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Free Movement of Workers 
and the Self-employment issue.  
Th e Case of Th e “Polish Plumber” in France

Free Movement of People off ers new opportunities for European Union citizens migrating 
into the single market. Th is does however, bring controversy and public debates. Th is paper’s 
focus is placed on the “Polish plumber” case – a symbol of social dumping. We study the Euro-
pean Union eff ects on the self-employment practices through the experience of Polish immi-
grants employed in low-skilled occupation in France. First, the reasons for setting up in France 
and the diff erences between labour conditions before and aft er the opening of the French la-
bour market to Polish Immigrants are examined. Th e paper then discusses the self-employment 
career trajectories of Polish workers in France. Finally, we examine the impact that the Free 
Movement of Workers has on low-skilled occupations and the immigrants’ adaptation and in-
tegration into host society.

Keywords: Free Movement of Workers, Immigrant worker, low-skilled occupations, 
self-employment, stereotypes

Th e European Union integration process has been driven by the implemen-
tation of measures that break down economic barriers in the Internal Market. 
Free Movement of people within the European Union territory is considered one 
of the founding principles of this process (Treaty establishing the European Eco-
nomic Community: Article 45) and an attribute of European Union citizenship 
(EU Charter of Fundamental Rights: Article 45). Th erefore the principle of Free 
Movement of Workers off ers new opportunities to European Union citizens and 
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their family members including the right to work and to reside in another Mem-
ber State. Th ose workers should be treated on an equal footing with local citizens 
regarding recruitment, remuneration or training measures, as well as social and 
tax benefi ts (Directive 2004/38/EC).

As current debates around economic, migration and security crises show, the 
European Union integration process does not take place without controversy. Crisis 
reveals anxieties observable in all Member States where the question of immigrant 
workers is discussed widely. Th is is not a new phenomenon. Th e case of the “Pol-
ish plumber”, which has evolved into a symbol of social dumping, is one such 
example. Coined in France in 2005 on the eve of the referendum on the Treaty 
establishing a Constitution for Europe, this stereotype referred to the immigrant 
workers seeking easily accessible jobs to improve their life situation (Patok 2015: 
150). Th is high-tension debate was linked with the project of Bolkestein Directive 
on services and it has appeared due to reaction to fears about economic migrants 
fl ooding Europe’s Old labour markets (Directive 2006/123/CE). In response, Po-
land launched a humorous campaign addressed to French citizens. Th is riposte has 
achieved success in French media and paradoxically the Polish immigrant worker 
became an advertisement (Patok 2017: 96–97).

Th e stereotype of the “Polish plumber” is my point of departure in the pre-
sented analysis of Polish workers in France. It is worth taking into consideration the 
defi ciency of research regarding this group of Polish immigrants when compared 
to various scientifi c analyses of the previous waves of infl ux to France. Following 
Polish accession to the European Union in 2004, the Polish workers community 
in France diff ers from the three preceding migration waves: Th e Great Emigration 
aft er the November and January Uprising (Pezda 2001: 167–177), a large economic 
migration in the interwar period (Paczkowski 1979: 17) or political and economic 
migration from communist Poland aft er World War II (Śladkowski 2001: 15). To-
day France is not the main destination for Polish economic immigration. Also, 
the current community of Polish immigrants constitute rather a small fraction 
comparing to other groups of immigrants in France (Główny Urząd Statystyczny 
2016). It is interesting to note that it is distinctively feminized when referring to 
the previous Polish waves of immigrations (Institut national de la statistique et des 
études économiques 2013). 

In the context of economic and political challenges that Europe is facing nowa-
days, a question arises on the Free Movement of Workers eff ect on the integration 
process. Th is paper determines who exactly is the Polish immigrant worker and 
how she or he integrates and adapts her or himself to the French labour market. 
I looked into the Free Movement of Workers, following Poland’s accession to the 
European Union in 2004, to understand the new situation of Polish workers in 
France. My main focus was examining the experience of low-skilled immigrants 
working under diff erent arrangements including self-employment. Last but not 
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least, the goal was to determine the impact that the Free Movement has not only 
on immigrants’ career trajectories and entrepreneurships, but also on the integra-
tion process in the host country. 

Th e fi rst part of the paper is focused on the methodology and the study group. 
Th e next part deals with the results of the research. First, I will present Polish 
worker’s motivations for migrating to France. Th e study will continue with the 
analysis of Polish immigrant’s situation in the French labour market aft er 2004. 
Finally, I will examine the relation between self-employment and entrepreneurial 
activities of Polish workers in France. In conclusion, I will try to understand the 
impact the Internal Market Freedoms have on the immigrants’ adaptation and 
integration into host society.

Methodology and the study group

Th is research was conducted in a Paris metropolitan area from 2011 to 2016, in 
a qualitative approach of Grounded Th eory (Glaser & Strauss 2006). Th e study is 
based on a corpus of 60 semi-structured interviews with Polish immigrant workers, 
through dozens of informal conversations, as well as via participant observation 
at their workplaces and homes. I also carried out observations in a public space 
frequented by the Polish community like Polish or French administration offi  ces, 
Polish parishes and shops or public transport.

Non-probability sampling (Babbie 2007: 204–208) was used in order to choose 
the studied group within the population of low-skilled immigrants working in 
France (Table 1 and Table 2). By the category of low-skilled occupations I mean 
non-managerial positions that do not require higher education and are low placed 
on the social prestige scale. Polish immigrants are also employed in highly qualifi ed 
managerial roles, though they involve a diff erent analysis, and this is not the goal of 
this study. First, I have randomly selected groups of six unrelated low-skilled Polish 
workers. Th en, each person indicated two or three other Polish immigrants from 
her or his labour environment who met the criteria of my target group. Selection 
of following respondents has been led according to the same rule. Finally, the study 
sample consists of 28 men and 32 women in working age. 

Th e purpose was to create a various group of Polish immigrant workers who 
were diverse in their residence term and arrival moment, both before and aft er 
the Polish accession to the European Union structures in 2004. I also took into 
consideration the immigrant’s age and the declared level of French profi ciency. 
Th e diversity of these actors has allowed me to compare the experiences of Polish 
immigrant low-skilled workers in France. My main purpose was to understand the 
process of their adaptation and integration into the host state labour market, and 
not to represent the entire Polish immigrants in France or all low-skilled Polish 
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workers in Paris. Finally, I would like to point out that as Polish economic immi-
grants in France had very active working days and limited free time, interweaving 
this group was a challenge.

In this research, to understand the integration process I traversed two theoreti-
cal frameworks. Firstly, I analysed both the relations between Polish immigrant 
workers and the French society e.g. colleagues, employers and customers. For this 
goal, I applied the concepts from symbolic interactionism (Becker 2009; Goff man 
1996). Secondly, I referred to methodological individualism to examine choices 
made by immigrant workers in their professional life (Crozier & Friedberg 1977; 
Boudon 1983).

Th e results of the research

Th e origins and motivations for immigrating to France

Following the political changes in Poland in the early 90s, the migration pat-
terns for the greater number of Polish immigrants of the lower and middle classes 
are primarily economic ones. An economic migration is also a choice that in the 
current geopolitical circumstances does not exclude the option of a return to ones 
motherland (Bera 2011: 18). In terms of destinations for Polish immigrants, France 
ranks seventh, compared to other European Union countries such as Britain, Ger-
many, Ireland, the Netherlands, Italy and Spain (Główny Urząd Statystyczny 2016). 
Th erfore why do Polish workers choose to live in France today? Are they really 
ready to work for a lower wage as the stereotype of the “Polish plumber” initially 
insinuated? Th e interviews clearly show that the answer is based on three diff erent 
types of motivations for arrival in France. 

For the fi rst type of immigrant worker the fact of living and working in France 
is not the result of a carefully thought-out life and career project. Th eir arrival is 
rather unplanned and the Polish worker had never thought of immigrating to 
France. Th e French language and especially the French labour market were totally 
unknown to her or him. While seeking a job in Poland, the immigrant fi nds the 
possibility to work in France and takes it. In the study group it was the case of 
unemployed family fathers or mothers, as well as singles trying to change their 
economic and professional situation. Th is type of immigrant worker arrives alone 
and has no family or friendship circles in France. Her or his motivation to leave 
Poland comes from the diffi  culties to fi nd a job in their native country. In this 
case, the beginning of immigration is hard and a struggle. Th e immigrant worker 
is facing not only new living conditions alone, but also a day-to-day reality in her 
or his workplace. A strong economic motivation leads to accept a job bellow the 
immigrant’s qualifi cations. Th e situation of Konrad, a 30 year-old construction 
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worker living in France for 3 years, will help illustrate this scenario. Th is immi-
grant, graduated from the Polish University of Technology has agreed to work in 
a low-skilled occupation in France because of language barriers: “[…] working in 
construction means foremost working with people. You have to explain things or 
manage the workers. Really, it is a diplomatic work. If I do not speak the language 
I do not work at all. In the beginning, I was working as a “to do everything” man, 
so I’ve been doing the things that are not important at all. I didn’t develop myself. 
I accepted this situation, but I did not feel well [...] “.

Th e second case of immigrant worker joins her or his family or friends already 
working in France, thus a network of contacts is rather established. Th is immigrant 
arrives because the work and accommodation are guaranteed. She or he is attracted 
by a better quality of life and higher wage opportunity. In the studied group, men 
employed in building construction and renovation exemplifi ed this type of motiva-
tion. Th ese workers came from little towns or villages like Waldemar, a 28-year-old 
mason, in France for 7 years: “[...] First, my mother came here [to Paris], then, my 
big sister came to work and my little sister was at school here. [...] I fi nished school 
and I’ve seen any job prospects, especially for a good salary, so I thought it would 
be better to leave, to learn a foreign language and to start working […]”. Th is case 
of immigrant also immigrates with their spouse or joins their partner in France. 
Magda, a 30-year-old married cleaning lady gives an illustration: “I came just for 
him, I didn’t want to come here [...]. I do not want to live in France; I always knew 
that I wouldn’t feel good in a foreign country. I’ve sacrifi ced myself to be and to 
live together. Th at’s why I’m here. […]”.  For this type of immigrant worker the 
decision to leave results from refl exion, especially in the case of persons already 
employed in Poland. However, immigration may be also a spontaneous choice 
for unemployed individuals looking for a  job. Th e study clearly shows that the 
experience abroad is oft en diff erent from expected immigration reality. In spite of 
the diffi  culties in France, the immigrant usually doesn’t return to Poland. Rafał, 
a 38-year-old construction worker, in France for 14 years explains: “[...] at the very 
beginning, I wanted to return back to Poland because I had never worked in con-
struction before. I was supposed to be a courier or deliveryman [...] but this work 
wasn’t available. At this time the situation in Poland was diffi  cult. I have borrowed 
some money from my mother and I have come here. I said to myself that if I am 
here, I had to work to give back that money. It was hard, but I started to work in 
construction”. 

Th e interviews clearly show that young female already having contact with the 
French language represented the third and the last type of migration motivations. 
It was a case of students usually working as baby-sitters and cultivating the myth 
of France renowned for its artistic heritage. In the study group these immigrants’ 
aspiration was to integrate into French culture and to fulfi l a profession in France. 
Immigration is part of a self-realization plan based on the desire to get closer to 
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French culture. Th e departure of Poland is prepared well in advance including a job, 
such as waitress or baby-sitter, allowing contacts with French society and language. 
Sabina, a 26-year-old au pair caregiver, gives such an example: “[...] I’ve fallen in 
love with the French language and to leave, it was my dream. I have realized that 
one person from my family was in France so one day I called her to ask if she could 
help me. She had been looking for my job for six months and fi nally she called 
me. I’ve arrived on November 9th. I remember that date very well”. In the study 
group, this type of immigrant worker desires a new life, to change environment or 
to move to a bigger city. In consequence, the Polish worker takes a risk as she 
or he seeks the possibility of changing jobs. 

In the study group, the migration patterns of low-skilled Polish workers in 
France are mainly economic. Nevertheless, the departure of the immigrant may 
not be the result of a carefully planned project. When seeking a job in Poland, the 
individual can fi nd her or his employment opportunity in France. Th e immigrant 
network of weak ties (Granovetter 1973), such as people met by chance out of the 
immigrant’s family and close friendship circles, plays an important role in this 
process (Patok 2013: 259). In all studied cases the immigrant worker stays despite 
the diffi  culties because a return could be considered as migratory failure in front 
of relatives in Poland.

Polish worker’s situation in the French labour market aft er 2004

Since the opening of the French labour market in 2008, four years aft er Poland’s 
accession to the European Union, the Polish worker is subject to similar adminis-
trative procedures as French citizens. Th e situation for both, the Polish immigrant 
and for her or his French employer has evolved. Th is part of the paper analyses 
the experience of immigrants from the study group in order to understand their 
current professional situation, not only in the fi eld of law, but also from a social 
and economic point of view. Following the interviews, I can distinguish four major 
diff erences regarding Polish worker’s situations in the French labour market before 
and aft er 2004.

First, illegal forms of employment have become less interesting. Legal employ-
ment guarantees social security and the recognition as an equal employee. How-
ever, the usual wage for a construction worker has fallen due to social charges. Th is 
is illustrated by Waldemar, a 28-year-old mason: “At the beginning I had been doing 
undeclared work, like most Polish workers have. [...] Before [2008] it wasn’t so easy 
[...]. You weren’t allowed to work if the boss couldn’t prove that you were a wanted 
employee and that there wasn’t a French unemployed worker for that position. Now, 
we have the opportunity to sign a contract and to start working the same day”. 

Second, the labour market opening ensures the Polish worker’s legal rights 
in France. In the study group it is signifi cant, especially for cleaning ladies and 
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construction workers looking for a declared employment. Having a professional 
occupation is no more a necessity for a Polish economic immigrant planning to 
stay abroad, as it was before 2004 when a residence permit was an obligation. Th e 
experience of Polish workers from the study group also illustrates that now the law 
limits the employer’s control and power. Grzegorz, a 41-year-old mechanic and 
lorry driver explains this situation: “People have no idea what the European Union 
means. [...] Before it was the employer who determined his own law and he could 
throw you out if you disobeyed his illegal rules. He could blackmail you. For us, this 
open border is something really beautiful. [...] We can change jobs without stress”.

Th ird, according to opinions of workers from the study group, the attitudes 
of their Polish colleagues arriving aft er the French labour market opening – have 
changed. Th e interviews show that previously, the Polish immigrant wave was 
more motivated to work. A stay of Polish employees in France was limited before 
2004, which had an impact on the motivation to work. Th e economic immigrant 
objective was to make and to save money or reside abroad for as long as possible. 
In the study group the Polish workers migrating before 2004 perceive the “new ar-
riving” as more demanding or an even pretentious employee. An opinion of Rafał, 
a 38-year-old construction worker living in France for 14 years gives an illustration: 
“[...] I remember when I’ve arrived [to France]. At this time only a three-month 
stay was possible. I remember how much eff ort we’d been making. [...] I think it’s 
about how important something is to you. [...] So it’s a matter of motivation”.

Finally, aft er 2004 the number of Polish immigrants in France has increased. 
In consequence, they feel more anonymous and their values are diff erent from pre-
vious Polish immigration waves. Iwona, a 49-year-old vendor from a Polish store 
living in France for 21 years, explains her every day observation: “Before Polish 
immigrants were more honest. We have never verifi ed the checks coming from 
Polish customers. [...] Since the borders are open, we have begun to have prob-
lems [...] we can no longer accept payment with a check. And this is only the fault 
of the new customers. Th e older clients, I mean this generation, who arrived previ-
ously was so honest. Th ose people were diff erent”. However Iwona also perceives 
the positive aspects of the Free Movement of Workers. Th e current situation of 
people arriving in France is more convenient. Consequently, their adaptation and 
integration process into the host society goes smoothly. Indeed, these newly arriv-
ing immigrants are considered as courageous in their professional choices, such as 
decisions regarding changing job. Iwona explains this situation: “New immigrants 
are more open-minded, more free. It seems, in my opinion, that they have more 
enterprising skills because they didn’t have so many constraints in the beginning 
[of the migratory trajectory]. Th ey assimilate quicker. It’s easier to get documents, 
to get and to keep a job. Th is generation is more stress-free”. 

Th e research shows that Poland’s accession into the European Union structures, 
and consequently the opening of the French labour market to the Polish workers 
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had a signifi cant impact on these immigrants’ everyday life in France. Th e Pol-
ish worker has become equal as a subject of law comparing to her or his French 
colleague. Not only are the administrative procedures less complex for both the 
immigrant worker and her or his French employer, but also the Polish worker is 
more aware of her or his rights. 

Self-employment and the Polish immigrant’s entrepreneurship in France

L’auto-entreprenariat or le statut d’auto-entrepreneur is a self-employment system 
created in 2008 by François Fillon’s government, under the presidency of Nicolas 
Sarkozy in order to stimulate French economy (Auto-entrepreneur.fr 2017). For indi-
vidual entrepreneurs, a single fee proportional to their income has replaced all social 
contributions, as well as all taxes to simplify administration procedures. Consequent-
ly, if the entrepreneur has no revenues, she or he doesn’t pay contributions (Droit-
fi naces.net 2017). Individual businesses have also become easy to initiate, to inter-
rupt or to end via online registration (Planète Auto-entrepreneur 2017). Moreover, 
even if an individual is already employed, this system provides an opportunity to 
create a single company and to carry on an independent business. A part time or full 
time occupation can be combined with self-employment status. Job seekers, students 
or pensioners can also benefi t from this system (Service Public 2017). Self-employ-
ment includes most activities, however some of them; such as agriculture, public 
administration and scientifi c or artistic literary production are excluded due to af-
fi liation to a diff erent tax system (Auto-entrepreneurs info 2017). It is also important 
to mention some critical aspects of self-employment in France. Th is system provokes 
layoff s during economic crises. Companies, rather than hiring, may illegally ask their 
employees to change their status to self-employed in order to reduce taxes. Th is leads 
to insecurity, which aff ects the employees’ lives career negatively (Bonnard 2013).

Th e interviews from presented fi eldwork clearly show that self-employment 
is an important form of legal activity of low-skilled Polish immigrants in France. 
In the research sample, 8 women and 14 men represent this form of professional 
activity. All self-employment cases were registered in France, so are subjects to 
French law. In the study group I can distinguish two types of self-employment 
activities of Polish workers, such as the cleaning ladies and baby-sitters, as well as 
the construction workers. 

Th is paper’s focus is on diff erent stages of the professional career of the Polish 
self-employed immigrants. Th e career concept is understood here as the succession 
of occupations held by the individual (Hughes 1937: 408). A professional career 
consists, objectively of a series of status passages and clearly defi ned offi  ces, and 
subjectively of the individual perception of her or his reality as a worker (Idem). 
Th e professional career also can be studied as a variation of organisations, institutions 
and formal or informal networks (Hall 1948: 327). In the study of career trajectories 
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as a process, I refer to synchronous and sequential models analysis (Becker 2009: 
45). It stresses the importance of changes regarding the transformations of the Pol-
ish immigrants’ motivation and desire over time. Th e interviews show that the Pol-
ish immigrant working in France as self-employed goes through several phases of 
professional development. Consequently, I distinguish three models for a career: 
Stagnated Model, Th e “Jack of all trades” Model and Developing Career Model. 

First, I focus on self-employed cleaning ladies and baby-sitters. In the study 
group only woman represented them. In this case self-employment provides an 
opportunity to legally perform professional activity in the French labour market. 
Before the opening of French labour market for the Polish workers, a job position 
in this domain was undeclared. Today, the procedure takes place at the request of 
the employer interested in maid tax write-off . As a result an immigrant woman can 
easily access healthcare and social welfare in France, which is attractive because 
it aff ects her sense of security and stability in the host country. It is also possible 
to work for individual families and not only for large companies, which gives au-
tonomy in setting up working hours.

In this case the Polish worker’s career stages represent a Stagnated Model. Th e 
immigrant has the same professional occupation since her arrival, so the skills and 
the profession do not change, in contrast to contact networks. An extensive number 
of customers’ demands let a self-employed immigrant woman choose the most con-
forming or lucrative off ers. Marta, a 38-year-old cleaning lady working in France for 
11 years, explains that today she works mostly for families with whom she has good 
relationships. She stresses the importance of her occupation’s fl exibility allowing her 
to take care of her two boys: “Now I work for people I like. I like their homes. First we 
drink coff ee and then they go to work and I do my job. I’m not considered a house-
keeper, but rather someone who helps. Now, I work solely for people who accept 
that I’m not available during school holidays […]. Since I have children, I work for 
people who don’t mind that I’m not working during holidays. It’s not easy to fi nd such 
people. Now I’m in a comfortable position where I get to choose who I work for (…).”

Th e construction workers represent the second type of self-employment activi-
ties of Polish immigrants in France in the study group. In this case, the immigrant 
is a man; he already knows the French labour market and his network of clients 
is developed. Consequently, self-employment results from a need of professional 
autonomy and a more lucrative income. As for non-French speaking self-employed 
immigrants, it’s usually their neighbours or family members who manage the ad-
ministrative procedures. It is worth noting that in the opinion of Polish workers, 
the professional activity as a subject of French law is more credible for French 
customers. Th e interviews let me distinguish two models of the career stages in 
the case of a self-employed construction worker.

Developing Career Model is my fi rst example. Th e research shows that in this 
case professional trajectory progresses from young assistant to owner of a renovation 
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company. Once employed, the worker goes through several stages. Beginning as an 
assistant, he gradually learns other skills, such as brickwork, electrics and plumb-
ing to fi nally open his own business. It is worth mentioning that the Developing 
Career Model also exists in the case of women from the study group. It starts 
from baby-sitter or waitress then, aft er studies or professional courses, it evolves 
to secretary or stewardess. However, this case doesn’t apply to self-employment’s 
category. Artur, a 27-year-old construction worker living in France for 2 years ex-
plains the process of acquiring new skills in the construction domain: “[...] When 
I came to the fi rm, the other guys showed me how to work here [in France], how 
to do the job, which was diff erent with [work in] Poland. In Poland I learned to run 
metal buildings construction, and there [in France], you have to learn everything: 
electrics, painting, etc. At the beginning I was only helping and then every year 
I learned something new. For example, I was asked to manage the construction of 
a wall and aft er that it was verifi ed. If the result wasn’t good, they showed me how 
to do it correctly. A half-year later, I proved that I know how to work and I started 
running my own business, which I was responsible for […]”.

Th us, the study demonstrates that when the immigrant worker manages dif-
ferent skills, he feels more independent and consequently he thinks about his 
own company. However, the self-employment decision results from various fac-
tors. Th e interviews show that several years of experience on the French market 
brings a requirement for new services. In this case, especially the Polish workers 
with fi nancial family-related responsibilities decide to start their own business. Yet 
some immigrants arriving in France are already planning to work for their own 
account in the future. Th e interviews indicate that those men, usually young, im-
prove their French prior, get professional experience and build a contact network. 
Th e experience of a 38 year-old self-employed construction worker, Rafał will help 
illustrate this scenario: “When there was an opportunity for working on my own, 
I decided to start my own business quickly. If I work for a French company, I have 
SMIC [Th e guaranteed minimum growth wage]. […] and when you’re working 
for someone [as employee] you are ordered to leave or not. You have to explain 
everything to everyone. Now it would be diffi  cult for me to follow orders. When 
I met a few people I started doing some undeclared jobs; but you know, you need 
to show the accounts, so I’ve founded a Polish company. I’ve been running it for 
three years. Th en, I decided to start a French business. Now I am working under 
self-employment and this is less complicated, mainly accountancy”.

A “Jack of all trades” Model illustrates the second type of Polish self-employed 
construction worker in France. Th is case represents an immigrant having diff er-
ent occupations for many years, for example a mechanic and a lorry driver at the 
same time. Th e immigrant workers have several jobs in various sectors in order to 
carry out future personal projects, such as education, retirement or family house 
construction. Th e professional background of the immigrant worker is varied, but 
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not continuous. Th e individual doesn’t develop skills within a specifi c fi eld, but he 
changes trades and sectors several times. Th is case of the self-employed worker is 
focused on fi nancial benefi ts, new experiences and professional contacts with dif-
ferent people. Th e “Jack of all trades” Model is also a way to benefi t effi  ciently from 
the stay on immigration. Moreover, it can be a transition between a current job 
and the main future professional occupation. In the study group the work requir-
ing huge physical strength and dexterity was considered as short-term. Grzegorz, 
a 41-year-old circus artist living in Paris for 6 years, will illustrate this process: “It’s 
clear that the fi rst thing is to make money. We can always organise our time well. 
Th e work must be a pleasure, but it’s also the opportunity to make money. Unfor-
tunately, years pass and I need to have some fi nancial security. When I was a 15 or 
18-year-old boy the circus was my passion. Well, right now…when I arrived [in 
France], I hadn’t an opportunity for extra income. I was focused on artistic work. 
Th at was my goal. With time, I’ve been making friends and creating new contacts 
in many diff erent places, so I could do more things [out of work in the circus].” 

Th e research shows that the career trajectory of self-employed baby-sitters and 
cleaning ladies represents a Stagnation Model. Th ese immigrants don’t have a pro-
fessional promotion, but they develop large networks within their domain. In this 
case self-employed worker feels free to choose among customers and job off ers. In 
the study group the self-employed construction workers represent rather a Devel-
oping Career Model. Th e immigrant workers start as assistants and with time they 
open their own businesses. Finally, the self-employed Polish immigrant from the 
construction sector can also carry out several activities from diff erent sectors. Th is 
is a case of the “Jack of all trades” Model. Th e self-employed immigrant represent-
ing this career model adapts and integrates into the French labour market in many 
segments if comparing to the two previous career models. Consequently, a “Jack 
of all trades” career trajectory allows an immigrant worker to compare various 
trades in the French labour market before he decides about their fi nal occupation.

Conclusion: Free Movement of Workers and Immigrant’s Integration 
into the Host Society Labour Market

Self-employment is an example of adaptation and integration of Polish low-
skilled workers in the French labour market. On one hand, French customers 
confront Polish immigrants with diff erent requirements. On the other hand, their 
versatility and determination allow them to quickly adapt to new demands from the 
French labour market. Certainly, the situation of the Polish immigrant regarding 
relations with French employer has improved due the Free Movement of Workers 
principle. Th e French client hiring a Polish worker has no longer to go trough the 
additional procedures. Moreover, the Polish worker is free to choose her or his 



74 Małgorzata Patok

customer, company and duration of stay abroad. It is important to stress that this 
consciousness of freedom is a key consequence of the Free Movement of Workers 
on the immigrant worker.

Th e French labour market opening has a  strong impact on Polish immi-
grants’ adaptation and integration into the host society. Th e studied trajectories 
of professional careers: Stagnated Model, Developing Career Model and the ‘Jack 
of all trades” Model, clearly indicate that both legal recognition and equal rights 
to French citizens, encourage low-skilled Polish immigrants to perform and to 
register their professional activities as self-employed workers in France. In con-
sequence, those immigrants not only assimilate to the French legal or adminis-
trative requirements regarding their professional segment, but also realize and 
integrate informal rules of the French labour market. Better is the Polish workers’ 
understanding of their host society, where their professional decisions are more 
courageous. Th e immigrant workers, aware of their employee’s rights and duties – 
articulate their professional needs more openly to French employers and customers 
in all three studied models of career trajectories. Polish workers’ sense of autonomy 
is more developed then before the French labour market opening.

Following the analysis of three professional career models of studied immi-
grants, I noticed that professional network is a signifi cant aspect of Polish workers’ 
adaptation and integration process in France. To have lucrative self-employment re-
quires large contact networks, consequently an immigrant worker needs to establish 
relationships with the host society. Th e cleaning ladies and baby-sitters representing 
a Stagnated Career Model are focused on one segment of the labour market, where 
they develop a big number of customers usually families. In this case, culture of the 
host society is discovered through those families’ domestic lifestyle. Th e construc-
tion workers looking for autonomy and lucrative income illustrate a Developing 
Career Model. Th ey go through several stages of professionalization, adapting their 
services to the French market’s demands and becoming more credible for French 
customers and employers. Th e “Jack of all trades” Career Model is a trajectory of 
diff erent occupations, thus the immigrant worker adapts and integrates in many seg-
ments. A varied professional network allows comprehending many diff erent aspects 
of the labour market. However, in the three studied models of career development, 
the most important factor of the adaptation and integration process is the self-
employed immigrants’ plan for their future stay. If the Polish worker visualises his 
or her family life in France, he or she willingly adapts and integrates into the host 
society. In this case the immigrant is motivated to learn French, develop their pro-
fessional career or contact network, as well as evolve into the French environment. 
At the same time, his or her relations with compatriots in France decrease to family 
or friendship circles for contacts with the host society (Patok 2016).

It is important to stress that self-employment is also a symbol of occupational 
prestige for studied workers. As economic immigrants employed in low-skilled jobs, 
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the Polish workers have a strong need for recognition. Th ey feel inferior in the eyes of 
their French employers or clients. At the same time, they notice that they can be rec-
ognized as good workers and entrepreneurs. Th is is a very important aspect of their 
identity as immigrants and it includes a sense of respect and dignity, which are key 
elements of the integration process. Th e economic activity, as well as a sense of en-
trepreneurship defi nes the migratory success. However, seeking the French society’s 
recognition in labour activities confi rms the stereotype of a ready to work immigrant.

Th e results of this research show that the European Union integration pro-
cess is based on Internal Market Freedoms. Th e economic activity is changing the 
mentality of Polish immigrants towards the consciousness of equality and liberty. 
However, this consciousness of rights as European citizens is not established yet 
on the political level. 

A question rises whether or not the adaptation and integration processes in 
the case of overqualifi ed Polish employees with a principal status are the same as 
in the law-skilled workers case? Finally, how to reach the next level in the Euro-
pean integration process (beyond the economic level) and develop the awareness 
of the necessity of integration at the political level amongst the European Union 
citizens? Th e challenge is to rethink the European Union integration policies from 
the perspective of its main actors: the European Union’s citizens.
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