole situation. (Jarek, 26-
year-old scaffolder, Polish) 

Workers generally show little interest in standing up collectively to 
support their colleagues in claims against defaulting employers; since most are 
colleagues only for the duration of a project, there is little solidarity. Dawid, a 
29-year-old Polish pipefitter, tried to upgrade the pay rates and accommodation 
facilities for himself and his colleagues with the help of the union and got fired 
in the process. Dawid’s colleagues did not support him, even though he also 
stood up on their behalf. Union officials confirm solidarity among these 
workers is limited and that they have not found effective ways to protect 
individuals or small groups of workers from employer retaliation.  

Even though workers may be conscious and critical of oppressive and 
exploitative firm practices, this usually does not translate into workers directly 
and overtly challenging these practices. Instead, workers may opt for more 
covert resisting acts, by reducing their working effort, for example. When 
workers knew, or had grounded suspicions, that their jobs would end in the 
near future, they were more inclined to reduce their work effort as a conscious 
act to undermine the profitability of the labour process.  

 

5.6 Strategic acceptance of precarious employment conditions  

Given the difficulties of collective agency, workers oftentimes opt to accept a 
certain level of precariousness in their employment conditions, mainly because 
these jobs yield higher earnings than at home and job opportunities are scarce.  

I’m here only for the money, not to spend the money. I prefer to work on 
Saturdays because then I can earn some more money. What I do here on a 
day off? Nothing. When I go to Portugal, I have a good life, you know. 
Here, I prefer to just go working. (Antón, 37-year-old welder, Portuguese) 
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Where professional movers use their earnings to maintain a structurally 
higher standard of living at home, casual movers tend to use the money more 
often to save up for the future. While abroad, all workers are eager to work and 
this eagerness makes them more willing to enter poorly regulated employment 
relations. Workers are often aware that employment terms may not be in 
accordance with host-country standards, but accept this when it provides 
opportunities to further their individual (monetary) interests. For example, by 
working more hours than is legally allowed, they increase their earnings. 
Moreover, working in a highly competitive job market may force workers to 
accept substandard conditions, as the alternative is no job at all. Even 
professional movers indicated that they sometimes sign employment contracts 
without having them translated to a language they can understand. 

If I don’t accept it, someone else will come. There have been jobs where I 
said no, and a lot of Portuguese guys said no. But then other guys came 
and said OK. (Davi, 27-year-old welder, Portuguese) 

People are aware what they signed in for and if they don’t like something, 
as I said: they are free to leave. It is a two-way street. (Wiesław, 39-year-old 
electrician, Polish) 

Most workers are thus conscious of their precarious employment situation 
and either decide to accept it, or to strategically use the market to negotiate a 
better position.  

 

5.7 Navigating a flexible, transnational job market 

Though some workers might go abroad uninformed, most, in particular 
professional movers, try to make an informed and well-considered decision, 
however difficult that may be sometimes with firms changing names and 
residences regularly. Ways to secure the job situation abroad is by asking 
friends or checking the Internet for (blog) posts on the firm that they are 
considering.  

This is not our first contract. We have learned how certain firms operate in 
different countries. We know that we have to check this, to avoid having 
problems later on. I have worked in different countries and in each country 
firms operate differently. (Marcelian, 50-year-old pipefitter, Polish) 

Workers either move on an individual or group basis between work sites. 
Even when they come to a new job site alone, professional movers usually 
know colleagues from before, because many continuously circulate between 
construction sites in Europe. Social networks are an important source for 
finding and ensuring acceptable and well-paid employment. Over the years, 
professional movers have built up transnational networks formed on the basis 
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of shared experiences of working in a particular country, sector or firm. The 
strength of these ties lies in their functionality and efficiency (Morokvasic 2004) 
and the fact that these can be mobilised quickly when needed, facilitating easier 
moves and stays abroad.  

In this type of work, after a year or two, we all end up in the same places. 
Like a family. One tells the other: let’s go there. That’s how it works. 
(Raymundo, 52-year-old welder, Portuguese) 

Social networks support workers and make life abroad more liveable. 
Many workers appreciate being able to communicate in their own language 
with co-nationals when abroad. Construction contracts usually include a 
rotation system, in which periods of working abroad (of one to three months) 
are alternated with one or two weeks spent at home. At one of the construction 
sites, the Portuguese workers who returned from their week(s) at home brought 
along typical Portuguese food, such as sausages and fish, and together with 
their colleagues they would enjoy extensive barbeque lunches on Sundays. 
Other times, when workers experience problems abroad, they turn to their 
colleagues for help and assistance.  

There is a company here, a Portuguese one, which owes money to people 
that worked here before. I’m now busy obtaining the report on the hours 
worked for a friend. I’m trying to obtain his time sheet, so that he can force 
that company in Portugal to pay. (Carlos, 59-year-old pipefitter, 
Portuguese) 

Oftentimes, workers may prefer to work with companies they themselves 
or colleagues have worked with before. To ensure future employment, several 
professional movers mentioned that they always try to finish a contract with a 
particular employer and sometimes even ask for a letter of recommendation. 
Other workers, especially the casual movers, prefer to be employed close to 
their home country or somewhere where there are direct and cheap flight 
connections.  

I’d prefer to go to the Netherlands or Germany as they are relatively close 
and I’ve been there a couple of times already, because, how to say it… I 
would feel more secure there. (Olek, 43-year-old steel fixer, Polish) 

The choice where to work is primarily driven by monetary considerations 
and workers will change jobs when it makes economic sense to do so. When 
workers perceive terms of employment to be unacceptable, the common 
pragmatic response is to change jobs instead of trying to get an employer to 
change the conditions. Staying flexible and mobile is a way to cope with the 
precarious work arrangements.  
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I could always change the firm, that would be the fastest solution. Fighting 
it is useless, as nothing really can be done. So just search for a better offer in 
a different place. That is how it works. (Wiesław, 39-year-old electrician, 
Polish)   

I’m a mercenary. Today, I’m working for [firm name], tomorrow I’m 
working for … more money. (Davi, 27-year-old welder, Portuguese) 

The project-based employment contracts provide workers with limited job 
security as the end dates specified in the contracts are regularly and easily 
revoked or extended. The set-up of these contracts allows employers to manage 
their workforce in a very flexible and arbitrary manner. All workers know 
examples, from their own experience or from colleagues or friends, of being 
laid off on very short notice. Though this places workers in weak positions vis-
à-vis their employer, the ambiguity and arbitrariness of the employment 
relations and contracts also undermines workers’ loyalty to employers and 
allows them to flexibly and opportunistically manoeuvre the job market: 

Everyone here is employed via TWAs. There are no obligations. The TWA 
has no obligations vis-à-vis us and we have no obligations vis-à-vis the 
TWA. (Grzegorz, 43-year-old scaffolder, Polish) 

There is a constant mobility bargain (Smith 2006, 2010) between employers 
trying to retain labour till a project is finished and workers who are open to 
change jobs on short notice when a better-paying opportunity comes along. 
How to best move between jobs, sites and countries is something workers learn 
by doing as they acquire knowledge through experience. This has been called a 
‘savoir se mouvoir’ – a ‘know-how-to-move’ (Morokvasic 2004) and feeds into a 
worker’s mobility power.  

Well, before I thought that it does not matter how long you stay in one site: 
what you know at the beginning, you know at the end. Here, I see that that 
is different. I have been here only for two months and I see that I know 
much more than when I arrived. I am more aware of things. I see other 
people and learn from their experiences. I know now that I have rights. I 
know that I don’t get paid as much as I should. I know that I deserve to 
work less and have more holidays. I think that being here in the end will 
help me to know better what to do next time that I get a contract. (Andrzej, 
45-year-old pipefitter, Polish) 

The negative as well as positive experiences gained through working 
abroad form workers’ resources to make informed decisions on how to improve 
their material and immaterial position when changing jobs. Several of these 
practices do not stem from a critical consciousness of the employment system or 
a willingness to change this. Instead, these are autonomous initiatives to make 
life more liveable or acts of resilience that help workers sustain their lives while 
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they are abroad and acts of reworking that help them deal with the difficulties 
they face and create strategic rewards for themselves.  

 

5.8 Acts to redress power imbalances and increase workers’ 
bargaining leverage 

Workers’ mobility strategies as well as acts to materially improve their position 
and bargaining leverage are acts that spring from a more critical consciousness 
of the power imbalance, but do not attempt to change this imbalance as such. 
Such reworking acts are more marked among professional movers as they 
require knowledge and understanding of how the job market operates.  

Some workers use their accumulated knowledge to redress some of the 
imbalances cast by the employment system. Grzegorz, for example, a Polish 
construction worker of 43 with three years of work experience in scaffolding in 
the Netherlands, had worked on different sites for different employers and 
gained basic knowledge of the Dutch regulatory system and institutional 
framework. When he broke his arm and his employer refused to pay sick 
benefits or refund him for his damages, Grzegorz decided to threaten his 
employer with informing the Dutch labour inspection about this. This made his 
employer pay sick benefits during Grzegorz’ recovery time in Poland. The 
amount Grzegorz received was, however, less than he was legally entitled to. 
Still, when asked why he did not fight for the higher amount, Grzegorz replied: 
‘Because then I would not have a job anymore. And now I returned because I 
like the project.’ Grzegorz thus individually challenged his employer while 
staying within the bounds of a poorly regulated employment relationship. He 
deliberately chose to solve his problem himself because he believed local unions 
could not support him in this. Instead, he weighed his options, knew his 
individual space for manoeuvre and the right local authorities to threaten his 
employer effectively with. Grzegorz did not agree with his employer’s 
treatment of him, but acted in this manner because he thought it would provide 
him with the best opportunities.  

Since individual workers lack bargaining power vis-à-vis employers, often 
workers prefer to move between jobs in a group. Lukasz, a Polish worker with 
work experience in Poland, Germany and the Netherlands, decided to take 
matters in his own hands and started forming a work team with colleagues:   

Till now, it has been OK here, but I know this won’t last for long now. So 
I’ve been busy building up a team. I have six people now.… We would still 
do the same work, but then work as one group. The atmosphere will be 
better, because we know each other well. (Lukasz, 28-year-old scaffolder, 
Polish) 
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The reason to form a team for Lukasz was to be able to work with 
acquaintances on the next site. Still, when Lukasz moves with this group of 
colleagues as a proper work team, he increases his bargaining power towards 
his future employer, as it will be more difficult to fire a group of workers than 
an individual worker. Moving between sites with a group as a work team is a 
way to reclaim power. These reworking acts by Grzegorz and Lukasz show an 
increased critical consciousness of the existing employment relations and are 
pragmatic responses to materially improve and increase their bargaining 
position, without actually changing or challenging the way employment is 
organised.  

The fact that most mobile construction workers remain unorganised thus 
does not mean that they are not strategic actors. Instead, reworking acts, such as 
strategic moves between contracts, stem from a critical consciousness and 
understanding of the power imbalances present in the labour relations and are 
workers’ creative and innovative attempts to redress some of these imbalances 
to make their life more liveable and ‘to create viable terrains of practice’ (Katz 
2004: 251).  

 

5.9 Conclusion  

In order to better understand the position and agency of mobile migrant 
construction workers within precarious cross-border employment relations, this 
chapter has drawn on the resistance, reworking and resilience framework as 
proposed by Katz (2004). This adds to industrial relations literature an 
understanding of work experiences and strategies of a group of workers that 
has remained under-researched, but that is growing in size. Drawing upon 
qualitative interview data, this chapter has shown that the precarious 
employment context restrains workers’ interest in collective or individual 
resistance, but that workers employ a wide range of strategies to get by on a 
daily basis abroad (resilience) and to materially improve their position 
(reworking). These acts create incremental changes in the workers’ experiences 
of work and opportunities abroad, albeit within the overarching precarious and 
often oppressive employment system.  

While construction workers have always been mobile, the degree of 
flexibility and mobility in contracts is spreading to other sectors, such as 
trucking, production and logistics, and labour mobility in the EU is nowadays 
increasingly characterised by fluid, open-ended, non-linear moves (Düvell and 
Garapich 2011: 14; Favell 2008). Large shares of these temporary migrant 
workers remain, like the construction workers, unorganised. Traditional 
representational bodies, institutions and grievance procedures are not the ways 
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these workers resolve disputes in the first instance, except when they face 
extreme conditions. Instead, they prefer to accept substandard conditions or 
exercise their mobility power to improve their situation. More research should 
be done to understand the effects ‘workers can exert by using the labour market 
for dispute resolution’ (Smith 2006: 393) and how this impacts the labour 
process.  

By now, the problems that occur in different institutional contexts due to 
EU regulatory frameworks on cross-border labour and services and flexible, 
precarious forms of work are well documented. This analysis has broader 
significance in its ability to further understanding of the resiliency of the 
current EU labour regime. In addition to research on firm recruitment practices, 
regulatory change and trade union enforcement (e.g. Fellini et al. 2007; 
MacKenzie and Forde 2009; Cremers 2011; Wagner 2014; Eldring et al. 2012), 
this chapter analysed worker practices and shows that it is workers’ (strategic) 
behaviour that intentionally and unintentionally contributes to the continuation 
of current oppressive employment relations. As shown, manoeuvring the job 
market as it is currently organised creates strategic rewards for many of these 
workers. This complicates efforts to improve the working conditions for this 
group of workers, as they are reluctant to challenge the boundaries of the 
system. For regulators, enforcement authorities and trade unions this implies 
that if they want to protect these workers from the deteriorating effects of cross-
border recruitment and market competition, they need to take a more proactive 
stance, as the initiative for change on a broader level is unlikely to come from 
the workers themselves.  

      

 

 



	  




