
TheMES
Themes on Migration and Ethnic Studies
occasional papers and reprints

Annette Thörnquist

East-West Labour Migration and 
the Swedish Cleaning Industry

A matter of immigrant competition? 

42
(2015)





TheMES 
Themes on Migration and Ethnic Studies

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be used or reproduced in any 
manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations in 
articles and reviews. 
© REMESO and the author 2015. 
TheMES No. 42/15 
ISSN 1651-8306 
Cover: Martin Ålund

Series Editor: 
Erik Berggren, +46 11 36 32 66, erik.berggren@liu.se

Orders: 
Eva Rehnholm 
Tel. +46-11-36 32 38 
Fax. +46-11-36 30 04 
E-mail: evare@isv.liu.se

Address: 
Linköping University 
ISV-REMESO 
SE-601 74 Norrköping, Sweden

Webpage 
www.isv.liu.se/remeso



The author acknowledges research funding support from the Swedish Research Council 
for Health, Working Life and Welfare (FORTE), Project Number: 2011-0338, ‘East-West 
labour migration, industrial relations and labour standards in a Swedish-Baltic context’. 
The author also warmly thanks the leader of this project, Professor Charles Woolfson, 
and the project member, Ph.D. Candidate Indre Genelyte, at the Institute for Research on 
Migration, Ethnicity and Society (REMESO), Linköping University. Many thanks also to 
Dr. Bjarke Refslund, researcher at the Department of Political Science, Aalborg University.



Abstract
The Swedish cleaning industry provides a good example of an ethnically seg-
regated labour market. Almost 50 per cent of the workforce was born abroad, 
and an unknown number of undocumented immigrants are working informally 
in this labour market, especially in the metropolitan areas. Price pressure in 
public procurement of cleaning services and unfair competition generate market 
disturbances and labour abuse. In the light of these structural conditions, the 
aim of the present study is to discuss the presence of temporary labour migrants 
from Poland and the Baltic countries in the Swedish cleaning industry. The 
study shows, that since there is a shortage of jobs in this labour market, there is 
also a potential risk of competition between previous and new labour migrants, 
especially in large cities. Hence, when discussing labour migration to Sweden, 
or other destination countries, we need a broad social perspective that takes into 
account the impact of existing segregation and labour market segmentation, as 
well as the balance of power between the social partners and the labour market 
policy pursued by the governments. Thus, this study also reveals another impor-
tant factor that most likely has an impact on the comparatively limited inflow of 
labour migrants from the newer EU countries to the Swedish cleaning industry, 
namely that the employers can easily recruit workers in Sweden participating in 
labour market projects, which means considerable wage subventions. In other 
words, employers can use a tax-funded reserve army of cheap labour to gain 
competitive advantage, for example in public procurement. This practice wors-
ens the problems of price pressure, oversupply and competition by undercutting 
labour standards, which may generate further social segregation and labour 
market segmentation.

Key words: Swedish cleaning industry, temporary labour migration, newer 
EU countries, labour market segmentation, immigrant competition, tax-funded 
reserve army of labour.
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East-West Labour Migration and the 
Swedish Cleaning Industry
A matter of immigrant competition? 
Annette Thörnquist 

I: Introduction
Traditionally, the vast majority of the workers in the cleaning industry are women. In 
Sweden, as well as in other Nordic countries, cleaning also provides a good example 
of an ethnically segregated labour market. Foreign born workers are highly over-repre-
sented, especially in the metropolitan areas where most immigrants have settled. These 
workers have mainly come from Southern Europe, South-East Asia and Africa (Bettio 
and Verashchagina, 2009; Gavanas 2010; Abbasian and Hellgren 2012). Since the en-
largement of the EU in 2004 and 2007, there has also been an east-west labour migra-
tion within the EU/EEA region. In Norway and Denmark, most labour migrants from 
the newer EU member states who are working in the cleaning industry have come from 
Poland, but there is also an increasing inflow of workers from Lithuania, Romania and 
Bulgaria (Lisborg 2012; Friberg and Eldring 2013; Rose Tronstad and Andersson Joona 
2013; Scmulyar Green and Spear 2014; Refslund 2014). In Finland, labour migrants 
in cleaning have mainly come from Russia and Estonia (Statistics in Finland 2013; 
Komulainen 2012; Ollus et al. 2013). When it comes to the Swedish cleaning industry, 
almost 50 per cent of the workers are foreign born people, compared to around 16 per 
cent of the population as a whole (Almega Serviceentreprenörerna 2014; SCB 2014a). 
However, we do not know much about labour migrants from the former Eastern Bloc 
who are working temporarily in the Swedish cleaning industry. 

Swedish studies on labour migrants in cleaning have mainly dealt with domestic 
cleaning (Gavanas 2010; Gavanas and Darin Mattson 2011; Calleman 2011; Shmulyar 
Green 2013). Even though domestic services have increased significantly in the 2000s, 
the main part of the multifaceted cleaning industry is office cleaning in public institu-
tions and private companies, carried out mainly by contract companies. However, there 
is so far little research on temporary migrant workers in this sector. Previous studies 
have mainly concerned immigrants living in Sweden (e.g. Akhavan, Sharareh 2006; 
Abbasian and Bildt 2007; Abbasian and Hellgren 2012), or undocumented immigrants 
engaged informally in this and other low-wage sectors (Elmhorn 2008; Khosravi 2009; 
Björklund Larsen 2010)
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Aim and scope of the study
The aim of the present study is thus to discuss the presence of temporary labour mi-
grants from Poland and the Baltic states in the Swedish cleaning industry, how workers 
have approached this labour market, and how trends in east-west labour migration to 
this sector can be explained. The discussion also includes posted workers, even though 
they should not be regarded as labour migrants (European Commission 2014). 

The term migrant workers/labour migrants has been defined in various ways in 
different contexts. The United Nations’ International Convention of Migrant Workers 
and its Committee aimed at protecting labour migrants and their families has a wide 
definition. A migrant worker is ‘a person who is to be engaged, is engaged or has been 
engaged in a remunerated activity in a state of which he or she is not a national’ (UN 
2005: 4). The Swedish Committee for Labour Migration (Kommittén för arbetskrafts-
invandring), which preceded a revision of the regulations on labour migration from 
outside the EU/EEA region in 2008, defined labour migrants as ‘migrants who move to 
Sweden for labour market reasons, and who are formally allowed to settle in Sweden’ 
(SOU 2006:87: 118)1. The problem with this definition, however, is that it mainly refers 
to labour migrants who have been staying in Sweden for 12 months or more, and who 
thus are included in the population register as ‘immigrants’(cf. Andersson Joona and 
Wadensjö 2011). 

There are also various definitions of ‘temporary migrant workers’ (Equality and Hu-
man Rights Commission 2011). According to the International Organization for Migra-
tion (2014), this term refers to ‘skilled, semi-skilled or untrained workers who remain 
in the destination country for definite periods as determined in a work contract with an 
individual worker or a service contract concluded with an enterprise’. ‘Temporary’ may 
implicate longer or shorter time-periods in a migrant’s life. However, this study focuses 
mainly on workers who are staying for less than a year. Temporary migrant workers in 
that sense, who are working in low-wage jobs, are among those who are most at risk of 
being abused as cheap labour.  

After World War II, the guest worker system became an established model for 
recruiting foreign labour in the Western world (Castles 1986; Schierup, Castles and 
Hansen 2006). In the early 1970s, Sweden began to pursue a more restrictive labour 
migration policy, while there was an increasing inflow of refugees in the following de-
cades. Since the mid-1990s, however, temporary labour migration has increased again, 
albeit within a new economic, political and demographic context. With the enlargement 
of the EU in 2004, transitional restrictions for east-west labour migration became a 
much-disputed issue in the older member states. Sweden was the only EU-15 country 
that allowed free access to its labour market, while the United Kingdom and Ireland 
introduced some minor restrictions (Arvidsson 2009; Gerdes and Wadensjö 2013). 

 1  The author’s translation.
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Swedish research on labour migration from the newer EU countries in the former 
Eastern Bloc corresponds well with other European and Nordic studies (e.g. Kahan-
ec and Zimmermann 2008, 2009; Lemos and Portes 2008; Galgóczi et al. 2009; Kerr 
2011; Guild and Carrera 2012). In general, high-level economic studies have found 
little impact on the Swedish labour market and industrial relations model. The authors 
have emphasised that the inflow of workers has been comparatively low, especially 
in low-wage sectors. The main reasons have been higher demand for labour in other 
countries, such as in the United Kingdom and Ireland, and higher wages, for example 
in Germany, Denmark and Norway (Tamas and Müntz 2006; Andersson Joona and 
Wadensjö 2011; Gerdes and Wadensjö 2008; 2013; Engdahl 2013). It has also been 
maintained that many labour migrants from the newer EU states prefer to work in 
English or German speaking countries for linguistic reasons. Moreover, the problem of 
wage dumping has been regarded as limited as well. The overall explanation has been 
that the strong Swedish labour market regulations for equal rights cover all workers – 
including migrant workers (Ruhs 2012; Wadensjö 2012). Thus, the high union density 
(around 70 per cent), and a collective bargaining system covering almost 90 per cent of 
the labour market, make the Swedish labour market less ‘flexible’ in this respect.

However, these studies have generally concerned labour migrants who have worked 
in Sweden for 12 months or more. Researchers who have studied the posting of work-
ers and labour migration for shorter spells, on the other hand, have emphasised the 
risks for low-wage competition and severe abuse of migrant workers. In fact, they have 
shown that wage dumping is a problem also in industries with comparatively strong 
trade unions, such as in the construction and transport industries (e.g. Woolfson et al. 
2010; Thörnquist 2011a; 2013a; Jonsson et al. 2014).   

Theoretical approach
Several economic studies on east-west labour migration within the enlarged EU have 
emphasised that in cases where negative effects on wages and working conditions can 
be found in the host countries, these effects generally appear in low-skilled service 
jobs, such as jobs in the cleaning industry, and in the hotel and restaurant sector (Lund-
borg 2009; Somerville and Sumption 2009; Anderson and Ruhs 2010). Moreover, since 
foreign born workers are over-represented in these sectors, especially in the urban are-
as, the problems will most likely hit previous immigrants. As Somerville and Sumption 
(2009: 3) have put it: 

This means that previous immigrants (foreign-born workers already present in the 
country) bear the brunt of competition from new immigrants. Most native workers 
are sheltered from immigrant competition, since they can work in jobs in which 
they have a comparative advantage over immigrants. But some natives might 
also lose out due to new immigration if they are unable to move into these “lan-
guage-intensive” jobs (for example, due to poor communication skills).
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Somerville and Sumption do not discuss in terms of segregation or labour market 
segmentation. Yet, the phenomenon they describe – competition between previous 
and new immigrants – can be related to the processes implied in these concepts. In the 
present study on east-west labour migration and how it concerns the Swedish clean-
ing industry, this relationship will be illustrated. One may say that the labour market 
in cleaning is horizontally segregated, and that it includes structures of labour market 
segmentation as well. The notion of horizontal segregation generally refers to gender 
segregation in the labour market, but it can also apply to segregation of other social-
ly categorised groups, for example foreign born workers (Melkas and Anker 1997; 
Anker 1998; Bettio and Verashchagina, 2009). If the labour market is characterised by 
established sub-groups with different wages and working conditions with little social 
mobility between these groups, we may also talk about labour market segmentation 
(ibid.; Piore 1971; 1979; Wilkinson 1981; Deakin 2013). 

As regards the concept of immigrant competition, it often denotes competition be-
tween immigrants and native born workers. As the quotation above indicates, however, 
it can also refer to competition between previous and new immigrants (see also Lim 
2002). This is how the concept will be used in this study as well. Thus, the question 
asked in this context is whether the social structure of the labour market may help to 
explain trends in temporary labour migration targeting the cleaning industry. This issue 
will also be discussed in the light of the labour market policy pursued in Sweden over 
the past ten years. The main purpose of this policy, which can be described as a work-
fare (work-for-welfare) policy, has been to increase the supply of labour in order to 
include people in the labour market, and thus reduce social security costs. Even though 
this policy was introduced in the 1990s (Kildal 2001; Junestav 2011), the centre-right 
alliance government in office during the period September 2007 to September 2014 
strongly reinforced it. In accordance with this supply-side labour market policy, a large 
number of unemployed workers, many of whom have an immigrant background, have 
been engaged in various forms of labour market schemes. As will be shown in this re-
port, they also constitute a reserve army of tax-financed cheap labour (see also Thörn-
quist 2011b, 2013b; 2014).  

The development of the Swedish cleaning industry in recent decades reflects the 
structural transformation within the public sector that has been related to the intro-
duction of New Public Management policies (Hood 1995; Ferlie et al. 1996; Almqvist 
2006; Hermann and Flecker 2012; Kamp et al. 2013). When the public sector was 
exposed to competition in the early 1990s, cleaning and facility services were among 
the first activities that were outsourced, and the use of private subcontractors has 
escalated ever since (Sundin and Rapp 2006; Rapp 2006; Calleman 2011). Moreover, 
so-called customer choice models have been introduced, for example in home-based 
care and services for elderly and disabled people in the municipalities. This means 
that the ‘customers’ can chose between the municipal provider and external providers 
authorised by the municipalities. In customer choice models, as well as in the system 
of outsourcing, the services are still tax-financed and prices are determined by political 
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decisions. Thus, these markets can be regarded as a ‘quasi-markets’ (Kastberg 2005; le 
Grand 2007). 

An increasing problem in the Swedish cleaning industry in the 2000s has been a 
downward pressure of prices in public procurement, including also involvement of 
fraudulent actors in this process (Almega Serviceentreprenörerna 2014; cf. Jonsson et 
al. 2014). Unfair competition generates market disturbances, undercutting of wages 
and labour abuse. The present study also illustrates how this practice hit workers with a 
weak position in the labour market.

Methodological considerations  
This study draws primarily upon in-depth interviews with representatives for the main 
trade unions in the cleaning industry, the Swedish Building Maintenance Workers’ 
Union (Fastighetsanställdas förbund) and the Swedish Municipal Workers’ Union 
(Svenska Kommunalarbetareförbundet). Moreover, representatives for the main indus-
try and the employer association, the Almega Service Contractors (Almega Serviceen-
treprenörerna), and the sister organisation for domestic services, the Almega Home 
Service Companies (Almega Hemserviceföretagen), have been interviewed. Other 
important informants have been experts at the Swedish Trade Union Confederation, 
LO, officials at the Swedish Tax Agency (Skatteverket), the Work Environment Au-
thority (Arbetsmiljöverket) and the Swedish Migration Board (Migrationsverket). The 
length of the interviews with the labour market parties was around 1–2 hours, while the 
interviews with the authorities generally were shorter and focused more on concrete 
facts. The names of the informants are not published, since the main interest has been 
in the opinions of the organisations they represent. 

In addition to the interviews, official statistics have been used, as well as public re-
ports, reports from the labour market parties, and media material. The official Swedish 
statistics on temporary labour migration from other EU countries are limited though. 
As Sweden did not introduce transitional restrictions for workers from the newer 
member states, there is no register over work permits from the newer EU countries 
after 2004, for example. Moreover, there has been little coordination of statistical data 
between authorities in different EU countries, as well as between authorities in Swe-
den. Since 2006, people from other EU/EEA countries have so-called resident right 
(uppehållsrätt), which means that they do not need a resident permit while working or 
living temporarily in Sweden. Those who intended to stay for a longer time-period than 
three months – for labour market reasons or for other reasons – were earlier required to 
register at the Swedish Migration Board. However, many person refused to register, or 
they were not aware of the regulations.2 In May 2014, the requirement to register after 
three months in Sweden was abolished. 

 2  Interview with official at the Swedish Migration Board (February 2014).



Annette Thörnquist

6

Many foreign workers who are working temporarily in Sweden fall outside the tax 
register as well. Posted workers in companies based in other countries can work in 
Sweden for 183 days during a 12 months period without being obliged to pay Swedish 
income tax. In principle, this time-limit applies to self-employed persons and compa-
nies without a permanent establishment in Sweden as well. However, there are also 
cross-national agreements for different industries, which means that entrepreneurs from 
other EU/EEA countries can stay for longer time-periods without paying Swedish tax 
and social security contributions. Moreover, foreign employers who post workers to 
Sweden, for example, can circumvent Swedish tax regulations by constant circulation 
of workers between the sending country and Sweden. In other words, the workers leave 
the country shortly before the tax-free time-period has expired. In many cases, they 
return again for another six-months period of work. Labour migrants often use this pos-
sibility to avoid being registered for Swedish tax as well (Thörnquist 2013a; Jonsson et 
al. 2014).  

When it comes to labour migration between the Nordic countries, the national 
agencies for statistical services cooperate, which means that our knowledge about 
Nordic labour migrants is comparatively good. However, we know far less about 
labour migrants from other EU/EEA countries who are working in Sweden for shorter 
spells than a year. This may explain why most Swedish studies on labour migration 
have concerned immigrants who have worked in Sweden for at least a year, and who 
are included in the national population register. The lack of reliable statistical data is a 
problem in many other EU member countries as well, which means that new registers 
have been introduced or discussed (e.g. Galgóczi et al. 2009, 2012; Refslund 2014). 

On the 1 of July 2013, an amendment to the Swedish Foreign Posting of Employ-
ees Act (SFS 1999:678) came into force, which means that all foreign employers who 
post workers to Sweden for more than five days during a 12-month period are obliged 
notify their presence to the Swedish Work Environment Authority (SFS 2013:351). The 
companies must also have a contact person in Sweden, who can receive notifications 
from the authorities and provide documents that show that employment agreements and 
working conditions are in accordance with the EU Posted Workers Directive (96/71/
EC), as well as the Swedish Work Environment Act and some other Swedish minimum 
labour standards (European Commission 1996). However, the problem for the Work 
Environment Authority is how to control that all employers (including many small 
companies) do register.3 It should also be mentioned in this context that the Work Envi-
ronment Authority has been vastly scaled down since 2007. If the employers refuse to 
report postings in time, the fines are relatively low as well (20,000 SEK). In addition, 
it can be a complicated matter for the trade unions to monitor the observance of the 
regulations in the companies. An investigation made within the LO unions showed that 
around 55 per cent of the local union branches found it more or less difficult to get in 

 3  Interview with official at the Work Environment Authority (February 2014).
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touch with the companies. For example, some companies lacked a Swedish workplace 
address (Jonsson and Larsson 2013).   

After this introduction, the report proceeds as follows. In the next section, the struc-
ture of the Swedish cleaning industry will be described. In section III, some general 
trends in labour migration from Poland and the Baltic States to Sweden since 2004 will 
be presented and discussed, while section IV concerns how temporary labour migrant 
workers approach the Swedish cleaning industry. The question asked in section V is 
how trends in temporary labour migration to the Swedish cleaning industry can be 
explained. In section VI, finally, the results are summed up and discussed.
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II: The structure of the Swedish cleaning industry 
The Swedish cleaning industry includes around 2,100 limited companies with a yearly 
turnover of over of 27.5 billion SEK. In total, over 52,000 workers are employed in 
these companies. However, if we add those who are employed by the state, the mu-
nicipalities and the county councils – including publicly owned enterprises – over 
79,000 employees are working in the cleaning sector. The share of workers employed 
by public employers has been shrinking over the past decades. Since 2005, it has de-
creased with 17 percentage points. The main reason has been the interlinked processes 
of cut-backs in the public sector and increasing outsourcing and privatisation (Almega 
Serviceentreprenörerna 2014). 

Over the past ten years, many well-established contract companies in the cleaning 
industry have decided not to participate in public sector procurement due to an increas-
ing downward pressure of prices, including involvement of non-serious actors.4 This 
problem concerns ‘general cleaning’ in particular. As a result, it has become more and 
more common to provide a diverse variety of facility services, including basic office 
cleaning as well as various forms of ‘specialised cleaning’, such as window cleaning, 
graffiti cleaning, carpet cleaning, and sometimes also catering and gardening. As a 
whole, however, profitability is low in this highly labour intensive industry where the 
labour costs represent the major part of the production costs (ibid.).5  

Three multinational cleaning companies, one of which has over 8,000 employees 
in Sweden, have a very strong market position. Together they have around 15,000 
employees, and their total turnover is over 11 billion SEK. In addition, the state-owned 
company Samhall AB, with a mandate to create work for persons with reduced work-
ing capacity due to functional impairment, is one of the largest actors in the cleaning 
industry with almost 6,000 employees in this sector. However, the dominating compa-
ny structure in Sweden, as well as in other EU countries, is small and medium-large 
enterprises. Only 2.36 per cent of the 2,100 limited companies have more than 100 
employees, and around 78 per cent have less than 11 employees. There are also around 
5,000 registered sole traders working on their own account, or in limited partner-
ship companies (Almega Serviceentreprenörerna 2014; cf. EFCI/FENI 2014). In the 
domestic service sector, approximately 90 per cent of the enterprises have less than 10 
employees and the majority are self-employed persons (Almega Home Service Industry 
2014).6 

The large share of small enterprises in cleaning is partly due to the use of sub-con-
tractors (ibid.). Moreover, tax reforms and other political incentives have been in-
troduced to promote entrepreneurship, particularly among women and immigrants. 

 4  In 2013, 48.6 per cent of the members in the Almega Service Contractors participated to various extent in 
public procurements (Almega Serviceentreprenörerna 2014).

 5  Interview with industrial political analyst at the Almega Service Contractors, Stockholm (March 2014).
 6  Interview with negotiator at the Almega Home Service Industry, Stockholm (October 2014)
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A reform on tax deduction for domestic services that came into force in 2007 – the 
so-called RUT reform (SFS 2007:346) – has contributed to a significant increase in 
the number of small enterprises, especially among foreign born women. In 2010, they 
represented 63 per cent of the newly established enterprises (Välfärd No. 1, 2012). In 
addition, the Act on System of Choice in the Public Sector, LOV (SFS 2008:962) that 
was introduced in January 2009 in order to promote the establishment of customer 
choice models in health care and home-based care and services for elderly and disabled 
people in municipalities, helps to explain the increase of small private cleaning and 
home service companies in recent years (Tillväxtverket 2012).7 A new F-tax (business 
tax) reform issued in 2009 has also made it easier to get in the position of a F-tax cer-
tificate and set up an enterprise (Government bill 2008/09 No. 1). Among other things, 
the new regulations allow self-employed persons to have only one client, even if this 
client is their former employer. Thus, it it has become easier for employers to contract 
out work to former employees in order to downsize the organisational structure, and 
thus transfer costs and production risks to the workers. This practice undermines the 
notion of employee and blurs the border between regular employment and genuine 
self-employment. This notion defines the personal scope of labour law, and thus it is 
of central importance for workers’ rights and security in working life (Rönnmar 2004). 
Consequently, there is also an increasing risk of ‘false self-employment’, that is em-
ployment disguised as self-employment in order to circumvent collective agreements, 
labour laws, pay-roll tax and other employer duties implied in a regular contract of 
employment (Thörnquist 2011a; 2013a).  

Over the past ten years, the number of companies and employees in cleaning have 
increased, especially in the regions of Stockholm, Göteborg and Malmö. Moreover, 
the effects of the recent economic crisis have been modest in this industry as a whole 
(Almega Serviceentreprenörerna 2014; Välfärd No. 1, 2012). It should be emphasised 
though that there is no shortage of labour in the cleaning industry. As in other parts 
of the low-skilled service sector, such as in the hotel and restaurant industry, there is 
instead a shortage of jobs, and job-competition is high, albeit with regional variations 
(LO 2013; Hotell- och restaurangfacket 2012). This is a most important factor to take 
into account when discussing east-west labour migration to this industry.

As was mentioned initially, almost half of the employees in the cleaning indus-
try – more exactly 48 per cent – are foreign born workers, most of whom have come 
from other EU countries (outside the Nordic region) and Asia, but also from Africa and 
South America. The rate has increased significantly in the 2000s, and it is expected to 
increase further in the future. For young people, cleaning jobs have often been their 
first step into the labour market. As diagram 1 illustrates, native born people dominate 
among workers aged 15–25 years. However, while young workers often move on to 

 7  Since 1 January 2010, LOV is mandatory for the primary care in county councils and regions. For the munici-
palities, LOV is still a voluntary law. 
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other jobs, foreign born workers remain in this sector to a considerable higher degree 
(cf. Urban 2013). Thus, they are highly over-represented among workers aged 26–45 
years. The large share of Swedish workers in older age groups is partly due to demo-
graphic factors; the average age is lower among foreign born people. Moreover, in 
the public sector, the overall share of native born workers, as well as older workers, is 
higher. 

Diagram 1: Native born and foreign born gainfully employed persons in the Swedish 
cleaning industry, by ages, 2012 

 

Foreign born

Native born

Source: Välfärd, No. 1, 2012, Statistics in Sweden, SCB.

The overall share of women in the cleaning industry is 78 per cent. In the public sector, 
the share is no less than 89 per cent, compared to 59 per cent in private cleaning com-
panies.8 The highest share of male workers, and workers with an immigrant back-
ground, can be found in the metropolitan areas (Almega Serviceentreprenörerna 2014). 

Traditionally, undeclared work and other forms of economic criminality have been 
common in the cleaning industry. According to the Swedish Tax Agency, this means 
around 2 billion SEK in unpaid taxes annually (Dagens Arena, 7 June 2011). Regular 
employment contracts are often used to disguise informal work, which illustrates the 
strong links between the informal and formal economy. For example, work has been 
passed over to undocumented migrants (Elmhorn 2008; Khosravi 2009; Björklund 
Larsen 2010; SOU 2010:63). Sub-contractors are also used to camouflage irregular-
ities, such as tax evasion, informal work and various forms of labour abuse (RITA 
2008). The Almega Service Contractors has introduced a system for certifying clean-

 8  The figures refer to 2013.
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ing companies, among other things to promote fair competition. Today, over 150 of 
almost 1,000 member companies are certified, representing over 50 per cent of the 
employees. Thus, most certified companies are large actors. There is also an established 
cooperation between the labour market parties and the Tax Agency in order to curb 
economic criminality. Even though the problem has decreased, fraudulent actors still 
cause serious problems in the cleaning industry. Since cleaning is a strongly diversified 
industry, and cleaning is carried out in all sectors of society, including private homes, it 
is difficult for the organised social partners and the authorities to control this business.9 

Workers in the cleaning industry are organised in several trade unions, and they 
negotiate with various employer organisations. This organisational structure compli-
cates labour relations. Among other things, the wage level may vary between different 
unions, and sometimes the workers’ organisational residence can be unclear (Rapp 
2006).10 Cleaners in contract companies are organised in the Swedish Building Main-
tenance Workers’ Union while the Swedish Municipal Workers’ Union organises those 
who are employed in the municipal sector, including workers in the privatised parts 
of this sector, as well as cleaners in private homes. Those who are employed in the gov-
ernmental sector are organised in the Union of Service and Communication Employees 
(Facket för Service och Kommunikation, Seko). The Hotel and Restaurant Workers’ 
Union (Hotell- och Restaurangfacket) organises hotel cleaners. In addition, cleaners 
in construction sites are generally organised in the Swedish Building Workers’ Union 
(Svenska Byggnadsarbetareförbundet, Byggnads). The main employer organisations in 
the private sector are the Almega Service Contractors, the Almega Home Service In-
dustry and the Visita (in the hospitality industry). Since cleaning has been increasingly 
outsourced over the past decades, most trade unions negotiate with the Almega Ser-
vice Contractors. The Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Regions, SALAR 
(Sveriges Kommuner och Landsting, SKL), represents the employers in municipalities 
and county councils, while all governmental bodies are organised in the National Agen-
cy for Government Employers (Sveriges Arbetsgivarförbund). In contrast to the private 
sector, there are no industry or branch associations in the public sector. 

 9  Interview with industrial polical analyst at the Almega Service Contractors, Stockholm (March 2014).
 10  Interview with union official at Swedish the Building Maintenance Workers’ Union, Region Tvärs, Västerås 

(February 2014).
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III: Trends in East-West labour migration  
What then do we know about the general trends in labour migration from Poland and 
the Baltic States to Sweden since 2004? As was mentioned above, the official statistics 
include very little information about labour migration to Sweden for shorter spells than 
a year. Let us therefore take a look at the statistics over labour migrants from Poland 
and the Baltic states who have been working, or expressed an intention to work in 
Sweden for 12 months or more, and who thus are included in the population register as 
‘immigrants’. As we can see in figure 2 and 3, the large majority of these immigrants 
are men coming from Poland, followed by women from Poland and men from Lithu-
ania, while there are comparatively few registered labour immigrants from Latvia and 
Estonia. It should be mentioned though that all labour migrants who have been working 
in Sweden for more than a year are most likely not registered.11

Diagram 2: Annual immigration of Polish citizens to Sweden for labour market rea-
sons, 2004–2013, (employees)   

number

men women

year

Source :  Statistiska centralbyrån (SCB)

Source: SCB/Statistics in Sweden (2014 b).

 11  Information by telephone from Statistics in Sweden, SCB, Department for Population Statistics (August 2014).
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Diagram 3: Annual immigration of Estonian, Latvian and Lithuanian citizens to Swe-
den for labour market reasons, 2004–2013, (employees) 

Estonia, men

Estonia, women

Latvia, men Lithuania, womenLithuania, menLatvia, women

number

year

Source :  Statistiska centralbyrån (SCB)
Source: SCB/Statistics in Sweden (2014b).

As diagram 2 and 3 also illustrate, there are also some interesting differences between 
the countries regarding the patterns of labour migration. The number of registered Po-
lish labour migrants peaked in 2006, but decreased rapidly again in the following years. 
This trend continued during the economic crisis that started in 2008, while the number 
of labour migrants from the Baltic states increased, and even reached it highest level in 
the years after the crisis. The exceptions were women from Lithuania and Estonia. The 
diverging trends in labour migration from Poland and the Baltic states has mainly be 
explained by differences in the unemployment rates in these countries (Rose Tronstad 
and Andersson Joona 2012). In Poland, almost 20 per cent of the workforce was unem-
ployed in 2004, while the Baltic States were hit harder by the financial crises (figure 4). 
The harsh austerity policy launched in the wake of the crisis meant that the share of the 
population at risk of poverty increased dramatically (Sommers and Woolfson 2014). 
Moreover, the recession in Sweden was comparatively short. The Swedish GDP de-
clined by minus 5 per cent in 2009, but increased rapidly again by 6.6 per cent in 2010 
and 3.9 per cent in 2011. The overall unemployment rate increased from 6 per cent 
before the crisis to around 9 per cent in 2009. In the following years, it has remained 
just below 8 per cent. The crisis in Sweden had probably little impact on the inflow of 
labour immigrants from the newer EU countries (Wadensjö 2012). Over the past few 
years, when the economic situation has improved in the former Eastern Bloc, the trend 
in labour migration to Sweden has turned downwards again. 
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Diagram 4: Unemployment rate in Poland, the Baltic states and Sweden, 2004–2013 
(per cent of the workforce) 
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Source: EUROSTAT, 2014. 

Except for the wage gap within the enlarged EU, the main driving forces behind east-
west labour migration from Poland and the Baltic states since 2004 have no doubt 
been high unemployment and deteriorating living conditions in wake of the financial 
crisis, and the subsequent austerity policy pursued by the governments, especially in 
the Baltic states (Kahanec and Zimmermann 2008, 2009; Galgóczi et al. 2012; Ollus 
et al. 2013; Sommers and Woolfson 2014). It should be emphasised though that labour 
migration from these countries includes a broad population, comprising also people 
who are not at risk of poverty, but who emigrate to make a better fortune in the west. 
In addition, workers are actively recruited, for example professionals in the health 
care sector (Andersson and Hammarstedt 2011; Andersson Joona and Wadensjö 2011; 
Wadensjö 2012; Sippola 2014).    

Labour migration from Poland and the Baltic states to Sweden should also be 
related to the migration flows from these countries to other EU/EEA member states. 
The main destination countries for migrant workers from Poland, Latvia and Lithuania 
have been Germany, the United Kingdom, Ireland, Spain, Denmark and Norway, while 
the main part of the Estonian labour migrants work in Finland (Asset Skills Research 
Group 2007; Platovona and Urso 2012; Quirico 2012). Despite the absence of transi-
tional restrictions, the inflow of labour migrants in Sweden from Poland and the Baltic 
states, who have stayed for at least a year, has been comparatively modest regarded 
in a broader European context. On the other hand, many persons from the newer EU 
countries, especially people from Poland, Hungary and Estonia, were already living in 
Sweden before the enlargement of the EU in 2004 (Pedersen and Pytlikova 2008; Rose 
Tronstad and Andersson Joona 2013; Zelano et al. 2014). 
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The male dominance among labour migrants from Poland and Lithuania illustrated 
in diagram 2 and 3, may indicate that many labour migrants have worked in typically 
male jobs, such as building and construction jobs. Previous research have shown labour 
migrants from the newer EU countries who have worked in Sweden for at least 12 
months are slightly over-represented in the construction sector. As a whole, however, 
they work in different parts of the labour market, and the share of migrant workers 
from these countries in low-paid jobs is lower in Sweden than in many other older EU 
countries (Wadensjö 2012: Wóicicka 2012; Gerdes and Wadensjö 2009; 2013). 

When it comes to labour migrants from the newer EU countries, who has been 
working in Sweden for less than a year, the series over registered residence rights from 
other EU/EEA countries may give some information about the general trends after 
2004.12  

Diagram 5: Number of registered residence permits/residence rights, employed and 
self-employed workers from EU/EES region (outside Nordic countries)* 

 Source: Ekonomifakta (2014). 

* Until 2006, residence permits

As diagram 5 shows, the number of registered residence permits for labour market rea-
sons for persons from the EU/EEA region (outside the Nordic countries) did not change 
much until the turn of the century 2000, when it became more common that workers 
from the candidate countries in Central and Eastern Europe applied for work permits to 
work temporarily in Sweden as employees, or they came to Sweden as self-employed 
workers (Migrationsverket 2015). The subsequent development reflects the increas-
ing inflow of labour migrants from newer EU countries, especially from Poland and 
Lithuania. The number of registered rights of residence decreased during the crisis, but 
increased again after 2009 (Ekonomifakta 2014). However, it deserves to be said once 
again that many workers who have worked in Sweden for three months are not includ-
ed in this register.13       

 12  Interview with official at the Swedish Migration Board, Norrköping (February 2014).
 13  Information from statistical analyst at the Swedish Migration Board, Norrköping (March 2014). 
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IV: Ways of approaching the Swedish labour market
Many temporary migrant workers from Poland and the Baltic States have approached 
the Swedish labour market on their own account, while other workers have been re-
cruited or mediated in one way or another. According to the interviewed representatives 
for the trade unions, labour migrants from the former Eastern Bloc, who are working 
for shorter spells in the Swedish cleaning industry, are generally not organised, and the 
local unions branches mainly get in touch with them when they contact the unions on 
their own initiative, or if they work in companies where there are organised workers. 
The informants estimate that temporary labour migrants from Poland and the Baltic 
states are engaged mainly in small cleaning companies, or in small firms with a focus 
on domestic services. In many cases, the employers are immigrants, who recruit work-
ers from their former home countries or other immigrants living in Sweden (see also 
Thörnquist 2013b; cf. Sorainen 2010).14 Workers in domestic cleaning are sometimes 
also employed by individuals in private households, or they are self-employed (Cal-
leman 2011). According to a Swedish TV documentary on labour migration, in which 
several women from the newer EU countries were interviewed, the financial crisis, and 
the subsequent tough austerity policy, have forced many women to leave their children 
– the so-called EU-orphans – to work temporarily in private households in Sweden, 
especially in the regions of Stockholm, Gothenburg and Malmö, where the demand 
for domestic cleaning have increased significally the wake of the RUT reform (SVT, 1 
September 2010; cf. Scmulyar Green 2013; Scmulyar Green and Spear 2014).   

Posted workers and temporary agency workers
Let us then take a closer look at the the recruitment of temporary labour from Poland 
and the Baltic states, and to what extent these practices may concern the Swedish 
cleaning industry. According to the Swedish Work Environment Authority’s register 
38,251 posted workers worked in Sweden in 2014. Most of these workers were posted 
from Germany, Poland and Lithuania (Arbetsmiljöverket 2015). Workers who were 
posted from Poland and Lithuania were mainly engaged in the building and construc-
tion industry – the largest industry for posting as a whole (36.6 per cent) (ibid; cf. 
Dølvik 2008; Cremers 2011).15 As far as the register shows, there were no companies 
engaged in cleaning specifically. However, work in other sectors may also include 
cleaning jobs, for example in the building and construction industry. In addition, over 
9 per cent of the posted workers who were registered in 2014 worked in unspecified 

 14  Interview with the second Vice President of the Swedish Building Maintenance Workers’ Union, Stockholm 
(December 2013); interview with union official and regional safety representative at Swedish the Building 
Maintenance Workers’ Union, Region Tvärs, Västerås (February 2014); interview with union official at the 
Swedish Municipality Workers’ Union, Stockholm (February 2014).

 15  The sending country is not necessarily the same as the workers home country. 
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sectors. Most of them were from Thailand, Poland and Germany (Arbetsmiljöverket 
2015).  

As reported by the interviewed representatives for the labour market parties, how-
ever, there are few posted workers in the Swedish cleaning industry. For example, there 
are no posted workers within the Swedish Building Maintenance Workers’ Union’s bar-
gaining areas for cleaning and janitorial services (see also Jonsson and Larson 2013). 
The main reason mentioned in the interviews was that cleaning companies generally 
are contracted for comparatively long periods, such as 2–4 years or more, and the con-
tracts can be prolonged as well.16 Unlike in many other EU countries, office cleaning in 
Sweden is also carried out mainly during day-time, at least in the formal sector of the 
labour market. This means that there is little supply of night jobs, which generally are 
less attractive jobs for native workers.17 When it comes to domestic cleaning services, 
a common marketing argument is to provide continuity and consistency in service per-
sonnel. Moreover, many customers prefer workers who can communicate in Swedish.18 
Thus, posted workers do not fit very well into this sector either.  

The mode of organising production in office cleaning may also help to explain the 
seemingly limited use of temporary work agencies in this industry as well. When it 
comes to the recruitment of labour from the newer EU states to the Swedish labour 
market in general, previous studies have shown that temporary employment agencies 
have played a minor role, compared to what is known from Norway and Denmark for 
example (Peterson 2012; 2013a; Andersson Joona et al. 2013). However, Swedish as 
well as foreign temporary work agencies have to some extent mediated labour from the 
newer EU countries to Swedish cleaning companies and private customers ever since 
2004.19 One of these entrepreneurs, a native born Swede, who ran a temporary work 
agency based in Tallinn, provided cleaners to a price of 75 SEK per hour in 2005. His 
way of arguing was characteristic for many agencies at the time.

I do the Estonian workers a big favour by paying them 40 to 50 SEK per hour. This 
is twice, or even four times, more than they can expect to get at home. (Svenska 
Dagbladet, 29 April 2005)20  

The arguments used to justify lower wages for migrant workers are mainly the same 
today. Temporary work agencies mediating workers from the newer EU countries in the 

 16  Interview with industrial political analyst at the Almega Service Contractors, Stockholm (February 2014); 
interview with union official and regional safety representative at the Swedish the Building Maintenance 
Workers’ Union, Region Tvärs, Västerås (February 2014); interview with union officials at the Swedish Mu-
nicipality Workers’ Union, Stockholm (February 2014); interview with union official at the Seko, Stockholm 
(March 2014).

 17  Interview with industrial political analyst at the Almega Service Contractors, Stockholm (February 2014).
 18  Interview with negotiator at the Almega Home Service Industry, Stockholm (October 2014).
 19  Interview with industrial polical analyst at the Almega Service Contractors, Stockholm (February 2014).
 20  The author’s translation.
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cleaning industry operate generally in other industries as well, especially in the build-
ing and construction sector. For example, a much-disputed temporary work agency has 
provided Latvian labour in Sweden since 2004 to prices far below the market prices 
in construction, cleaning and a number of other industries. Over the years, the agency 
has had subsidiaries in Sweden as well as in Latvia, among them a company in Sweden 
for domestic services, including cleaning, washing, gardening and minor renovations. 
In 2012, the Swedish Tax Agency made a revision of the temporary work agency’s tax 
payments during the previous two years, which among other things showed that the 
taxes and social insurance contributions were paid in Latvia. Another strategy used to 
minimise the tax costs in Sweden was to pay only a small share of the workers’ remu-
neration in wages, based on low minimum wages in Latvia (around 15 SEK). Instead, 
the main part of the remuneration was tax-free allowances. The Tax Agency considered 
the company to be permanently established in Sweden, which meant that the owners 
were required to pay over 6 millions SEK in unpaid payroll taxes and preliminary 
income tax (Aftonbladet, 4 June 2009; Stoppafusket.nu 19 April, 2013). 

Another case that illustrates the involvement of Baltic temporary employment agen-
cies in the Swedish cleaning industry is a company that started in 2005 with a focus 
on domestic cleaning services. In 2010, almost 100 Latvian cleaners (mainly women) 
were working in this company. The owner hired them from a temporary employment 
agency in Latvia. In this case too, the main part of the workers’ payment consisted of 
tax-free allowances. According to reports in the press, which among other things were 
based an analysis of the individual employment contract the workers had signed, the 
employment conditions were extremely insecure. For example, the workers lacked 
elementary social benefits, and they ran the risk of being ‘fined’ if they did not follow 
the regulations prescribed in the contract. Moreover, tight schedules and no organised 
breaks in the work meant high time pressure and stress. In 2011, the Latvian govern-
ment introduced stricter tax regulations on allowances for people working abroad in 
order to avoid abuse of the system. According to an interviewed worker in this com-
pany, the workers were now expected to enter into self-employment to circumvent the 
new regulations. The owner of the Swedish cleaning company denied most of these 
statements, but admitted at the same time that the triangular employment relationship 
included problems for the company a well. Thus, the owner decided to employ the 
workers directly instead of hiring them (Expressen, 10 February 2011). The company 
is still one of the larger actors in domestic cleaning services in Sweden with almost 140 
employees. Today, one of the main marketing arguments is that all workers are em-
ployed in Sweden.  

Temporary employment agencies based in the former Eastern Bloc provide labour 
directly to Swedish companies as well. They generally work in the quiet, approaching 
Swedish companies by e-mail and offering them labour to low prices. The main prob-
lem for the organised labour market parties is that less-serious contract companies may 
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recruit labour mediated by these agencies, or by Swedish based agencies, to press down 
prices and thus win contracts.21 

In January 2013, Sweden implemented the Directive 2008/104/EC on Temporary 
Agency Work. The Directive includes a statement on equal treatment, saying that ‘the 
basic working and employment conditions applicable to temporary agency workers 
should be at least those which would apply to such workers if they were recruited by 
the user undertaking to occupy the same job’ (European Commission, 2008: 2, 14§). 
However, new regulations often generate new loopholes. According to the Swedish 
Building Workers Union, an unintended effect of the Directive has been an increasing 
risk of false self-employment. The companies prefer to engage self-employed subcon-
tractors instead of temporary agency workers in order to evade the regulations on equal 
treatment. Temporary work agencies have sometimes also started providing self-em-
ployed workers for the same reason (Byggnadsarbetaren, November 2012).22  

Self-employed workers
There are an unknown number of self-employed workers from Poland and the Bal-
tic states working temporarily in the Swedish cleaning industry. In general very few 
self-employed workers from the newer EU countries are registered in Sweden (SCB 
2014b).23 As was mentioned previously, many self-employed workers stay for shorter 
spells to avoid being registered under the Swedish tax regime. 

As was mentioned above, people from the former Eastern Bloc worked to some 
extent as self-employed in Sweden even before the enlargement of the EU in 2004. 
By the turn of the century 2000, several small recruitment agencies providing self-em-
ployed workers from the candidate countries in Central and Eastern Europe appeared 
in Swedish labour market. At the time, self-employment was sometimes used as a way 
of circumventing the requirement on work permits for workers from countries outside 
the EU, including the candidate countries. In these cases too, the agencies operated 
mainly in the construction sector, but also in cleaning, manufacturing, agriculture and 
forestry. Thus, recruitment agencies saw lucrative business opportunities in providing 
workers who were formally self-employed, but who according to the trade unions and 
the Swedish Tax Agency often worked as employees. In other words, they were consid-
ered to be falsely self-employed workers. Most of these agencies disappeared from the 
labour market after 2004 and 2007, when people from the newer EU countries could 
work as employees in Sweden without any requirement on work permits. In recent 
years, the incidences of false self-employment have increased again in east-west labour 

 21  Interview with industrial polical analyst at the Almega Service Contractors, Stockholm (February 2014; Au-
gust 2014).  

 22  Interview with union official at the Swedish Building Workers’ Union, Stockholm (January 2015).
 23  Interview with migration political analyst at the LO, Stockholm (February 2014).
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migration, mainly in the construction and road haulage industries (Thörnquist 2011a; 
2013a).  

According to the interviews with the trade unions, there have been few established 
cases of false self-employment in the Swedish cleaning industry in recent decades (cf. 
Calleman 2011). On the other hand, the trade unions fear that many foreign as well as 
Swedish self-employed workers in cleaning may have an unclear employment status, 
since the law allows self-employed persons to have only one client.24 For example, in 
some municipalities, private companies in home-based elderly care and home services 
use self-employed workers instead of employees to lower labour costs. In general, it is 
difficult for the trade unions and the authorities to control the true employment status of 
self-employed migrant workers who are working temporarily in Sweden, and who are 
not registered in Sweden (Thörnquist 2013b).

 The trade unions estimate that many self-employed women from Poland and the 
Baltic states are working in Sweden as sole traders or in limited partnership compa-
nies.25 A quick review of small entrepreneurs who are advertising their cleaning ser-
vices on the web confirms that many women from the newer EU countries, especially 
Polish women, are providing domestic cleaning, but sometimes also cleaning in offices 
and hotels. An interesting phenomenon is that the attribute ‘Polish’ seems to have 
become something of a brand name for these enterprises. The entrepreneurs often relate 
to the stereotype of the hard-working Polish worker to prove that they are careful and 
assiduous workers. Friberg (2012) has noticed a similar trend among employed Polish 
construction workers in Norway. This is an example from a small limited partnership 
company working in the Swedish cleaning sector: 

We are a team of female Polish cleaners. We work hard, and we are very experi-
enced in all kind of office cleaning and domestic cleaning services. We work very 
effectively and carefully, and we do indeed know how to take responsibility for our 
work.26  

The workers’ strategy to highlight their Polish identity can also be related to the tough 
competition in the over-supplied cleaning industry. Many small cleaning and home ser-
vice companies try to gain competitive advantages by marketing their specific niches. 
This is common, especially among service providers within the customer choice system 
(LOV), where there is no price competition (Thörnquist 2013b; 2014). When it comes 
to Latvian enterprises advertising cleaning services on the web, this strategy seems to 
be rare though. On the other hand, it is not uncommon that temporary work agencies, 

 24  Interview with the second Vice President of the Swedish Building Maintenance Workers’ Union, Stockholm 
(December 2013; August 2014); interview with union official and regional safety representative at the Swedish 
Building Maintenance Workers’ Union, Region Tvärs, Västerås (February 2014); interview with expert at the 
LO, Stockholm (February 2014). 

 25  Interview with migration political analyst at the LO, Stockholm (February 2014). 
 26  The author’s translation.
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and other labour market intermediaries, use the attribute ‘Latvian labour’ synonymous 
with ‘cheap labour’ implicitly in their advertisement. Hence, for small Latvian firms 
and Latvian self-employed workers, it can be complicated to use nationality as a cultur-
al capital and market argument.    

Recruitment of labour from ‘third countries’
When discussing temporary east-west labour migration within the EU and how it may 
concern the Swedish cleaning industry, it is also important to take into account the 
recruitment of workers from ‘third countries’, which refers to countries outside the EU/
EEA region. According to an OECD report (2011), Sweden has one of the most liberal 
labour migration policies within the organisation. The revision of the Swedish regula-
tions on labour migration in 2008 meant that the employers can recruit workers from 
third countries even if there is no labour shortage at hand (LO 2012; 2013). Since all 
applications and approved work permits are registered at the Swedish Migration Board, 
we know much more about the inflow of labour migrants to Sweden from these coun-
tries than from the EU member states, outside the Nordic region.   

As the table below shows, the large majority of the third country workers have 
been recruited to the ‘green sector’ (agriculture, horticulture, forestry and fishery) as 
seasonal workers, most of whom have come from Asia, Africa and South America. 
The second largest sector is the information and technology industry with high-skilled 
workers recruited mainly from India. Cleaning is among the 6 most common industries. 
However, other sectors, such as assistants in kitchens and restaurants, may also include 
cleaning jobs (cf. Peterson 2013b). Most of the workers who have been recruited to the 
cleaning industry have come from Mongolia, Iraq, Bolivia and the Republic of Uzbeki-
stan (LO 2013). 

Table 1: Number of approved work permits for ‘third country’ workers 2009–2014 in 
the 6 most common industries (first time applications on a whole year basis)

Sector 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 

Workers in agriculture, gardening, 
forestry and fishery  7,200 4,508 2,821 5,708 5,915 2,885

Computer experts 27 2,202 2,208 2,795 3,259 3,477 2,525

Personnel in restaurants, canteens and 
large-scale catering establishments 769 1,049 1,323 861 830 666

Engineers and technicians 541 525 630 558 415 424

Assistants in kitchen and restaurant 257 548 796 570 470 364

Cleaners 295 487 798 553 397 208

Source: Migrationsverket/Swedish Migration Board (2015).27

 27  In 2014, 903 IT operators were registered separately due to a modification in the Swedish standard classifica-
tion of occupations.



Annette Thörnquist

22

In cleaning, as well as in the restaurant sector, the work permits have generally been 
issued for 24 months. However, all permits can be prolonged for another 24 months, 
and the share of prolonged permits in cleaning increased rapidly from 2010 (LO 
2013). The possibility to recruit labour from third countries for a comparatively long 
time-period has no doubt been an attractive option for the employers, especially in 
small companies. According to the LO unions, however, the main reason for recruiting 
workers to low-skilled service jobs has been to gain a cheap labour. As there has been 
a shortage of jobs in these sectors in recent years, the unions claim that the employers 
have preferred to replace Swedish workers with migrant workers (LO 2013; Hotell- 
och restaurangfacket 2012).28 The determining factor for immigrant competition is 
whether labour migrants are used as a complement or a substitute to native workers. 
Thus, the unions have pressed for stricter control of the system to prevent job compe-
tition and wage dumping (ibid.; Ds 2013:57). In addition, the OECD report mentioned 
above, recommended that Sweden should ‘reinforce mechanisms for ensuring employ-
er compliance, in particular for occupations not generally considered to be in shortage’ 
(OECD 2011: 16). The new regulations introduced by the Migration Board in January 
2012 have meant considerably stricter control of the reasons for recruiting workers. 
After reminders from the European Commission, Sweden also ratified the EU Directive 
2009/52/EG on ‘minimum standards on sanctions and measures against employers of 
illegally staying third-country nationals’ in 2013 (European Commission 2009). This 
means that employers are obliged to notify the Swedish Tax Agency when employ-
ing third nationals, and control that the workers have valid resident permits and work 
permits. The Directive also apply to individuals in private households who employ 
workers directly for domestic services.  

As we can see in the table above, the number of approved work permits decreased 
more or less in most LO sectors in 2012 and 2013, especially in the cleaning industry 
and in restaurants, canteens and large-scale catering establishments. The exception was 
the green sector. According to the employer organisation Svenska Skogs- och Lantar-
betsgivareförbundet, SLA, labour migrants are essential for forestry, agriculture and 
horticulture. The main argument is that it is difficult to recruit Swedish workers, despite 
high unemployment, especially among young people (in 2014, over 20 per cent) (SLA 
2014).29 In 2014, the number of approved work permits in the LO industries continued 
to decrease, now including a dramatic drop in the green sector as well. This was partly 
due to the limited supply of berries. Since 2011, there are also special restrictions for 
the recruitment of berry pickers to curb abuse of work permits and human trafficking.30 
According to the LO, the stricter regulations introduced in recent years to control the 

 28  Interview with the second Vice President of the Swedish Building Maintenance Workers’ Union, Stockholm 
(December 2013); interview with union official at the Swedish Municipality Workers’ Union, Stockholm 
(January 2014); interview with the head of the Swedish Hotel and Restaurant Workers’ Union (March 2014).

 29  Interview with the President of the SLA, Stockholm (March 2013).   
 30  Information by e-mail from the Swedish Migration Board (August 2013). 
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recruitment of third country nationals, have ‘almost abolished’ the liberal reform from 
2008 within the LO sector.31

On the other hand, undocumented migrants are still used as cheap labour in sev-
eral sectors, especially in cleaning and in the hotel and restaurant industry (Elmhorn 
2008; Björklund Larsen 2010; SOU 2010:63). Work in the shadowy parts of the labour 
market generally means extremely poor employment and working conditions. The 
workers are often engaged in long supply chains, where their identities easily can be 
concealed (RITA 2008; cf. Refslund 2014). In office cleaning, this practice has mainly 
been observed in sites where cleaning has been carried out at night-time and thus is less 
visible.32 As in many other western countries, undocumented migrants are also working 
in domestic cleaning (e.g. Gavanas 2010; Gavanas and Calleman 2013). According to 
Swedish Building Maintenance Workers’ Union, approximately 4,000 undocumented 
migrants were working in the Swedish cleaning industry in 2008, and around 50 per 
cent of them could be found in the Stockholm area (RITA 2008). The union estimates 
that the number has not declined in recent years.33 Consequently, ‘immigrant competi-
tion’ is tough in these areas for many reasons. This also means that those who have the 
weakest position in the labour market are even more at risk of being abused.  

 31  Statement made by LO’s migration political analyst at the conference ‘Dealing with low-wage labour migra-
tion’, Arena Idé/Friedrich Ebert Stiftung, Stockholm (11 November, 2014).

 32  Interview with the second Vice President of the Swedish Building Maintenance Workers’ Union, Stockholm 
(December 2013); interview with union official at the Swedish Municipality Workers’ Union, Stockholm 
(January 2014).

 33  Interview with the second Vice President and work environment expert at the Swedish Building Maintenance 
Workers’ Union, Stockholm (December 2013).
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V: East-West labour migration and the Swedish labour market
As was mentioned in the introduction, previous studies have estimated that the overall 
inflow of labour immigrants from the newer EU countries to low-wage sectors in Swe-
den has been low, compared to what is known from many other countries in Western 
and Northern Europe (e.g. Wadensjö 2012; Ruhs 2012; Rose Tronstad and Andersson 
Joona 2013). The interviews that were carried out in this study on temporary labour 
migration targeting the Swedish cleaning industry indicated the same trend. How then 
can this development be explained? Are there reasons other than those we know from 
high-level economic studies, such as the impact of the strong Swedish labour market 
regulations, strong trade unions and the tricky Swedish language? 

To begin with, something should be said about the conception of the Swedish labour 
market regime though. In the academic debate on labour migration from the newer EU 
states to Sweden, the impact of the strong Swedish labour market regulations has some-
times been a bit overestimated. Ruhs (2012: 120) provides a good example. 

The requirement on equal rights in Sweden’s highly regulated labour market effec-
tively meant that, from the employers’ view, migrant workers were as expensive 
as Swedish workers. This explains, to a considerable degree, why Sweden has 
experienced relatively low levels of labour immigration from EU8 nationals (just 
over 50,000 EU workers during 2005–2011). The insistence of equal labour rights 
in practice made Sweden’s policies towards admitting and employing EU8 workers 
much more restrictive than suggested by its formal decision to grant EU8 nationals 
immediate access to the labour market.  

The aim of Swedish regulations laid down in labour laws and collective agreements is 
to safeguard equal rights for all workers in the labour market and thus forestall compe-
tition between workers. However, this does not necessarily mean that Swedish em-
ployers cannot use temporary labour from low-wage countries to reduce labour costs. 
The Swedish labour market regime is no guarantee against exploitation of workers 
in companies where neither workers nor employers are organised. Temporary labour 
migrants in low-skill sectors are among those who have the weakest position in the 
labour market, and who thus are most at risk of being abused. Swedish regulations as 
well as EU regulations on taxes and social security contributions for temporary work in 
another member state, include loopholes as well. As was mentioned earlier in this text, 
the tax-free time-period of 6 month can easily be ‘extended’ by constant circulation of 
workers between Sweden and the sending countries. Moreover, ‘shopping’ between 
different national systems for social security contributions within the EU has become 
more and more common to reduce labour costs, which the temporary employment 
agencies described above illustrate (see also Jonsson 2013). Another common strategy 
used by foreign subcontractors is to conclude Swedish collective agreements for their 
employees, but without following these agreements. In fact, the workers have to work 
substantial ‘off the record’ hours. In other words, the employers use ‘false’ or ‘double’ 
collective agreements in order to conceal the fact that they are practising wage-dump-
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ing to gain competitive advantages (Thörnquist 2013a). If the purpose of engaging sub-
contractors is to lower production costs, the main contractors may well have an interest 
in these practices as well, and there is no general obligation for main entrepreneurs to 
take formal responsibility for wages and working conditions among subcontractors.34  

Over the past ten years, union power has weakened as well. The Laval conflict in 
2004/2005 illustrated the fragility of the Swedish bargaining system within the frame-
work of EU legislation. The European Court of Justice’s verdict limited the trade 
unions’ possibilities to take industrial action against foreign employers with posted 
workers in Sweden (Woolfson et al. 2010). In addition, the former centre-right alliance 
government introduced legislation in 2007 that changed the regulations on the trade 
union administered unemployment funds, which meant a significant increase of the 
individual fund members’ fees, at the same time as the possibility to deduct tax for such 
expenses was abolished. These regulations, which struck members in the LO unions 
in particular, resulted in a dramatic drop in trade union membership (Kjellberg 2011; 
2013). Even though the coverage of collective agreements is still very high in Sweden 
regarded in an international context, there are also an increasing number of workers 
who are not covered, which will be illustrated further below (Kjellberg 2013; Arbetet, 
17 October 2014). Hence, when discussing the impact of the ‘strong Swedish labour 
market regulations’ on trends and developments in labour migration from the newer 
EU states to Sweden, it is necessary to problematise this notion, and take into account 
the changes in the balance of power between labour and capital in the Swedish labour 
market in recent decades. 

The buyers’ labour market 
In this study, it has been emphasised that east-west labour migration should be regarded 
in a broad social and organisational context. For example, the widespread practice of 
outsourcing cleaning and facility services, the length of the contracts and the limited 
supply of night jobs have been mentioned as important factors to consider. Further-
more, third country workers have been recruited, and undocumented migrants are still 
common in this industry, especially in the Stockholm area. The presence of temporary 
labour migrants in an industry, should also be related to the supply of native labour. 
Since there are few job vacancies in the Swedish cleaning industry, and job competition 
is high, this labour market can be characterised as ‘the buyers’ market’. It has become 
difficult for young and unemployed people to get ordinary jobs in the low-skilled 
service sector, such as in cleaning and in hotel and restaurants (LO 2013; Hotell- och 
Restaurangfacket 2013). Moreover, union density is low in these industries. In 2013, 

 34  Since 1 April 2014, the Building Agreement in the construction sector includes a clause stating that the main 
entrepreneurs are obliged to control that their subcontractors pay wages and follow laws and regulations. This 
clause, which also applies to subcontracting chains, came into force 1 January 2015. However, the main entre-
preneur is not economically responsible for the subcontractors. 
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the overall union density in the Swedish Building Maintenance Workers Union was 48 
per cent, and in the Hotel and Restaurant Workers’ Union 30 per cent (Kjellberg 2013). 
In general, however, union density among cleaners is lower. In a large district of the 
Swedish Building Maintenance Workers’ Union in Central Sweden, the interviewed 
trade union representative estimated that union density was as low as 20–30 per cent.35   

In many small cleaning companies, especially in those with a focus on domestic 
services, the workers are neither organised nor covered by collective agreements. This 
problem has become more and more common in the privatised parts of the munici-
pal welfare sector (Thörnquist 2013b; 2014). Today, over 50 per cent of the Swedish 
municipalities have introduced the Act on System of Choice, LOV, in home-based care 
and services for elderly and disabled people (SKL 2015). Since this system often is 
under-funded, and the providers have no impact on prices, they focus hard on reducing 
labour costs. In large cities, where the market for domestic services often is over-sup-
plied, many small companies avoid collective agreements to press down labour costs 
and thus gain competitive advantage. In this case too, workers have sometimes signed 
individual employment contracts that include extremely insecure and poor working 
conditions. For example, employers have required the employees to use their own 
cars and bear all the costs of the transports between the customers. In some cases, the 
employees have even been forced to use their own cleaning equipments and cleanser 
(Thörnquist 2013b). In a regular contract of employment, the employer is obliged to 
cover all production costs. Thus, the employers transfer costs and risks to the employ-
ees. In other words, the workers have to pay for working. Even though the workers are 
employed, the employers treat them as self-employed whenever it suits. Consequent-
ly, this practice too blurs the borders between employment and self-employment and 
undermines the notion of employee. 

A segmented labour market
Let us then return to the question on whether the existing structures of social segre-
gation and segmentation in the cleaning industry may help to explain trends in labour 
migration. In this study, the Swedish cleaning industry has been characterised as a 
horizontally segregated labour market, where women and foreign born workers are 
highly over-represented. There are also structures of labour market segmentation in this 
industry. Immigrants and women generally work in basic office cleaning, and in do-
mestic cleaning, while the more specialised and well-paid parts of facility and janitorial 
services are ‘sectors dominated by white Swedish men’.36 Moreover, there seems to be 
little cross-over capacity between these sectors.

 35  Interview with union official at the Swedish Building Maintenance Workers’ Union, Region Tvärs, Västerås 
(February 2014).

 36  Interview with the Second Vice President of the Swedish Building Maintenance Workers’ Union, Stockholm 
(August 2014).
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According to the Swedish Municipal Workers’ Union, female cleaning workers 
have lower wages than male workers, and female workers and immigrants are more of-
ten employed on fixed-term and part-time contracts (Ölmebäck 2011; Kommunal 2012; 
cf. Wall 2014). Immigrant women can often be found among those who are employed 
in the least well-paid sectors of this industry as well (Abbasian and Bildt 2007; Gava-
nas 2011; Gavanas and Darin Mattson 2013). On the other hand, female team-leaders 
and managing directors are far more common in the cleaning industry than in the 
industrial world as a whole (Almega Serviceentreprenörerna 2014). This is another 
aspect of horizontally segregated labour markets (Melkas and Anker 1997).  

With few job vacancies, and a significant risk of immigrant competition – especial-
ly in the metropolitan areas – it is less likely that labour migrants from the newer EU 
countries, who intend to work in Sweden for shorter spells, would approach this labour 
market to any great extent. The exception is the market for domestic cleaning services. 
However, this market tends to be highly over-supplied as well, at least in large cities 
(Thörnquist 2013b; 2014).    

A reserve army of tax-financed cheap labour
However, there is still another most important aspect of the Swedish labour market that 
should be taken into account when discussing recent trends in east-west labour migra-
tion in the low-skilled service sector. This aspect concerns the labour market policy 
pursued in Sweden over the past ten years. As was mentioned in the introduction, the 
main purpose of this policy, which also is a workfare policy, has been to increase the 
supply of labour. 

Many cleaning workers have been unemployed before they started working in this 
industry. In 2013, almost 54 per cent of the newly recruited workers in the Almega 
Service Contractors’ member companies were unemployed, compared to 44 per cent in 
2011 and 30 per cent in 2009 and 2010 (Almega Serviceentreprenörerna 2014). In the 
Almega Home Service Industry, the share was no less than 75 per cent in 2013.37 This 
also means that a considerable number of the workers in cleaning have been recruited 
through the Swedish Public Employment Service (Arbetsförmedlingen), and many of 
these workers have been engaged in various forms of labour market projects.

The Public Employment Service organises a vast variety of labour market schemes. 
In addition, the European Social Fund (ESF) is co-financing employment-related pro-
jects for social inclusion and increased labour supply.38 Since the unemployment rate is 
considerably higher for young people and foreign born people, they are often over-rep-
resented in labour market programmes as well. In addition, there are special schemes 
for immigrants. Thus, private as well as public employers who engage workers par-

 37  Interview with negotiator at the Almega Home Service Industry, Stockholm (September 2014).
 38  The Swedish ESF Council manages the use of the Social Fund and the Integration Fund in Sweden. The own-

ers of the projects are private as well as public actors and NGOs.
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ticipating in labour market projects can expect to get considerable wage subventions 
from the state. Even the state owned company Samhall, which is something of a labour 
market project in itself, may use this possibility. The control of the wage subventions 
has generally been weak, and the system has often been over-used.39 In line with the 
labour market policy pursued in recent years, the main task of the Swedish Public 
Employment Service has been to fulfil its commission to increase the supply of labour 
(Thörnquist 2011b; 2013b). 

Hence, many employers use this opportunity to legally recruit cheap labour. The 
aim has often been to gain competitive advantage, for example in public procurement. 
At the same time, the purchasers main focus has long been on price rather than quality. 
According to a survey made within the Almega Service Contractors in 2013, 63 per 
cent of the member companies had participated in public procurements in which the 
price was as low as 200 SEK per hour. Moreover, almost 57 per cent of the companies 
had employees with some kind of wage subventions from the Public Employment Ser-
vice (Almega Serviceentreprenörerna 2014). 

Many small companies in domestic cleaning, and many external providers of 
domestic services in municipalities – especially providers within the system of choice, 
LOV – systematically use this possibility to reduce labour costs as well. In general, the 
control of external providers has been weak, and the municipalities have often priori-
tised diversity over quality (Thörnquist 2013b; 2014). In fact, many cleaning compa-
nies have become dependent on wage subsidies to survive. 

One of the worst examples we have seen was an employer who had 17 employees. 
Among these workers, no less than 15 had some kind of wage subsidies.40

Price pressure in public procurement, low remuneration rates and tight economic 
frames for providers within the system of customer choice, have contributed to the 
increasing use of wage subventions.41 As was mentioned earlier in this text, the aim 
of the supply-side labour market policy was to make workers less dependent on social 
subsidies and thus reduce social costs. In practice, however, this workfare policy seems 
also to have helped to transfer the problem of subsidy-dependence from the workers 
to the employers, not least those who have started small companies in the wake of the 
RUT and LOV reforms. 

Hence, the widespread use of wage subventions means further oversupply, in-
creased price pressure and further market disturbances. This also means increasing job 

 39  According to a public investigation launched in 2013, the risk of incorrect disbursements to employers who 
employ workers in labour market programmes is mainly related to the complex regulations that govern the 
system of wage subventions (SOU 2014:16).  

 40  Interview with union representative and regional safety official at the Swedish Building Maintenance Workers’ 
Union, Region Tvärs, Västerås (February 2014)

 41  Interview with union official at the Swedish Municipality Workers’ Union, Stockholm (January 2014); inter-
view with industrial political analyst the Almega Home Service Industry, Stockholm (September 2014).
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competition in this segregated labour market, and thus potential risks for immigrant 
competition as well. The possibility to reduce labour costs and gain flexibility by using 
a tax-funded reserve army of cheap Swedish labour is a factor that most likely also has 
an impact on the Swedish employers’ interest in recruiting temporary labour migrants 
from the newer EU countries. Thus, in cleaning, low-wage competition is to a large 
extent generated within the Swedish labour market.
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VI: Concluding remarks  
 As we have seen in this study, the lack of reliable statistical data on temporary la-
bour migration from other EU countries makes is difficult to estimate the presence of 
migrant workers in the Swedish cleaning industry, especially those who are staying for 
shorter spells. In previous research, the overall inflow of labour migrants from the new-
er EU member countries, who have stayed in Sweden for at least a year, has been re-
garded as comparatively low, particularly in low-wage sectors. As far as the interviews 
with labour market parties and authorities in this study have revealed, temporary labour 
migration from Poland and the Baltic states targeting the Swedish cleaning industry 
has been limited as well. In the academic debate, an important explanation behind this 
trend in east-west labour migration has been that the Swedish labour market is highly 
regulated and organised to guarantee equal rights for all workers, including migrant 
workers. Thus, from this point of view, the employers have little to gain from recruiting 
workers from low-wage countries in the former Eastern Bloc just to gain cheap labour 
(Wadensjö 2012; Ruhs 2012). 

In this study, however, it has been argued that we need to apply a critical perspec-
tive on this conception of the Swedish labour market regime, and take into account 
changes in the balance of power between labour and capital in recent decades. Even 
though the Swedish labour market is still strongly regulated, and has a considerably 
higher trade union density and collective bargaining coverage than most other EU 
member states, this labour market regime is no guarantee against exploitation of tempo-
rary migrant workers, for example workers who are recruited to companies where the 
labour market parties are not organised. Nor is it a guarantee against social dumping. 
In the wake of the Laval conflict, and its juridical aftermath, union power in Sweden 
has decreased, and it has become more difficult to prevent the undercutting of wages 
and labour standards. In addition, trade union density has declined within the LO since 
2007. Among vulnerable groups of workers, such as young people and immigrants who 
are working temporarily in cleaning or in other low-skill jobs, union density is general-
ly very low. 

Despite the introduction of national regulations as well as EU regulations aimed at 
preventing low-wage competition and abuse of foreign labour, it has often been diffi-
cult for unions and authorities to control the implementation and observance of these 
regulations in the companies. In addition, the regulations on taxes and social fees for 
employers and workers who are engaged temporarily in Sweden include loopholes that 
have been frequently used by foreign subcontractors and labour market intermediaries, 
but also by migrant workers themselves in order make a living. Thus, many tempo-
rary migrant workers and posted workers fall outside the system of social protection 
in Sweden, as well as in their home countries. If the main reason for using foreign 
subcontractors is to lower production costs, Swedish main contractors may well have 
an interest in these practices as well. Unless there is an agreement between the labour 
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market parties in an industry, such as in the construction sector, there is no obligation 
for main contractors to control wages and working conditions in subcontracting chains.  

 This study also underlined that when discussing trends and developments in labour 
migration to individual industries and sectors in a destination country, it is important 
to take into account how production and work are organised. Moreover, it is impor-
tant to problematise the social structure of the labour market, as well as the impact of 
the labour market policies pursued by the governments. This broad social approach 
indicates that we need more case studies of countries and branches to understand trends 
and developments in east-west labour migration, as well as the effects this migration 
may have on labour markets and industrial relations in the destination countries. In 
previous research, Eldring and Schulten (2012) and Refslund (2014), for example, have 
emphasised this aspect as well. As most case studies have concerned the construction 
industry, we also need more studies of low-wage sectors, such as cleaning and agricul-
ture (Refslund 2014). 

Moreover, the present study showed that the common practice of outsourcing office 
cleaning to companies contracted for 2–4 years or more, helps to explain why employ-
ers may have little interest in recruiting posted workers for shorter spells. There is also 
comparatively little supply of night jobs, which normally are less attractive jobs for 
native workers. The liberalised regulations in 2008 for the recruitment of labour from 
outside the EU/EEA region meant that employers could engage third country nationals 
for time-periods of 2 x 2 years. However, as the system was over-used in the cleaning 
industry, as well as in other parts of the low-skilled service sector, this option has been 
strongly reduced. So far, the stricter regulations for recruiting third country labour mi-
grants that have been introduced in recent years to prevent low-wage competition and 
labour abuse, have been effective, at least in the view of the LO.  

The study also indicated that the presence of temporary work agencies providing 
cheap labour from the former Eastern Bloc seems to be have been more common in 
the Swedish cleaning industry than what is known from earlier research. The presence 
of temporary agencies and other labour market intermediaries providing cheap labour 
from the newer EU countries to Swedish cleaning companies and private customers 
have in fact been a controversial issue ever since the early 2000. Even though the 
Swedish Tax Agency and the labour market parties have increased their efforts to curb 
the widespread problem of various kinds of unfair competition in cleaning, the prob-
lem still exists and generates price pressure, market disturbances and undercutting of 
wages.

The RUT and LOV reforms, and the new F-tax reform introduced during the period 
2007–2009, have all contributed to a significant increase in the establishment of small 
cleaning companies, not least among foreign born women. The rising demand for 
domestic cleaning services, which has emerged in Sweden in the wake of the RUT 
reform, has also been a strong incentive for many female labour migrants from the 
former Eastern Bloc to work temporarily in Sweden as employees or as self-employed 
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workers. However, this market tends to be highly over-supplied as well, at least in the 
metropolitan areas. 

 When discussing the inflow of migrant workers from the newer EU countries to 
the Swedish cleaning industry, or to other industries, it is also important to consider the 
social structure of the Swedish labour market, including structures of segregation and 
segmentation based on class, gender and ethnicity. Since unemployment is high in this 
industry, and foreign born workers are highly over-represented, especially in general 
cleaning, there is also a risk of immigrant competition. In this case too, competition is 
most pronounced in the metropolitan areas where the share of foreign born workers is 
high and many temporary labour migrants and undocumented immigrants are working. 
Hence, it is reasonable to assume that the existing structures of segregation and labour 
market segmentation also have an impact on temporary labour migration from the new-
er EU countries in the Baltic region to the Swedish cleaning industry. 

However, this study also revealed another important factor, which has not been 
discussed in previous research on trends and developments in labour migration, namely 
that Swedish employers in the cleaning industry, as well as in several other low-skilled 
sectors, can easily recruit Swedish workers who are participating in various kinds of la-
bour market schemes. In other words, they can use a tax-funded reserve army of cheap 
native labour, which also means considerable wage subventions. This option has most 
likely also had an impact on the employers’ interest in recruiting temporary migrant 
workers from the newer EU countries. Moreover, the intensive use of wage subven-
tions has no doubt worsened the problems of price pressure, job shortage and low-wage 
competition in the over-supplied Swedish cleaning industry. This also implies a risk of 
further social segregation and labour market segmentation. Ultimately, the possibility 
to use workers with highly subsidised wages can be related to the supply-side labour 
market policy that has prioritised workfare over welfare. 
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The Swedish cleaning industry is an ethnically segregated labour market in which 
almost 50 per cent of the workforce was born abroad. Moreover, price pressure in pub-
lic procurement of cleaning services and unfair competition generate market distur-
bances and labour abuse. Against this background, this study discusses the presence 
of temporary labour migrants from Poland and the Baltic states in this labour market. 
Since there is a shortage of jobs in cleaning, there is also a potential risk of ‘immigrant 
competition’. The author argues that when discussing labour migration, we need a 
broad social perspective that takes into account the impact of existing segregation and 
labour market segmentation in the destination country, as well as the balance of power 
between the social partners and the labour market policy pursued by the government. 
Among other things, the study reveals a factor that most likely also has an impact on 
east-west labour migration to the Swedish cleaning industry, namely that the employ-
ers can easily recruit workers in Sweden participating in labour market schemes, 
which means considerable wage subventions. Thus, employers can use a tax-funded 
reserve army of cheap labour to gain competitive advantage, for example in public 
procurement.  
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