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IntroductIon

An estimated 1.9 to 3.8 million undocumented migrants live 
in Europe (0.3 to 0.5 percent of all residents).2 Important dif-
ferences exist within Europe: for example, it is more com-
mon and accepted in southern Europe for undocumented 
migrants to be part of the work force. In northern European 
countries, irregular migration has been recognized and re-
searched only relatively recently.

This article is based on research covering three northern 
European cities: Hamburg, Germany; Stockholm, Sweden; 
and Helsin ki, Finland. An estimated 150 000 to 500 000 
people reside without documents in these countries. Free-
dom of movement within the European Union (EU) allows 
people to move within the region, thus causing a variety of 
other forms of irregular residency. For example non-EU cit-
izens with a residence permit in one country are allowed to 
travel as tourists for three months, but some stay more per-
manently. The European Union’s Dublin Regulation, which 
determines where asylum applications are processed, creates 
irregularities when people move. Many irregular migrants are 
de facto in similar circumstances to those of undocumented 
migrants:3 they lack status, access to public services, social 
welfare benefits, and the right to work.4

To meet their basic needs, migrants without the right to 
work depend on informal arrangements. Basically the alter-
natives are being supported by someone else or participation 
in the unreported economy. The integration of people with-
out access to social and welfare services and formal labor is 
more and more current when migrants become bigger targets 
of marginalizing policies and practices in the aftermath of 
the 2015 “summer of migration.”

In this article, I analyze irregular migrants’ labor based 
on 18 interviews from 2014 and 2016 as well as 8 interviews 
archived by the Museum of Work in Norrköping, Sweden. I 
look into the importance of social capital for the possibilities 
of working using data-oriented content analysis. Based on the 
data, I analyze the importance of social capital: first through 
the possibility of not having to earn any income at all, and then 
through the different positions of migrants in the unreport-
ed economy. At the end I ask what the role is of networks for 
being able to demand one’s labor rights.

the terms and context

My focus here is on migrants without work permits residing 
in cities. The group most researched among these people is 
that of undocumented migrants, who have absolutely no sta-
tus. Other irregular migrants in this article are third-country 
citizens who have a residence permit in one European country, 
but actually live in another. After the 2008 economic depres-
sion, many immigrants in Southern Europe found themselves 
in precarious conditions and left to find new opportunities. 
Their stay under these conditions is allowed; it only becomes 
irregular when they do not obey the conditions of that stay. 
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In Germany, earlier academic research about undocu-
mented migrants and labor has been produced by Dita Vogel5 
and Jörg Alt.6 In Sweden, work-related research has been 
done by Niklas Selberg7 and Heidi Moksnes.8 In Finland, 
Jukka Könönen analyzes the labor market situation of pre-
carious migrants.9 Rolle Alho looks into the difficult relation 
between the trade unions and migrant workers without res-
idence status.10

I use the term “social capital” inspired by James Coleman.11 
who defines social capital as existing individuals’ social net-
works. Social capital is at the same time a resource for the 
individual and for the community. Coleman sees social cap-
ital as a combination of networks, their positioning in society, 
norms, and trust; the intensity of the relationships and be-
longing to this network is central.

People who work without a permit usually do so in the 
informal economy, which as such is legal, but they do not pay 
taxes or make social security payments. The unreported econ-
omy includes the informal economy, but also illegal activities. 
Some interviewees had experiences of being recruited for 
illegal activities, but they explicitly denied participating.

Income wIthout a PermIt

Almost all interviewees have been living and working in Eu-
rope under different legal-administrative categories, all of 
which include different sets of rights. This kind of status mo-
bility is not uncommon for migrants in precarious circum-
stances.12

Working without a permit can have economic consequenc-
es for employers and employees. The employee can also be 
deported. Companies, for example, in the construction and 
restaurant sectors are subject to controls, which is supposed to 
guarantee workers’ rights in the case of non-citizens by mon-
itoring their right to work. However, most interviewees see 
this monitoring as a threat, which adds stress and anxiety, 
although the controls are supposed to protect people. Work 
can appear to be formal even when it is not. In Sweden many 
mention the possibility of continuing to work at an earlier 

job based on their former status as asylum seekers; controls 
have been tightened over the last five years. In Finland, in a 
case published in the main newspaper, both employer and 
employee thought everything was organized by the book, 
since all formal fees had been paid and the employee had an 
EU residence permit —until one day the police knocked at 
the door.13 

outsIde of economIc actIvItIes

Some interviewees have been able to stay out of the econo-
my. This is possible if a community exists, typically family, 
that supports that person. When economic security is bound to 
a romantic relationship, its end can be a risk since it is link ed 
to a single person.

If an asylum seeker does not receive international pro-
tection status and the denial is seen as unjust, religious com-
munities and political groups may support the person 
financially and in legalizing the stay. In these cases the sup-
porters decide who “deserves” support and who does not. 
Religious or political affiliation, but also a vulnerable situa-
tion, can be grounds for support.14

The migrant activists interviewed who were not working 
had some kind of a community covering their living costs. In 
a tight community, support can be provided until one’s resi-
dence status changes. Less united communities seem to pro-
vide rather short-term support. In some cases the support 
ended or there were threats that it would end if the migrant 
did not act as demanded. For example, continued participa-
tion in political activities or language-course attendance were 
the kind of expectations supporters had.

Some people chose to work despite having financial sup-
port. There were several reasons for this, such as gender roles 
(“A man must work”) or work for its own sake. People also in-
tended to legalize their stay through the employment, wheth-
er this was possible under local legislation or not.

workIng

The interviewees used three strategies for finding work: a paid 
employment service, peer networking. and solidarity.15 Em-
ployment services can be part of a human smuggling deal. In 
this case, a local contact offers employment and one’s own social 
capital is not needed, at least at the beginning of the stay. In 

 irregular workers are definitely paid less 
than those with a formal contract. 

salaries can be paid partially or not at all, 
and workers’ negotiating position is bad. 
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the interviews I analyzed, examples of these deals exist, but 
not signs of human trafficking, although the risk is included.

Employment can be sought through acquaintances who 
know employers and can make recommendations. This re-
quires knowing people who have access to the labor market. 
A contract or recommendation can cost money. The existing 
social capital becomes important when analyzing what kind 
of jobs migrants without work permits can find. In extreme 
cases, a worker can have a network of clients and run a com-
pany, formally founded by another person, and even legally hire 
other people to work for the company. This arrangement can 
work out unless the formal owner decides to end it. In Hamburg, 
around 2013, it became clear that recruiting sites existed for 
day laborers. Knowing these places requires some networking. 
Finding work through these recruitment spots does not require 
social capital similar to cases where people seek jobs through 
friends and acquaintances, but it is also very uncertain.

A job opportunity can be found through people who want 
to help. Solidarity-based economic activity requires one’s own 
political activity or seeking help from groups and organiza-
tions. The people interviewed had different opinions about just 
how solidarity-based this arrangement was. Some saw the 
job offer as a favor that helped save their dignity in a difficult 
life situation. Others pointed out that the informal economy 
is always more profitable for the employer. Selling food, as a 
solidarity-based economic activity, is an example that is more 
like being self-employed than being someone else’s emplo y ee. 
This requires networking with people who have economic 
resources for buying meals or hiring a catering service.

One person mentioned finding a job by knocking on the 
doors of companies and leaving his/her contact information. 
This is the only example of employment without any networks, 
social or paid, but it shows that it is possible to create job op-
portunities even without networking.

workIng condItIons

Working without a permit is a good example of precarious 
work.16 Work contracts are informal and short term, with no 
guarantees for job security. Irregular workers are definitely 
paid less than those with a formal contract. Salaries can be 
paid partially or not at all. Their negotiating position is bad, 
since workers can be replaced at any time. Interviewees worked 
in households or small companies. When people work for 
municipal or other public employers, they are subcontracted.

The salaries vary from one euro an hour to the equivalent 
of the sector’s minimum wage standard before taxes. Jörg Alt 
shows the differences in wages based on the irregular work-
er’s nationality in care and cleaning jobs in German house-
holds.17 The differences have been explained for example by 
ethnic stratification.18 The community’s social capital may 
be an explanatory factor for the differences based on nation-
ality. In Stockholm, for example, the rather good position of 
the irregular Latin American workers has been explained 
by the integration into society of Latin American refugees 
during the 1970s.19

Based on the data, ethnic stratification may be an explan-
atory factor, but it is not the only one. The interviewees report 
that their wages depend on their residence status: the worse 
the status, the lower the wage.20 Annette Bernhardt, Siobhán 
McGrath, and James DeFilippis show that ending up in dif-
ferent low-paying jobs is based on a complex hierarchy influ-
enced by gender, ethnicity, race, and networks within the 
communities.21 Moksnes points out that also organizing in a 
union can have a positive effect on wages, but, on the other hand, 
it may make it more difficult to find a job in the first place.22

demandIng rIghts

Workers have limited possibilities to demand their rights in 
conflict situations. Demanding rights can lead to deporta-
tion. In systems where the immigration control and labor 
courts have been separated, some migrants interviewed men-
tioned the risk of losing all future opportunities by getting a 
reputation as a difficult person. 

In Europe, the trade unions have not tried to systemati-
cally include irregular migrant workers as members.23 In Ham-
burg, some trade unions supported the group Lampedus 
Hamburg, which defines its members as migrant workers who 
are victims of war. Group participants became union mem-
bers and the trade unions have supported them, although not 
unanimously or as equal union members. The union also hosts 
advisory services at certain hours of the week for undo cument-
ed migrants. In Stockholm, a similar advisory structu re exists, 

Workers have limited possibilities  
to demand their rights in conflict situations.  

Demanding rights can lead  
to deportation. 
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originally inspired by the self-organized Papperslösa Stock-
holm group. Also this service is separate from other infrastruc-
ture.24 Trade unions can demand rights by using soft methods, 
such as calling the employer, but this kind of interference 
can also give workers a “bad reputation.”

The self-organizing of irregular migrant workers has been 
successful in Stockholm. Undocumented workers organized 
under the anarcho-syndicalist sac as an independent group. 
Organizing in a smaller context does not allow the group to use 
institutional power.25 Alternative strategies could include neg-
ative publicity for the employer 26 or threatening to make of-
ficial complaints.27 Strikes would also be possible if enough 
people are organized, such as in the case of the French Sans 
Papiers movement.28

summary

The data confirms earlier research results about irregular mi-
grants as a heterogeneous group. Social capital has been shown 
to be relevant for different aspect of migrants’ lives. Based on 
this research, it is central in defining the need to work. High 
social capital can make it possible to stay outside of the eco-
no mic system. Ideological or other support linked to the mi-
grant “deserving” it has its limitations. One of them is how 
migrants fulfill expectations.

Integration into labor markets depends among other things 
on networks and their positioning. The higher social capital 
one has, that is, the better positioned one’s community is and 
the better one is positioned within it, the better one’s chances 
are in the labor market. Wage level is built as a combination 
of different factors. Working as a (one-person) company demands 
having enough clients with high enough incomes. This re-
quires networking with people who can pay for services.

People without work permits are not a central target group 
for trade unions. Demanding their rights requires a different 
kind of organizing. Employers can be targeted through pub-
lic campaigning or threatening with health or other inspec-
tions, but this can make it difficult for the worker to find a 
job later. 
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