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Abstract

The hospitality industry is known for the large fluctuation of labour. The subject of this study 
is hospitality workers from the countries of the Western Balkans who are currently employed 
in the catering business (cooks, chefs) in a Scandinavian country - Norway. The task was to 
investigate the reasons for their coming to the northern regions, as well as the experience and 
knowledge gained while working in their restaurant facilities. The aim of the paper was to 
obtain information on the reasons for the selection of these sites, differences in work and expe-
riences, as well as future plans. The results showed that there is a considerable satisfaction 
with the work in the Scandinavian countries. The key item in easy adjustment and destination 
selection is played by living standards i.e. income, which is the focus of the interest of migrant 
workers from the Western Balkan countries.

Keywords: Labour migration, restaurant, hospitality, chef, Western Balkans, Scandinavian 
countries

Introduction

Every day, an increasing number of qualified hospitality workers are looking for better working 
conditions that will enable them better-living conditions (Choi et al., 2000). This has affect-
ed large population migrations (Janta et al., 2011; Joppe, 2012) from South-eastern Europe, pri-
marily to Germany and other EU countries, followed by Norway and Canada (Commissariat 
for Refugees and Migration of the Republic of Serbia, 2016). In this case, hospitality workers 
can be considered as “working tourists” and as “migrant tourism workers” (Underthun, Jord-
hus-Lier, 2017). Allen and Mac Con Iomaire (2016) discuss the migration of hospitality workers, 
chefs and cooks, trying to find out why they are more numerous in restaurants than in hotels, 
which is not the norm everywhere (Kalenjuk et al., 2020).

TURIZAM
Volume 24, Issue 3 
137–148 (2020)

ORIGINAL 
SCIENTIFIC PAPER To Seek One’s Fortune:  

Labour Migrants from the Western Balkans  
in Norwegian Hospitality Industry

A Department of Geography, Tourism and Hotel Management, Faculty of Sciences, University of Novi Sad,  
Corresponding author: bojana.kalenjuk@dgt.uns.ac.rs

mailto:bojana.kalenjuk%40dgt.uns.ac.rs?subject=


138 TURIZAM | Volume 24, Issue 3, 137–148 (2020)

To Seek One’s Fortune: Labour Migrants from the Western Balkans  
in Norwegian Hospitality Industry

The tourism in certain countries successfully survives thanks to the seasonal labour (Tuu-
lentie, Heimtun, 2014). These are international workers who, in many tourist centres, are inval-
uable according to Devine et al. (2007). And, what is most important, it can support depopula-
tion in some areas (Möller et al., 2014). Carson, Carson and Eimermann (2017) state that most 
research focuses on migration to the warmer regions of the world, with a small focus on cold 
destinations characterised by winter sports, such as Scandinavian countries.

Hospitality is specific for its large turnover of employees, which significantly affects the 
quality of work of all sectors (Wildes, 2008; Bufquin et al., 2016). According to Heimtun (2012) 
Scandinavia, in recent years, represents a focus of interest for seasonal hospitality workers 
whose main focus are earnings, but motives can be related to hygiene needs, and development 
needs (Lundberg et al., 2009). The satisfaction of workers primarily affects their retention or 
further search for better working and living conditions that will also provide for their family 
(Wildes, Parks 2005; McCabe et al., 2005; Kalenjuk et al., 2020). 

In some areas, seasonal workers are very important for the success of hospitality and tour-
ism (Alverén et al., 2012), and their return to that destination or workplace depend on the work-
ing conditions. Susskind et al. (2007) state that the work experience and attitudes of employees 
closely related to the customer’s satisfaction, and that the support by the work collective has a 
great influence, even greater than the support of the management itself.

The level of education of the hospitality staff influences the choice of the destination that 
will enable them to earn a good income (Thulemark et al., 2014). The facilities for the educa-
tion of hospitality staff are often conditioned by the needs of the market (Zopiatis et al., 2014), 
which is conditioned by the population size.

The subject of this research is the work of hospitality workers (cooks) from the territory of 
the Western Balkans, more precisely from the former republics of Yugoslavia (today’s Repub-
lic of Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Macedonia and Montenegro) in the hospitality facilities 
in Norway. The aim of the paper is to get information about the differences in work and future 
plans. The task of the paper is to answer the following research questions:

• Who are the workers coming to work in Norwegian restaurants (what is their struc-
ture)?

• What are their reasons for selecting Norway?
• What are their experiences?
• How satisfied are they with working and living conditions?
• What are their future plans?

Conceptual Framework

Migration of hospitality workers

Hospitality is a labour-intensive activity (Choi et al., 2000) and a key economic sector (Zam-
poukos, Ioannides 2011) which is characterised by labour migration (Anderson 2010). Previous 
research prove that in some cases the aim of migration is gaining work experience and learn-
ing a language (Janta et al., 2011), however, the reasons and initial motivations may be differ-
ent (Lundberg et al., 2009). Many authors dealt with issues related to the sustainability of the 
migration itself (Lundmark, 2006), and motives. Paniagua (2002) states that the main rea-
son for moving from urban to rural areas is employment, but that there are other motives too. 
Chan and Wang (2015) reveal seven motivation of seasonal workers in northern countries in 
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their research: professional development, search for newness, decent wages, friendships with 
colleagues, a favourable working environment, a view of nature and spending time in it, and 
community integration. Alverén et al. (2012) state that only the satisfaction with work influ-
ences their return to a hospitality facility or destination.

According to The International Labour Organization (ILO), the number of internation-
al migrants in 2013 was 232 million, of which the number of labour migrants amounted to 115 
million. Joppe (2012) states that, among international migrants, the biggest share take the hos-
pitality and tourism workers, whose number grows every day. Thulemark et al. (2014) state 
that certain destinations become suitable for attracting highly qualified and well-paid peo-
ple, which depends on a number of factors within the country itself (Kostadinov Koroutchev, 
Iashvili, 2015). Zampoukos and Ioannides (2011) in their research cite London, Stockholm, and 
Amsterdam as the targeted destinations of hospitality workers.

In certain areas characterised by a small number of inhabitants, migration of hospitali-
ty workers can affect the increase in the population number by their permanent settling in 
these areas (Möller et al., 2014). Iversen and Jacobsen (2015) state that this primarily relates 
to poorly populated rural areas. It is important to highlight the benefits that the destination 
has from the migrant workforce. Accordingly, Bosworth and Farrell (2011) state that, in addi-
tion to fighting for themselves through work, the migrant workers often stimulate other local 
firms influencing local trade by increasing competition and raising the standard. Issues relat-
ed to the working and living conditions of migrants who came from Eastern Europe to Norway 
were addressed by Rye and Andrezejwska (2010), noting that migrants often agree to work for 
incomes that are below the standard living wages in Scandinavian countries because they are 
still higher than those they would have in their own country.

Studies have shown that even those destinations that are underdeveloped are often attrac-
tive to working migrants if the living conditions are favourable and allow the nature lovers 
(who are fleeing from urban areas) to have decent living conditions (Carson et al., 2017). Car-
son et al. (2017) emphasize that the retention of this group of migrants in the northern winter 
regions cannot be long and is most often related to the possibility of practising winter sports. 
This is confirmed by research that identified winter sports as important segments in attract-
ing seasonal workers, as a secondary motive for attracting workers (Lundmark, 2006; Tuu-
lentie, Heimtun, 2014).

Carson and Carson (2017) state that immigrants in the Scandinavian countries have 
emerged as an important driver of new tourism products, processes, markets, and the intro-
duction of a range of new ideas, skills and external links to the region. They emphasize that, 
sometimes, immigrants also affect the limited contribution of networking, cooperation and 
knowledge exchange with local stakeholders in tourism, which also has negative sides. As a 
reason, they list the lack of interaction, including the socio-cultural distance between immi-
grants and local residents, limited levels of trust and reciprocity, differences in development 
priorities, lifestyle, and connections between immigrants. The greatest significance of immi-
gration is seen in the sparsely populated rural areas.

According to the data from the population census in the diaspora in 2010, over 2 500 Serbs 
settled in Norway (Bubalo-Živković et al., 2017). In 2014 alone, 563 migrants from Serbia to 
Norway were registered (Commissariat for Refugees and Migration of the Republic of Ser-
bia 2016). According to the 2016 census, from the territory of Western Balkans, the highest 
number of immigrants come from Bosnia and Herzegovina (8 207) and Kosovo and Metohija 
(5 666), in both cases with a slightly larger share of the male population (https://www.ssb.no/
en/innvregsys/).
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In the last few years, not enough attention was paid to research investigating kitchen work-
ers (Allen, Mac Con Iomaire 2016). Wellton, Jonsson and Svingstedt (2017) state that there is 
very little scientific research about everyday work in restaurants that are focused on the way 
the kitchen works. Mac Con Iomaire (2016) in his research, among other things, identifies the 
shortage of cooks as a problem, finding out through an interview with top Swedish chefs that it 
is very difficult to find a person who is willing to work 80 to 90 hours a week, which reflects on 
the satisfaction with the work and organizational commitment of hospitality workers (Bufquin 
et al., 2017). Working in the kitchen is a rather complex process (Magnusson Sporre et al., 2015). 
Allen and Mac Con Iomare (2017) state that the factors that are necessary for the success in the 
culinary industry include professionalism, individual characteristics, leadership skills, mana-
gerial skills, and job interaction.

Methodology

A semi-structured interview was used for the research as the most reliable form for obtaining 
this type of data. The empirical basis of this research consisted of interviewing 16 cooks - chefs 
from Serbia (7), Bosnia and Herzegovina (5), Macedonia (2) and Montenegro (2), who have been 
working in Norway for more than 2 years.

Interviews were conducted during the Christmas and New Year holidays (between 
25.12.2017. and 20.01.2018.), when the employees from the Scandinavian countries came home 
and had free time to share information about experiences and insights. Respondents from 
Republic of Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina were interviewed face to face. The rest of the 
interviews were conducted via Skype. Interviews took between 55 and 75 minutes. Half of the 
interviews were recorded and then transcribed for the purposes of this paper. The interview-
ees are listed in the alphabetical order.

According to the instructions of scientific methodology for obtaining qualitative data 
(Brotherton, 2015), the structure of interview questions was originally tested on one respond-
ent from the Republic of Serbia, after which it was supplemented and used for further data 
acquisition. The questions were grouped according to the research questions set out in the 
task of the paper:

1. The first part dealt with questions about the socio-demographic characteristics of the 
respondents, such as gender, age, relationship status, professional qualification and 
work experience.

2. The second part of the research was about getting answers to the questions about the 
reasons for choosing Norway: Why did you opt for the Scandinavian countries? What 
was the decisive factor? What information did you have?

3. The third part of the research related to the work experience: To what extent does the 
work differ from the one you are used to or learned in your country of origin? What par-
ticularly excited you in their system of work? What do you dislike about their system of 
work? How much does the demand for food differ from the demand in your country?

4. The fourth part of the research was tasked with finding information about the satisfac-
tion of migrants through the following questions: What is your overall satisfaction with 
work and life? Which was most often continued with: What excites you most? To what 
extent is it different from work and life in your county?
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5. The last part of the research was related to their future plans in life and work or inten-
tions about staying in the Norwegian tourist centres: What are your future plans? Why? 
What will be the deciding factor?

Results and discussion

The interpretation and discussion of the obtained data was carried out based on the informa-
tion collected during the interviews. The answers, grouped according to the questions, are 
shown later in this paper. Certain response groups are fully indicated, while responses of a 
similar structure are grouped and discussed.

Analysis of the structure of the respondents

On the basis of the sampled sample (available), the majority of respondents were male (14) 
which coincides with the research findings that hospitality (especially the kitchens) are dom-
inated by men (Neuman et al., 2016; Neuman, 2017). In catering circles for interviewing it was 
very difficult to find female members who currently work in Norway from the territory of 
Western Balkans. The largest number of respondents (12) were aged between 30 and 40, which 
coincides with the finds of Allen and Mac Con Iomare (2016), which say that the largest num-
ber of workers in kitchens is from that age group. The remained consisted of one respondent 
under the age of 30 and three subjects older than 40. All respondents were from larger cities 
of the Western Balkans. Most respondents (12) are in relationships or marriages with partners 
who do not reside with them in Norway and the majority (11) do not have children yet.

Among the respondents, most are employed as cooks, and only two are holding the posi-
tion of sous chef (with a stay longer than 5 years in Norway). Based on the interviews it became 
clear that their current earning were higher than 2 000 euros, which is considered a lower 
income in Norway, which has a positive connotation for the respondents since, for the same 
engagement, in Republic of Serbia they would have a salary of around 300 euros (which is lower 
than the average of 402 euros net) (http://www.neobilten.com/prosecne-zarade-po-zaposle-
nom-u-republici-srbiji/), where the statutory minimum wage is around 230 euros. Average 
incomes are similar to incomes of other Ex-Yu countries. Some studies state that the salaries in 
the Norwegian hospitality industry are not large, compared to other industries (Skalpe, 2003), 
but migrants agree to work for salaries that are lower than average (Rye, Andrzejewska, 2010).

All the respondents had over 10 years of experience in the industry and more than 2 years 
working as cooks. Only one respondent had more than 10 years of work experience in Norway. 
Among the respondents, there were no persons working in other positions. Most respondents 
(9) are employed in hotel restaurants, four work in a la carte restaurants that offer internation-
al dishes, two work in a la carte restaurants that offer Scandinavian dishes and one in a mass 
catering restaurant (workers canteen). Most hospitality facilities are located in rural tourist 
areas, as explained by Iversen and Jacobsen (2015) in their research as they are most suitable for 
attracting migrants. The respondents work in northern parts of Norway in the villages: Hon-
ningsvåg, Sandnessjøen, Sogndal, Laerdal, Mosjøen, and Mo i Rana. Eleven respondents go to 
Norway every year for work during the summer season, while the rest work and reside in Nor-
way throughout the year.

All respondents have completed high school for cooks, three of them competed a high-
er school for hospitality (whose diploma they did not enclose when applying for a job). Two 

http://www.neobilten.com/prosecne-zarade-po-zaposlenom-u-republici-srbiji/
http://www.neobilten.com/prosecne-zarade-po-zaposlenom-u-republici-srbiji/
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respondents are in the final stages of gastronomy studies in Serbia but are unwilling to com-
plete them anytime soon. It is interesting to note that the respondents, as a reason for not dis-
closing their University degrees in application, state it is easier to find a job without them. This 
can be seen in the explanation of the Respondent E (Serbia, 38): “I never applied for a job 
with my diploma because I was advised so by my older colleagues. Scandinavians, like every-
one else, are looking for cheap labour, and with a higher education degree, they would have to 
pay me more than 2 000 euros, which is just the reason to refuse me. The salary at the level of 
high school is enough for me. Everyone would love to make more money. In our case, something 
is better than nothing.”

Contrary to the statements of respondents who came to Norway in the past 5 years, 
Respondent O (Montenegro, 52) states the following: “I came to Norway almost two decades 
ago because my brother was here. At that time the highly skilled workforce was really sought 
after and the higher education hospitality diploma opened doors to employment for me. Today 
it works a little differently.”

Analysis of the reason for selecting Norway

The reasons for selecting the Scandinavian countries are not specific. They are largely relat-
ed to existential needs or finding a place with decent living conditions and solid income (all 
respondents). The main prerequisite is the adaptation to climatic characteristics and, as stat-
ed by Carson et al. (2017), it may be the love for winter sports, although it was not found in the 
respondents who participated in the research.

The proof of this claim was given by Respondent C (Bosnia and Herzegovina, 38) who 
stated: “In the post-war period I did not have many options for going away for work, it was 
important for me to leave as soon as possible, and the north was always interesting to me. I did 
not have any issues with the climatic conditions so I quickly packed and left without much hes-
itation. I am here to this day and I did not regret.”

Analysis of work experience in Norwegian hospitality facilities

Initially, a brief question was posed to all respondents: How would you evaluate your skills and 
knowledge in the hospitality industry before arriving in Norway? Most respondents (9) gave 
a median score (3), and the rest (7) a score of 4 (on a scale from 1 – very poor to 5 – excellent). 
Respondents explain the scores by giving answers to the following question: To what extent does 
the work differ from the one you are used to or learned in your country of origin?

The respondents state that the differences are enormous adding segments that relate to the 
culture of the people and the treatment by employers which is of great importance to them.

This statement is supported by the following selected answers:
Respondent A (Serbia, 32):“Everything is very different. The nation is very literate and cul-

tured, the job is appreciated and paid.”
Respondent F (Bosnia and Herzegovina, 29): “To a large extent and the difference in men-

tality plays an important role.”
Respondent G (Montenegro, 33):“The organisation is simplified wherever possible, and the 

rules are respected to the smallest detail. And there is a constant effort to improve the work. So 
it is easier to work in such an environment.”

Respondent B (Macedonia, 31): “I was not fully prepared for work in Norway because they 
have the more modern technology of all kinds, from devices and apparatus to telecommunications. 
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Many things needed to be learnt from the beginning or built on the already acquired knowledge. 
Modern equipment in the kitchen means a lot, and this is seen in the quality of the final products.”

Respondent J (Serbia, 33) states the following: “I finished a four-year high school for cooks 
and, specifically at the very beginning of working in Norway, my experience in the profession 
from Serbia meant a lot to me. When arrived the first time I had some 6 years of experience of 
working in various restaurants. Of course, there were many things that I did not have the oppor-
tunity to see and learn at home, such as working on more modern equipment and a lot of foods 
that are used sparsely or not at all in my country.” 

In addition, the importance of applying modern equipment was noticed in the answers of 
the respondents. As stated by Flaster and Lyon (2017), it allows the kitchen staff to create unu-
sual dishes and achieve excellent levels of consistency and precision. However, as an important 
segment, the respondents state the organisation of work (Fine, 1990).

In order to obtain information on the positive and negative aspects of the work, the respond-
ents were asked the question: What particularly excited you in their system of work? This 
question was aimed at getting information about their impressions.

Respondent B (Serbia, 38) states, in addition to the good organisation of work, the follow-
ing: “A lot of foodstuffs has already been processed and packaged, and they are ordered like this.” 
This segment about foodstuff is even frowned upon in the work itself when the quality of food-
stuff is in question. The structure of responses from others is similar. In this sense, selected 
answers of the following respondents are stated:

Respondent L (Serbia, 31) adds: “Respecting working hours, paid overtime, equality of all 
workers, regardless of gender or level of education.”

To that, Respondent E (Serbia, 34) adds: “I like how they take into account food costs and 
food waste. That is what in Serbia is still not implemented.”

With the attempt to get to the possible bad sides, the following question was raised: What 
do you dislike in their system of work? The Respondent A (Serbia, 32) responded briefly: “I 
like everything!”, and the other responders had a similar answer.

Respondent J (Serbia, 33) stays the following: “In my work I dislike the large usage of indus-
trial products, a lot of ready-made or semi-finished products that require minimal finishing 
touches... on one hand it makes the work easier, but on the other hand it loses the authenticity 
that a cook can give to that dish.”

Similarly, the Responded D (Bosnia and Herzegovina, 39) states: “What I did not like is 
that in some cases the advantage of fresh food is ignored. Conserved food, powdered sauces, and 
similar things are often used to a great extent. It often makes the work easier but for us, who 
are accustomed to preparing dishes from fresh ingredients, there is always the feeling that, for 
example, a simplest potato puree would be tastier and nutritionally more useful if prepared 
from fresh potatoes and not from canned ones.”

An interesting detail is given by Respondent I (Bosnia and Herzegovina, 32): “An amazing 
number of customers is allergic to certain ingredients. That is very difficult to follow because of 
the amount of semi-finished products used, whose composition is difficult to control.”

The interview wanted to obtain data on food consumption and that is why the following 
question was asked: How much does the demand for food differ from the demand in your 
country?

Respondent I (Bosnia and Herzegovina, 32) states: “The inhabitants and the tourists are 
eating out in hospitality facilities much more often.” This is explained by Respondent K (Ser-
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bia, 34) in the following way: “The daily meal pattern is different to ours, it is known when the 
meal time is and this is always respected by the guests.”

Respondent P (Serbia, 46): “I spent one season in a la carte restaurant and I must admit 
that the difference in demand compared to the one in our country noticeable. The guests were 
locals and I can say that they visit the restaurants more often and the food is ordered in large 
quantities.” In favour of this claim Hansen et al. (2005) lists five main elements for satisfying 
a la carte restaurant guests, where food is in the first place, and the interior, the possibility of 
socializing, company and the atmosphere of the restaurant are second. Most of the respond-
ents agree with this statement and with the mentioned respondents’ statements, which explains 
the demand for catering workers and the growing reason for choosing this work environment.

Analysis of work and life satisfaction

In order to obtain data on the overall satisfaction of migrants, the following question was 
asked, with certain follow-up questions: What is your overall satisfaction with work and 
life? During the interview, half of the respondents assessed the living and working conditions 
with the highest grade (5 – excellent) and the other half with grade 4 (very good), which gives 
a high average grade at the level of this study. Hospitality workers often return with negative 
experiences but also go with a variety of motives (Lundberg et al., 2009) compared to these 
relating to finding better living and working conditions (Janta et al., 2011). With high scores 
the respondents stated the following:

Respondent H (Serbia, 39) shortly says: “There is no stress.” Respondent N (Macedonia, 
39): “I work normally, the salary is regular, you can travel, and you can save and start a fami-
ly.” Respondent J (Serbia, 33): “In addition to the work that does not take me more time than 
it should, and the lack of stress in regard to everyday existence, relationships with colleagues, I 
have a lot of free time that I can spend in peace with the desire for further development and cre-
ative expression.” In favour of successful tourism development, it is important to emphasize 
that work satisfaction significantly reflects on the satisfaction of guests (Susskind et al., 2007).

Respondent M (Bosnia and Herzegovina, 45): “The worker is protected because the 
employers adhere to the labour law. I can also say that I like the way in which employers react 
to the demonstrated initiative – they are ready to give responsibility and to adequately reward 
it. Our worker is appreciated and supported there.” This can be added on to the research car-
ried out on this subject and it confirms that support from your superiors positively influences 
the organisational commitment and employee satisfaction (Kang et al., 2015). 

Respondent G (Montenegro, 33): “Pure income, I do not have costs as I live in the hotel 
where I work. And what more do I need?” Based on the above, we see the elements that were 
studied by Underthun and Jordhus-Lier (2017), confirming that by working in hotel kitchens 
the hotel becomes a place of work and life.

Analysis of future life and work plans

In order to obtain information on future life and work plans, dealt with by Wildes and Parks 
(2005) and McCabe et al. (2005), that is, staying in the locations, it became apparent that all the 
respondents had a plan to find a job that would allow them to bring over their marital partners 
and to permanently settle or earn a certain capital for the family in the home country, which 
can best be seen from the answer of Respondent F (Bosnia and Herzegovina, 29): “My plan 
is to find an employer who will be satisfied with my work and to bring my wife. With joint work, 
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we would relatively quickly gather enough capital to enable us to return to Bosnia and Herzego-
vina to start a family business or to buy our own family home. Perhaps we would stay here per-
manently, you never know.”

Respondent O (Montenegro, 52): “Since both my husband and I are over 50 years of age 
and that we have been in Norway for almost 20 years, our plan is to get our pensions here and 
then spend most of the year enjoying ourselves at home in Montenegro.”

Conclusion

By consulting the literature that dealt with the migration of hospitality workers, with a focus 
on Scandinavian countries, and in order to find answers to the research questions for workers 
from Western Balkans, it has been concluded that Norway is becoming an increasingly attrac-
tive destination for employment: 

• Among the employees in hospitality facilities, men aged between 30 and 40 with com-
pleted high school in their countries of origin are most numerous. There were few 
women among the respondents for the needs of the research, as well as few workers 
who are not from the catering profession.

• The reasons for the selection are simple. Norway was selected in order to find good 
working conditions accompanied by a solid income, which would provide their families 
with better living conditions.

• The experiences at work are positive and the environment is often described to be stress-
free and respectful, which has been one of the important reasons for choosing this envi-
ronment in recent years.

• This builds on satisfaction with work and living conditions as a crucial factor in reten-
tion.

• The research showed that the future plans of employees are related to the destination 
itself, as long as the mutual benefit and satisfaction are achieved, which primarily refers 
to better working and living conditions of migrant workers in this Scandinavian coun-
try.

Future research

The future research could be conducted on a larger number of employees in tourism and hospi-
tality industries (interviewing) and in that way get more detailed information on working con-
ditions and satisfaction in relation to those in their countries of origin.
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