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In migration studies, integration is predominantly conceptualised by scholars as a ‘two-way’ process. In
practice, however, migrants are increasingly being held responsible for integration. In this article, grounded
in qualitative data from Poland - collected between 2021-2022 from young migrants and representatives
of NGOs and public institutions supporting migrants - we explore how they perceive and experience this
process. We argue that, influenced by neoliberal discourses of individuality, migrants often view the
challenge of integration as their personal responsibility - a phenomenon we refer to as self-
responsibilisation. Thus, we identify and analyse three intersecting and mutually reinforcing processes:
1) the shift of responsibility for integration onto young migrants as a consequence of state negligence, 2) the
asymmetry of responsibility as a result of the host society’s othering of migrants and 3) self-responsibilisation
as a consequence of migrants’ internalisation of responsibility for integration. Together, they form what we
call the self-perpetuating mechanism of (self)responsibilisation of young migrants for integration. Our
analysis indicates that this mechanism may lead to the empowerment of young migrants although it can
also foster the normalisation of structural constraints, hinder the migrants’ access to available support,
increase stress and may even contribute to deteriorating mental and physical health.
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Introduction

A growing body of scholarship recognises the importance of conceptualising integration with migrants
as a ‘two-way’ process involving not only the migrants’ own efforts but also the active engagement of
the host society and the state (Kehoe, Alisic and Heilinger 2019; Klarenbeek 2021). Similar calls have
emerged in the rapidly changing Polish migratory context (Podgérska, Grzymata-Kaztowska, Lukasiewicz
and Pachocka 2024). However, while public discourse and opinion polls in Poland reveal a strong
expectation for migrants to integrate into the host country, for instance by learning the Polish language
and adopting local rules and values (Kara$ and Traczyk 2025), the responsibility of the host society,
along with the institutional frameworks that enable integration, remains largely unfulfilled.

Poland’s integration policies remain fragmented and underdeveloped (f.odzinski and Szonert 2023),
despite a substantial increase in immigration since the country’s accession to the European Union (EU)
in 2004 (Okélski 2021). This increase has been driven not only by rapid economic development - and
the resulting demand for labour - but also by the continued emigration of Polish citizens and the
accelerating ageing of the population. At the time that our research was conducted - prior to the forced
migration from Ukraine to Poland following Russia’s full-scale invasion in 2022 - the number of
migrants in Poland stood at 2,106,101, including 1,351,418 Ukrainian nationals (Cope, Keryk and
Kyliushyk 2021). A significant proportion (38 per cent) of these were young people aged 21-30. After
the full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine in early 2022, around 1 million forced migrants from Ukraine
found temporary protection in Poland.

Despite the rapid growth of the migrant population, especially after 2022, Poland still lacks a coherent,
long-term integration policy. Although a migration strategy for 2025-2030 was adopted in late 2024, it
has not resulted in the development of a comprehensive integration framework. Poland also has no
official state-level definition of integration. The current Migration Strategy (2024) frames integration
mainly as migrants’ adaptation to majority norms and values. Its emphasis on ‘avoiding the mistakes of other
states’ and preventing ‘alternative social structures’ in this process reinforces a narrative of risk and control.
The role of the state is outlined only in general terms, centred on security and institutional efficiency,
with no specific instruments, sectoral responsibilities or service standards. As a result, integration is
presented primarily as a tool for avoiding social tensions rather than supporting equitable participation.
The strategy further defines successful integration as ‘when a migrant communicates in Polish, respects
the law and prevailing norms and values and actively participates in local community life’, without
clarifying the roles of the state or society in enabling this.

In effect, the strategy reflects an assimilationist perspective that places the burden of integration
primarily on migrants - a tendency repeatedly highlighted in expert assessments by migrant-support
organisations. As stated in the Position of the Polish Migration Consortium?! on the government’s
migration strategy, the approach adopted in the governmental document ‘violates the right of migrants
to preserve their own cultural identity and is at odds with the principles of equality and respect for
diversity’ (Konsorcjum Migracyjne 2024). Witold Klaus (2025) describes the state’s approach to
integration in a similar way: ‘The state abdicates when it comes to integration. It has no ideas on how to
do it and allocates no resources for this purpose. (...) When we talk about the definition of integration,
we most often refer to it as a two-way process. Therefore, it is not only people with migration experience
who integrate but society also changes and integrates with them. This latter aspect is completely absent
from the Polish debate, as well as from the Polish migration strategy’.

Researchers describe this kind of situation as an example of an ‘integration policy without policy’
(Lodzinski and Szonert 2023). Consequently, the limited measures that have been implemented focus



Central and Eastern European Migration Review 141

almost exclusively on the labour market, while many other areas relevant to integration - such as
assistance in legalising residence, the adaptation of public services to migrants’ needs, language
acquisition, cultural orientation and, crucially, efforts to foster host-society integration - remain
neglected (Migdat, Sutkowski and Zajac 2020).

This situation is rooted in the fact that Polish migration law and practice prioritise temporary
employment and residence - responding to the demands of the labour market, while simultaneously
hindering migrants’ prospects for long-term settlement (Cope et al. 2021). In response, local authorities
- particularly in urban areas - have assumed a degree of responsibility, often in collaboration with non-
governmental organisations (NGOs), to provide various forms of support aimed at facilitating
integration with migrants (Migdat et al. 2020). However, their capacity to do so has been constrained,
primarily due to a lack of stable and continuous funding for integration initiatives. Insufficient state
support is increasingly being replaced by support from the private sector, which has commercialised,
for instance, assistance in legalising stay (Kindler and Woéjcikowska-Baniak 2018). This shift also
transfers responsibility onto migrants, as they must pay for such services.

Moreover, research indicates that Polish society faces significant challenges in the integration of
migrants, with the latter experiencing widespread discrimination and social exclusion - particularly of
individuals from non-EU countries (Jaskulowski and Pawlak 2019; Thérova 2023). Migrants in Poland
encounter racism, prejudice, stereotyping and a range of social barriers to integration. These social
attitudes towards migrants are both a cause and a consequence of negative governmental narratives.
Official government discourse has been dominated by hostility towards migrants (Arendas, Trabka,
Messing, Pietrusinska and Winogrodzka 2023), contributing to the stigmatisation of the term ‘migrant’
in public debate (Janicki and Swietek 2025). This occurs even though the number of migrants legally
working and residing in Poland continues to grow steadily. The lack of a coherent integration policy
results in migrants being at a higher risk of marginalisation or exposure to multiple forms of exclusion
and vulnerability (Oliveira, Nienaber, Bissinger, Gilodi, Richard and Albert 2024).

As a result, we observe a mechanism whereby the burden of integration is shifted onto individual
migrants, rather than addressing systemic barriers and collective responsibilities (Kehoe et al. 2019).
Migrants often internalise this expectation, perceiving integration as their personal task. This is
particularly evident among young migrants entering adulthood (Oliveira et al. 2024), who face
additional pressures tied to individual success, amplified by neoliberal narratives of productivity and
self-betterment (Binkley 2014; Ikonen and Nikunen 2019; Kelly 2006; Sultana 2024). In this article,
through the in-depth qualitative analyses of interviews with young migrants and representatives of
NGOs and other public institutions - primarily those supporting migrants - we demonstrate both the
multifaceted causes and complex consequences of the processes of responsibilisation and self-
responsibilisation for integration.

Firstly, we situate the concept of responsibilisation within broader debates on integration in
migration studies and propose our understanding of the process of self-responsibilisation. Following
the discussion of our methodology, we present the results of our empirical analysis, structured around
a cause-and-effect model, focusing on three key dimensions: the state’s legislative framework, host-
society relations with migrants and migrants’ individual perspectives. We conclude by developing and
discussing a model of the self-perpetuating mechanism of (self)responsibilisation, which helps to
explain how the task of integration is shifted onto and internalised by migrants.
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Integration and (self)responsibilisation in the context of migration studies

At the outset of the article, we want to briefly discuss three concepts crucial to our further reasoning,
namely integration, responsibilisation and self-responsibilisation. To begin with, we acknowledge that
‘migrant integration’ has been a widely debated and contested concept in migration studies (Favell
2003; Grzymala-Kazlowska and Phillimore 2017) with significant policy-relevant implications
(Dodevska 2024). It has been criticised as normative and assuming that there is a natural path of
progression, which migrants need to follow to become part of host societies. The shift in integration
policies from welfare-state models to a neoliberal approach in many Western countries has introduced
a discourse of migrant individualisation, activation and responsibilisation for their broadly understood
integration (Uehling 2015).

More-recent theorising has recognised that integration, to be successful, needs to be a ‘two-way
process’ and involve the effort undertaken not only by migrants (Kehoe et al. 2019; Klarenbeek 2021;
cf. Grabowska, Hansen, Jastrzebowska, Lind, Manafi, Nienaber, Powell and Shahrokh 2025) but also by
the state and host society. The state, at all levels of government, establishes the legal, political and
institutional frameworks that regulate access to employment and to social and political rights; it ensures
inclusive public services by removing administrative barriers and strengthening institutional capacities
through regular staff training. The state also shapes evidence-based public opinion about migrants,
helping to counter misinformation and negative stereotypes. The host society, through everyday
interactions, social norms and civic organisations, co-creates the space and conditions for integration
with migrants. In a two-way process, residents’ attitudes, willingness to engage and recognition of
diversity underpin trust-building, reduced social distance and migrants’ improved sense of inclusion.
Research shows that societal attitudes are among the strongest determinants of the integration process,
meaning that society’s role extends beyond passive acceptance to the active collective shaping of an
equitable and participatory environment (Atalay, Korkut, Nicolson, Scholten and Laidlaw 2023).

Other researchers have described integration as ‘liquid’, driven by multi-directional processes and
multifaceted dimensions (Skrobanek and Jobst 2022). Most recently, Adrian Favell (2022) argued that
the concept of ‘migrant integration’ derives from the desire rooted in colonial history for the nation
states to uphold (racial) hierarchies. Some scholars propose rethinking the entire concept of integration
by situating it in the broader dynamics of societal inequality and the efforts to reduce it (cf. Klarenbeek
2024).

If there is one thing about integration that the vast majority of authors agree on is that it is a very
broad and multidimensional - even ‘fuzzy’ - concept (Ager and Strang 2008; Grzymala-Kazlowska and
Phillimore 2017). Thus, instead of attempts to elaborate one definition of integration that would cover
its different meanings, numerous concepts or ‘operational definitions’ - as Ager and Strang (2008) call
them - were formulated. What is worth highlighting is the broad understanding of integration in these
concepts. For instance, Ager and Strang’s framework is composed of 10 domains, including not only
employment, citizenship/legal status or social bonds but also health, sense of safety and stability etc.
Another promising stream of research on integration is aimed at grasping migrants’ own understanding
of this notion and what it means to be integrated (Biaback Anong, Skrobanek, Wagner and Nienaber
2023; Erdal 2013). It appears that migrants apply a broad definition of integration that is (or, rather,
should be) a two-way process which does not exclude transnational practices and, moreover, is
connected with notions of wellbeing. The latter is particularly notable in the case of young migrants. As
Regalia, Giulani, Carones and Matuella (2022: 79) put it: ‘Overall, they seem to think of being integrated
as feeling at home, delving into the cultural and historical aspects of the host country and feeling good’.
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For the purposes of this article, we operationalise the definition of integration in line with the
proposal of the International Organization for Migration (IOM 2017), which defines integration as:

The two-way process of mutual adaptation between migrants and host societies, in which migrants are
incorporated into the social, economic, cultural and political life of the receiving community. Such
integration entails a set of shared responsibilities for both migrants and host communities (...).
Integration is a cross-cutting and multi-sectoral issue that relates to policy areas addressing the
economic, social, legal, cultural and civic spheres and affects all aspects of migrants’ lives.

We adopt this broad approach to integration, as it proves useful for understanding young migrants’
experiences of the ‘double transition’ (Oliveira et al. 2024). This concept refers to the simultaneous
engagement in two major life processes: (1) the transition to adulthood, including micro-transitions
such as completing education, entering the labour market and potentially forming an independent
household or family; and (2) integration with a new socio-cultural environment. For young migrants,
these two processes intersect, creating a compounded set of challenges which they must navigate.

Moving beyond this broad understanding of integration, responsibilisation emerges as a second
pivotal theoretical concept for this article, a term rooted in the field of governmentality (Juhila and
Raitakari 2016). It describes the process of making the private sector and civic society, as well as
individuals, responsible for public tasks where, previously, public institutions played an active role. The
term responsibilisation is strongly associated with neoliberal discourses (O’'Malley 2009). While, in the
welfare-state approach, citizens, including migrants, were supported (Joppke 2024), in the neoliberal
approach it is the citizens and migrants who are made responsible, meaning that they are expected to
manage their own risks and demonstrate self-care (Liebenberg, Ungar and lkeda 2015; Pyysidinen,
Halpin and Guilfoyle 2017).

Some authors link this process with practising one’s autonomy, choice, self-governance (Barnett
2003) and self-entrepreneurship (Juhila and Raitakari 2016), which is a consequence of the
requirements of an individualised society (Bauman 2005). Other authors associate responsibilisation
with the process of shifting societal problems onto individuals (Uehling 2015) and the privatisation of
risk (Miller and Rose 2008). Citizens who fail to manage their own lives and demonstrate self-
governance may be marginalised or excluded from society. Moreover, governmental organisations and
NGOs implementing projects that foster responsibilisation may, through their institutional practices and
evaluative framework, contribute to the production of divisions among their clients into those
‘deserving’ and those ‘undeserving’ of support (Juhila and Raitakari 2016). This means that they define
who is expected to become a responsible citizen after receiving support and who will fail to become one.
This approach is also evident in the migration discourse, which categorises migrants into groups
according to their perceived deservingness (Ratzman and Sahraoui 2021).

Beyond prevailing societal attitudes and discourses surrounding migrants in the host society (Kehoe
et al. 2019), several other factors have been identified in migration studies as contributing to the
responsibilisation of migrants for their integration. The first factor is the way in which national and local
policies are designed, along with the integration frameworks they establish, which define both what
integration entails and how it should be achieved (Pettrachin, Caponio and Borgna 2024). These policies,
often influenced by a broader neoliberal discourse, frequently frame integration predominantly in terms
of economic participation and self-reliance (Suvarierol 2015). Secondly, another source of
responsibilisation of migrants is the criminalisation of migration. Due to this process, migrants who
chose an undocumented path of entry or stay in the country are held responsible for their
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marginalisation and lack of access to integration tools (Innes 2013). Finally, transnational connections
and the expectations and hopes of migrants’ families who remain in their home countries further
contribute to this burden of responsibilisation (Castles 2013).

When connecting the themes of integration with young migrants and the responsibilisation for this
process, a clear pattern emerges: when examining the attitudes of young migrants towards their
‘integration task’, we often observe an internalisation of responsibility. This fosters the preconception
that it is primarily the young migrants’ duty to become ‘integrated’ and active members of the host
society. We refer to this process as ‘self-responsibilisation’. This concept entails the belief that everyone
is the architect of their own destiny and that success or failure depends solely on one’s actions and
efforts (Juhila and Raitakari 2016; Sofritti, Benozzo, Carey and Pizzorno 2020). Migrants internalise this
view, which motivates or forces them to exert effort in adapting to the new socio-political environment
(Blachnicka-Ciacek, Tragbka, Budginaite-Mackine, Parutis and Pustulka 2021; Winogrodzka, Trabka and
Pietrusinska 2024). Such an attitude is strongly influenced by neoliberalism (Sultana 2024) and its
related discourses of the entrepreneurial self and employability (Juhila and Raitakari 2016; Sofritti et
al. 2020). Although these discourses are nowadays increasingly contested by the younger generation,
as evidenced in recent studies (Mind the Gap 2024), they remain prevalent. We can assume that
instability on the labour market, associated with migratory experiences, reinforces these attitudes
(Winogrodzka 2025).

Neoliberal discourses shape the way of thinking, behaving and, in consequence, experiences of young
migrants as they navigate the integration process in host countries. These discourses, rooted in the
principles of extreme individualism and self-reliance, promote a view of the individual as a self-
managing subject, fully and utterly responsible for his or her own success and well-being but also for
their failures. In line with the requirements of the modern world, young people should be ambitious,
calculating, goal-defining, resilient, adaptable and action-taking (Brockling 2015; Kelly 2006). They also
should embody the ‘right mindset’ characterised by openness, positive thinking, happiness, gratefulness
and growth orientation (Binkley 2014; Ikonen and Nikunen 2019). These attributes collectively foster their
ability to adapt, develop and thrive in a new socio-economic context, laying the foundation for a ‘successful’
integration experience.

Methods and data

This article draws on empirical material collected between 2021 and 2022 for the Horizon 2020
research project ‘MIMY: Empowerment through Liquid Integration of Migrant Youth in Vulnerable
Conditions’, which focuses on the integration processes of young migrants living in nine European
countries: England (UK), Germany, Hungary, Italy, Luxembourg, Norway, Poland, Romania and Sweden.
The qualitative part of the research was conducted with the involvement of peer researchers at different
stages of the project (Blachnicka-Ciacek, Winogrodzka and Trabka 2025). The article addresses several
research questions: How do the processes of responsibilisation and self-responsibilisation of young
migrants for integration manifest? What are their underlying causes and what consequences do they
have for young people? During the following analysis, we offer a comprehensive understanding of the
multifaceted (self)responsibilisation phenomena and their impact on the lives of young migrants.

We draw on the results of the complementary parts of qualitative research with two groups. The first
group consisted of 65 young migrants (18-30 years old) who had lived in Poland for a minimum of one
year and had different migration experiences (see Table 1). In this group there were three sub-groups
- forced, educational as well as economic migrants - who experience a particular kind of vulnerability.2
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The purpose of delineating these three subgroups in the study was to ensure that a range of trajectories
and migration experiences were covered. While we acknowledge the fundamental differences in the life
situations and legal statuses of forced and voluntary migrants, our analysis does not treat these
categories as analytically isolated from one another. Rather than assuming shared experiences, we focus
on recurring themes related to integration and responsibility. Most interviewees were Ukrainian or
Belarusian, as migrants from these two countries make up most migrants in Poland (Gérny and Kindler
2023). In our study, we also conducted 39 interviews with 45 representatives of NGOs and other public
institutions who were mainly those supporting migrants - like the employment office, schools,
integration centres, social welfare and cultural centres.

We conducted most of our interviews in two main locations: Warsaw (capital city) and a small town
near Gdansk. However, some interviews were also carried out with migrants residing in other Polish
cities, such as Poznan, Krakéw and others. In the first stage of the project, we recruited representatives
of NGOs and selected public institutions with the aim of having a diversified sample of institutional
actors supporting migrants. Interviews with them were held in the first part of 2021 while interviews
with young migrants took place between March 2021 and February 2022. Thus, forced migrants who
arrived after the full-scale Russian aggression against Ukraine were not included in our study.
Participants were recruited mainly through peer researchers’ networks, complemented by occasional
NGO/institutional contacts and snowball sampling.

The interviews with young migrants included questions about their migratory experiences and, more
specifically, the various factors which they perceive as opportunities and constraints along their
integration journey. With NGOs’ and public institutions’ representatives, we talked about their activities
and services available for and problems faced by migrants, as well as about the challenges and
facilitators of integration processes.

Table 1. Sample characteristics in the four parts of the study

Participants Country of origin Methods and Research
and number of participants gender of period
participants
Ukraine (8), Belarus (1), 3 FGIs _
Part 1 other countries (7): Turkey, (16:8-F, March-July
Colombia, Thailand 8-M 2021
Young migrants olombia, 1hatlan -M)
(forc.ed, Ukraine (22), Belarus (11),
educational, X
. other countries (16):
economic) i . 49 IDIs
Part 2 Tadjikistan, Russia, (30 - F June 2021-
18-30 years old Bangladesh, Uzbekistan, 19.- Mj February 2022
Georgia, Chechnya, Turkey,
Sierra Leone, Brazil
Representatives of : 39 IDIs .
Part 3 NGOs and public Bg\;trﬁlfnﬁ)oizggéi?c’s E;?E(lie (6 in dyad: 45: J anugl(“)};—lA pril
institutions 8 8 32-F,13-M)

Source: Authors’ elaboration.
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The MIMY project adhered to ethical standards regarding interviewing, data handling and the
preservation of anonymity, which are characteristic of research with migrants experiencing vulnerable
conditions (Happ 2021). The Research Ethics Committee at the implementing institution (SWPS
University) approved the research design. All individual and group interviews were recorded and
transcribed with participants’ permission - or detailed notes were made. To analyse the research
material, we used thematic analysis (Nowell, Norris, White and Moules 2017) supported by MAXQDA
software.

Findings: the (self)responsibilisation of young migrants for integration

In this section, we explore the mechanisms which lead to young migrants’ (self-)responsibilisation for
integration in Poland, by presenting an empirical analysis structured around three interconnected
phenomena that collectively drive this process: 1) the shift of responsibility for integration onto young
migrants as a consequence of state negligence, 2) the asymmetry of responsibility as a consequence of
othering by host society and 3) self-responsibilisation as a consequence of migrants’ internalisation of
responsibility enhanced by neoliberal discourse.

‘You ask questions but no one gives you answers’. The shift of responsibility for integration onto migrants
as a consequence of state negligence

The primary driver behind the responsibilisation of migrants for their integration in Poland is the
protracted lack of a comprehensive and supporting integration policy at the national level (Arendas et
al. 2023; Klaus 2025; Lodzinski and Szonert 2023). As representatives of NGOs and other institutions
supporting migrants pointed out, this situation stems from a persistent trope that migrants are merely
a temporary solution to labour-market needs (Cope et al. 2021). As a result, this area of policy has long
suffered from governmental negligence: ‘We [as a state] do nothing, so that the system was up to date
with what is going on right now, we should have prepared 10 years ago, and now the system is stuck’
(P3, F, NGO).3 This expert perspective highlights the disconnect between the evolving migration reality
and the state’s outdated national policy framework (Janicki and Swietek 2025). As a result, migrants,
a majority of whom are young individuals, are treated as an ‘elephant in the room’ - whose integration
needs are consciously disregarded by the Polish government. This non-engagement effectively absolves
the state of its obligation to facilitate a two-way process of integration (Kehoe et al. 2019; Klarenbeek
2021), shifting the onus of adaptation onto the shoulders of the migrant population (Uehling 2015).

As a result, migrants are forced to navigate the system and manage all formalities connected with
their stay in Poland on their own. The existing infrastructure does not facilitate it. For instance, both
migrant interviewees and stakeholders complained about lack of information in languages other than
Polish and about the necessity to ask Polish-speaking persons for assistance as interpreters in contacts
with Polish public institutions, as well illustrated by Martin’s (P2, M, 31, Brazil) statement:

I had difficulties with documents because everything was in Polish and I didn’t really understand what
I was doing. I had to ask a friend to go with me to the migration office. I asked a guy there if he spoke
English and he replied that ‘Here in Poland we speak Polish’. (...) So, every time I needed to go to a public
place here, I felt  wanted to cry. I need to speak Polish but I'm not able to.
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As the Polish state offers little support to migrants in the process of legalising their stay - nor further
contacts with public services - the migrants become ‘responsibilised’ for dealing with bureaucracy in
Polish and without sufficient support on the part of offices: ‘It’s difficult with documents, you stay in
long, long lines, you ask questions but no one gives you answers; there is a lack of centres that could
inform and coordinate migrants’ (P2, Anzelika F, 27, Belarus).

Moreover, the system for obtaining residence permits in Poland is regarded as dysfunctional because
the procedures are chronically protracted and may take up to several years (NIK 2019), forcing migrants
to submit new documents, because those previously submitted expired during the procedure. Such
prolonged legal uncertainty forces migrants to repeatedly legalise their stay under unstable and
unpredictable conditions rather than progressing through a clear and predictable legal process. This
inefficacy of the system - causing a lot of stress and frustration - was often mentioned by migrant
interviewees:

The downside of a migrant’s life is instability. When it comes to legalisation, you're never sure — even if
you've submitted everything, you don’t know whether the decision will be positive or negative. They
might not receive a letter or might not send it at all. Small things like that can determine the outcome.
You feel discomfort. They keep checking you. It’s all connected to stress. That’s why I apply for visas - because
I don’t want to feel like a slave. While my application is being processed, I can’t go anywhere. I can’t visit
my relatives. Many foreigners complain about this. I know people who have waited even two years for
a decision (P2, Larysa, F, 29, Ukraine).

The necessity of being able to cope with systemic inefficiency illustrates the shifting of responsibility for
integration onto migrants (Uehling 2015): it is the individual, not the government, who must deal with
institutional unpreparedness and dysfunction (Cope et al. 2021). The burden of handling administrative
matters has been placed on the young migrants to whom we spoke - they are expected to know their
rights and obligations on their own and, moreover, to inform and prove to officials that they are entitled
to a given public service. As Larysa continued: ‘I think that, in all administrative institutions, you have
to prove that you have the right to something. (...) They're constantly unhappy about something, even
though they’re wrong - they simply don’t know. However, if you know your rights, you feel a bit more
comfortable - though it’s still stressful’.

Even in cases where migrants are already familiar with bureaucratic procedures and know about
their rights, once they enter the Polish system, their knowledge often proves insufficient in the face of
the institutional chaos and lack of support. Even a thorough understanding of the legalisation process
does not protect them from receiving a negative decision, as is well illustrated by Katia's (P2, F, 28,
Ukraine) experience:

It was hard. You could cry - try to do whatever. | submitted documents for a temporary residence permit
and received a refusal. The refusal was issued due to the insurance. However, I know these kinds of things
- even from back in Ukraine. It was very unpleasant for me. I thought: ‘How can this be?’ (...) I never
thought I'd get a refusal in a neighbouring country. I thought: ‘Well then, I'll just go home and stay in
Ukraine’. However, I filed an appeal.

Stakeholders suggested that the above-described practices in offices and other public institutions reflect
a certain attitude towards migrants: that it is they who should try hard, they who should take care, stand
in lines and visit countless offices - in short, they who are responsible for integration: ‘Such a nonchalant
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attitude: if they don’t like it, let them go, another two will be ready to take this place’ (P3, F, NGO). Thus,
when we look at systemic solutions, there are few to no signs of understanding integration as a two-way
process (Kehoe et al. 2019; Klarenbeek 2021). This is particularly challenging for young migrants, who
often experience separation from their families and social networks as a consequence of migration
(Oliveira et al. 2024).

To a certain extent, NGOs, including those created by migrants themselves, step into the gap left by
state authorities by offering services: they assist migrants in offices or help to deal with paperwork
connected to the legalisation of stay, work, taxes or education (Migdat et al. 2020). However, this
strategy cannot replace a long-term, comprehensive policy, as ‘NGOs are patching holes in the big dam
with band-aids’ (P3, F, NGO). Another NGO stakeholder complained that, without a national integration
policy, they ‘lack framework’ and stable funding in their work, they are forced to jump from one project
to another: ‘Especially migrant organisations, pro-migrant... we’re a bit like dogs on a leash, little poodles
following wherever money is thrown at’ (P3, M, NGO). Although the role of NGOs and local governments
is to fill the gaps left by the lack of integration policies, their efforts are often insufficient, making
integration largely a one-way process (Kehoe et al. 2019; Klarenbeek 2021).

The above-described consequences of the lack of a supportive integration policy at national level
fosters a deep-seated sense of temporariness among young migrants. Despite building their lives in
Poland - entering adulthood, taking their first steps on the labour market and forming new relationships
- their ability to stay there is uncertain. With these circumstances of state negligence, young migrants
are striving to meet the basic needs essential for their stability and security and, as a consequence, their
well-being, which are indispensable elements in their definition of integration (Ager and Strang 2008;
Biaback Anong et al. 2023; Erdal 2013; Regalia et al. 2022).

Until someone gives me a paper saying I'm here permanently and securely, I will continue to feel
discomfort. I will feel like I'm on the border - that I'm non-European, not from the EU. I'll always fear
questions that could affect my stability here. Whenever I'm at the border, I feel fear, even if all my
documents are in order - I still feel afraid. Even though I live in Poland and this is my home, if someone
doesn’t like something, they can take it all away from me. You feel like a stranger, like someone inferior
(P2, Larysa, F, 29, Ukraine).

‘Migrants are solely responsible for their life from A to Z'. The asymmetry of responsibility as a result of
othering by the host society

Despite the theoretical understanding and empirical evidence highlighting integration as a mutual,
reciprocal two-sided process in which the host society plays a crucial role (Biaback Anong et al. 2023;
Grabowska et al. 2025; Klarenbeek 2021), Polish stakeholders indicated that implementing these
assumptions in practice remains difficult. Drawing upon their extensive experience, several NGO
representatives highlighted a prevailing narrative that absolves the host society of its responsibilities,
placing the entire burden on newcomers and thus creating a distinct asymmetry in these relationships:
‘There’s a shifting of responsibility, arguing that, since someone comes to a particular country, it’s their
conscious decision, so they’re solely responsible for their well-being from A to Z (..). Meanwhile,
everyone, each of us as residents, has responsibility - individual responsibility’ (P3, F, NGO). Thus, in
this part of the article, we refer to the society’s perception of migrants as positioned outside of the host
society - a phenomenon we term as othering - which, in turn, legitimises asymmetric expectations and
responsibilities placed upon migrants.
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Stakeholders highlighted the absence of effective programmes involving both migrants and members
of the host society. This imbalance was underscored by an NGO representative who noted that projects
are almost exclusively addressed to migrants, overlooking the crucial role of the host society - ‘Meanwhile,
the host society has a huge impact on the daily lives of migrants, so if we don’t prepare them [Poles],
their [migrants’] stay in Poland won't be pleasant and may be full of challenges’ (P3, F, public cultural
institution). In fact, one of the challenges often mentioned by young migrants was the actual difficulty
of developing more meaningful connections with members of Polish society (Atalay et al. 2023). While
day-to-day, mundane contact is possible, several of our interviewees noted that developing deeper
contacts with Poles is challenging, as they are not particularly interested in meeting migrants or learning
about their experiences:

I am trying to learn Polish but, when you move to a new country, you want to see that someone else is
also interested in it, not only you. We live in a selfish world but still, it would be great to see that at least
someone is interested in this too, that you won’t have obstacles with it (P2, Ivan, M, Belarus, 22).

One stakeholder, who himself has a migration background, echoed Ivan’s opinions, emphasising that
meaningful integration necessitates reciprocal effort from the host society. He recounted his experience
organising an annual event designed to foster interaction between individuals with migration
backgrounds and the local Polish community. Despite his persistent efforts to engage the broader
community, the number of Polish participants consistently remains low. He stated: ‘This terrifies me.
Whatever we do, we invite Poles - but Poles rarely come over and join us. I'm not saying that all Poles
are bad but that there’s not enough openness’ (P3, F, NGO). This observation highlights a perceived lack
of proactive engagement and openness on the part of the host society, which directly impedes the
development of the mutual relationships essential for integration as a truly two-way process (Kehoe et
al. 2019; Klarenbeek 2021).

What emerges from these discussions with both NGO representatives and young migrants is a pattern of
asymmetric responsibility for integration, disproportionately burdening newcomers while the host
society’s engagement remains limited (Atalay at al. 2023). This means that, in practice, the discussions
about integration are one-sided, focused solely on the expected efforts of migrants and not mentioning
other aspects of this complex process. One of the interviewees refers to this bias when she contrasts her
understanding of integration with the one she encounters in public discussions:

For me, integration is precisely about getting to know another culture, other rules in society, adapting
to these rules but also not forgetting about myself, about who I am and about the fact that I am and can
be different and have the right to my own culture. This is precisely why we very often talk about the fact
that, unfortunately, integration is often confused with assimilation (P2, Oksana, F, 26, Ukraine).

Compounding this issue, NGO interlocutors frequently mentioned a scarcity of initiatives that would
allow for more substantive encounters and true reciprocity between the host society and migrant
populations. They suggest that the programmes, which are relatively easy to obtain funding for, are
often limited to events like ethnic festivals. At such events, migrant groups are expected to present
essentialist notions of their culture. In these cases, they bear the responsibility for preparing the event,
while members of the host community remain passive recipients. According to some stakeholders, these
types of events do not facilitate a deeper exchange and, in fact, often reinforce stereotypical views of
migrant cultures.
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Crucially, political attitudes and narratives play a significant role in shaping societal sentiment
towards migrants and in reproducing processes of othering (Janicki and Swietek 2025; Lodzinski and
Szonert 2023). These political and media discourses often amplify prejudices and discriminatory
practices (Thérova 2023), creating an unwelcoming environment (Arendas et al. 2023) that directly
impacts on the behaviour and well-being of young migrants, for whom successful integration is often
intrinsically linked to a sense of belonging and acceptance (cf. Biaback Anong et al. 2023; Regalia et al.
2022). As one young Belarusian migrant expressed it, integration means ‘feeling at home that means to
me that you don’t feel unwanted’ (P2, Anzelika, F, 27, Belarus). Similarly, another interviewee
highlighted that being integrated signifies a state ‘when you are fully accepted, when you are not
prejudiced, when you are just accepted without even paying attention to what you are like, where you
are from, when you are treated like a person’ (P2, Alyona, F, 18 Russia). However, our research
demonstrates that young migrants rarely feel this kind of acceptance stemming from their contacts with
the receiving society, thus directly hindering the integration process. This is clearly illustrated by the
accounts of young migrants facing discrimination and racism (Jaskulowski and Pawlak 2019), as
apparent in the quote below:

The first two months everything looked great, we thought that the grass is greener in Poland, tomatoes
are tastier, we didn’t notice many things. Later we started to have lots of problems and difficulties and
there was a moment of not accepting yourself inside the country, not accepting foreign culture. I was
annoyed with the language, nationalists, people who are not polite. Some people, when they heard my
accent, they considered me a person of third quality (P2, Anzelika, F, 27, Belarus).

Thus, young migrants’ experiences with Polish society often contrast sharply with their own visions of
integration, which are predicated on ‘coexistence’ and symmetrical relationships between themselves
and representatives of the host country. This inherent disparity creates significant challenges for their
successful settlement and sense of belonging. The migrants’ perspective emphasises mutual supportand
an inclusive environment, regardless of linguistic proficiency or cultural background. As Teodor (P2, M,
26, Ukraine) articulated: ‘Being integrated means supporting someone regardless of whether they
understand you in that language, whether they make mistakes and cannot communicate. For me,
integration is about certain tools that enable us to create a space for everyone, where people will laugh,
talk, drink tea, and learn to coexist’.

Meanwhile, Polish society tends to perceive migrants through one simple lens, viewing them through
the prism of their ‘foreignness’ and ‘otherness’. This essentialist perception reduces individuals to a single,
defining characteristic, disregarding the multifaceted identities and rich experiences that shape them.
As a result, migrants frequently feel a need to present themselves in ways that transcend their
newcomer status, constantly compelled to prove they are more than just ‘migrants’. This pressure to
constantly legitimise their worth is acutely felt, leading to a deep sense of being perpetually
underestimated. A young Belarusian woman vividly articulated this struggle:

I feel a certain nationalism, when you are underestimated. You can’t prove anything to anyone, that you
are great, you know so many things, you have some professional experience, how many books you've
read etc. It’s difficult. Not only because you take 10 steps behind in your career path, you leave
everything behind: friends, family, comfort, you survive on enthusiasm, young people have this
adventure spirit - then it turns out to be super hard and it strikes you so heavily (P2, Anzelika, F, 27,
Belarus).
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The cumulative effect of the factors described above leads to a deep-seated disillusionment among
young migrants. Despite their earnest efforts to adapt, learn the language and contribute, many are left
with the disheartening realisation that true integration, as they define it, may remain unattainable. The
socially assigned status of ‘foreigner’ - rooted in broader mechanisms of social exclusion - can never be
fully exchanged for the status of a permanent, integral part of society, as well illustrated by one
Ukrainian migrant statement: ‘I think that, no matter what, for the rest of my life, [ will always remain
a foreigner, a stranger. No matter how hard I try, what I do, even if I knew Polish, even if there was no
accent, it won’t matter - I still won’t be “one of them™ (P2, Lana, F, 26, Ukraine).

‘I can’t rely on anyone else, only on myself and ‘When you believe in yourself, it’s enough for fulfilling
something’. Self-responsibilisation a consequence of the internalisation of responsibility

Finally, the last important driver of migrants’ responsibilisation for integration is a process influenced
by broader neoliberal discourse (Binkley 2014; Brockling 2015; Ikonen and Nikunen 2019; Juhila and
Raitakari 2016; Kelly 2006; Sofritti et al. 2020; Sultana 2024). This phenomenon arises from young
newcomers’ internalisation of responsibility for this domain, leading to self-responsibilisation. Self-
responsibilisation also occurs as a consequence of the broader demands of an individualised society
(Bauman 2005), a dynamic that is particularly relevant for young migrants entering adulthood (Oliveira
etal 2024).

Under the influence of these expectations, even though young migrants face difficulties during
integration and speak openly about them, they continue to take further steps to address these
challenges, believing it is their responsibility to do so. Despite the obstacles they face, they keep trying
to integrate, convinced that they themselves must work harder to overcome the problems. It is also
evident that young migrants take responsibility for their own ‘fate’ and ‘success’ in the process of finding
their way in a new country, internalising the demands imposed on them by the system (cf. Juhila and
Raitakari 2016). Our interviewees emphasised their need to exert effort and take action to achieve their
integration goals: ‘First of all, don’t be afraid of this integration, be open to what is unknown, take some
risks but try and cooperate, communicate with more and more people and knock on every door. One
won’t open, the other will open’ (P2, Habriela, F, 29, Ukraine). This is associated with migrants
considering that they need to step out of their comfort zone.

Migrant interviewees, talking about their integration in Poland, emphasised the importance of
personal resources for this process in the first place (Winogrodzka et al. 2024), resources such as
determination, rather than support from the state or host society. This involves setting goals and
striving to achieve them: ‘You should always keep in mind your purpose in coming here’ (P2, Simon, M,
26, Bangladesh). Additionally, perseverance and a determination not to give up were essential for them:
‘I'm stubborn in life in general and it has helped me a lot because [ keep going to the end, to victory - and,
most importantly, a person should know what he wants’ (P2, Maria, F, 23, Ukraine). These traits were
often described as crucial for achieving success in the integration process.

The imperative of development and risk-taking within the neoliberal discourse indoctrinates young
migrants into an ‘entrepreneurial mindset’, relying on constant self-enhancement and a proactive
approach to challenges, thus also perceiving themselves as human beings in categories of ‘success’ and
‘failure’ (Brockling 2015; Kelly 2006). As Maria (P2, F, 23, Ukraine) said, ‘The most important thing is
the desire to develop’. This perspective fosters a self-improvement culture whereby migrants and,
generally, young people, are encouraged to constantly invest in themselves through education and
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professional development (Winogrodzka 2025). The attitude of trial and error, the capacity to overcome
setbacks and the ability to draw life lessons from them are highly valued (Ikonen and Nikunen 2019).

Responsible self-management of oneself, one’s migration and integration path require a change of
not only one’s attitudes and behaviour but also one’s mindset (Binkley 2014). Features such as
resilience, flexibility and adaptability, even to situations of societal injustice and institutional
discrimination, are key. As Katia (P2, F, 28, Ukraine) said: ‘1 understood that you have to adapt to the
situation’. This forces upon the migrants an essentially conformist attitude which, in addition, forces
them to internalise all the hardships they have to go through. After all, as the neoliberal discourse taught
them, everyone is the architect of his/her own (mis)fortune (Sultana 2024). As Anzelika (P2, F, 27,
Belarus) said: ‘When you believe in yourself, it's enough for fulfilling something’. Young people feel
social pressure to easily adapt and navigate efficiently in the new socio-economic and cultural
environment, even when this environment is hostile to them. In the context of the ‘right mindset’, no
less important is a positive attitude towards the things (which are sometimes not positive at all) that
migrants encounter - ‘The person should not feel bad but realise that it is not that bad. See the positive
side in every situation’ (P2, Katia, F, 28, Ukraine).

This attitude of resilience and optimism aligns with the neoliberal discourse, which promotes the
idea that success is attainable for anyone who works hard enough - yet still experiences difficulties and
suffering - but who maintains the ‘right’ attitude, thus persevering towards their goal (Ikonen and
Nikunen 2019). Fatih told us about the need for strong mental health to cope with challenges in the new
country:

I think it’s about mindset. (...) I have to survive in a very different place. (...) Those who are really weak
in a mental way, those who are not very strong mentally, it’s hard for them to survive in a new
environment. In the beginning you have to be very smart, your mental health should be very good,
otherwise you won'’t be able to adapt to everything fast (P2, Fatih, M, 27, Bangladesh).

The neoliberal discourse promises ‘equal opportunities for all’, leading young migrants to believe that
those who fall behind can only blame themselves and are perceived by society as ‘losers’. Migrants who
go to a foreign country fear returning for this reason, which reinforces the pressure to not give up in
difficult moments and to view them as positive experiences that build resilience: ‘I would advise new
migrants not to give up, not to pack their luggage to go back; many people are tempted to do that when
difficulties start. This experience, even if it's not pleasant, it's very useful. Give yourself time’ (P2,
Anzelika, F, 27, Belarus). Such an approach by migrants is sometimes compounded by parental attitudes
(Castles 2013). In instances where parents withhold support for their child’s migration decision, the
young migrants often feel compelled to be entirely self-reliant, because they want to prove to their
parents that they made the right decision. Conversely, if the migration was initiated by the parents, they
may exert considerable pressure, because they have already put effort and investment into it and, in
some cases, even expect their child to facilitate their subsequent relocation to Europe (Trabka,
Pietrusinska and Winogrodzka 2023).

Regardless of the challenges experienced, young migrants, especially those in vulnerable conditions,
stated that difficulties in the integration process have their temporal dimension and therefore will,
sooner or later, ultimately end with a positive outcome: ‘In the integration programme they also said
that it’s the psychology of a migrant - you have a downfall but later it gets better and better, you can’t
stay on the bottom’ (P2, Anzelika, F, 27, Belarus). Therefore, it is not worth throwing everything at the
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‘half way’ point. This becomes evident in situations when migrants have been waiting for their residence
permit for such a long time already that their only feasible option becomes even more waiting.
Additional pressure comes from the investments already made in self-development to ‘stand out
from the crowd’ and be competitive, which prevents one then stepping back. Habriela’s experience
indicated that, once you are on this path, no matter what difficulties you encounter, you must continue
the efforts to pursue your goal, according to the principle that investments made have to pay off. She
saw no other scenario, saying ‘Because that’s just how it is’. She emphasised that the social world is
shaped this way and she will not change it. Therefore, the only way out is ‘to keep moving forward’.

What motivates me? It’s the fact that I've already put so much effort into this that I simply can’t give it
up. I've worked so hard, I've done so much, I have to keep moving forward, so there’s no turning back.
(.) I don’t really have much of a choice, I'm moving forward because that’s just how it is. (...) Sometimes,
when I'm at such a low point in this journey, when things aren’t working out, I'm feeling down, whether
emotionally or financially, I tell myself: ‘Just pull yourself together, keep going, you've already done so
much, you can keep going’ (P2, Habriela, F, 29, Ukraine).

In line with no pain, no gain’ philosophy, neoliberalism creates social expectations that young migrants
should persistently strive and persevere, despite encountering adversity and hardship over which they
have no influence. Furthermore, it causes them to express appreciation and gratitude for their
challenging experiences, on the assumption that all difficulties are crucial learning moments that pave
the way for future success (Ikonen and Nikunen 2019). Consequently, the best strategy is to turn all
experiences into an educational opportunity, as exemplified in the statement cited above by Anzelika:

They say that a person grows in uncomfortable moments, that’s how you get experience, and any
experience will give an easier road later. Once you overcome something with difficulties, you know you
can do it again. You probably need to treat difficulties that they will pass, that’s a growing point (P2,
Anzelika, F, 27, Belarus).

This process is marked by a high level of acceptance for the lack of external support: ‘I can’t rely on
anyone else, only on myself (P2, Eleonora, F, 18, Belarus). Taking for granted the need to deal with
integration challenges on their own limits migrants’ inclination to seek and ask for institutional help.
This aligns with the general tendency of the host society to abdicate their share of responsibility for
migrant integration, which we have described in the previous empirical sections of the article. In
addition, while emphasising that ‘If someone doesn’t want to help you, they have a right to this’ (P2,
Anzelika, F, 27, Belarus), migrants simultaneously forget and diminish their right to receive help in the
integration process.

Influenced by the neoliberal discourses of self-responsibilisation, young migrants construct their
narratives around a ‘self-governing, surviving, and happy self (Ikonen and Nikunen 2019: 833). They
expressed a sense of gratitude towards the host country for the opportunities received, thus sometimes
not giving themselves the right to talk about the oppressive situations which they go through
(Jaskulowski and Pawlak 2019; Thérova 2023) - such as racism, xenophobia and other types of
discrimination. ‘Poland is a country that opens various possibilities related to what you want to do.
[Here] you can try; if you fail, you can keep trying. Poland doesn’t trap you in one field for the rest of
your life’ (P2, Olga, F, 28, Belarus).
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Additionally, perceiving the host country through the lens of a place that offers numerous
opportunities, compared to their country of origin, leads to the conviction among young migrants that,
as a result, they should strive to be useful citizens, workers and, more broadly, valuable individuals to
the host society (Ratzman and Sahraoui 2021). This results in migrants being hesitant to talk about the
difficulties they encounter and this inhibits them from criticising the host society.

Young migrants, in their pursuit of self-fulfilment, independence and self-reliance, at the same time
expressed a strong belief in their agency and capability to shape their destinies. For instance, one
interviewee emphasised that the realisation of plans depends mainly on individual efforts and
ambitions, disregarding the structural and contextual factors that may hinder the implementation of
individual plans - ‘100 per cent depends on me, (..) depends on your ambitions, abilities, using what
you know’ (P2, Luka, M, 22, Ukraine). Another study participant said: ‘I felt my power during these
events and I've realised that nothing is coming out of nowhere - you have to work for everything; if you
want to have something, you really need to deserve it’ (P2, Natali, F, 26, Georgia).

However, what needs to be emphasised is that young people’s attitude based on courage,
independence and perseverance may have negative consequences:

The neoliberal mechanisms enforcing (self)development, showing initiative, unleashing one’s potential,
competing, being resilient to stressful situations, and the need to make rational and economically viable
choices (...) often lead [young adults] to life’s traps, increasing disorder in everyday reality, and a sense
of perpetual uncertainty’ (Waniek 2023: 34, own translation).

The overlapping challenges of being young and a migrant result in the feeling of being left to sink or
swim, as in this metaphor used by one of the study participants:

Beside the list of things you need to know - language, finding a job, and so on and so on, not to be late
with deadlines for your university, you also need to learn how to integrate. So basically, you need to keep
up all areas of your life at a high level. (...) When you are a young student and you are a young person,
you feel like you are in the middle of the ocean and you don’t know which way to swim, because you
don’t know who you want to be or which path you want to choose (P1, Ulyana, F, 21, Belarus).

The neoliberal mindset demands perseverance from migrants and the mobilisation of all their resources
towards achieving goals in the host country. In this process, there is no room for weakness. Over time,
however, this pressure can contribute to physical or mental health issues and life burnout.

It is worth noting that those who felt integrated — after putting significant effort into the process — were
more willing to critique the practices described above of shifting responsibility for integration and the
pressures of neoliberalism, as exemplified by Marta (P2, F, 26, Ukraine): ‘Before, (...) [ always thought
that you will never reach perfection and you always run for more and more. But in some parts of my life,
[ just stopped running and I'm starting to enjoy my life and live just like a human’. Openness to such
criticism of societal demands may stem from a higher degree of economic and cultural capital and the
length of stay in Poland, contributing to a sense of greater stability and readiness to challenge the status
quo. For example, Margo (P2, F, 27, Ukraine) publicly draws attention to the issue of migrant inclusion
in Poland through various artistic projects, an ability she attributes to her social position: ‘What we call
symbolic capital, such as education, various competitions, recognition, participation in different
projects’.
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Self-perpetuating mechanism of (self)responsibilisation of young migrants for integration

To summarise and systematise the findings of our analysis, this section introduces a theoretical model
which we refer to as the ‘self-perpetuating mechanism of (self)responsibilisation of young migrants for
integration’ (see Figure 1). The model captures a self-reinforcing mechanism, rooted in inefficient
integration policy, societal attitudes and individual experiences, through which the responsibility for
integration is shifted - from state institutions and host society to the migrants themselves.

The first component of this mechanism is state negligence - the withdrawal of the state from an active
role in integration. This attitude is not new: for years, when Poland was not a popular destination
country, it was driven by the belief that migrants constitute merely a temporary labour force and
therefore do not require long-term integration. Contemporarily, taking into account how migration
trends have changed, this attitude should also be transformed. Unfortunately, political elites, guided by
electoral considerations, tend to avoid actions that could be perceived as ‘too pro-immigration’ in the
face of prevailing public attitudes. As a result, the state fails to develop comprehensive integration
policies, effectively leaving migrants to navigate the process on their own and shifting the responsibility
for integration onto their shoulders. Migrants are thus forced to deal by themselves, relying on their
own resources and immediate surroundings but without institutional support from the state. Without
a comprehensive integration policy framework - one that requires proper funding and institutional
support - local governments and NGOs assisting migrants tend to merely mitigate the symptoms of the
situation rather than address its root causes, which remains insufficient given the scale of the problem.
At this point, the first paradox related to integration becomes evident: the state, while failing to provide
structural conditions conducive to integration, simultaneously imposes expectations of swift and
effective adaptation on migrants. This reveals a profound discrepancy between the structural barriers
- such as institutional opacity, bureaucratic chaos and symbolic exclusion - and the integration demands
placed upon migrants. As a result, the responsibility for integration is shifted onto the individual, while
the system remains ineffective or even hostile. Paradoxically, the less the state does, the more it
demands - not of itself but of migrants.

The state’s lack of engagement is reflected in the way in which migrants are socially perceived as an
external group - expected to adjust or even assimilate yet not recognised as an integral part of society.
In the social sphere, the anti-migrant discourse strengthens stereotypes and discriminatory practices,
while the dominant reaction from the majority of society is one of indifference or distance - often
stemming from a lack of meaningful contact with migrants or their visibility solely in the context of
labour and services. Expectations placed on young migrants are markedly one-sided: they are expected
to integrate, learn the language and culture and refrain from causing any ‘problems’, despite the fact that
integration is not supported as a reciprocal process. This reveals the second paradox, rooted in a profound
asymmetry of expectations and involvement: the receiving society shows little openness or willingness
to participate in the integration process, while simultaneously expecting migrants to integrate on their
own. As a result, integration becomes a one-directional process - demanded of those who possess the
fewest tools to achieve it - while the majority population remains passive or even resistant to any form
of change. This form of othering constitutes the second element of the (self)responsibilisation
mechanism - the asymmetry of responsibility between migrants and the host society.

The third component of our model illustrates how young migrants - operating in conditions of
systemic neglect and othering - internalise dominant narratives under the influence of neoliberal
discourses and the broader process of transition to adulthood, often marked by separation from family
and increasing individualisation. In this context, they adopt the belief that it is the individual - not
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institutions or society - who is responsible for integration. As a result, they assume full responsibility
for their own well-being ‘from A to Z’. This does not mean that they lack agency - on the contrary, it is
precisely their agency that enables them to persevere, overcome certain barriers, continue making
efforts and pursue personal development and a sense of stability and security in the host country.
However, this often comes at the cost of their physical and mental health. Nor does this mean that they
refrain from criticising the system - but such criticism typically emerges only after their most basic
integration needs have been met. The third paradox lies precisely in the fact that public criticism of state
negligence and social othering in the field of integration is the most commonly voiced by those migrants
who already felt integrated (cf. ‘integration paradox’ - Schaeffer and Kas 2023). These are individuals
with relatively high levels of capital - particularly cultural capital that is specific to the host country - as
well as a more stable residence status and a secured social position. It is their knowledge, competence
and higher expectations of the state and host society that allow them to more clearly perceive structural
inconsistencies and symbolic boundaries that continue to block full recognition and belonging, even
when all formal requirements have been met. Their criticism exposes that even a high degree of
adaptation does not protect against systemic exclusion.

Figure 1. Self-perpetuating mechanism of the (self)responsibilisation of young migrants for
integration
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Source: Authors’ elaboration.

Paradoxically, the resourcefulness of young migrants in navigating integration reinforces the perception
- both within institutions and society - that no support is needed. If they are managing on their own,
the assumption follows that the system is functioning effectively. In this way, the mechanism closes in
on itself and begins anew, giving rise to a self-perpetuating circle. The state remains inactive, guided by
public opinion and the perception of migrants as temporary newcomers; witnessing their apparent self-
sufficiency, it becomes further convinced that comprehensive, supportive integration policies are
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unnecessary. Society, in turn, influenced by political narratives and relying on stereotypes, shows little
engagement - failing to feel responsible for or to recognise migrants as equal members of the
community - while simultaneously expecting them to undertake all the efforts required for integration.
Young migrants engage in integration efforts as they attempt to establish their lives in the new country,
largely because they have limited alternatives. This, in turn, strengthens both institutional and societal
withdrawal, reproducing the entire mechanism. The result is a multidimensional and self-reinforcing
model that creates a persistent imbalance: integration becomes a one-sided process, carried out by
young migrants under structural constraints and conditions of social exclusion - rather than a shared
social and institutional responsibility.

Discussion and conclusion

Entering adulthood involves navigating complex roles and expectations. For young migrants, this
transition is further complicated by the uncertainties of adapting to a socio-political context in a new
country of residence (Oliveira et al. 2024). Their integration (Ager and Strang 2008; Biaback Anong et
al. 2023; Erdal 2013; Regalia et al. 2022) is therefore highly dependent on institutional and social
support. Yet, particularly in contexts like Poland, such support is often lacking, leaving migrants to
navigate the process on their own.

While researchers have examined how neoliberal states shift responsibility for integration onto
migrants (Kehoe et al. 2019; Uehling 2015), in this article we go further by exploring how young
migrants experience this responsibilisation as well as internalise this burden - a process we term ‘self-
responsibilisation’. Our main contribution to the existing literature lies in elucidating how
responsibilisation and self-responsibilisation for integration among young migrants are manifest, as
well as the underlying causes and consequences of these processes. First, responsibilisation refers to
the shift of responsibility onto migrants, where state withdrawal, inefficient infrastructure and
exclusionary attitudes of the host society make integration an individual task. This reflects broader
neoliberal trends of transferring responsibility for social outcomes onto individuals (Liebenberg et al.
2015; Pyysidinen et al. 2017). Second, self-responsibilisation involves the internalisation of these
expectations. Migrants come to see integration as a personal obligation, shaped by neoliberal discourses
of extreme individualism, self-reliance and the pursuit of self-made success (Juhila and Raitakari 2016;
Sofritti et al. 2020). Thirdly, we argue that responsibilisation and self-responsibilisation are intertwined
and mutually reinforcing processes. As shown in the self-perpetuating mechanism of
(self)responsibilisation, the external imposition of responsibility by the state and society strengthens
migrants’ internalised belief that integration is their own task. The outlined paradoxes help to explain
how and why the entire mechanism functions and reproduces itself. This dynamic diverts attention
away from structural shortcomings and normalises the expectation that migrants themselves should
overcome integration barriers. Consequently, young migrants face a dual burden: navigating external
obstacles while managing internalised pressure to adapt independently. While some may achieve
empowerment through resource mobilisation, many in vulnerable positions face frustration,
withdrawal or internalised failure that has an effect on their well-being. Even seemingly integrated
migrants remain exposed to exclusion and systemic precarity.

Although grounded in the Polish context, the proposed model of (self)responsibilisation may also be
relevant in other countries influenced by neoliberal and populist narratives, which are increasingly
gaining traction across many Western societies. In such contexts, integration is increasingly framed as
an individual task across all migrant groups. This presents an urgent challenge for policymakers,
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researchers, activists and migrants themselves: how to reimagine integration as a shared societal
responsibility - without undermining migrants’ agency. Addressing this challenge requires further
research.
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2. The ultimate goal of the MIMY project was to derive evidence-based policy recommendations,
after examining the effectiveness of integration policies and investigating the integration
processes of young non-EU migrants who find themselves in vulnerable situations. In the project
we used a broad concept of vulnerability ‘including dimensions like negative life events, adverse
childhood experiences, illness, injuries and disabilities, as well as social, cultural and economic
exclusion’ (Trabka, Pietrusinska and Winogrodzka 2023: 20). In the research we gave space to
the young migrants to define themselves in which aspects related to integration they felt
vulnerable (e.g. health, the labour market, education, political participation etc.).

3. Each quote was signed, providing information about the part of the study it comes from (P1-P3); the
nickname of the research participant, their age and country of origin (regarding young
migrants), gender (F - female, M — male) or the sector represented (in the case of stakeholders).
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