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How do migrants engage 

with cultural heritage in their 

new country? 

In this issue of CMR Spotlight, Karolina 

Nikielska-Sekuła presents her research 

on the cultural heritage participation 

patterns of Polish migrants in Norway 

and Ukrainian migrants in Poland.  As 

she has found, a strong cultural policy 

addressing migrants may induce a 

unification of cultural heritage 

participation patterns, as happened 

for the Poles in Norway, while a 

weaker cultural policy differentiates 

patterns of cultural heritage 

participation among migrants, 

allowing for a greater impact of their 

individual backgrounds and personal 

orientations. Not realising heritage’s 

potential in this matter is a wasted 

opportunity to shape preferred ways 

of migrants’ inclusion.  

„My Crimea” –  a photograph taken by the research participant, 
presenting an artwork gifted to  her by her mother as a symbolic way of 
staying in touch with the landscape heritage of her local origin.  
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How do migrants engage with cultural heritage in their 

new country? 

Karolina Nikielska-Sekuła   

While migrating, people carry with them 

their heritage and engage with new heritage 

practices after relocation. This CMR 

Spotlight aims to look at the ways people 

engage with cultural heritage postmigration, 

focusing on possible factors that influence 

this engagement.  

The findings described are based on the 

research conducted as part of the HerInt 

project: Cultural Heritage Participation 

Patterns among Immigrants and Their 

Influence on Integration. The Case of 

Ukrainians in Poland and Poles in Norway. 

Data for the project were collected in 2021, 

2022 and 2023 in Poland and Norway 

through qualitative interviews with photo-

elicitation, expert interviews, document 

analyses and field observation and analysed 

with the help of qualitative and quantitative 

methods (Nikielska-Sekula 2025). In this 

spotlight, I present data collected through 

qualitative interviews, contextualising it in 

the findings obtained through the rest of the 

data.  

In total, 103 qualitative interviews were 

analysed, 53 with Poles in Norway and 50 

with Ukrainians in Poland. The sample 

consisted of 78 women and 25 men, with an 

average age of 33. Over 53% of respondents 

had no children, while the rest had one 

(20.4%), two (22.3%), or three to four 

children (1.9%). The majority had proficiency 

in the mainstream language, with only 4% 

reporting weak skills and 1.9% (two people) 

being non-speakers. Twelve respondents 

held citizenship in their country of 

residence, while 88% did not. Nearly 75% 

had academic degrees, 23% had secondary 

or vocational education, and over 90% were 

employed at the time of the interview. 

Poles in Norway and Ukrainians in Poland 

were the largest foreign resident groups in 

their respective settlement countries 

(Brunarska et al., 2016; SSB, 2024) at the 

time of data collection. Both migrations 

were primarily labour-driven, but after 

Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 

2022, Ukrainian migration to Poland shifted 

from labour- to temporary protection-

driven. Migration motives are often mixed 

and hard to categorize (Van Hear, Brubaker 

& Bessa, 2009). This was evident in the 

migration of Ukrainians to Poland, as many 

fleeing the war quickly entered the labour 

market. Norway follows a European 

multicultural model, with a long history of 

immigration policies since 1974 (Brochmann 

& Hagelund, 2012). In contrast, Poland, 

traditionally an emigration country, has only 

recently become a major destination (Górny 

et al., 2019), with its integration policy still 

taking shape. The subsample’s similarities – 

European background, cultural proximity, 

and minimal racialised differences – enabled 

joint analysis, while the post-2022 influx of 

Ukrainian refugees in Poland and its impact 

on the sample was acknowledged in the 

analysis.  
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A model of cultural heritage participation 

patterns 

Based on collected qualitative interviews, an 

inductive model of cultural heritage 

participation patterns was created. The 

model comprises two dimensions – type and 

characteristics.  

The first dimension of the model, referred to 

as type, examines how migrants blend 

“brought” and “acquired” practices after 

relocation. It focuses on (1) the continuation 

of heritage practices from the ancestral 

homeland, (2) engagement with the new 

heritage in the new homeland, and (3) the 

creation of hybrid practices influenced by 

both pre- and postmigration heritage 

practices. Four types emerged: (a) 

integrational (engaging with brought and 

newly acquired heritage), (b) assimilationist 

(engaging only with heritage acquired in the 

new homeland), (c) separative (engaging 

only with heritage from the country of 

origin), and (d) marginalised (rejecting both 

heritages).  

The second dimension of the cultural 

heritage participation model, called 

characteristics, refers to the definitional 

order respondents used to describe their 

engagement with heritage. It includes four 

characteristics: (a) ethnonational order 

(linking heritage to ethnic or national 

identity, with subcategories: hybrid, 

ancestral homeland, new homeland), (b) 

individualistic order (viewing heritage as a 

personal practice), (c) familial order 

(connecting heritage to family traditions), 

and (d) cosmopolitan order (seeing heritage 

as influenced by global or cosmopolitan 

references). 

Regarding the type of cultural heritage 

engagement, the majority of the 

respondents (65 people – 63%) represented 

the integrational type. This was followed by 

separative (28 – 27%). Assimilationist and 

marginalised types were represented by 

only 3.9% of the respondents for each type 

(4 respondents each). When applying a 

division between respondent’s country of 

settlement, the order of frequencies in types 

was kept, yet the numbers of respondents 

falling into each type indicated that the 

overwhelming majority of the Poles in 

Norway represented the integrational type, 

while Ukrainians in Poland were more than 

twice as numerous in the separative type as 

the Poles in Norway were (Table 1). 
Table 1 

 

The majority of the respondents defined 

their heritage practices in relation to the 

ethnonational order. This was followed by 

defining them as familial. The individualistic 

and cosmopolitan orders were much less 

popular (Table 2). Among Poles in Norway, 

the majority of the respondents described 

their practices as Polish-Norwegian, 

representing the ethnonational-hybrid 

Type by country of settlement 

Type Country of settlement 

Norway Poland Total 

No data 1 1 2 

Integrational 38 27 65 

Assimilationist 4 0 4 

Separative 9 19 28 

Marginalised 1 3 4 

Total 53 50 103 
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characteristic. Ukrainians in Poland, in turn, 

most often characterised their practices 

either as Ukrainian (ethnonational- 

ancestral homeland characteristic) or as 

familial. This was followed by ethnonational-

hybrid. The number of Ukrainians in Poland 

in this characteristic was less than a third 

compared to Poles in Norway (Table 2).  
Table 2 

 

Overall, combining the two dimensions of 

the model – type and characteristics (Table 

3) revealed that Poles in Norway were quite 

homogeneous when it came to cultural 

heritage participation patterns, with the 

majority representing integrational-

ethnonational: hybrid pattern. Ukrainian 

respondents, on the other hand, were 

displayed more evenly across the patterns. 

Analyses have shown that they were more 

likely to belong to the integrational-

ethnonational: ancestral homeland pattern 

than Poles in Norway were. Overall, less 

engagement in heritage defined as 

ethnonational: new-homeland among 

Ukrainians in Poland than among Poles in 

Norway was observed. Ukrainians in Poland 

were also far less likely to represent the 

integrational-ethnonational: hybrid pattern. 

The table below presents an overview of 

combined two dimensions of the model with 

frequencies in the entire sample above 3.  

Table 3 

What influences migrants' engagement 

with cultural heritage? 

Country of settlement 

Since respective samples in the two 

countries were similarly differentiated when 

it comes to their background characteristics 

(age, labour market participation, education 

level, gender division and command of 

mainstream language), the analyses 

suggested attributing the differences in the 

distribution across cultural heritage 

participation patterns to cultural policies in 

the respective countries of settlement.  

Norwegian and Polish cultural policies take 

different approaches to the cultural 

expression of immigrants. Norway promotes 

the inclusion of immigrant cultures within 

the mainstream, granting rights to cultural 

expression, particularly for children with 

immigrant backgrounds. Its latest approach 

is to view the heritage of Norwegians with 

immigrant backgrounds as part of 

Norwegian culture. In contrast, Polish 

cultural policy rarely addresses immigrants, 

and if it does, it expects them to learn the 

 

Distribution of cultural heritage participation patterns in Poland and Norway 

Cultural Heritage Participation Pattern Country of settlement 

Norway Poland Total 

Integrational-Ethnonational: hybrid-Internal 31 9 40 

Separative-Ethnonational: ancestral homeland-Internal 5 9 14 

Integrational-Ethnonational: ancestral homeland-Internal 3 8 11 

Separative-Familial-Internal 3 8 11 

Integrational-Familial-Internal 2 6 8 

Total 44 40 84 
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Polish language and culture to integrate into 

society (Nikielska-Sekuła 2025) 

This stark difference between Norway and 

Poland shrinks at the level of 

implementation. Local initiatives providing 

spaces for migrants to express their culture 

publicly – e.g. through migrant culture 

festivals – were organised in both countries. 

Moreover, public libraries in both countries 

played a key role in the cultural engagement 

of migrants, organising events and activities 

that involved them. However, in Norway, 

cultural initiatives were primarily aimed at 

the general public, inviting immigrants to 

participate, whereas in Poland, many events 

were specifically designed for migrants, 

particularly Ukrainians. The framing of these 

events—such as the "Ukrainian book club"—

often discouraged broader participation, 

limiting opportunities for interaction 

between migrants and the mainstream 

population. Moreover, in Norway, pressure 

to incorporate migrants into national culture 

and heritage is much stronger than in 

Poland, with common participation of 

migrants in Norwegian National Day.  

A stronger and more unifying cultural policy 

towards minorities in Norway might have 

influenced the crowding of integrational – 

ethnonational: hybrid pattern by Poles in 

Norway. On the other hand, the rather even 

differentiation concerning the distribution 

across cultural heritage participation 

patterns among the Ukrainians in Poland 

might have indicated a prevailing 

significance of individual choices and 

background of people regarding heritage 

engagement over the country-specific policy 

impact. Moreover, Ukrainians in Poland 

were more often than Poles in Norway 

represented by the separative type, even 

though the majority of them still fell into an 

integrational type. A specific nature of the 

Polish cultural policy towards migrants, 

which at the implementation level promotes 

often closed minority culture events, could 

have supported focusing on “brought” 

heritage over engaging with new heritage 

practices postmigration.  

Self-identification  

Familial heritage was more commonly 

emphasised among Ukrainians in Poland 

than among Poles in Norway. This can be 

linked to Poland’s strong sense of 

nationalism and established national 

identity, whereas Ukraine's national identity 

is evolving, especially amid the ongoing 

nation-building process intensified by the 

Russian invasion. This distinction was 

reflected in respondents' narratives. When 

asked, “Who are you?” Poles often 

responded, “I am a Pole.” In contrast, 

Ukrainians described their ethnonational 

belonging as just one aspect of their identity, 

typically following gender and familial 

identifications. Qualitative interviews 

revealed that while the full-scale Russian 

invasion deepened some respondents’ 

connection to their Ukrainian heritage, 

many still saw their heritage as rooted more 

in family traditions than in national identity. 

Since cultural heritage is closely connected 

to people’s identity (Macdonald 2013), the 

interconnection between self-identification 
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and the way people define their heritage is 

likely.  

Family status 

Family status, and more specifically having 

school-aged children, influenced the way 

people engaged with heritage. The average 

number of children was the highest among 

respondents representing integrational 

types of heritage engagement, and 

especially integrational-ethnonational: 

hybrid pattern, followed by integrational-

ethnonational: ancestral homeland. Those 

representing separative types, and 

especially the separative-ethnonational: 

ancestral homeland pattern often had no 

children at all. Engagement with new 

homeland heritage practices of those who 

had children was confirmed qualitatively – 

people with children in local schools 

commonly participated in local cultural 

celebrations for children, some of which 

were obligatory, some others voluntary, but 

customary and induced by social pressure. 

This was true independently of the country 

of settlement.  

Mainstream language acquisition and 

citizenship 

Finally, a command of the language of the 

mainstream country was found to be 

important in shaping individual cultural 

heritage participation patterns. A good 

command of the dominant language of the 

country of settlement supported 

engagement with new heritage practices. 

Those fluent in the mainstream language 

were more likely to represent the 

integrational-ethnonational-hybrid pattern. 

In fact, the majority (53%) of those who 

spoke the mainstream language fluently fell 

into integrational-ethnonational: hybrid 

pattern. To this pattern belonged also 58% 

of those who planned to apply for citizenship 

in the country of settlement and 56% of 

those who already had such citizenship.  

Conclusions 

The main conclusion stemming from this 

analysis is that the cultural heritage 

participation patterns, while influenced by 

respondents’ individual approaches to 

heritage performance, are connected to 

some aspects of their background 

characteristics and are shaped by the 

cultural policies of their countries of 

settlement. A strong cultural policy may 

induce a unification of cultural heritage 

participation patterns, as happened for the 

Poles in Norway, while a weaker cultural 

policy differentiates patterns of cultural 

heritage participation among migrants, 

allowing for a greater impact of their 

individual backgrounds and personal 

orientations. Having children in the 

education system who are exposed to the 

mainstream cultural heritage practices 

influences the engagement with this 

heritage by the adults, even though they are 

not directly targeted by heritage activities 

organised by educational institutions. 

Additionally, poor skills in the dominant 

language have proven to be, to some extent, 

a barrier to the engagement in cultural 

heritage encountered in the new homeland. 

Having the new country’s citizenship or 

planning to have one was also linked to 
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engagement with new heritage practices in 

the new homeland. Self-identification, in 

turn, influenced the way people defined 

their heritage.  

The fact that a cultural policy of the country 

can influence engagement with heritage 

leads to the conclusion that it is possible to 

identify preferred cultural heritage 

participation patterns of migrants and 

design strong policies targeting not only 

migrants but also their children to induce 

the ways people engage with heritage. This 

potential, while explored by Norwegian 

authorities (with all its pros and cons – see 

Nikielska-Sekuła 2024), has not been 

recognized yet by the stakeholders in 

Poland. HerInt analyses revealed the 

interconnection between integrational 

patterns of heritage engagement and 

migrants' emplacement in new society 

(Nikielska-Sekuła 2025), suggesting that 

engaging with new heritage locally  can be 

linked to the positive adaptation of 

newcomers to the new homeland. Not 

realising heritage’s potential in this matter is 

a wasted opportunity to shape preferred 

ways of migrants' inclusion into society 

through heritage. To do so, however, the 

country must first have a vision of such 

inclusion, and Poland, as its latest 

immigration strategy indicates, is yet to 

formulate it.  
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