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ABSTRACT
This article contributes to geographical scholarship on home as a place of ontological security by considering the multitemporal, 
long-term lived effects of housing precarity among labour migrants. Within migration and housing debates, housing precarity is 
often viewed as a material and temporary condition that labour migrants accept to achieve better living conditions in the future. In 
this paper, we argue that this misrepresents the experience of housing precarity. We draw upon the housing biographies of Polish 
labour migrants in the Netherlands and identify four distinct temporal logics of housing precarity showing how past, present and 
future intertwine in different ways. First of all, extreme precarity in early years can become a reference frame, leading people to 
accept marginally improved precarious conditions in subsequent housing. Second, memories of past precarity permeate into the 
present and future shaping how migrants navigate housing. Thirdly, expectations and aspirations for the future feed back into 
the present shaping the experience of living arrangements as precarious. Finally, the demands of the precarious present can be so 
consuming that past and future times are pushed away. Our findings show that we should rethink how housing precarity mani-
fests itself, not only as a material and temporary housing condition but also as an ontological experience with long-lasting effects.

1   |   Introduction

Precarious housing is a common experience for many labour 
migrants upon arrival in their destination country. Previous 
research attributes this to a lack of formal citizenship status, 
accommodation tied to work, discrimination and limited public 
concern for migrants' well-being (Dotsey and Chiodelli  2021; 
Lombard  2023; Szytniewski and van der Haar  2022). Labour 
migrants often accept substandard or challenging housing con-
ditions in the hopes of securing better living arrangements in 
the future (Boccagni  2017; Lombard  2023), a situation legiti-
mised by employers and policymakers based on the assumed 
temporary nature of these conditions. Because labour migrants 

are seen as ‘temporary workers’ rather than residents entitled 
to permanent housing, policies that provide long-term, secure 
housing for labour migrants are rare (Baalbergen 2024; Manting 
et al. 2025; Ulceluşe et al. 2022). However, many migrants end 
up remaining in the temporary and shared housing sector for 
extended periods of time (Loomans 2023; Loomans et al. 2024; 
Manting et al. 2022). The long-term implications of these pre-
carious conditions are rarely explored and consequently the as-
sumption that housing precarity is merely a temporary phase in 
migrant lives is seldom questioned.

In this paper, we examine the lived experiences of housing pre-
carity of labour migrants through a longitudinal life course 
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perspective. Housing precarity is often defined in terms of un-
certain, unsuitable and insecure living conditions (Bolt and 
Darling 2022; Clair et al. 2019; Huisman 2016; Waldron 2023), 
but these definitions overlook its emotional, embodied and sub-
jective dimensions (Anderson 2013). We argue that such housing 
experiences are inherently temporal (Baxter and Brickell 2014; 
Blunt et al. 2021; Boccagni 2017; del Río et al. 2025). Past expe-
riences, such as the loss of a home, can continue to influence in-
dividuals' lives over time (Born 2023; Brickell 2012; Power 2019; 
Robinson 2005). Similarly, the ideal or aspirational homes that 
people may never attain can exert a strong influence on their 
present actions or experiences (Boccagni 2017; van Lanen 2022; 
Hall 2019, 2022).

To explore the temporal dynamics of housing precarity, we anal-
yse the housing biographies of 28 Polish labour migrants with 
diverse socio-demographic backgrounds residing in the prov-
ince of North Holland in the Netherlands. They have lived in the 
country between 2 and 22 years. We identify different temporal 
logics of housing precarity, understood as distinct ways in which 
time is experienced in daily life, moving beyond a straightfor-
ward progression from past to present to future (Tefera and 
Gamlen  2024) and investigate how these logics affect the mi-
grants' negotiations and aspirations over time.

We will first review the existing literature on housing precarity 
and draw on life course and labour migration studies to examine 
how time influences housing experiences. We then introduce 
our case study and methodological approach before presenting 
the empirical findings, which reveal the multi-layered tempo-
ral aspects of housing precarity. In the conclusion, we propose 
an alternative understanding of housing precarity as a deeply 
felt and temporal experience, rather than the assumed tempo-
rary material condition within migrant housing trajectories. 
By showing how the intertwinement of temporalities (Ho 2021) 
shapes the home as a site of ontological security, our study aims 
to contribute to geographical scholarship and speaks beyond the 
case of labour migrants.

2   |   A Temporal Perspective on Labour Migrant 
Housing Precarity

2.1   |   Housing Precarity

While housing precarity has gained increasing traction in aca-
demia over the past decade (Bolt and Darling 2022; Dotsey and 
Chiodelli 2021; Ferreri and Dawson 2018; Listerborn 2023; McKee 
et al. 2017; Muñoz 2018; Power 2019), the notion of precarity it-
self has a longer research tradition in the social sciences. A first 
strand of literature understands precarity as a general condition 
of life, characterised by uncertainty and insecurity (Butler 2004, 
2009; Han  2018; Waite  2009). A second strand of literature 
perceives precarity as an expression of the post-industrial and 
neo-liberal labour market (Anderson et al. 2020; Berlant 2011; 
Millar  2014; Tsianos and Papadopoulos  2006) encompassing 
both the objective realities of, for example, labour contracts and 
their subjective, affective experiences (Waite 2009). These may 
include feelings of boredom, shame, anxiety, frustration and 
weariness (Wilkinson and Ortega-Alcázar 2019a), but also, re-
markably, optimism (Berlant 2011) and hope (Pettit 2019).

In contrast, much of the literature on housing precarity tends 
to focus primarily on its material and objective dimensions. 
Scholars identify multiple dimensions of housing precarity, in-
cluding affordability, accessibility, security and quality (Clair 
et  al.  2019; Waldron  2023). Affordability concerns the cost of 
housing. Unaffordable housing can lead to housing stress and 
ultimately the threat of eviction (Desmond 2016). Accessibility 
pertains to the physical proximity to important services such as 
healthcare and essential shops. Security involves the stability of 
tenure, with people living in precarious housing often having lit-
tle control over their next move (Huisman 2020). Last, housing 
quality refers to the material condition of the home, which can 
impact both mental and physical health and well-being (Gatto 
et al. 2024; Howard et al. 2023).

While these studies highlight different external conditions of 
precarious housing, they often do not capture the more nuanced 
ways that such living conditions are felt and embodied on a 
personal level (Anderson 2013). Phenomenological approaches 
of the home have long pointed to the experiential dimensions 
of housing, permeating into memories and dreams, affect-
ing life decisions, shaping aspirations and dictating strategies 
(Mallett 2004). When the home is a haven, it serves as a primary 
site where ontological security is built: a familiar place where 
one feels safe in a world that can be strange and unsettling. It 
can be a space for intimate life, where everyday routines can 
unfold, free of control and surveillance (Byrne  2020; Dupuis 
and Thorns  1998). In contrast, precarious housing conditions 
can result in a deep-seated sense of anxiety and insecurity 
that extends far beyond housing-related issues (Brickell  2012; 
Lancione 2023).

Recent studies have started to explore this affective impact 
of housing insecurity, varying from feeling rejected, pow-
erless, frustrated or anxious (El Moussawi  2024; Genz and 
Helbrecht  2023; Lombard  2023; McKee et  al.  2017, 2020; 
Pinkster and Loomans 2025; Power 2023; Waldron 2023). van 
Lanen  (2022), for example, shows how the housing crisis in 
Ireland is not only reflected in the materiality of the home but 
also leads to an eroding sense of home among younger genera-
tions. He emphasises that housing precarity is a structural con-
dition that becomes affective. Similarly, Lancione (2023) posits 
that such lived experiences of housing precarity are political and 
should be placed in the broader political economy. Attentiveness 
to the experience of housing precarity then also opens the way 
to critique and transform the housing system that produces it.

2.2   |   Labour Migrants' Housing Precarity

International labour migrants are particularly likely to ex-
perience housing precarity as economic, cultural and social 
capital often do not accompany them to their new destination 
(Özüekren and van Kempen  2002; Wessendorf  2018). Lacking 
tacit local knowledge or networks, labour migrants frequently 
depend on intermediaries for employment, access to housing and 
transport from and to work. Discriminatory practices, restric-
tive housing and social welfare policies, the lack of affordable 
housing, lower wages and housing tied to employment status all 
pose additional barriers towards secure housing (Fang and van 
Liempt 2020; Szytniewski and van der Haar 2022; Teodorescu 
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and Molina  2021). Such barriers to housing are not just expe-
rienced by so-called ‘low-skilled’ migrants; also ‘high-skilled’ 
migrants may struggle to gain access to secure and stable hous-
ing as they navigate an unfamiliar housing system (Maslova and 
King 2020; Wessendorf 2018).

In both the academic literature and the public debate, precar-
ious migrant housing conditions are often framed as a tran-
sient phase, a stepping stone towards improved conditions 
either in their country of origin or in their new country of set-
tlement. Migrants can also hold this perspective themselves 
(Boccagni 2017). For instance, an older study by Dahya (1974) 
illustrated how Pakistani migrants in the United Kingdom held 
aspirations of returning to their home country. This ‘myth of 
return’ led these migrants to see their accommodation in the 
United Kingdom as an instrument to save money to achieve 
this long-term goal. Consequently, they were willing to endure 
poor housing conditions as a short-term sacrifice. Decades later, 
Lombard (2023) finds similar views among more recent labour 
migrants in the United Kingdom. Poor housing conditions, such 
as informal sub-letting and overcrowding, are often tolerated or 
even viewed as part of a strategy to achieve more secure hous-
ing in the future. Nevertheless, long-term housing trajectories 
remain underexplored.

One notable exception is the study by Szytniewski and van der 
Haar  (2022) in which they examine the work, social life and 
housing trajectories of Polish workers in the Netherlands. Their 
research shows the important role of employment agencies in 
structuring these trajectories. At the same time, the authors 
describe how migrants over time increase their agency and 
navigate the migration industry to ‘move forward into the next 
phase of life’ (Szytniewski and van der Haar 2022, 4706), seem-
ingly leaving precarious living conditions behind. Likewise, 
Balampanidis  (2019) emphasises how labour migrants in 
Athens manage to overcome homelessness and housing barriers 
through active strategies, eventually achieving homeownership. 
The question is, however, whether this progression is available 
to all migrants, considering that agency is unevenly distributed. 
Moreover, the long-term impacts of earlier phases of precarity 
remain unexplored. We aim to rectify this by bringing in a life 
course approach.

2.3   |   Life Course, Time and Temporality

A core facet of life course theory on housing is the ‘life span 
principle’, which stresses that past experiences and critical 
events, such as childbirth, divorce or eviction, shape future 
housing decisions and experiences (Bailey 2009; Coulter 2023; 
Elder et al. 2003). A common application of this theory can be 
found in research studying the long-term effects of childhood 
housing circumstances on adult housing aspirations, including 
tenure preferences and preferences for rural or urban residential 
environments (Feijten et al. 2008). Another strand of research 
explores how previous precarious experiences can limit suc-
cessive housing opportunities, for example, through restriction 
to certain parts of the housing sector or the crumbling of the 
social network during times of homelessness (Boesveldt and 
Loomans 2024; Robinson 2005).

Beyond such key events and housing transitions, recent schol-
arship advocated for a more mundane and multitemporal 
understanding of how the life course mediates the everyday 
(Barron  2021; del Río et  al.  2025; Hall  2022; Ho  2021; van 
Lanen 2022). Attention is drawn to subtle, gradual experiences 
such as waiting and uncertainty, and ordinary occurrences that 
are nonetheless meaningful, such as the breaking of a wash-
ing machine or the arrival of a new neighbour (Povinelli 2011; 
Wilkinson and Ortega-Alcázar 2019a). These studies move away 
from a purely chronological perspective on the effects of the life 
course by highlighting its complex temporal dynamics (Blunt 
et al. 2021; Hörschelmann 2011). Previous experiences can lead 
to ‘reinterpretations of the past and the present’ (van Lanen 2022, 
14), building a reference frame that influences how previous 
arrangements are remembered. The future equally shapes ev-
eryday experiences through expectations, aspirations and in-
tentions. This ranges from small decisions, like buying frozen 
food and gifts months in advance in order to afford Christmas 
(Hall 2016), to decisions around whether or not to have children 
(Hall 2022). The past, present and future therefore influence in-
timate life through varied, non-linear and non-sequential logics 
(del Río et al. 2025; Ho 2021; Tefera and Gamlen 2024). These 
temporal logics are inherently affective and experiential: states 
such as waiting, hoping, aspiring and anticipating are both emo-
tional and temporally influenced, revealing how time is experi-
enced through the body.

Combining these insights from life course studies and (migrant) 
housing precarity thus invites us to study precarity not just in 
terms of insecure, unsuitable external housing conditions, but 
also as an embodied and emotional state with different temporal 
logics.

3   |   Methodology

To understand lived experiences of housing precarity over 
time, our research draws on 28 biographical interviews1 with 
Polish labour migrants in the region of North Holland. Polish 
migration to the Netherlands increased significantly after the 
2004 EU enlargement, and Poles now represent the largest EU 
group arriving annually with approximately 200,000 currently 
registered (CBS  2024). This number underestimates the total, 
as many remain unregistered. Polish migrants vary widely 
in settlement practices and migration motives (Engbersen 
et  al.  2013). As white Europeans, they are often perceived as 
culturally proximate compared to non-EU migrants, but they 
nevertheless experience discrimination and negative sentiment 
in Dutch society (McGinnity and Gijsberts 2016). Their educa-
tional level and employment profiles are also diverse. Although 
some work in high-paid sectors such as tech and finance, most 
are employed in low-paid sectors like flower cultivation, agricul-
ture and construction. Significant to point out is that this does 
not necessarily reflect their educational background; education 
levels are varied and skill devaluation is common (Lubbers 
and Gijsberts 2016). The Dutch labour market is characterised 
by extreme flexibilisation and a reliance on employment agen-
cies (Timmerman  2025). Many Polish migrants work through 
such agencies that provide bundled services, including trans-
port, health insurance and accommodation in one package. 
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Regardless, precariously employed migrants often face poor 
housing conditions, even when the agency acts as a mediator 
(Roemer 2020). Yet there is also a significant share of Polish mi-
grants that do manage to secure more stable housing, such as 
social housing or homeownership (Loomans 2023). Given their 
large, established presence, varied socio-economic positions and 
long migration history, Polish labour migrants in North Holland 
offer a valuable case for studying long-term housing trajectories 
and diverse experiences of housing precarity over time.

We first recruited respondents through Polish supermarkets, 
a shelter for homeless EU migrants, social media and organi-
sations for Polish migrants in North Holland. We then used 
snowball sampling to reach additional respondents, while en-
suring that respondents came from diverse networks. To focus 
on long-term housing experiences, we prioritised individuals 
who had already lived in the Netherlands for over five years, but 
due to limited availability at the shelter, we also included some 
with at least two years of residence. Contrary to public stereo-
types, Polish labour migrants follow diverse housing pathways 
(Loomans 2023), so we deliberately included migrants who oc-
cupy a diverse range of housing tenures to then retrospectively 
study experiences with housing precarity. At the time of the 
interview, respondents lived in owner-occupied housing (5), 
shared housing (8), independent private rent (5), social rent (3) 
or experienced homelessness (7). The sample also varied in age 
(22–66 years), parental status (11 with children) and employment 
sectors, including agency work, agriculture, finance and the ser-
vice industry. Although all respondents were living in North 
Holland at the time of the interview, many had lived in other 
parts of the Netherlands throughout their housing trajectory.

To explore the temporal logics of housing precarity, we used bi-
ographical interviewing techniques. This is a method that aims 
to capture how people shaped and experienced their lives by 
reflecting on aspirations, constraints and strategies over time 
(Flaherty and Garratt 2022; Hubbard 2000). Respondents were 
invited to talk about their housing biographies, including resi-
dential moves and significant changes in living conditions, as 
well as periods of stagnation, waiting and uncertainty, as a lens 
on everyday precarity. Most interviews took place at people's' 
homes or in public places. The interviews were conducted by the 
first author of this article in Dutch or English and by a Polish-
speaking research assistant when participants preferred Polish. 
These were translated and discussed in-depth to ensure accu-
rate interpretation.

Shorter interviews were also conducted with Polish labour mi-
grants at a shelter for EU homeless migrants in Amsterdam, 
where the first author of this article volunteered for several days 
in February and March 2024. To contextualise these accounts, 
we also spoke with professionals at the shelter about the policy 
context affecting EU migrants experiencing homelessness in the 
Netherlands. These interviews differed from the others both in 
form and in depth. They were generally shorter, as people indi-
cated they did not feel up for a longer interview. The short-term 
nature of this fieldwork cannot fully capture the complexity of 
homelessness among migrants. Ideally, such research requires 
a more sustained, ethnographic approach that fosters trust and 
openness. Yet research on (migrant) homelessness is often siloed 
from broader scholarship on housing and migration. We believe 

that it is important to make these experiences visible beyond 
homelessness research and therefore chose to incorporate their 
perspectives, while acknowledging these as preliminary find-
ings that warrant further, in-depth study.

All interviews were coded using ATLAS.ti and analysed col-
laboratively by the research team. The findings are presented 
through selected vignettes that most clearly illustrate the key 
issues under study, while also representing patterns observed 
across all interviews. To ensure anonymity, all names were 
replaced with pseudonyms and identifiable information was 
slightly altered.

4   |   Findings

In the following section, we explore how housing precarity ex-
tends beyond a temporary condition to become a deeply lived 
experience through four different temporal logics. First, we 
illustrate how extremely precarious housing conditions from 
the past continue to influence present experiences of precarity. 
Second, we examine how memories of these past conditions 
extend into the future, shaping migrants' housing aspirations. 
Third, we discuss how future anticipations and aspirations feed 
back into the present, further intensifying the ongoing experi-
ence of housing precarity. Finally, we share the experiences of 
those currently facing homelessness, for whom the demands of 
the present become so pressing that time conflates.

4.1   |   Past/Present Precarity

We begin with the experiences of Ania and the couple Jerzy and 
Maria, migrants who have endured precarity over extended pe-
riods of time. Their case study illustrates how past experiences 
influence the way people evaluate their current housing con-
ditions while precarity persists. For Ania, now in her late for-
ties, it has been over 15 years since she saw an advertisement 
for a temporary position assembling holiday decorations in the 
Netherlands. She was a young mother then and had recently 
lost her job in a local shoe factory in Poland. In need of money, 
she decided to sign up. Upon arrival after a long bus ride, Ania 
was placed in a small room with three bunk beds. The night 
manager provided a bag with instant soup and canned beans, 
which was then stored in a downstairs canteen. The next morn-
ing her food was missing, so she began keeping belongings 
under her mattress, as there were no nearby supermarkets. If 
you needed something, you had to wait until Friday when the 
employment agency would drive them to a local supermarket 
after work, significantly limiting her autonomy and freedom 
(Lubberhuizen 2024).

The experience was not as Ania expected. She was shocked by 
the living conditions, which she compares to a ‘work camp’, liv-
ing with strangers with no privacy or even a key to lock one's 
door. But she made good money and after celebrating Christmas 
with her family in Poland, she quickly decided to take another 
job in the Netherlands. This marked the beginning of a pe-
riod of many short work stays in a series of anonymous places. 
Often, she did not even know in what village she was working, 
as company buses would transport workers from the ‘hotels’ to 
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job sites. In these years, accommodation was always part of a 
package deal that included employment, housing, healthcare in-
surance and transportation to and from work.

Eventually, Ania grew distant from both Poland and her fam-
ily—though she continues to financially support them to this 
day—and decided to seek permanent accommodation in the 
Netherlands independently of the agencies. In the years that 
followed, she moved through a succession of private houses, 
each with its own benefits and challenges. Although roommates 
were still changing frequently, Ania felt ‘better and freer’ as the 
apartments were not owned by her employer. Her current flat-
mates are also more ‘peaceful’ than she has experienced in the 
past: ‘the previous house […] it was like a circus from morning 
till night: always some arguments and commotion going on. TV 
was on. Occasionally someone would play music or something. 
Here, on the other hand, nothing like that, no arguments, booze, 
cigs and all. Peace, quiet’.

Ania represents a group of migrants who endure challenging 
housing conditions over long periods of time. Their housing path-
ways are marked by a lack of stability and privacy. Despite the 
persistence of external precarity, they describe various micro-
improvements, such as access to outdoor space, the freedom 
to choose roommates, the ability to invite family from abroad 
and gaining housing independence from employers, that make 
them feel less precarious. These small improvements are often 
perceived as significant because they are measured against the 
harshness of their past experiences. In other words, migrants 
like Ania feel less precarious, even though their housing con-
ditions remain precarious according to conventional definitions 
(such as those by Clair et al. 2019). For them, extreme precarity 
in earlier years becomes the frame of reference through which 
current housing arrangements are then experienced.

Yet actually escaping housing precarity proves to be difficult 
for this migrant group. Sending remittances back to family in 
Poland makes it hard to afford higher rents or save up for a de-
posit, something that is also found in other studies (Teodorescu 
and Molina  2021). Furthermore, housing precarity often 
overlaps with precarity in other life domains, such as health 
(Power 2019) or employment (Bentley et al. 2019). This is illus-
trated by the story of Jerzy (56) and Maria (54), who migrated 
10 years ago after their children became independent. Like 
Ania, they thought they would migrate only temporarily for a 
seasonal job, but they now live permanently in the Netherlands. 
Despite all those years, their housing situation is still precari-
ous and there is little perspective of improvement. They are 
renting a small studio in an apartment block with other labour 
migrants. Although they have their own kitchen, they share a 
bathroom with three other households. There are often brawls 
and fights in the apartment block, and the police are frequent 
visitors. Their studio is not insulated and the temperature is 
controlled by their landlord. Jerzy explains ‘Last year, he [the 
landlord] wrote to us […] that we should wear warm clothes to 
sleep in and close the window, close the door, make everything 
airtight for the winter, so that the heat, which supposedly is 
here, does not escape. When we came here from work, it was 
sometimes negative temperature’. Jerzy is currently working 
part-time because of a health condition. He had a serious heart 
attack a few years ago and is advised not to work too much. In 

addition, he has severe eczema from working with chemicals in 
the flower industry. His employer falsely informed him that he 
was ineligible for sick leave. Although labour migrants officially 
have the same rights, many avoid calling in sick due to fear or 
limited knowledge. With health insurance tied to employment, 
they risk losing both job and coverage. While dismissal due to 
illness is formally prohibited, the flexible recruitment sector 
often circumvents this, such as by sharply reducing work hours 
(Timmerman 2025).

To make up for the missed income, Jerzy's wife is taking evening 
shifts in addition to her day job, but they are still not earning 
enough to afford more expensive housing or save up for the de-
posit that is often required in the private rental market, let alone 
have access to a mortgage. They have little time to learn Dutch, 
which makes them highly dependent on their limited social net-
works in the Netherlands to navigate the housing system and 
access housing options. Despite their current hardships, they 
are happy to no longer live on ‘the other side’ of the building, 
where they had previously stayed. There, they also had to share 
a kitchen, the environment was less clean, and brawls occurred 
even more frequently.

The compounded precarity faced by migrants like Ania, Jerzy 
and Maria means that precarious housing conditions persist for 
long periods, both materially, as their accommodation remains 
insecure and inadequate; and emotionally, as a reference frame-
work through which they evaluate their current living situation. 
For these migrants, a specific temporal logic is at work: the past 
mediates how they experience the present. This aligns with life 
course approaches on how earlier experiences shape present 
housing options (Elder et  al.  2003; Bailey  2009; Coulter  2023) 
as well as perceptions (Hall 2019; van Lanen 2022). Past experi-
ences, beliefs and cultural promises create expectations that lead 
people to compare the present to ‘what could have been’ (van 
Lanen 2022, 13). These studies have shown how such compari-
sons can lead to disappointments, as current housing conditions 
do not live up to expectations and desires (Blunt et  al.  2021). 
However, as Ania, Jerzy and Maria illustrate, it can also foster 
an acceptance of present conditions. Instead of disappointment, 
these migrants believe that ‘it could always be worse’.

4.2   |   Lingering Past Into Future

Memories of housing precarity do not only influence pres-
ent housing experiences but also shape future aspirations and 
change the way people negotiate housing. We illustrate this with 
the stories of Dominic and Emilia.

Dominic, now 35 years old, has had various jobs in different 
countries. He is currently working as a content moderator—a 
well-paying office job—but when he looks out of his window, 
he can see the fish factory where he worked after arriving in 
the Netherlands six years ago. He still remembers the smell 
that clung to his clothes at the end of those long working days. 
His first months in the Netherlands were tough. Dominic had 
to share a room with his older brother, who was already living 
there, part of a small two-bedroom flat. The other room was oc-
cupied by a Polish couple. As tall men, Dominic and his brother 
struggled to ‘fit in’ physically: ‘Even to fit ourselves in this small 
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space was quite challenging. But you know, if you want it, if you 
have to do something, you will do this’. Soon, though, their size 
was not their biggest problem. The atmosphere in the flat grew 
grim and the man of the couple started displaying violent be-
haviour. Fearing for his safety, Dominic and his brother decided 
to give up the room.

This marked the beginning of years of unstable housing in the 
Netherlands, which was especially difficult for Dominic, trig-
gering memories of an earlier time in the United Kingdom when 
he found himself homeless. Although he had a job and was in 
good health, he could not find a place to live after his rent ended. 
In Poland, he explained, there were always friends or family to 
rely on, but in the United Kingdom, he and his brother had felt 
completely abandoned. Eventually, Dominic had to reach out to 
co-workers he barely knew for help, an experience he described 
as one of the most devastating moments of his life, marked by a 
profound sense of helplessness and isolation.

In the Netherlands, Dominic also struggled to access stable 
housing. The housing market was tight and landlords often 
required more secure employment than his temporary agency 
contract provided. In addition, he felt that he faced discrimina-
tion because of his Polish name and accent, comparing his situ-
ation to his fluent Dutch friend who was invited to viewings to 
which he did not even get a response. It took five years to find a 
flat for himself. But although he has left behind the most precar-
ious housing conditions, they have not left his mind and have 
permanently changed his approach to life. He used to be a ‘go 
with the flow’ guy; he did not strategically plan his life and did 
not care about money. But after his experiences with housing 
precarity, he decided he needed to live his life differently. Money 
is now at the forefront of his thoughts and he always makes sure 
to have enough savings. This meant changing his habits, cutting 
expenses and at times even limiting his diet: ‘Just to, you know, 
have this backup to feel safe. I think the feeling of safety, that's 
the main thing here’. His story shows how experiences with 
housing precarity can drive significant strategic trade-offs in the 
pursuit of security (Madden 2025), especially for migrants who 
face structural barriers like discrimination and limited local 
networks. Other respondents also experienced this and shared 
strategies such as enduring long commutes, staying in exploit-
ative jobs, delaying holidays and family visits or relocating to 
a different municipality, all in the name of achieving housing 
stability.

The effects of housing precarity can linger on for years, as 
is illustrated by Emilia (34). When Emilia arrived in the 
Netherlands 10 years ago and moved into a sublet she had found 
on the Internet, she felt like crying. The small flat in an outer 
neighbourhood of Amsterdam had mould on all the walls, and 
her seven flatmates made her feel deeply uncomfortable and 
at times unsafe. It was a far cry from the adventure she had 
imagined. For a couple of years, Emilia lived in these highly 
precarious conditions, sharing informal sublets in the outskirts 
of Amsterdam. Despite her university background, she worked 
in low-paid jobs through an employment agency and took on a 
few informal side jobs to make ends meet. Like Dominic, Emilia 
eventually managed to secure a better-paying, stable job at a 
transnational financial company with clients in Poland, allow-
ing her to use her language skills. Combined with her partner's 

income, this made them eligible for a mortgage, and they even-
tually bought an apartment in a small town in North Holland 
where they now live with their toddler and cats.

Although Emilia has physically left the difficult roommates and 
mouldy apartment by the time we interviewed her, her mem-
ories had travelled with her. She visibly tensed as she recalled 
her first flat in the Netherlands and described it as a traumatic 
experience: ‘I think I had trauma when I'm thinking about it. 
Because those people living there, [there] was something going 
on with them. […] I don't even remember their names now, 
but yes, I didn't feel, how do you say, confident in that apart-
ment’. These early experiences continued to shape her housing 
decisions. Emilia even decided to move to another city in the 
Netherlands, feeling she had to physically distance herself from 
the place where she had experienced such unpleasant living 
conditions.

The stories of Dominic and Emilia show that, even when mi-
grants' opportunities changes and their agency increases 
(Szytniewski and van der Haar  2022), precariousness is not 
something that can simply be left behind in the past. Instead, 
it is imprinted in memories and woven into their being, making 
housing a focal point in their ongoing life strategies and aspi-
rations for the future. Their stories demonstrate how ‘objective’ 
conditions, like the size of the apartment, have a clear embodied 
dimension (e.g., not ‘fitting’ into your own home). Precarious 
housing conditions can thus generate emotions like anxiety, 
stress, devastation and loneliness that can result in traumatic 
memories, echoing studies on the affective dimensions of pre-
carious life (Berlant  2011; Butler  2004, 2009; Wilkinson and 
Ortega-Alcázar 2019b).

4.3   |   Anticipating Precarity

Further complicating the temporal logics that affect housing 
practices, precarity stretches beyond the past and present times. 
Anticipating future risks or life events heightens the ontological 
experience of the present home. Compounded anxieties about 
the future can permeate into the home whereby even relatively 
stable housing conditions may come to be experienced as precar-
ious, as we show through the vignettes of Agata and the couple 
Zofia and Mateusz.

Agata (35) moved to the Netherlands following her husband, 
who was already living there. Initially, they intended to mi-
grate only for a couple of years to escape the lack of employment 
opportunities and political climate in Poland. Both held post-
graduate (Masters) qualifications, but could not mobilise these 
in the Netherlands, and so they took on low-paid jobs through 
an employment agency. In the beginning, they shared housing 
with others to save money to return to Poland and build a house 
there. Agata did not really like sharing housing as she valued 
her privacy and had a different lifestyle than her roommates, but 
she accepted it, believing the situation would only be temporary. 
Nevertheless, they kept extending their stay, until eventually 
they decided ‘not to leave soon’. This was a turning point. They 
changed their jobs, started to earn a bit more money and decided 
they wished to start a family in the Netherlands. This new as-
piration made sharing housing really uncomfortable for Agata. 
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She was worried what would happen when they would not be 
able to find independent housing. She even thinks that the stress 
gave her fertility issues, as she struggled to get pregnant up until 
her roommates found a new place to live.

Finally able to rent the apartment without additional roommates, 
they decorated it in their style, painted all the walls—something 
that she was not allowed to do in previous apartments—and 
gave birth to her son, but her anxieties have not disappeared. 
Although the apartment feels like their own, the idea that the 
true owner can decide to sell her property, or even pass away—
she is an old lady, spending her retirement on a sunny island—
keeps her up at night. This is not an entirely irrational fear, as 
the death of a landlord has, in fact, pushed two of our other re-
spondents back into extreme precarity. Agata is therefore doing 
everything she can to buy the rental and make sure the place 
becomes what it already feels like: theirs. This includes sending 
Christmas cards to their landlord to stay on good terms, no more 
trips to Poland, and increased working hours, even though she 
hates to be away from her son this much.

Agata's story illustrates how future-oriented expectations shape 
migrants' experiences and strategic negotiations of their cur-
rent housing situation. These expectations for the future can 
have a mitigating effect making precarious conditions feel more 
bearable, for instance in the case of planning on returning to 
Poland soon (a common thought among the migrants in this 
study, as well as in other research, for example, Boccagni 2017; 
Dahya 1974; Lombard 2023). Conversely, they can also have an 
exacerbating effect, such as in the case of wanting to have chil-
dren or the anxiety over the potential passing of a landlord.

For Zofia (30) and Mateusz (35), future expectations and anxi-
eties around health and loss of income shape their present ex-
perience of home. The couple has lived in the Netherlands for 
six years and at the time of the interview had just bought their 
second apartment. Zofia works in the financial sector, and 
Mateusz is an engineer. However, despite their relatively privi-
leged position and stable living arrangement, Zofia experiences 
a lot of anxiety around housing. Two years ago, Mateusz was 
diagnosed with Multiple Scoliosis (MS), and this has put Zofia 
in ‘panic mode’. At the time of the diagnosis, they were living 
together in a small studio owned by Zofia, but she felt like that 
apartment could no longer provide them with sufficient secu-
rity: ‘I was […] concerned with the fact, ‘what if he is paralysed 
tomorrow and I'm the only person that's earning money’ […] so 
we need to have like a backup plan’.

They planned to sell the small apartment and buy a bigger place 
with a separate studio that they could rent out in case Mateusz 
could no longer work. Feeling under pressure, Zofia experienced 
the process of securing the house itself—and thereby their fu-
ture—as extremely stressful. The only way they could afford 
something larger was to buy a rundown apartment and save 
money by renovating it themselves with the help of Zofia's par-
ents, who were planning to join them in the Netherlands from 
Poland. Although it would have been quite crammed, they had 
intended to stay in their old flat together during the renovations. 
However, just before Christmas, they learned that their mort-
gage advisor had made a mistake in their bridging loan applica-
tion. As a non-Dutch-speaking migrant, Zofia—and her family 

indirectly—had depended heavily on financial intermediaries to 
navigate the unfamiliar local housing system, making the advi-
sor's mistake all the more disruptive. As a result, they suddenly 
had to sell their old apartment within 10 days and move out 
immediately into the new flat that did not even have running 
water or electricity and would not be ready for at least a couple 
of months. The cumulated stress of fragile health, transnational 
family obligations, dependency on intermediaries—with sub-
standard outcomes—had seeped into their bodies, leaving them 
both ‘physically and emotionally exhausted’, ‘drained’ and ‘like 
you don't have energy for life anymore’.

Migrants like Zofia, Mateusz and Agata illustrate the non-
chronological temporal logic that affects experiences of housing 
precarity. Although Agata's future anxieties centred on the loss 
of housing, Zofia and Mateusz show how even seemingly stable 
housing can become a source of anxiety. Zofia and Mateusz's may 
seem a slightly odd case: as homeowners they are not directly 
associated with housing precarity. Yet their story illustrates the 
importance of looking beyond point-in time or ‘objective’ mea-
sures such as housing tenure. When taking a processual and 
experiential view, the case shows that in the process of closing 
their mortgage Zofia and Mateusz were disproportionately over-
whelmed by anticipations of future needs and felt highly pre-
carious. It shows how housing strategies become entangled with 
development in other intimate life areas (Coulter  2023), such 
as sickness and reproduction (Hall 2022; Madden 2025). Here, 
housing precarity is not the loss of a home, but the fear that the 
home might fail to provide security in a worst-case scenario, il-
lustrating how precarity in other aspects of life can make even 
stable housing feel insecure. At the same time, their stories also 
show the plural experiences of migrants with housing precar-
ity, as their relative privilege does enable them to plan for future 
precarity in ways unavailable to many other migrants, like Jerzy 
and Maria, who experienced compounded precarity across mul-
tiple domains.

4.4   |   The Consuming Present

For a last group of migrants such temporal logics disappear alto-
gether when the present comes to overshadow both the past and 
the future. In this section, we share the stories of Efraim, Kacper 
and Michal, three of the seven men that were interviewed at the 
shelter for homeless EU migrants. The shelter provides food, a 
shower, clean clothes and limited social services, such as help 
with seeking employment or returning to the country of ori-
gin. Overnight shelter is only offered to a very limited number 
of migrants in special circumstances, as EU migrants are de-
nied access to regular homelessness services in the Netherlands 
(Boesveldt 2019).

Efraim (34) has been in the Netherlands for about two years. He 
found employment through an online agency that recruits work-
ers from Poland to the Netherlands. Everything was arranged: a 
job at the logistics centre of a large supermarket chain, accom-
modation in a migrant labour ‘hotel’, insurance and transport 
to the Netherlands. However, things did not go as planned. He 
lost his job, and since his accommodation was tied to his em-
ployment contract, he suddenly found himself homeless. When 
asked to elaborate on what happened and when these events 
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took place, he says he would rather not talk about it, ‘because 
this is the past’—a sentiment shared by many of the shelter 
interviewees.

The question is how to interpret such reflections. Refraining 
from talking about past experiences does not necessarily mean 
that they did not think about the past. It can also be seen as 
agentic acts in a stigmatised context (Duman-Cogen  2025; 
Fivush  2009). Alternatively, research from brain physiology 
has shown the disruptive impact of trauma and stress on auto-
biographical memory (Sorsoli 2010). Moments of silence in in-
terviews are thus multi-layered and can have hidden meanings 
(Ghorashi 2008; Hall 2023); unpacking these requires more in-
depth engagement than was possible at the busy shelter and the 
parameters of the research set-up. Yet, the absence of the nar-
rated ‘coherent’ past does resonate with other research on hyper 
precarity and traumatic experiences (Borg 2018).

Similarly, respondents indicated that it was difficult to antici-
pate the future. Particularly telling was Efraim's response when 
he suddenly had to leave the interview and we asked when he 
would return to the shelter to continue the conversation: ‘Sister, 
how can I know this if I don't have anything?’. This unclarity 
of the immediate future also extended to longer-term plans. For 
example, Kacper (38) has been living on the streets for the past 
few months after losing his job due to a workplace conflict. Like 
Efraim, his housing was tied to his employment. He now sleeps 
in a tent in a local park, where he has to move frequently to avoid 
the police, as outdoor sleeping is prohibited. On the streets, his 
documents and phone were stolen, leaving him stuck, unable 
to find new work without identification and lacking the means 
to afford the trip back to Poland to reapply for his documents. 
When he learned from friends that the shelter covers the cost 
of a ticket to Poland—a service offered by several organisations 
supporting migrants in precarious conditions—Kacper chose to 
return to Poland. The first thing he plans to do upon returning 
is to hug his sister, who still lives there. From there, he keeps 
his future open: ‘Maybe I stay in Poland. Maybe I come back 
here, maybe I go there [Switzerland]. No… (…). Where the train is 
going, I'm going’. His approach to stay in the present can be seen 
as a way to navigate uncertain opportunities across borders.

Also Michal (31) feels stuck in the now, indicating that he strug-
gles to make future plans. It has been five years since he first 
came to the Netherlands. During this time, he worked through 
employment agencies in various jobs, each providing temporary 
housing. Recently, he left a job at a large delivery company in 
Amsterdam, feeling exploited and disappointed with his earn-
ings, which did not match what he had been promised. After 
spending some time—it is unclear how long—on the streets in 
different cities across the Netherlands, he gained access to the 
overnight homeless shelter where he is currently staying. When 
we ask him about how he plans to find housing again, he tells us 
that the first step will be finding a job. That part is not difficult, 
he says; there are more than enough jobs in the Netherlands. 
Still, he chooses to wait, carefully weighing his options to avoid 
another disappointment or further exploitation.

These stories from the homeless shelter demonstrate a specific 
temporal logic. Although the past appeared blurry and played no 
clear role in their narrated experiences, the future often seemed 

largely absent. Yet this is not to suggest they were stripped of 
agency. Their stories are marked by strategic acts of navigation 
(Balampanidis 2019), like quitting exploitative jobs, choosing to 
return to Poland, or even waiting (Ghertner 2017) and remain-
ing silent about the past. As Jokinen (2015) also observes, ‘small’ 
precarious everyday acts enable them to survive a present oc-
cupied by immediate challenges and a future clouded by uncer-
tainty, making long-term planning exceedingly difficult.

5   |   Conclusion

The findings presented above emphasise the need to reconceptu-
alise housing precarity as a multi-temporal and lived experience. 
We identified four ‘temporal logics’ that illustrate the non-linear 
ways in which housing precarity is experienced by Polish labour 
migrants in the Netherlands. First, extreme precarity in early 
years can become a reference frame, leading people to accept 
only marginally improved precarious conditions. Second, en-
counters with housing precarity can leave an emotional imprint, 
altering life aspirations and strategies. Third, anticipated fu-
tures shape present negotiations of housing, either by mitigating 
current experiences through assumptions of temporariness or 
exacerbating them. Finally, the demands of the precarious pres-
ent can be so consuming that the past and the future are pushed 
away. The formation of these distinct temporal logics is closely 
entangled with developments in other intimate life areas, such 
as health, employment and family (del Río et al. 2025; Hall 2019, 
2022; Madden 2025), and the structure of the Dutch housing and 
labour market, leading to differentiated experiences.

In some ways, these findings are specific to the case of EU la-
bour migrants, but they also extend beyond it. Polish labour 
migrants represent an ‘ideal’ case for exposing the temporal di-
mensions of housing precarity. They have a decades-long migra-
tion history in the Netherlands but lack the institutional support 
for housing stability that, for instance, asylum seekers (still)2 
have access to. Because EU labour migrants have the right of 
free movement, policy and societal discourse too often assume 
that they are merely temporary workers, neglecting their need 
for more permanent and secure housing. This assumption, 
combined with limited local networks, scarce housing system 
knowledge, transnational obligations, restricted access to home-
lessness services, precarious employment and the general lack of 
affordable housing in the Netherlands, makes EU migrants par-
ticularly vulnerable to housing precarity. This is underlined by 
the fact that all respondents in this study experienced some form 
of housing precarity, even those from relatively privileged back-
grounds. These experiences, examined through a longitudinal 
lens, shed light on two broader processes of systemic housing 
precarity that also affect other populations.

First, experiences of housing precarity evolve as life events un-
fold, often proving ‘more influential […] than the bricks and 
mortar of any particular place’ (Boccagni 2017, 77). This means 
that not only current insecurity but also past and prospective 
insecurity shapes housing negotiations and aspirations. Instead 
of understanding time as a chronological sequence, the home 
is navigated through non-linear experiences of time. People 
can experience different temporal logics of housing precarity at 
various points in their lives or even experience multiple logics 
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simultaneously. The perception of the residential home as a place 
of security is thus heavily intertwined with temporal dynamics.

Second, housing precarity is not a uniform shared experience 
but fundamentally shaped by personal biographies. For our in-
terviewees, age, employment, education and household status all 
seemed to affect who experienced their living arrangement as 
precarious in different phases of their housing trajectories. We 
observed a discrepancy between the external conditions that are 
often used as the object of analysis in housing research (Clair 
et al. 2019; Debrunner et al. 2024; Loomans 2023; Waldron 2023) 
and how these are experienced. Similar material circumstances 
and indicators such as tenure, affordability or size can be expe-
rienced in widely different ways. But they also do not capture all 
aspects of housing precarity. Housing precarity, as it is deeply felt 
in the moment, may be shaped by renting through employers, 
not being able to choose roommates or having no place to host 
family. These constraints are material but also embodied, leav-
ing people feeling exhausted, emotionally drained and unable to 
‘fit in’ their own house (Madden 2025). Housing precarity is thus 
a subjective and lived experience.

By highlighting these temporal and lived dimensions of precar-
ity, we do not mean to downplay material conditions. Rather, we 
argue that all are essential to fully grasp the dynamics of hous-
ing precarity and call for geographical scholarship to consider 
its long-term and embodied effects. For the migrant workers in 
this study, all too often the home is not a place of safety, but, at 
best, an instrumental protective buffer or, at worst, absent alto-
gether. The experience of housing precarity is widespread and 
every day: millions of people worldwide are affected by inse-
cure or unsuitable housing (Wetzstein 2017). These conditions 
are felt and negotiated at the level of the everyday residential 
home. Although immediate housing struggles often force people 
to focus solely on the precarious present—pushing the past and 
future into the background—these experiences are not confined 
to the here and now. Even when living conditions improve, the 
long-term impacts on ontological security and wellbeing persist, 
as the memories are never fully left behind.
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Endnotes

	1	Ethical approval for these interviews was obtained through Amsterdam 
Institute for Social Science Research (AISSR). Each interview began 
with verbal consent after the purpose of the study and measures for 
anonymity and confidentiality were explained. All respondents were 
compensated for their time with gift vouchers.

	2	At the time of writing a law is being prepared to withdraw prior-
ity access to social housing for asylum seekers in the Netherlands 
(Rijksoverheid 2025).
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