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ABSTRACT
In this article, we examine how the situation for contemporary poor EU 
migrants is framed by social work professionals involved in initiatives 
funded by the Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived in Sweden. 
Through 16 semi-structured interviews with these professionals, the 
research questions guiding the analysis concern how they describe and 
frame the needs of poor EU citizens living in precarious conditions, 
emphasizing work as a social right as well as how they navigate the EU 
policy guiding their work. The analysis is informed by frame analysis as 
analytical approach, with a focus on identifying diagnostic and prognostic 
framing. The findings presented highlight the professionals’ strategies in 
stretching EU policy frameworks to support the category of poor EU 
citizens in Sweden. The results point to how professionals make use of 
their discretion to meet the livelihood needs of poor people by claiming 
their right to work.
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The hour has come to break out 
Shackled and chained, almost goin’ insane 
It’s better to live on the run 
Set me free, set me free 

Helloween, Ride the sky, 1985

Introduction

The mobility of poor people has long been understood as a socio-political problem of great concern, 
which has propelled a range of policy measures. Sometimes these measures have aimed to assimilate 
these people into the welfare state. At other times, the measures have either aimed to exclude them 
from rights or deport them from the territory of the nation state (Yıldız and De Genova 2017). In 
history, the problematic of poor people’s mobility has taken many shapes. In the late nineteenth 
century, it was not least intimately linked to what was referred to as the social question (Ulmestig 
2007). A recurring category of poor people that has attracted particular attention in public discourse 
has been people with a Roma background (van Baar 2018).

In the following article, we examine one contemporary shape of this category, i.e. of poor people 
moving across nation-state borders. More specifically, we focus on poor EU citizens, a category that 
over the past decade has attracted considerable attention in public discourse as well as in research 
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(Enroth 2022). Once again, poor people with a Roma background have been portrayed as a target 
group in need of certain social policy measures (Hansson 2019). In policy debate, these poor EU 
citizens have sometimes been portrayed as a burden to the welfare state in the better-off member 
states of the union (Woolfson 2007).

Research has drawn attention to various conditions in the countries of origin pushing poor 
EU citizens in search of livelihood in other parts of the union. Two of the main push factors 
highlighted are poverty and anti-ziganism (Mesic 2017; Panican and Swärd 2019; Swärd 
2015). Further, attention has been turned to the highly precarious living conditions in the 
countries in which poor EU citizens seek livelihood, characterized by poverty, poor health, 
and housing (van Baar 2021; Ekendahl, Karlsson, and Minas 2020, Herz; 2018; Teodorescu 
and Molina 2020).

Throughout the European Union, a range of social initiatives has been identified, in 
support of poor EU citizens crossing the national borders within the union. Such initiatives 
have been guided by explicit objectives of social inclusion and the rights of migrants, as 
stated in the European Pillar of Social Rights (Carrera & Colombi 2025). In these initiatives, 
a recurring target group for professionals are homeless migrants, who are supported in 
overcoming their social problems, in terms of livelihood, health care and childcare (Ahmad 
& Busch-Geertsema 2024).

However, as illustrated in previous research, these initiatives have been organized differently 
throughout the member states in the Union. For instance, EU-funded projects in countries such as 
Belgium, Lithuania and Portugal are organized more as charity in the form of providing material 
aid, rather than strengthening social rights (Greiss & Schoneville 2023). Sweden, on the other hand, 
has organized EU-funded projects based on social rights. However, as shown in previous studies on 
such projects in Sweden, professionals risk strengthening established stereotypes which may further 
stigmatize and position targeted migrants as victims in need of empowerment (Lundstedt 2005; 
Wright Nielsen 2009).

In relation to this research, the focus of this article is directed at professionals conducting social 
work in social initiatives financed by the Fund for European aid for the most deprived (FEAD), and 
more specifically how they understand and respond to the needs and wishes of poor EU citizens, 
living in highly precarious situations in Sweden. The aim of the article is to provide knowledge 
about how professionals engaged in these initiatives describe and frame their work with the target 
groups. Based on interviews with professionals working in such initiatives, we pose the following 
research questions:

● How do the project staff describe their work with supporting poor EU citizens in Sweden, with 
a specific focus on work as a social right?

● How do the project staff diagnose the problems and needs of their target group, and what 
solutions are proposed as a response to this diagnosis?

● How do the project staff navigate and negotiate the EU policy frames guiding the FEAD 
activities?

In relation to previous research, the following article contributes with knowledge about how 
the life situation of poor EU citizens is framed and addressed by professionals in a European 
policy context. More specifically, we contribute with in-depth insight into how professionals 
both navigate within and stretch established policy frameworks set by the European Union. 
The results of the study point to how professionals not only risk stigmatizing and further 
excluding their target groups, but also how they make use of their discretion to meet the 
needs of poor people, by claiming their right to work. Overall, the study highlights how some 
of the classical issues in social work research are framed in a contemporary era of migration, 
concerning access to as well as possibilities of utilizing social rights for various sections of the 
population.
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Welfare and work in times of migration

Welfare states historically emerged together with the nation-state and its principles for citizenship, 
in terms of distribution of rights and obligations, belonging, inclusion and exclusion (Schierup, 
Hansen, and Castles 2006). This applies to Sweden as well as other welfare states. Traditionally, 
Nordic welfare states have been characterized as universal primarily proposing similar social rights 
for all citizens (Larsen and Ilsøe 2022). The work line, a strong work ethic and an active labour 
market policy have been central political themes for the rise of the Swedish welfare state and the 
development of social policy during the twentieth century (Junestav 2004). Although the Swedish 
welfare state is often described as generous and de-commodifying, which means that citizenship 
rights are linked to the individual’s performance on the labour market (Esping-Andersen 1990).

Since the 1990s, when Sweden became a member of the European Union, the limits and content 
of national citizenship have become increasingly complex regarding the provision of rights and 
obligations (Delanty 2000). When poor people move across national borders, a series of challenges 
for the national welfare state appears, not least in terms of who are deemed entitled to the rights 
provided by the welfare state (Hansen 2021; Yuval-Davis 2011). The mobility of poor people and 
their right to welfare is not least brought to the surface in an EU political context. Within the EU, 
free movement is a central right providing all citizens of the union the possibility to seek livelihood 
in all member states (Hansen and Hager 2010). However, those exercising this right are not 
guaranteed access to all benefits of the welfare state rights of the country in which they reside 
(Ratzmann and Heindlmaier 2022).

Since the collection of empirical data for the current study was conducted in 2018–2019, the 
political landscape in Europe has changed significantly. With these developments, social rights and 
ambitions of including vulnerable groups, not least poor EU citizens, are rapidly changing. In 
several member states, a significant social policy transformation has taken place, with an increasing 
focus on repressive policy measures that gradually erode, and challenge established citizenship 
rights, particularly for vulnerable groups, among these migrants (cf. Joppke 2025; Thomas and 
Jones 2025). Leading politicians throughout Europe are repeatedly framing migration, both within 
Europe and from other parts of the world, as causing severe soci2025al problem, not least regarding 
poor migrants (Baldini 2024). As recently concluded by Nyhlén, Skott and Giritli Nygren (2024, 
493), these developments risk further stigmatizing and significantly worsening the living conditions 
for ‘vulnerable EU citizens’: ‘In light of rising punitive populism, we predict that evictions and camp 
closures, the violent criminalisation of begging and the closure of shelters are all enabled and 
legitimised by the spectre of “vulnerable EU citizens”’. In the light of these developments, the 
following study presents results on how professionals conducting social work used their discretion 
to support the social rights of poor EU citizens in Sweden in a time where such efforts were still not 
as challenged as they have increasingly become.

Empirical context

The European Union finances a range of social initiatives in the member states, through funds from 
which various actors can apply for means to carry out different activities, for instance with a focus 
on social cohesion, inclusion, and support for vulnerable groups within the union. In this article, we 
draw attention to one of these funds, FEAD. This fund was active during the programme period of 
2014–2020 and has since 2021 been integrated into the larger social fund framework ESF+ (for the 
period 2021–27), organized in six programme areas (A–F). Among these, programme area 
C (Reduce the risk of economic vulnerability, initiatives aiming social inclusion of people in risk 
of poverty), most similar to FEAD, has with its 3% of the total means been allocated the least 
funding (ESF 2025).

The target group for the welfare projects financed by FEAD in Sweden, were vulnerable EU 
citizens, more specifically non-economically active persons residing in Sweden based on EU law, 
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who were not entitled to financial support from the welfare state according to the Swedish Social 
Services Act. The overarching goal of the fund was to reduce poverty among the target group, in line 
with the ambitions formulated in the European Commission’s Europe 2020 strategy, in terms of 
reducing poverty and social exclusion within the union (EU-commission 2021).

When implementing the FEAD programme, member states had the option to choose between 
two operational programmes: (1) provision of food and material assistance, or (2), activities outside 
active labour market measures, aimed at the social inclusion of the most deprived. While most of 
the member states chose the first option, Sweden, together with The Netherlands, Germany and 
Denmark chose the second (FEAD 2017).

The projects financed by FEAD in Sweden had a particular focus on facilitating social 
inclusion through community orientation and health promotion. FEAD was not supposed to 
fund activities centred on labor market inclusion. The FEAD projects were based on voluntary 
participation among the target group, meaning that they had to appear relevant to attract 
participants. The means of the fund was administrated by the governmental authority The 
Swedish ESF Council, operating on behalf of the Ministry of Labour and the Ministry of Social 
Affairs. At the council, two government officials and an economist were employed to work with 
FEAD. In addition to these, several professionals were employed within the projects financed. 
Further, numerous volunteers were involved in carrying out the activities. The projects were 
driven by public as well as civil society organizations, such as municipalities, the Church of 
Sweden, and other religious communities.

Method and empirical data

The data material consists of 16 semi-structured interviews carried out in 2018–2019, with profes
sionals engaged in all five projects that were active at the time, as well as the Swedish policy 
document guiding the initiatives financed by FEAD (FEAD 2018). All projects carried out work 
with providing support to the target group. The projects were located throughout Sweden. These 
are the five projects presented by their location and project owner:

(1) the northern part of Sweden, run by an association of municipalities
(2) the southern part of Sweden, run by the Church of Sweden
(3) the western part of Sweden, run by a municipality
(4) the western part of Sweden, run by a civil society organization on Christian ground
(5) the eastern part of Sweden, run by an international aid organization

The interviewees were selected accordingly: two officials employed at the Swedish ESF council, 
working with the administration of FEAD, were interviewed due to professional expertise concern
ing FEAD. From the five projects, eight project leaders and three project co-workers and were 
interviewed, due to their insights into the work carried out in the respective projects (some projects 
had several leaders, in different locations). Further, we interviewed three steering group represen
tatives involved in strategic concerns regarding the projects, due to their specific insights into the 
overarching planning of the projects. All interviewees provided important insights into the FEAD 
project activities, from their different perspectives.

During the interviews, the professionals were asked to reflect upon the projects they were 
involved in, in relation to the policy ambitions guiding FEAD and their work with social inclusion 
for their target group. The interviews lasted one to two hours were recorded and verbatim 
transcribed. The total amount of transcribed text consists of 276 Word pages.

The data collection in this study was conducted according to scholarly-accepted ethical guide
lines in social research. In line with such guidelines, the interviewees were informed about the 
purpose of the research and that they could interrupt their participation in the research at any time. 
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All interviewees have been anonymized. The research has been ethically vetted by the Swedish 
Ethical Review Authority.

Analytical approach

In the article, we approach citizenship and social rights as a constant, ongoing negotiation where 
rights are claimed, attained, limited, and challenged (Gamson 1990). In these negotiations, different 
sections of the population mobilize to formulate their interests and claim various rights. Rights can 
also be claimed on behalf of others, where certain actors appear as representatives for specific 
groups.

Claims to rights are made on different grounds. For instance, the labour movement illustrates 
a struggle primarily propelled by unequal distribution of material resources, in a quest for labour 
rights and social justice. Among more recent movements (such as Black Lives Matter, cf. Shuster 
and Campos-Castillo 2017) we find several expressions of struggles for recognition, with a focus on 
inequalities based on discrimination and misrecognition of certain group identities (cf. the distinc
tion between redistribution and recognition by Fraser 1995).

The struggle to describe reality is an important dimension in all negotiations and claims 
concerning social rights. In this article, we approach these struggles over how reality should be 
described through the theoretical lens of a frame analysis. Based on Goffman (1974), an extensive 
literature has been dedicated to examining how social movements describe, that is, frame reality, in 
their struggle of rights for various sections of the population (Smith 2021; Snow and Benford 1988; 
Snow, Vliegenthart, and Ketelaars 2019).

In the article, we direct attention to two diverse ways of framing reality in struggles for social 
rights: the diagnostic and the prognostic framing.

Through diagnostic framing, various phenomena, conditions, and processes in society are 
identified and described as problematic and thus in need of change. Through such framing, certain 
groups can claim access to already existing rights or claim the development of new rights. 
Diagnostic framing also involves describing the causes of the problems identified and the ones 
responsible for causing and providing solutions to them. In these descriptions, roles such as allies 
and opponents, victims and perpetrators appear. Further, diagnostic framing concerns characteriz
ing the specific group claiming rights, attributed with specific interests, needs and living conditions 
(Snow and Benford 1988), illustrating the processes of constructing target groups widely discussed 
in social work research (Schneider and Ingram 1993). Diagnostic framing can be made by margin
alized groups and by representatives on their behalf.

Prognostic framing refers to a variety of ways of meeting the problems identified, based on the 
diagnostic framing, the specific causes and responsibilities formulated. Here, concrete strategies for 
claiming rights are developed, directing certain lines of action and mapping out the actors responsible 
for carrying out specific tasks in the struggle for rights (Snow and Benford 1988). In short, diagnostic 
framing is directed backwards in time, to map the present and identify reasons why things have 
become the way they are, while prognostic framing is directed into the future, to bring about change.

When struggling to frame reality to bring about change, social movements need to relate to existing 
societal frames, i.e. to descriptions of reality that are already established in society. As illustrated in 
research, success in terms of claiming rights may relate to the ability to align the claims made with 
well-established frames, making them understandable and reasonable for wider sections of the 
population (Shuster and Campos-Castillo 2017). Not least, social movements operating in a variety 
of settings have related their specific claims to rights to a well-known existing conception of the rights 
of the individual, a so-called meta protest frame (Snow, Vliegenthart, and Ketelaars 2019), such as the 
civil rights movement of the sixties, which gained wide political resonance, which later served as 
a source of inspiration for a variety of movements claiming rights for various groups (Reed 2019).

Much research using such an approach to frame analysis has directed attention to social move
ments operating outside the mainstream political system in their struggle for social rights (Mesic 
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2017; Smith 2021). However, in this article, the focus is on negotiations of social rights within the 
political system and an EU political context. Specifically, we turn attention to how project staff in 
EU financed social initiatives in Sweden frame their work to meet the needs of poor EU citizens in 
the country, with a specific focus on work as a social right.

Data analysis

In the analysis presented, we direct attention to how project staff frame the problems and needs of 
poor EU citizens as a target group and how they relate to and negotiate the current policy frames 
guiding the activities carried out.

The analytical process was conducted accordingly. Initially, departing from Braun and Clarke’s 
(2006) thematic analysis, we carefully went through the collected data. While doing so, we searched 
for recurring frames whereby the project staff describe their work in relation to the target group, 
and more specifically instances where problems were described (i.e. diagnostic framing) and 
solutions were proposed to meet these problems (i.e. prognostic framing). Using the computer 
software program NVivo, we then systematically created codes that capture elements of both 
diagnostic (poverty, vulnerability, health, values, distrust) and prognostic framing (entrepreneur
ship, collaboration, work, information). In the next step, we related these codes into broader 
themes. For instance, diagnostic framing codes were clustered into the themes of problems located 
to the home country and the target group, while prognostic framing codes were clustered into the 
main themes of political frames and trustful relationships. Finally, we selected compelling examples 
from the data, in line with the research questions and previous research.

Results: negotiating the rights of poor EU citizens in Sweden

In the following, our analysis is presented in two sections. First, we address the question of the 
problems the FEAD projects are addressing, i.e. the diagnostic framing. Thereafter, we turn to the 
question of how project staff seek to address these problems, developing specific strategies for 
meeting the needs of their target group, i.e. the prognostic framing.

Diagnosing the problems

Regarding the problems that FEAD projects address, a contradictory picture emerges. According to 
the policy programme guiding the initiatives financed by FEAD, the problem addressed is related to 
the free movement of citizens within the EU. On the one hand, free movement is described in 
positive terms, with ‘positive effects for employment, growth, and competitiveness’ (FEAD 2018, 2). 
On the other hand, the mobility of poor EU citizens is described as a problem rather than 
a possibility. As formulated in the policy programme, poor EU citizens have ‘difficulties getting 
a job and often lack livelihood’, which in turn puts them in ‘an acute need as they lack both the 
possibility of overnight accommodation and livelihood’ (FEAD 2018, 2).

The FEAD projects operate in these tensions between free movement as a positive right and as 
causing social problems when used by poor EU citizens. In a way, the projects can be understood as 
responses to the problems related to the internal mobility in the union, as citizens from member states 
in the eastern part of the union seek livelihood in other EU countries. To assist citizens facing severe 
poverty in the new countries of residence, the European Parliament and the European Council have 
jointly introduced FEAD, the Fund for European Aid to the most Deprived (FEAD 2018, 3).

According to the guidelines of the policy programme, the projects financed by FEAD should 
address the problems of the target group by offering activities ‘of a health-promoting and commu
nity-oriented nature’ (FEAD 2018, 9).

In the interviews, project personnel identify two main causes of the problem they are set to face: 
on the one hand conditions in the target group’s home country, in the form of poverty and 
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vulnerability, on the other hand, conditions linked to the target group themselves, in the form of 
poor health and certain values. Overall, these circumstances make it difficult for the target group to 
establish themselves in the labour market.

When it comes to causes that are attributed to the target group’s home country, project 
personnel describe the target group’s living conditions as very precarious, through contrasts 
between circumstances in Sweden and in countries such as Bulgaria and Romania. Not least the 
homes are highlighted as particularly significant, which we see clear examples of in Marianne’s 
and Lotta’s descriptions of the living conditions in Bulgaria and Romania in particular. As 
Marianne puts it: ‘when you’re down in Bulgaria or in Romania, you’re in Sofia and you drive 
past the huge slum where they live’. Lotta describes the meeting of her colleagues in similar 
terms: ‘My colleagues who have been to Romania and seen . . . those who live in dumps, in 
sheds’.

A striking contrast in terms of social rights appears in Lisa’s description of the situation in 
Sweden and countries in the eastern part of Europe. ‘A slightly harsher way of looking at things, 
which is not based on human rights or even civil rights’. The living conditions of a specific part of 
the target group, namely the Roma, are described as particularly precarious. Roma is a category 
which repeatedly is described as particularly vulnerable to poverty, discrimination, and racism. This 
vulnerability, in turn, is said to be a reason they move to other countries in the Union. The problem 
description can be illustrated with the following conversation with Lotta.

Researcher: What is their main problem as you see it? As you have been told? [. . .]

Lotta: Discrimination.

Researcher: Okay. In Sweden or in another country or all of them?

Lotta: In their home countries, that is why they leave. Because they do not have the opportunity, this 
is about historical discrimination. Then it is about Roma [. . .] because I think that the Roma in 
Romania and Bulgaria, there it is, it is a structural racism [. . .] that affects them in ways that you 
might not always be able to imagine. You do not like to talk about being Roma, because then you do 
not get certain jobs, you get lower wages and so on.

We can see how the target group’s vulnerability is framed as caused by a historically rooted 
discrimination, which Lotta names in terms of structural racism. This discrimination is said to have 
a long history, but still affects Roma in countries such as Romania and Bulgaria. Lotta believes that 
structural racism creates great difficulties for Roma to establish themselves in the labour market. 
This framing of the problem provides a background for why the target group moves abroad, away 
from hardship and vulnerability, in search of livelihood and better living conditions.

In addition to these causes for migration attributed to the target group’s home countries, the 
project staff also highlights causes attributed to the target group themselves. Not least, it concerns 
poor health and certain values, which are said to make it difficult for the target group to establish 
themselves in the labour market. When it comes to poor health, it is framed as part of the broader 
vulnerability that affects the target group. Poor health is, among other things, repeatedly framed as 
a problem in terms of dental hygiene, as illustrated in the following quote by Karin:

A woman told us that when we had dental health information, she opened her mouth, had three or four teeth. 
‘There’s no point in brushing my teeth’, she said. Then we said, ‘No, but if your children see you brushing your 
teeth, your children will brush their teeth and then hopefully they will have more teeth left’.
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The problem of poor health is further framed in terms of stress, not least caused by precarious living 
conditions, and uncertainty about future livelihood and the family’s housing situation. ‘If you have 
such stress for your family, or you have the stress of how we will live this winter. How my children 
should feel [. . .] Then there can be problems in the body, which settle in’, as Marianne says.

Despite these difficult conditions, the target group is said to have a strong will to work. For 
example, Lotta metaphorically describes the target group’s conditions for finding work as a long 
road, with many steps that need to be passed: ‘Many people want a job when you ask them, but the 
road to our labor market is very, very long. [. . .] there are so many steps you have to pass’. Distance 
here is not about geographical distance, but rather about distance in the form of values, which are 
said to be far apart. ‘They have a completely different value structure than us’, says Johan, for 
example, ‘which is often based on collectives, which makes it very difficult’. In this framework, 
a distinction is made between different value structures, regarding the view of the individual and the 
collective, which Johan believes makes it difficult for the target group to establish themselves in the 
labour market. A similar reasoning is also illustrated in the following quote, where Johan reflects on 
the difficulty of meeting the target group as individuals in project work.

It is difficult to get a person to talk about ‘what problems do you have?’ at all. ‘What education do you have?’ It 
can be a tricky question, to get this person to try to delineate. ‘Our group has this competence and these 
resources. We have every opportunity to make use of that if necessary’.

Here, we can see how the target group is framed as deviant with respect to values where the target 
group is framed as primarily seeing themselves as part of a collective community rather than as 
individuals. These values are described as a contrast to the values that are common in majority 
society, which are based on principles of individual freedom and rights. Thus, the target group is 
framed as in need of certain interventions due to their perceived lack of individualized identity, 
which is taken for granted in Western societies (Rose 1999). In a Western understanding of 
citizenship, the autonomous individual provides the starting point for civil rights and regulates 
the citizens’ relations to society. Therefore, a target group that is primarily understood as 
a collective – rather than a set of individuals – becomes difficult for the professionals to handle.

Another part of the values attributed to the target group is a distrust of public authorities. The 
framing of distrust is illustrated in the following quote by Johan: ‘All forms of authority figures are, 
often with good reason, distrusted by this group’. According to Johan, such values of the target 
group create difficulties in the work of establishing trustful relationships with the target group. 
Another way of framing the problem of distrust is provided by Lars, who describes the challenge 
caused by the bureaucratic requirements by the EU in terms of accounting and registration, which 
may make the building of trustful relationships with the target group hard.

It is an obligation we have, that they must know that they [the target group] are part of an EU project. We must 
keep activity lists. [. . .] They also must answer indicator questions posed by the EU. [. . .] The Commission 
doesn’t understand the challenges with this target group. It must be done anyway, daily. It worsens the trust 
within the target group, that we must bring up issues that seem irrelevant to them.

So far, we have highlighted some illustrative examples of how project personnel frame the problem 
they are set to work with, based on the target group’s current and past conditions. Based on this 
diagnostic framing of the problem, the question is what kinds of strategies project staff develop to 
meet the problems identified, which we will address in the following section.

Prognosing the solutions

Since the activities which the FEAD projects carry out are voluntary to participate in, project 
personnel emphasize the importance that their activities are perceived as meaningful and meet the 
needs of the target group. Therefore, knowledge about the target group’s needs and wishes are 
required, something that the professionals spent a lot of effort and time creating.
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Elena describes the project’s overall strategy to create meaning for the target group in terms of 
‘total flexibility’. ‘We must be where they are and we must adapt completely to what they do’, she 
notes. ‘That was the method, total flexibility’. The ambition was that the target group should choose 
their own activities. The strategy to create meaning was thus to give the target group the oppor
tunity to choose between different activities: ‘We had like a smorgasbord’.

Within the projects, knowledge about the needs and wishes of the target group has been obtained 
in several ways, for example in the form of systematic interviews with special reference groups and 
surveys. Marcus summarizes the results of the surveys done by saying: ‘Most people want a job here, 
if only temporarily’. The target group’s willingness to work is something that frequently comes up 
when project personnel describe the target group’s wishes.

The projects have an overarching ambition to meet the target group’s wishes, and 
according to the surveys that have been conducted, these are mainly about finding work. 
When project staff seek to meet this request, however, a tension arises, because the EU 
fund’s guidelines do not allow work-life-oriented efforts. Lotta describes the tension as 
follows.

This is about the target group; after all, we should not run the projects for our own sake, but for the sake of the 
target group. Then you must be a bit smart and think about how we can coordinate so that it will be as good as 
possible, because we have quite strict restrictions within FEAD as well. After all, we are not allowed to work 
with anything that leans towards working life at all. Nothing to do with work.

Project staff address this tension by developing different strategies to accommodate the target 
group’s will to work. These strategies consist of relating to and at the same time stretching 
established political frameworks, so that working life-oriented efforts becomes possible. For exam
ple, project staff adopt the common political vocabulary in the fund’s guidelines and in a broader 
EU political context.

One of the main activities that FEAD’s guidelines prescribe is community orientation. Such 
activities can, for example, involve providing information about the conditions, civil rights, and 
obligations in Sweden. A recurring strategy is to adopt the vocabulary of community orientation so 
that it is extended to also include information related to working life and the labour market. 
Concretely, community orientation efforts can be applied to provide information about what can 
increase the target group’s opportunities to find work in Sweden. Such strategies are also sanctioned 
by staff at the Swedish ESF council. ‘Many people want to work’, notes Kim from the council, and 
adds: ‘Of course, in your community orientation, you must inform about what it looks like’, for 
example in terms of legal opportunities to find work for the target group. Speaking of legal 
alternatives and community-oriented interventions, Marcus also points out: ‘When you say labor 
market interventions and such, then it is the case that in our project we provide community 
orientation, where we inform that these are the legal alternatives’. By adopting prevailing vocabu
lary around community orientation, it may become possible to meet the target group’s wishes to 
find work, even if work-life-oriented efforts as such are not officially sanctioned by FEAD.

Another example of how project personnel build on established political frameworks and stretch 
them to enable working life-oriented efforts can be seen when project personnel adopt the common, 
well-established, political vocabulary around entrepreneurship. Promoting entrepreneurship is part 
of a contemporary political meta-framework that spans over a range of policy areas (Berglund and 
Johansson 2007; Pircher 2018). It is found in individual member states and is also included as 
a priority objective in the EU’s overall future vision, as formulated in the EU 2020 strategy. In the 
following quote, we see how Marcus uses the vocabulary around entrepreneurship as a way of 
broadening the target group’s options for livelihood.

Our project includes micro-entrepreneurship, which is my way of dodging labor market efforts. So, we have 
investigated what conditions and opportunities you have as a vulnerable EU citizen to support yourself 
through micro-entrepreneurship, a more worthy alternative than begging.
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As a strategy to circumvent the fund’s guideline not to carry out work-oriented efforts, Marcus 
describes how he chooses to frame the activities that are carried out as micro-entrepreneurship. In 
this way, the target group is informed about legal and, as Marcus calls them, more dignified 
livelihood opportunities as alternatives to begging, for example street selling and berry picking.

The examples presented above illustrate how established political frameworks are adopted as 
a recurrent strategy to claim social rights on behalf of the target group, in a way that makes the 
claims plausible and legitimate.

Another strategy that the professionals use to safeguard the target group’s social rights, by 
extending the fund’s guidelines, involves establishing collaborations with other actors and mobiliz
ing different networks. We can see an example of how this strategy can be expressed in the following 
quote, where Elena describes how she refers the target group to a job coach who works with the 
Salvation Army.

If you want to integrate, if you want to find a job, there is someone at the Salvation Army who is a job coach, 
whom you can meet. Yes, we can go there because we are going there anyway to talk to your group, then we 
can show you [the job coach]. So, we refer to them.

Establishing collaborations becomes an important strategy that once again makes it possible to 
carry out work-life-oriented efforts, even if the project as such does not represent the service to 
which the target group is referred.

Establishing collaborations also fulfils other purposes for the projects. Not least, collaborations 
with different actors are described as a successful way to meet the target group’s needs and wishes, 
by promoting trustful relationships. This particularly applies to projects run by public actors. Lotta, 
who works in a municipal project, describes their collaboration with voluntary organizations as 
a resource in the following way.

We have very good cooperation in our municipality. It is the real estate office that evicts. Then there are 
voluntary organizations and such. We collaborate and make the best of our resources, for the target group. 
[. . .] We, as a municipality can never build that trust [with the target group] in that way and that is not really 
our role, I feel. But, on the other hand, collaborate with voluntary organizations that have more of a role to 
help people in need in some way.

In this reasoning, we want to focus on two things. To begin with, the reasoning is based on the idea 
that voluntary organizations are particularly suitable for building trustful relationships with the 
target group, in a way that is not considered possible for municipalities. Not least because the 
municipality is responsible for evicting the people who are not considered to have the right to stay 
in certain places. The reasoning that Lotta makes relates to the kind of diagnostic framing of the 
target group as different and deviant that we have previously pointed out, which focuses on the 
target group’s lack of trust in public authorities. Gunilla makes a similar reasoning when she 
describes the challenges, for her as a representative of the municipality, of meeting the target group. 
By the target group, she often is seen as a representative of the authorities. For this challenge to be 
managed, the actual place where they meet their target group is of great importance. Again, 
networks with voluntary organizations are highlighted as a valuable resource for the municipality.

We try to be where they [the target group] are, where they themselves choose to be. That is also a way of 
approaching the target group. We are not forcing them anywhere. [. . .] It is also difficult to meet the target 
group because they have a strong aversion to anything that could be called the authorities and the public. That 
you are like an official. So, it is important to meet where it is convenient for them to be.

Instead of arranging meetings in the municipality premises, Gunilla talks about how they prefer to 
use premises where the target group is already located and is comfortable, not least premises of 
voluntary organizations and churches.

In this section, we have highlighted two recurring strategies that project staff developed to meet 
the problems identified, which make it possible to meet the needs and wishes of the target group 
and claim work as a social right, on behalf of the target group: firstly, to embrace and extend 
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established political frameworks to enable working life-oriented efforts. Secondly, to establish 
collaborations that can build trustful relationships between the projects and their target groups. 
In this way, the target group can be reached and involved in the activities, something that is deemed 
difficult to achieve.

Conclusion

In the article, we have focused on how welfare professionals in Sweden work to meet the 
needs of poor EU citizens, especially in terms of work as a social right. We have drawn 
particular attention to challenges to the national welfare state created when poor EU 
citizens exercise the right to move freely within the Union’s borders, and how project 
staff in social initiatives financed by FEAD describe their efforts with meeting the needs 
and wishes of their target groups, not least their will to work. In the analysis, we have 
identified a discrepancy between, on the one hand, the fund’s guidelines and, on the other 
hand, the project staff ’s ambitions to meet poor EU citizens’ needs for livelihood and 
willingness to work. The discrepancy revolves around the fund’s guidelines, which do not 
prescribe work-life-oriented interventions, and the target group’s willingness to earn their 
living through work.

As for the project staff ’s way of describing their work, we can see that they do so through 
a diagnostic framework where the problem they are set to deal with is described in terms of (1) 
poverty and vulnerability in the target group’s home countries and (2) conditions linked to the 
target group’s poor health and deviant values, in terms of strong collective identity and lack of trust 
in authorities. Further, our analysis shows that even if FEAD does not formally target Roma 
populations in particular, the project staff repeatedly describe the project’s target groups as mainly 
consisting of poor Roma from the EU’s eastern member states. In line with results of previous 
research, these Roma are described as particularly hard hit by poverty and racism (Teodorescu and 
Molina 2020; van Baar 2018; Panican & Swärd 2019) At the same time, we have shown how Roma is 
a category framed as bearers of certain values that, in several ways, make it more difficult for them 
to establish themselves in the labour market.

In relation to this way of describing the problem, we have also identified how project personnel 
make use of a prognostic framework that makes it possible to meet the target group’s needs and 
willingness to work. Here, we have shown how project staff develop strategies that involve adopting 
and at the same time extending the guidelines that set the framework for the activity so that they can 
also provide working-life oriented activities – even though, FEAD do not prescribe such efforts. An 
important part of this strategy is to establish cooperation between public and voluntary actors, to 
build trusting relationships and create trust among the target group. These collaborations also make 
it possible for partners without a direct connection to FEAD to provide several types of work-life- 
oriented efforts.

In the last decade, research has shown that in several areas of social work, interventions are 
increasingly directed at symptoms of inequality, rather than their causes (cf. Kamali and Jönsson 
2018; Lorenz 2025). As political attention is directed towards managing symptoms, processes that 
create inequality risk becoming invisible and thus difficult for welfare professionals to grasp and 
deal with. FEAD project personnel operate within a specific political framework. Therefore, they 
need to relate to the guidelines that apply to their profession. Thus, they are not supposed to engage 
in activities that are at odds with these guidelines. However, as shown, the project staff stretch 
existing EU policy frameworks to meet the target group’s needs and wishes to find work in Sweden. 
In this way, they deal with structurally conditioned inequalities, such as unemployment and 
poverty, even though such inequalities tend to be neglected and silenced in mainstream political 
climate (Kamali and Jönsson 2018). Thus, the project staff support vulnerable EU citizens in 
claiming their right to work as members of the union.
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Discussion

Since the current study was conducted (in 2018–2019), the political landscape in Europe has 
undergone a repressive turn concerning social policy and social rights, not least propelled by 
electoral success for right-wing populist parties throughout the EU (Joppke 2025; Thomas and 
Jones 2025). With these developments, political ambitions of social inclusion targeting certain 
vulnerable groups have gradually decreased across the political landscape, which in turn may have 
particularly negative impact on the social rights of poor migrants (Baldini 2024; Nyhlén, et al. 2024). 
The rapid political changes in relation to the relatively old material analysed in this study are an 
obvious limitation. However, the conclusions drawn from the study presented in this article may 
also provide insights of great importance, as the possibilities of conducting the kind of social work 
we have described are becoming increasingly more challenged and thus difficult to carry out.

This study was conducted during an era of political transition. The projects examined are now 
finished, and the policy framework studied is now included into the ESF+ programme, in the 
current period 2021–27, where the main focus is similar to that in the previous period. However, in 
light of recent policy transformations in Europe, important research questions need further 
investigation, concerning what will happen to the kinds of interventions and forms of social work 
that we have highlighted in this article, as an important contribution to knowledge on how the 
mobility of the poor is understood and dealt with in both Sweden and other parts of the EU in the 
future. In the present era, when the will to promote inclusion of migrants seems hard to even 
imagine, the social work documented in this article reminds us that such will, with all its short
comings and complications, is still a possibility – future is, as always, open for negotiation.

Acknowledgments

This article is based on research funded by The Swedish Research Council for Health, Working Life and Welfare 
(Forte), reference number 2017-01859. The article is a substantially revised and translated version of a previous 
publication: Vesterberg, V., & Dahlstedt, M. (2022). Arbete med försörjning inom EU-finansierade insatser för fattiga 
EU-medborgare i Sverige. Socialmedicinsk tidskrift, 99(4), 534–542.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

Funding

The work was supported by the Forte [Reference number 2017-01859].

ORCID

Viktor Vesterberg http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5624-2576
Magnus Dahlstedt http://orcid.org/0000-0003-0694-5753

References

Ahmad, M. T. H., and V. Busch-Geertsema 2024. “Homeless Migrants and EU Mobile Citizens in Europe.” European 
Journal of Homelessness. Volume 18 (1).

Baldini, G. 2024. “From ‘Anomaly’ to ‘Laboratory’? Fratelli d’Italia, Illiberalism and the Study of Right-Wing Parties 
in Western Europe.” Political Studies Review 22 (2): 402–411. https://doi.org/10.1177/14789299241231771  

Berglund, K., and A. W. Johansson. 2007. “Entrepreneurship, Discourses and Conscientization in Processes of 
Regional Development.” Entrepreneurship & Regional Development 19 (6): 499–525. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
08985620701671833  

12 V. VESTERBERG AND M. DAHLSTEDT

https://doi.org/10.1177/14789299241231771
https://doi.org/10.1080/08985620701671833
https://doi.org/10.1080/08985620701671833


Braun, V., and V. Clarke. 2006. “Using Thematic Analysis in Psychology.” Qualitative Research in Psychology 3 (2): 
77–101. https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa  

Carrera, S., and D. Colombi 2025. “Irregularising Human Mobility.” In EU Migration Policies and the European 
Commission’s Role, 91. Springer Nature.

Delanty, G. 2000. Citizenship in a Global Age. Open University Press.
Ekendahl, M., P. Karlsson, and R. Minas. 2020. “EU Citizens Begging and Sleeping Rough in Swedish Urban Areas.” 

Nordic Social Work Research 10 (2): 186–197. https://doi.org/10.1080/2156857X.2018.1518816  
Enroth, N. 2022. “EU Citizens and Undocumented Migrants in the News.” Nordic Social Work Research 12 (5): 

749–762. https://doi.org/10.1080/2156857X.2021.1875259  
ESF. 2025. Modell för programområden. [Model for program areas] Visited 25 03 25. https://www.esf.se/app/uploads/ 

2024/04/Modell-fo%E2%95%A0er-programomra%E2%95%A0eden-RGB-1920x1080-utan-POF_700xgif.gif .
Esping-Andersen, G. 1990. Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism. Polity Press.
EU-commission. 2021. Employment, Social Affairs & Inclusion. Visited 22 03 24. https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp? 

catId=1089ent .
FEAD. 2017. FEAD’s Contribution to Sustainable Social Inclusion. Thematic Dossier 1. European Union.
FEAD. 2018. Operativt program för social delaktighet för de personer som har det sämst ställt. [Operative program for 

social participation for people who are worst off] Visited 22 03 24. https://www.esf.se/app/uploads/2021/01/ 
Program-Fead.pdf .

Fraser, N. 1995. “Recognition or Redistribution? A Critical Reading of Iris Young’s Justice and the Politics of 
Difference.” Journal of Political Philosophy 3 (2): 166–180. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9760.1995.tb00033.x  

Gamson, W. A. 1990. The Strategy of Social Protest. Wadsworth: Wadsworth Pub Co.
Goffman, E. 1974. Frame Analysis. Harvard University Press.
Greiss, J., and H. Schoneville 2023. “The Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived and Social Citizenship: Case 

Study Research in Belgium, Lithuania and Portugal.” Journal of European Social Policy 33 (5): 540–554.
Hansen, P. 2021. A Modern Migration Theory. Agenda Publishing.
Hansen, P., and B. Hager. 2010. The Politics of European Citizenship. Berghahn Books.
Hansson, E. 2019. ‘Det känns fel’: Om det svenska samhällets reaktioner på närvaron av tiggande EU-medborgare 2014- 

2016. [“It feels wrong”: About Swedish society’s reactions to the presence of begging EU citizens 204-2016]. 
Uppsala University.

Herz, M. 2018. “Transforming Social Work. Social Constructionist Reflections on Contemporary and Enduring 
Issues.” Nordic Social Work Research 8 (2): 201–203. https://doi.org/10.1080/2156857X.2018.1476208  .

Joppke, C. 2025. “The Double Erosion of Liberal Citizenship.” The British Journal of Sociology 1–13. https://doi.org/ 
10.1111/1468-4446.13193  

Junestav, M. 2004. Arbetslinjer i Svenska Socialpolitisk Debatt och Lagstiftning 1930–2001. [The Principle of the Work 
strategy in Swedish Social Policy and Legislation 1930-2001] Uppsala university.

Kamali, M., and J. H. Jönsson, eds. 2018. Neoliberalism, Nordic Welfare States and Social Work. Routledge.
Larsen, T. P., and A. Ilsøe. 2022. “Nordic Relief Packages and Non-Standard Workers.” Nordic Journal of Working 

Life Studies 13 (S10). https://doi.org/10.18291/njwls.135099  
Lorenz, W. 2025. “Re-Positioning the Social Mandate of Social Work.” Nordic Social Work Research: 1–13. https:// 

doi.org/10.1080/2156857X.2025.2478838 
Lundstedt, A. 2005. “Vit governmentalitet: “Invandrarkvinnor” och textilhantverk – en diskursanalys: “Vit govern

mentalitet: “Invandrarkvinnor” och textilhantverk – en diskursanalys.” Arbetslivsinstitutet. [White 
governmentality.

Mesic, N. 2017. Negotiating Solidarity. Linköping University.
Nyhlén, S., S. Skott, and K. Giritli Nygren 2024. “Haunting the Margins: Excavating EU Migrants as the ‘Social 

Ghosts’ Of Our Time.” Critical Criminology 32 (2): 479–496.
Panican, A., and H. Swärd 2019. “Drivkrafter och hinder för transnationell mobilitet bland fattiga romer i två 

rumänska bosättningar.” Socionomens forskningssupplement 45 (1): 18–33. [Drivers and barriers to transnational 
mobility among poor Roma in two Romanian settlements’.

Panican, A., and H. Swärd. 2019. “Drivkrafter Och Hinder För Transnationell Mobilitet Bland Fattiga Romer I Två 
Rumänska Bosättningar’, [Drivers and Barriers to Transnational Mobility Among Poor Roma in Two Romanian 
Settlements.” Socionomens Forskningssupplement 45 (1): 18–33.

Pircher, B. 2018. “Debating the economic crisis in the European Parliament: enriching the discours.” In Governance 
and Political Entrepreneurship in Europe, edited by C. Karlsson, C. Silander, and D. Silander, pp. 100–120. Edward 
Elgar Publishing.

Ratzmann, N., and A. Heindlmaier. 2022. “Welfare Mediators as Game Changers?” Social Inclusion 10 (1): 205–216.  
https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v10i1.4642  

Reed, T. V. 2019. The Art of Protest. University of Minnesota Press.
Rose, N. 1999. Powers of Freedom. Cambridge University Press.
Schierup, C.-U., P. Hansen, and S. Castles. 2006. Migration, Citizenship and the European Welfare State. Oxford 

University Press.

NORDIC SOCIAL WORK RESEARCH 13

https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa
https://doi.org/10.1080/2156857X.2018.1518816
https://doi.org/10.1080/2156857X.2021.1875259
https://www.esf.se/app/uploads/2024/04/Modell-fo%E2%95%A0er-programomra%E2%95%A0eden-RGB-1920x1080-utan-POF_700xgif.gif
https://www.esf.se/app/uploads/2024/04/Modell-fo%E2%95%A0er-programomra%E2%95%A0eden-RGB-1920x1080-utan-POF_700xgif.gif
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1089ent
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1089ent
https://www.esf.se/app/uploads/2021/01/Program-Fead.pdf
https://www.esf.se/app/uploads/2021/01/Program-Fead.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9760.1995.tb00033.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/2156857X.2018.1476208
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-4446.13193
https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-4446.13193
https://doi.org/10.18291/njwls.135099
https://doi.org/10.1080/2156857X.2025.2478838
https://doi.org/10.1080/2156857X.2025.2478838
https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v10i1.4642
https://doi.org/10.17645/si.v10i1.4642


Schneider, A., and H. Ingram. 1993. “Social Construction of Target Populations.” American Political Science Review 
87 (2): 334–347. https://doi.org/10.2307/2939044  

Shuster, S. M., and C. Campos-Castillo. 2017. “Measuring Resonance and Dissonance in Social Movement Frames 
with Affect Control Theory.” Social Psychology Quarterly 80 (1): 20–40. https://doi.org/10.1177/ 
0190272516664322  

Smith, W. P. 2021. “Social Movement Framing Tasks and Contemporary Racisms.” Sociology of Race and Ethnicity 
7 (2): 194–207. https://doi.org/10.1177/2332649220922564  

Snow, D. A., and R. D. Benford. 1988. “Ideology, Frame Resonance, and Participant Mobilization.” In From Structure 
to Action, edited by B. Klandermans, H. Kriesi, and S. Tarrow, (pp. 197–217) JAI Press.

Snow, D. A., R. Vliegenthart, and P. Ketelaars. 2019. “The Framing Perspective on Social Movements.” In The Wiley 
Blackwell Companion to Social Movements, edited by D. A. Snow, S. A. Soule, H. Kriesi, and H. J. McCammon, 
392–410. Wiley Blackwell. https://doi.org/10.1002/9781119168577  

Swärd, H. 2015. “EU-Medborgarna, Tiggeriet Och Den Synliga Nöden – En Kunskapsöversikt,” [EU Citizens, 
Begging And Visible Need – A Knowledge Overview]. Socialmedicinsk Tidskrift 92 (3): 268–285. https://doi.org/ 
10.62607/smt.v92i3.42683  

Teodorescu, D., and I. Molina. 2020. “Roma Street-Workers in Uppsala.” International Journal of Housing Policy: 
1–26. https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2020.1854950  

Thomas, A., and E. Jones. 2025. “The Impact of ‘Populism’ on European Public Policy.” Journal of European Public 
Policy: 1–12.

Thomas, A., and E. Jones 2025. “The Impact of ‘Populism’on European Public Policy.” Journal of European Public 
Policy 32 (5): 1061–1072. https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2025.2468901 .

Ulmestig, R. 2007. På gränsen till fattigvård. [On the verge of poverty relief]. Lund University.
van Baar, H. 2018. “Contained Mobility and the Racialization of Poverty in Europe.” Social Identities 24 (4): 442–458.  

https://doi.org/10.1080/13504630.2017.1335826  
Woolfson, C. 2007. “Labour Standards and Migration in the New Europe: Post-Communist Legacies and 

Perspectives.” European Journal of Industrial Relations 13 (2): 199–218. https://doi.org/10.1177/ 
0959680107078253  

Wright Nielsen, T. 2009. “Viljen til att frigöre: En undersögelse af empowerment i praksis. Lund University [The Will 
to Liberate: An Investigation of Empowerment in Practice].

Yıldız, C., and N. De Genova. 2017. “UN/Free Mobility.” Social Identities 24 (4): 425–441. https://doi.org/10.1080/ 
13504630.2017.1335819  

Yuval-Davis, N. 2011. Politics of Belonging. Sage.

14 V. VESTERBERG AND M. DAHLSTEDT

https://doi.org/10.2307/2939044
https://doi.org/10.1177/0190272516664322
https://doi.org/10.1177/0190272516664322
https://doi.org/10.1177/2332649220922564
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781119168577
https://doi.org/10.62607/smt.v92i3.42683
https://doi.org/10.62607/smt.v92i3.42683
https://doi.org/10.1080/19491247.2020.1854950
https://doi.org/10.1080/13501763.2025.2468901
https://doi.org/10.1080/13504630.2017.1335826
https://doi.org/10.1080/13504630.2017.1335826
https://doi.org/10.1177/0959680107078253
https://doi.org/10.1177/0959680107078253
https://doi.org/10.1080/13504630.2017.1335819
https://doi.org/10.1080/13504630.2017.1335819

	Abstract
	Introduction
	Welfare and work in times of migration
	Empirical context
	Method and empirical data
	Analytical approach
	Data analysis

	Results: negotiating the rights of poor EU citizens in Sweden
	Diagnosing the problems
	Prognosing the solutions

	Conclusion
	Discussion
	Acknowledgments
	Disclosure statement
	Funding
	ORCID
	References

