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Outline of the report 

Once in the destination country, migrants face the challenge of adapting to a new socio-

economic, political and cultural context. Interacting with the institutions of the new society, searching 

for jobs in a tough labour market or trying to develop their occupational career, maintaining old and 

creating new social ties, reshaping feelings of belonging are all demanding aspects of the migration 

experience, even in conditions of freedom of mobility in the EU labour market. Mobile individuals 

apply diverse strategies to achieve their personal goals drawing upon formal and informal channels of 

support, influenced by the policies of the host countries to manage the mobility of European citizens 

and achieve competitiveness and growth. 

In this report we present results from the comparative analysis of the qualitative interviews with 

migrants conducted within the framework of WP4 ‘The lived experiences of migration’ of the 

Growth, Equal Opportunities, Migration and Markets (GEMM) Project. The main objectives of WP4 

are to examine the lived experiences of mobility as embedded in specific social contexts, to 

investigate the dynamic process of mobility and highlight the factors for the successful integration of 

migrants and efficient use of human capital in Europe. 

This is the second comparative report on the institutional and contextual factors affecting 

migration. It was preceded by the first report (D4.3) considering the individual factors for migration 

and migration channels. Full presentation of the research methodology including the sample design 

and the conducted fieldwork of the study is included in D4.3. Here the analysis builds upon the 

interviews-in-depth with 154 migrants from four EU-member countries (Spain, Italy, Romania and 

Bulgaria) and two countries from outside the EU (China and the USA) who have moved to four 

destination countries: the UK, Germany, Italy and Spain. All interviewees were first generation 

migrants who had at least two years of experience living in the country of reception and were 

employed or had worked in the highly skilled sectors of architecture, finance, ICT and health care or 

the low skilled sectors of construction and domestic services. 

The main research questions structuring the analysis in this report are as follows: 

 What are the challenges that migrants face in their early adaptation in the destination 

countries in terms of communication with public institutions and informal sources of support, cultural 

encounters and representations of local contexts, and initial settlement in terms of accommodation and 

first job? 

 What are the professional and career trajectories of migrants and their relationships at the 

workplace and labour mediating institutions in the context of the host countries? 

 What are the social ties that migrants maintain, transform, create and mobilize in the process 

of their integration in the societies of destination, including family, friendship and wider community 

ties in both the countries of departure and the countries of reception? 

 How do the processes of work and social integration affect migrants’ feelings of belonging, 

identity formation and perceptions of citizenship? 
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The work on the report draws extensively on the previous stages of the GEMM project, 

including the national overviews of literature and the national reports on institutional and contextual 

factors for migration developed by the Bulgarian, Italian, Romanian and Spanish research teams. 

Also, the analysis includes the accounts of non-EU migrants in the UK and Germany. This allows for 

complex comparisons between the economic, social and policy contexts in the countries of departure 

and arrival. We take into consideration the agency of mobile individuals in overcoming the challenges 

and building a better life for themselves and their families while contributing to the development of 

European societies as a whole.   

The report consists of five separate chapters and a conclusion outlining the policy 

implications of our research findings. Each of the first four chapters address one of the four main 

research questions presented above and the fifth looks at the experiences of non-EU migrants. In each 

chapter we list the individual authors who have written the text. Still, we wish to acknowledge the 

contribution of all members of the country teams who have contributed to the various stages of this 

complex process of inquiry from the design to the fieldwork and analysis of country data: 

Neli Demireva, Wouter Zwysen, and Alexandra Pop, University of Essex 

Siyka Kovacheva, Boris Popivanov, Plamen Nanov, Radka Peeva, The New Europe Centre for 

Regional Studies, Plovdiv 

Diego Coletto, Iraklis Dimitriadis, Ivana Fellini, Giovanna Fullin, Fabio Quassoli and Emilio Reyneri, 

University of Milano-Bicocca 

Maricia Fischer-Souan, Universidad Carlos III de Madrid 

Octav Marcovici, Dorel Abraham, Marin Burcea, Ionela Sufaru, Centre for Urban and Regional 

Sociology, Bucharest 

Jeyhun Alizade and Thomas Tichelbäcker, Wissenschaftszentrum Berlin fur Sozialforschung 
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Chapter 1. Early adaptation of migrants 

 Boris Popivanov and Octav Marcovici 

 

1.1. Introduction. The early adaptation ‘turning point’. 
 

The gradual decline of the assimilation theories in the studies on migration shifts the scholarly 

attention to the complexity of the migration process as one which is neither irreversible nor bent on 

following unilinear phases. One aspect remains however crucial: the significance of the settlement 

patterns. In the assimilation theories, it is linked to the initial ‘social disequilibrium’ generated by the 

clash of conflicting cultural values and norms upon the migration move; and it is this tension whose 

resolution depends on the cultural and social absorption into the mainstream. In the light of trends 

taking place as early as in the 1970s and 1980s, that same clash is no longer necessarily related to 

absorption but rather to factors such as conditions of exit, class origins and contexts of reception 

(Portes and Böröcz 1989). 

The move of migrants to the destination country raises the issue of their entry in the new 

social context and settlement experiences. These are simultaneously the prerequisite of their (possible) 

integration and of a separate phase critical for weakening, transforming and developing social ties. 

While integration is broadly viewed as the process of becoming an accepted part of the society 

(Penninx et al. 2004), adaptation may refer to “a dynamic process of adjustment to a new society, 

which involves both the migrants and their descendants and the people and institutions of the host 

country working through their differences, and whose outcomes can be either positive or negative and 

can span [many] dimensions.” (Lessard-Phillips, 2009: 4). Such a definition is useful in highlighting 

both the multidimensionality of the process (and the different speed it assumes) and the involvement 

of multiple actors (including institutions). Dimensions can be regarded in two broad domains: 

sociocultural and psychological ones (Ward et al. 2001), and in this section we focus on the 

sociocultural ones, particularly those taking place in the first phase of arrival. They can be referred to 

as ‘early adaptation’. Processes of early adaptation comprise the institutional context of settlement, 

migrants’ representations of the local context and the immediate sources of support they are able to 

mobilise in the new environment, as well as the strategies to find accommodation and a first job. 

The early adaptation is of paramount significance for the whole future migrant experience. 

The researchers emphasise the close relationship between migrants’ cognitive, social and cultural 

adaptation, on the one hand, and their structural integration in terms of the education system and the 

labour market, on the other. Thus, a general pattern emerges in which “integration progresses where 

adaptation is necessary to manage everyday life” (Diehl et al. 2015: 172). Processes of acquiring and 

transforming human capital, related to adaptation periods, often determine the trajectory of the 

integration itself. It refers to the personal activities of the migrant such as developing language skills 

and knowledge of the host country’s labour market (Zwysen 2018), but also to the migrant’s 

intergroup interactions with the host society members and institutions. Early positive experience of 

the latter influences the overall assessment and perception of the integration in its subsequent phases 

(Mähönen 2016).  
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1.2. Challenges and support during early adaptation 

1.2.1. Institutional ties and interactions 

The institutional dimension of migrants’ early adaptation in the GEMM research includes 

administrative procedures in the host country, the problem with the support from home country 

institutions, and the role of non-state actors in this first phase of migratory experience. 

The interviewed migrants from the four countries of departure report several levels of 

interaction with local institutions upon arrival. Of primary importance stand the existing (or lifted) 

barriers for legal arrival and search of employment. The latter applies chiefly to Romanian and 

Bulgarian migrants. Among the sample of Romanian interviewees, the migration experience is 

sharply divided chronologically. Before the opening up of the European labour markets for 

Romanians (starting from 2004) and the country’s accession to the EU (in 2007), adaptation is heavily 

influenced by the illegal channels at times used for entering the destination countries: 

… my husband was already here … in fact he came twice; he came once and after one month 

was expelled because was found clandestine and they expelled him to Romania … the second 

time, same as me, he came with an Austrian visa and had to be smuggled over the Italian 

border; there were some people who did this job; we had not realized how grave what they were 

doing was; our wish to come here was so strong so that we came. … the guides had the right 

documents and were waiting after the border … and were accompanying us until the first 

railway station in the first town. … (in my case) it was not quite similar because the passing 

failed, so we didn’t meet the guides; after crossing the border, I don’t know well what happened 

that we did not arrive at the meeting point or the guides didn’t show up and we stayed overnight 

then we tried finding somebody to drive us … 7 Km … to the first town. … the first car that 

stopped was police in plain clothes … they drove us back to the Austrian border. … fortunately, 

we had a visa for one more day … at 7 p.m. we arrived to the hotel in Vienna … in the same 

evening we returned to the Customs and we succeeded to pass the border. We were very tired 

and the guide drove us to Rome. We paid, of course for the transport to Rome … [she planned 

and started the trip with three other people, of which two gave up and returned to Romania after 

the experience with the Italian Police] (RO.IT.AC.6.F.49) 

These practices constitute an important barrier to adaptation. Migrants were often forced to 

search for non-official work in the ‘grey’ economy, and besides, they were not able to return to 

Romania for many years (because of possible sanctions for extending the period of their initial 

‘touristic’ visas).  

Similarities were observed among Bulgarian migrants, as well. Those who arrived before 2007 

were considered third-country nationals and were subject to more legal restrictions compared to the 

‘new’ migrants of the more recent decade. Differentiating these peculiar Romanian and Bulgarian 

experiences from the situation with Spaniards and Italians is by far not surprising. The collapse of the 

former communist Eastern bloc focused scholarly attention on the East-West migration in Europe. It 

is sometimes called ‘poverty migration’ (Brücker et al. 2013) and denotes the practices through which 

low material standard in the home country and insecure arrival and stay in the destination country 

combine to make Eastern European migrants accept conditions of work and life worse than those of 

the native population (Favell 2008). Besides, existing research is often prone to consider Eastern 

Europeans apart from other migrant groups in the host societies (Burrell 2010). 
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In cases of ‘legal entrance’, institutional arrangements depend strongly on the normative 

framework in the destination country. In general, administrative procedures which are required as 

mandatory in Germany are perceived as much more complex and time-consuming than those in 

vigour in the UK. Formalizing residence in Germany according to the interviewees includes 

registration with the local municipality (Anmeldung), which is crucial for opening a bank account and 

acquiring a tax number. A Spaniard conveys his experience with the multiple-level administration in 

Berlin: “In the three years that I’ve been living here, I’ve accumulated more file-folders packed with 

administrative papers than I accumulated over the thirty years I was living in Galicia!” 

(SP.DE.AC.21.M.36). For the UK, settlement is established through the National Insurance Number 

which is viewed as an easier and automatised action. In the accounts of Bulgarian migrants, setting up 

a bank account in the UK was the biggest challenge they faced upon arrival. Several Bulgarian 

respondents mentioned that they could more successfully open a bank account if other Bulgarians or 

Eastern Europeans are among the bank’s employees. Bulgarians in Spain had a generally positive 

perception of local institutions and their eagerness to assist migrants. 

There seems to be a general consensus that embassies and consular representations, while 

helpful when organising cultural events and elections, tend to usually fail to support migrants in their 

adaptation period – regardless of normative requirements, migrants do not often register with the 

embassies or consular representations upon arrival (according to answers given from these institutions 

to the research teams during the fieldwork). Such an arrangement questions both the capacity and the 

willingness of those institutions to provide aid to new migrants, or facilitate their contact with other 

relevant institutions, or researchers, as is the case. Privacy reasons account for part of the explanation 

for this gap; however, absence of a broader picture of the compatriot communities in the respective 

country is also to be included in the answer. 

Due to these institutions’ lack of substantial interest in the first arrival and adaptation of new 

migrants, they are often forced to look for information and support elsewhere – in other institutions 

such as those of the host country, informal institutions and organisations, volunteer institutions and 

organisations, churches, informal migrant groups on social media. Though only a minority of our 

interviewees reported specific interaction with such organisations, a few Spanish and Bulgarian 

informants sought out information, guidance and language training from Caritas (the respective 

representation in the host country). In addition, a diverse group of migrants benefitted from state-

provided language courses in host countries (Italy and Germany) organised by their institutions; while 

a Bulgarian migrant recalled receiving help from the Adventist church upon arrival in the form of 

shelter, clothes, and employment. We also noted a prominent tendency among some migrants of 

turning to groups of other compatriot migrants in the host country on social media, where they would 

exchange knowledge and experience and seek support during their adaptation process.  

Regarding the interaction with institutions, migrants report yet another challenge they are faced 

with initially – the language barrier. Several migrants in both Germany and Italy mention that no 

matter how fluent in the language they are, they always have a specific accent which gives them away 

as foreigners. This little detail, they say, is enough to determine the attitude of administrative staff in 

institutions, to make the native clerks act in a condescending manner towards the foreigners who 

supposedly do not understand anything. This is one of the demotivating factors which hinder 

migrants’ trust in institutions and predetermine their lack of enthusiasm at the prospect of having to 

interact with them.  

In the cases of positive attitude towards interaction with the institutions (more frequent in the 

Italian case study), migrants usually mean the effective work in labour offices (in the UK), the 
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organisation of events, concerts, charities, cultural events aimed at celebrating their native traditions 

by local municipalities, schools, migrant networks or communities as well as the activities of trade 

unions in their respective fields of occupation. It seems that experiences with institutions tend to 

encourage new migrants to look more ‘ahead’ than ‘backwards’ in establishing their adaptation 

strategies. 

 

1.2.2 Informal sources of support and local contexts 

Apart from institutional interactions, the interviewed migrants tend to rely heavily on 

informal channels of support for the first and most uncertain steps of their adaptation in the host 

countries. Our observations in this sense are in line with a dominating trend in literature outlining 

preferences for informal pathways among migrants although a bit more largely among the low-

qualified (Giulietti et al. 2013; Maeva 2017). 

Speaking about the sources of support in this early phase of migratory experience, the Spanish 

informants identify a multitude of them (social networks, employers, private actors, close friends and 

family) while almost all, with the exception of the services provided by the employer, are based on the 

common Spanish language and nationality. Informal channels of support are relevant and working 

across all sectors of qualification and employment. They are oriented mostly in three directions: job 

search, house-finding and interpretation and translation services. Employers provide support for 

Spanish migrants particularly in the health sphere in both Germany and the UK although such 

examples are cited in engineering, finance and digital commerce as well. 

Informal sources of support are also prevalent among Italian migrants in administrative issues 

(such as opening a bank account or registering to professional bodies). Social media play even a more 

important role as many of the interviewees claim that Facebook groups or blogs have been a major 

factor facilitating adaptation. As in the case of Spaniards, again health professionals are often assisted 

in their initial steps by the employers on German or British side. Though more rarely, it takes place in 

other sectors as well: 

The day I arrived here, the agency called me and told me what I had to do […] (with respect to) 

open a bank account, that I should found a general physician, […] to contact what we call 

council tax, so I had to sign up to the council tax register […] all the bureaucratic procedures 

were actually handled by them who gave me directions. (IT.UK.AC.11.F.28) 

Sources of support among Romanian migrants again tend to show predominance of informal 

networks and usually include family members or friends. Intermediaries and employers are much less 

involved. Sources for support of Bulgarians in Spain, and Italy as well, are again mostly informal and 

related to family and friends. At the same time, support with communication (language but also legal) 

here emerges as one of the most needed things upon arrival in those two countries. 

It is interesting that we do not see a clear correlation between the migrants’ initial 

representations of the local contexts and the preponderance to particular sources of support. The host 

country may be imagined or perceived as hospitable or distant but it seems to have a faint impact only 

on the choice of these sources. The migrant’s nationality and occupational background appear to be 

factors of larger importance. 

In the view of Romanians, the advantages of Germany as a destination country are the public 

order and lack of stereotypes about foreign people: 
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Honestly, I have also been in Italy and Spain but Germany seems to me more kind and the 

rights are better than in other countries, and the fact that working on the black labour market is 

not quite usual as in other countries.  … (Germans) are not as racist as (people in) Italy and 

Spain. Because many Romanians are doing many bad things when hearing that one is 

Romanian, for example in Italy and Spain, they point their finger at that person. Here I was told 

that there are two groups: good and bad. (RO.DE.AC.3.F.27)  

In the accounts of Bulgarians, there is an almost unanimous belief that Germans (apart from 

their correctness and orderliness which are praised) never quite accept migrants in their personal lives 

and the interviewees keep feeling like foreigners, no matter how integrated they become in the long-

term. A migrant who has spent 24 years in Germany recounts how a friend of his, also a migrant, feels 

about Germans’ attitudes toward foreigners: “I spent a month there [in the US] and made friends with 

different people. And when I get acquainted with them, they tell me: [name], why don’t you remain 

living here. And, he says, I’ve lived in Germany for 20 years, and when I see somebody, they ask me: 

when are you going to leave?” (BG.DE.AC.1.M.69). 

In general, Spain seems to be most appreciated by Romanians because of the presumed 

openness of Spaniards and their lifestyle, which they find to be similar to that of Romanians’ in many 

respects: 

… it seems that people are not treated there (in Romania) the way foreigners treat people here. 

I am very satisfied where I work; I am respected. … They were wealthy (her first employers) 

but this is not what matters to them; they are wealthy but they are respectful to you, you have 

a say … like you belonged to the household. They ask you if you have understood, they take 

you to the place and tell you < look, this is what I meant you should do>; without yells or 

affronts. (RO.SP.AC.6.F.47)  

 

1.2.3. Housing and neighbourhood issues 

Upon arrival, all migrants must deal with the paramount question of finding accommodation 

in the host country. In order to achieve this, our informants employ different strategies. Some rely on 

family or friends in the first days to months of their stay, and not only benefit from the provided 

housing, but also use this opportunity to facilitate their adaptation process, as they begin to heavily 

depend on their host for navigation, advice related to the daily life in the new city/country or the steps 

one must take in order to successfully settle, as well as for practicing the language or for translation 

altogether.  

Others have a pre-settled accommodation waiting for them, be it dormitories at a school or 

university, or an apartment provided by their employer. Another strategy can be migrants grouping 

together, and this strategy provides several further options: sharing dwellings with family members 

who have travelled alongside the migrant; sharing with colleagues who have either travelled with the 

migrant or whom the migrant has met upon arrival, and sharing their living space with other migrants, 

usually from the same nationality, who already are in the host-country, in order to minimise expenses. 

There is the odd case of a migrant who lacks a strategy altogether – a woman who found 

shelter in a church, a man who slept in cardboard boxes in an abandoned factory. 

During their process of adaptation, migrants sometimes change their dwellings or their 

strategy for finding accommodation. At first, they are more likely to take what they can get, but once 
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they lay the foundation of their new lives in the host country, they begin to become more perceptive 

of their surroundings. They no longer want to live under barely tolerable conditions, or too far away 

from the city or its centre, or in a neighbourhood which is associated with bad fame. Some of them 

tend to avoid districts perceived as not prestigious or full of other migrants. For many Spanish 

migrants, however, migrant neighbourhoods like Neukölln in Berlin or East London are seen as 

attractive precisely because they are cheaper (or used to be) and are centres of ‘alternative’ culture. 

Having tackled the first challenge of finding initial housing, they come face to face with the 

second – discrimination. 

The living spaces migrants would like to inhabit vary. Some prefer places which are usually 

costly, require the possession of a plethora of documentation and are in better parts of town with 

predominantly native population. The Spanish and Italian cases point at the other direction. Few of the 

Spanish or Italian migrants actually wanted to live in ‘traditional’ German or British neighbourhoods 

in Berlin/ London. As a rule, living spaces are owned by native people. A common tendency is for 

migrants in ‘better’ districts is to face great difficulties upon attempting to acquire such 

accommodation as they often sense landlords’ distrust towards foreigners. And here they tend to rely 

on one of two strategies – consult agencies, or prepare all needed documents and upfront payments on 

their own. 

We shall provide some specifications regarding the concrete experiences of migrants of 

different national origin in different host countries. 

Most Spanish migrants in Germany and the UK are living in some form of shared 

accommodation, either with their partner or with one or several housemates. Living on their own is 

rare and more distributed in Germany than in the UK because of the difference in prices. London is a 

much more expensive city than Berlin in terms of housing and only the financial services and IT 

professionals in our case-study could afford it. In Berlin, in contrast, living on one’s own is not 

limited to only very high-earners. However, in both cases increasing costs of real estate are cited as a 

problem. It is indicative that in the Spanish sample there was not even a single home owner in the host 

society. Another difference between the two contexts is that housing in London, more expensive as it 

is, does not require complex procedures and few of the interviewed Spaniards reported significant 

problems in dealing with landlords when it came to house-hunting, apart from particularly 

unscrupulous housing agencies. In Berlin, however, in many cases landlords are reluctant to rent their 

property to foreigners, even where high-earners are concerned: an investment fund manager, for 

example, had to appeal to his German employer for assistance in his case.  

For Spaniards housing search tools in the UK usually include estate agents and social 

networking sites oriented to the Spanish community. In Germany, Spanish social networks are also 

used, especially during early phases of accommodation, while housing websites are more frequent. In 

both contexts, however, search for accommodation is described as among the most negative 

experiences migrants face in the host society. It should be mentioned that over time, respondents 

report an improvement in their living conditions.  

Italian migrants in general do not view housing in Germany or the UK as a major problem 

because many of them had arranged it before arrival through various informal networks (from friends 

and family members to more distant acquaintances, ex-colleagues or former internships fellows). In 

the beginning, housing is more often than not a provisional solution, sometimes free of charge at a 

friend’s, sometimes with through rent undeclared to the authorities. Social media certainly play a role, 
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especially in contacting fellow Italians for providing flats without all required documents. As 

mentioned, health professionals are favoured. Not only do they usually receive assistance for 

accommodation from their employers but in many cases they are hired many in a group so that they 

can support each other and organise best housing configurations.  

Like Spaniards, Italians mention high prices of accommodation, particularly in the UK. In 

London, it leads to both flat-sharing and peripheral geographical location. Moreover, bad living 

conditions are widely underlined: 

I spent the first few months in rooms, I lived in various sharing flats; I had a look to many 

apartments and I have to say that many of them are embarrassing […]. In general I found a lot 

of dirt; moreover the costs are very high and you pay a lot of money for renting rooms that are 

crumbling or dirty. (IT.UK.AC.2.M.35) 

I was living in Hammersmith. House conditions are a bit ... I do not even find the adjective 

honestly. It’s a pity that you cannot record my face. I repeat, as I told you before, the rents are 

very high and the standards of the accommodations are terrible. [...] The conditions of the 

houses are really to put your hands in the hair! Generally houses are old, with the wooden 

single-glazed windows that when it’s cold you freeze! (IT.UK.AC.17.F.37) 

In spite of this, Italian interviewees demonstrate a high degree of adaptability. Economic 

rationality marks their choice of urban areas: often in peripheral districts but at the same time well 

connected with the city centre. Finding friends in the same neighbourhood is pointed out as very 

important for further integration as they share their leisure time and feel the possibility for mutual 

help in moments of necessity. 

Unlike some of our Spanish and Italian respondents, Romanian migrants seem to benefit much 

less from initial accommodation facilitated by employers. In most cases they had to live initially with 

relatives, friends and acquaintances together in small dwellings which, because of the high rents 

(especially in the UK), were already overcrowded: 

I called my friend there; I asked him if he had something to work for me and he said yes. I 

asked him if I would have where to live if coming and he said let me call you in a couple of 

minutes. At that moment he lived with his uncle who has a three years old child; they were 

living in a house with one bedroom, one living room, a kitchen and a bathroom. They were 

four and if I were to come I would have been the fifth ... I stayed one month on the account of 

that debt (that the uncle had to his father) until his uncle, who worked with a transport 

company, ... told that they needed driver assistants, and at that moment I said this is for me ... 

(RO.UK.AC.5.M.28) 

The Bulgarian migrants report similar difficulties to find appropriate housing in Germany as 

Spaniards, Italians and Romanians: long and tedious process requiring a lot of documentation made 

worse by the perceived German bias against foreigners in general and against Bulgarians in particular: 

Five years ago, we were looking for a place to live [...] nobody tells you that directly but 

eventually you realize it is so. In a coded way, if we are among three people who have applied 

for a flat, two Germans and we Bulgarians, they choose someone of the others… It’s 

constantly repeating. (BG.DE.AC.5.F.41). 

Such practices are usually out of touch with the ethnic features of the district itself. They 

might equally take place in places with dominant native inhabitants and in neighbourhoods populated 

by other migrants: mostly Turkish, sometimes Polish and Russian. As for the UK, there again, prices 

are determining the otherwise easy choice of location and housing. Many Bulgarians who initially 
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came to study in the UK made use of university-provided housing while others often relied on friends 

and relatives. 

In terms of housing in Spain and Italy, there seems to be no great difference in conditions for 

Romanian migrants compared to the situation in Germany or the UK: again many people in one place, 

usually gathered together on a family or friendship basis in order to share the rent and support each 

other: 

At that moment I had a brother who lived here and was my point of support; it’s very difficult 

to leave, to walk on the streets, to sleep where you can, and it’s difficult and the point of 

support meant very much (to me). I had a place where I could sleep, I had somebody helping 

me with money for a while as to be able to eat and not have to live on the streets; this means 

very much ... At the beginning the housing conditions were hard; there were eight of us living 

in two rooms. (RO.IT.AC.1.M.40) 

... even now there are several of us in the same room, in the same apartment, in a house, but at 

that time it was even more crowded ... there have been the four of us, the three of them, some 

other three and one more, hence ten ... some lived in the living room. (RO.SP.AC.1.M.36) 

The Bulgarian migrants also usually rely on friends or relatives for first accommodation in 

Spain and Italy. The tendency of Bulgarians grouping together to rent large flats is pronounced. Also, 

one should mention the role of churches for providing dwelling in Italy. 

1.3. Pathways to the labour market. The first job abroad. 
 

In the work trajectory, the first weeks and months are regarded as the most difficult period 

and are often described as the time ‘before you stand firmly on your feet’. During this period, many 

jobs are changed, the uncertainty is high, the readiness to work without contract and social security is 

big and concerns about one’s family serious. 

The migrants’ experiences of finding their first jobs in the destination countries differ very 

much from a case to another but the analysis of data collected through qualitative research under WP4 

allows identification of some categories of migrants with rather similar experiences. 

A less problematic pathway seems to be the transition from higher education in the 

destination country to work there. In our research this appeared to be specific mostly to Eastern 

European young migrants who succeeded to enrol in Western universities and following graduation 

have either received job offers from companies where they took short-term practical training while 

studying or found suitable jobs with the support of the university or of their colleagues or teachers.  

For instance, a Bulgarian woman studied pharmaceutics in Berlin and then worked for one year 

in a pharmacy before moving to a company for medicine production. Despite having to do some part-

time jobs (including selling tickets for opera performances) in order to cover her education expenses 

she thinks that the higher educational status in Germany makes finding a job an easy thing 

(BG.DE.AC.2.F.33). An IT specialist found his current job in an internet-retailer company through 

university friends soon after graduating (BG.DE.AC.8.M.34). The same path of receiving help from 

university professors and colleagues can be observed in Italy as well (BG.IT.AC.5.M.42). A young 

Romanian started tertiary education in a British university and received a job offer during a training 

period one year before graduating. 
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... the third year, which was the last but one for me, was so conceived as to have the first 

two trimesters for learning and the third trimester along with the summer holiday 

combined into 6 months practice, and everybody was doing this, and when I finished I 

also received an offer; I also had some interviews at the end and I received an offer to 

start working next year, and so I got it. (RO.UK.AC.1.M.25) 

There also have been Italian migrants who opted to conclude their studies abroad or get a 

specialisation (Master), and, then, decide to apply for jobs in the British and German labour market 

and occupy good positions that reflect their skills. 

Another less problematic pathway towards the first job abroad revealed by our research (as 

highlighted also in the first GEMM comparative report on individual factors) refers to concluding 

work agreements prior to leaving the home country, either through directly contacting the intended 

employers (via their websites, their representatives to job fairs or their head-hunters acting in the 

home countries of the potential migrants) or through recruitment agencies or specialised head-hunting 

companies. In our research area this was mostly the case of highly qualified migrants from Italy and 

Spain, but not only. Beneficiaries of such prior work agreements have been engineers (especially in 

the ICT sector), some of the medical doctors and medical assistants, architects and specialists in 

finance or business administration. Based on the information provided by experts from public 

employment agencies interviewed by our country research teams one may say that this was also the 

case of low-qualified workers recruited by EURES services for temporary jobs in agriculture or other 

low-qualified jobs when the employers have chosen to select them from the candidates identified by 

national member agencies, but none of such migrants have fallen within our sample. 

In some cases, with respect to highly qualified migrants the first job in the destination country 

represented a continuation of their work in the home countries in a different socio-economic context 

and often in a better working environment, at least from the technological point of view. Nonetheless, 

especially for the Italian and Spanish migrants but not only, this also meant an opportunity for career 

advancement, which they perceived as limited in their home countries. 

For instance, several Italian and Spanish migrants working in finance services arrived to 

London or Berlin having already acquired their diploma in their home country, facilitating immediate 

access to this sector. 

The Spanish research team identified five highly-qualified Spanish migrants working for the 

same employer who first hired them in the country of destination: a risk analyst for an international 

bank, an international start-up investment fund manager, an analytics manager for an American digital 

commerce firm, a telecommunication engineer at a German company (all in Berlin) and a surgical 

nurse at a London hospital. Four of these immigrants were offered their job prior to arrival to Berlin 

or London. Except the female mathematician from Barcelona doing risk analysis for a major bank in 

Berlin, who invoked the lower pay she received compared to her male German colleagues, all these 

migrants were highly satisfied with their positions, working conditions and work environment.  

The Bulgarian team identified people who had practiced some decent job in Bulgaria and found 

it easy to make a contract for the same kind of profession abroad. They usually continue doing it 

without change up to now. A doctor specialized in anaesthesiology had just to send his CV to a 

hospital in Barcelona in order to be hired. He has remained working in the same workplace and in a 5-

year period was even promoted (BG.SP.AC.9.M.45). A telecommunication engineer moved to Italy in 

the same way, initially to Rome and then to Milan because of a restructuring of the department, and 

there she stays currently striving for a managerial position (BG.IT.AC.6.F.35).  
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The majority of highly educated Romanian migrants have either received direct job offers from 

the employers or have applied to the services of recruitment agencies. 

I left through a recruitment agency; everything started following an update of my CV on 

e-jobs.ro; and I updated it as available for working abroad and then, while thinking what 

step should logically be next, several agencies started calling me with offers ... for 

medical assistant. ... I have chosen an agency, I attended some interviews with the 

employer via Skype; I knew that they were placing labour force in the public health 

system and I was enchanted about this. Following these interviews (3 interviews) I was 

accepted, so to say, in all; it was mostly about a friendly discussion in which they proudly 

spoke about their conditions offered and the advantages one may have; they were 

accepting also assistants with 0 experience; there are many without previous experience 

.... After that I was called by the recruitment company who told me that I may chose from 

the three towns, the salary being the same; I have chosen a town that was better located; I 

undertook some search on Google about how is life there and I’ve chosen a small town 

(Warwick) in the centre of England. (RO.UK.AC.4.M.36) 

In May I had the discussion with the principal; I told him that I wanted to come for 

learning the (German) language and possibly to get a job. He told me that I may come to 

learn the language at any time, to do also some practice; I may also take the ‘probation’ 

and in case they have vacancies (at that time) they hire me .... They didn’t have vacancies 

... afterwards, one year and one month later, a position became vacant and I came back. 

(RO.DE.AC.7.M.31) 

The access to jobs in the destination countries of migrants without work agreements concluded 

in advance was, in some cases, more challenging. Even in the cases when job opportunities were 

identified in advance by the migrants’ relatives or acquaintances settled already in the destination 

countries often it was not about specific jobs but to existence of a labour force demand in the area, and 

hence specific job search was necessary upon arrival. Migrants in such situations tended to be the most 

vulnerable since, in many cases, they had to accept jobs below their qualifications and precarious work 

conditions. This was mainly the case of low-qualified migrants but we have also found cases of 

highly-qualified migrants having to accept for shorter or longer periods low-qualified jobs in a view to 

cover their living expenses (it was about migrants whose qualifications did not fit to local labour 

markets’ demand or who had to comply with additional requirements, such as proficiency in local 

language, registration with professional bodies, etc.). 

For instance, a Romanian migrant having held university degree in Psychology but wishing to 

become a paramedic (RO.DE.AC.6.M.33), which in Romania would have required university degree 

in medicine (6 years of study) decided to emigrate in Germany where the qualification of paramedics 

was organised as vocational training on four levels, taking altogether about three years. Following 

completion of the first three levels he got employed (upon contest) by the county emergency service. 

He continued the training on level 4, which allows paramedics to also perform advanced medical 

procedures. As of the time of the interview he also acted as trainer (for the personnel of the 

emergency service but also for a school in a neighbouring locality) and as member of the annual 

evaluation committee. 

In some cases, there is an understanding that mastering the local language is an important form 

of social capital which might greatly enhance the job search. In literature, Italian migrants are often 

considered to be worse in German language skills than others (Recchi et al. 2016). While our survey 

shows that several Italian informants going to Berlin without pre-arranged agreement and without 

language proficiency were soon to enroll courses in German, parallel or prior to attempts at entering 

the labour market: 
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I did a six-month course, and after I did a monthly course in German for doctors. After that I 

started this internship and, paradoxically, it helped me a lot more to be in touch with the 

doctors or people who speak German constantly, rather than being in school to learn the rules 

[…] (IT.DE.AC.8.F.28) 

Among other Italian migrants, it is precisely the lack of language knowledge which stimulates 

the orientation into specific sectors of the labour market known for not requiring such proficiency. 

This is the case of an Italian migrant who arrived in Berlin without speaking German, and found her 

first job in a hostel. She knew that German would not be a compulsory requirement for this job, and in 

this way she entered the labour market. 

I like to travel and I like to work with young people. I speak English, maybe I might go to 

work in a hostel’ I thought. So, I worked in a hostel. (IT.DE.AC.3.F.32) 

For other migrants, finding the first job through family ties has been a more effective strategy: 

After the Christmas Holidays (she had spent holidays in Italy at her sister) ... I went with 

my sister to her workplace (in a restaurant); the owner saw me and said come to work 

with us in the kitchen. My sister had been cleaning there and I had come along to help her 

... The next day I went to work and remained there eight years (RO.IT.AC.2.F.39)  

My brother in law was taking care of (finding jobs); being there since long time ago he 

had some connections and found jobs for us, sometimes on daily basis, sometimes in 

agriculture, as he could, until I found a stable job in the bakery.(RO.DE.AC.3.F.27) 

Family ties for finding the first job are important in several cases of Bulgarian migrants as well. 

Family support is twofold: it may denote family members already living in the destination countries 

(BG.SP.AC.5.F.60) or for example migrants’ own spouses who first get their job and then help their 

husband or wife with finding one (BG.SP.AC.6.F.36). Also, friendship ties or help by former 

colleagues play a significant role. 

A Bulgarian teacher went to Spain and during the first 6 years of her migration experience 

changed workplace four times, including working night shifts but at the same time trying to practice 

her profession in a Bulgarian school over weekends. She had been looking for jobs through 

newspaper ads and had been putting her business cards into people’s mailboxes. Change of 

workplaces has often been motivated by tensions and difficulties caused by the bad relation of 

employers. After all, she admits that her ambition for a teaching career has gradually evaporated 

(BG.SP.AC.7.F.46). 

For domestic services references have been very important: 

If you are recommended by a person who is certain in you, then you’ll get the job. Otherwise 

nobody will take you from the street. Very few are those risking to take someone from an 

agency. And in the residence I am now, it was the same way… And you have to prove that 

you’ll work and that you are responsible. And that you are not such one to miss work, right, to 

lie, and so on. They love the truth. At least I am among such people. You have to be correct 

(BG.SP.AC.4.F.42). 

 First through familiar Bulgarians, then through strangers, in the sense - when someone says 

something, and I immediately go. Then through the Internet - you find what you find… Just, 

you need anything to hook up and yes, to go on from there. That cleaning, hard work, I just 

did not refuse anything… Yes, I went through all the difficulties: opening a bank account, 

national insurance… (BG.UK.AC.12.M.36) 
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As revealed by the qualitative research carried out by the Italian and Spanish teams, both high- 

and low-skilled workers may leave their home country with little preparation or few clear ideas on 

how they will get a job abroad. In some cases, Italian and Spaniards arrived in London or Berlin with 

poor or no language competences, and without being able to rely on informal networks to find a job. 

In these cases, it is expected that migrants shall seek any kind of job through ‘ethnic niches’ in order 

to earn some money, and to understand how to gain access to the labour market. In literature, initial 

working in a co-national environment (even called ‘ethno-business’) is established to allow for better 

settlement chances (Ofner 2010). For instance, in our survey, it was not unusual for both low- and 

high-skilled workers to approach Mediterranean/Southern European/Latin American food services 

employers as an initial job-finding strategy. Indeed, some of the respondents went around the British 

and German capital to ask for jobs at Italian and Spanish restaurants and cafes, among others, in easily 

identifiable ethnic businesses. On the one hand, high-skilled workers may aspire to earn some money 

and improve their language competences, whereas some low-skilled workers see this occasion as the 

first step of their employment careers. For instance, an Italian engineer having migrated in Germany 

recounted: 

Two weeks after having arrived, I went around all the Italian restaurants in the area [...] I did 

different things (jobs) Maybe four jobs; one, in particular, (I worked) for a long time in a 

pizzeria, as a pizza maker assistant; the first, as dishwasher in a restaurant 

(IT.DE.AC.4.M.30) 

Similarly, a history graduate from Seville recounts:  

I would wake up, get on my bike and drop-off, let’s say, thirty CVs [in Berlin] per day…I 

usually tried to make sure it was in some kind of South American, Spanish, Portuguese or 

Italian restaurant, something close to my culture… [It was] because I thought it would be 

easier in terms of the language. I ended up finding a job in a Portuguese restaurant and 

stayed there for two years (SP.DE.AC.8.M.28) 

However, it was not always the case among the low-skilled workers. Even though for some 

of our informants accessing low-skilled jobs was the first step of their employment careers, for 

others was an opportunity to improve the language and then working in another sector. For 

instance, an Italian bartender started working in a German pub, but she aspires to learn German in 

order to access tourism-related trades in the future. Another Italian electrician in London works in 

an Italian restaurant because it was the easiest way to get money and learn the language. It can be 

considered also a kind of smooth adaptation. 

1.4. Conclusions. Drivers of migrants’ adaptation strategies 

The diversity of migrant experiences during their first steps in the destination societies 

makes summarising a difficult task. Nevertheless, two main points deserve attention. 

First, in the early adaptation period nationality matters a lot. It is not about institutional ties 

of belonging and identification (which are often neglected, dismissed or rejected by the migrants) 

but more in terms of the search for sources of support. There are cases where employers or 

religious institutions play the leading role but generally friends, family, colleagues and 

compatriots in general are contacted for facilitating the most insecure period of settlement in the 

country. Information, translation services, choice of type and location of accommodation, job 
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orientation and job recommendations are spheres related mostly to informal channels of the 

migrants and particularly to groups of their co-nationals. The choice of adaptation strategies is 

therefore largely subjected to the availability of such informal resources.  

Second, the relationship of early adaptation to integration seems to be strongly dependent to 

the willingness and possibilities of the migrants to focus on acquiring social capital in the host 

country. Education in this country or pre-arranged contracts with employers is admittedly an 

advantage. Besides, accumulating knowledge of the language, the labour market, the normative 

and institutional framework, the social and cultural contexts emerges as a most efficient way for 

successfully overcoming the complex difficulties of this initial mobility period. 

Channels for departure and finding work and accommodation abroad need to be in the focus 

of policy agendas. Although reportedly located mostly in past times among EU internal migrants, 

illegal channels should be actively prosecuted since they are nourishing the grey economy, 

triggering discrimination, enhancing inequalities and distorting the labour market. At the same 

time people practicing them are in a most vulnerable situation without institutional and welfare 

opportunities which compromises the very idea of European citizenship and requires relevant 

counter-measures. In terms of legal actors, religious and charity organisations have long records 

of assisting migrants, and a more strengthened and focused cooperation with them (including in 

some cases on a project basis) may be of further use for both host countries and EU institutions. 

Secondly, further research on the migrants’ informal channels of support, and particularly on 

social media, may certainly help clarifying and concretising policy objectives and measures. 

When relevant migrants’ online groups and forums are public, some of them may be selected 

along pre-determined criteria and additionally popularised and ‘boosted’, through financial means 

included. Simultaneously, efforts may be directed at dissemination about incorrect information 

sources and factual statements regarding institutional arrangements and labour market conditions 

in the different EU member states. Thirdly, our study shows the importance of the so called 

‘ethnic niches’ for initial adaptation and job search of (part of the) migrants. However, the risk of 

ethnic ‘capsulation’ and establishment of long-term impediments for successful integration in the 

host society is to be attentively addressed by the institutions. Perhaps provision of language 

courses and normative assistance to new migrants embarking on jobs in such ‘ethnic 

communities’ may be further encouraged. 
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Chapter 2: Work trajectories and career growth 
Octav Marcovici 

2.1. Introduction  

 

This paper is a contribution to the Comparative report on contextual and institutional factors to 

be delivered under WP4 of the GEMM Project.  

The paper relies on the information provided by national research teams in their country reports on 

contextual and institutional factors, as well as in the country overviews of research literature in the 

matter. It is worth mentioning in this regard that only four country research teams have produced and 

submitted country reports on contextual and institutional factors of migration (BG, SP, IT, and RO). 

The paper addresses the migrants’ professional and career trajectories in their destination 

countries as revealed by our qualitative research carried out under the WP4. In consideration of their 

influence on migrants’ professional and career trajectories, we also analyse their experiences of 

unemployment and discrimination at work. Besides, in consideration of the important role played by 

education in people’s career advancement, we also analyse the changes in migrants’ levels of 

education and how these changes influence their professional trajectories. To the extent that available 

research data allow we will point out features that are gender specific and/or are specific to certain 

categories of migrants, such as highly or low qualified, or nationality. The paper ends with some 

conclusions. 

The theme of migrants’ access to the labour markets in the destination countries and 

subsequently their work trajectories has been central in most studies regarding the economic 

migration phenomenon. Such studies have mainly focused on the difficulties encountered by the 

immigrants when trying to get a foothold on the labour markets from the destination countries and 

less on their professional advancement and career paths.  

The main barriers identified in the literature are the language barriers, the fact that foreign 

qualifications are not readily recognised, and possible discrimination. These barriers are not 

necessarily acting altogether, everywhere and with the same intensity. For instance, Demireva & 

Kesler (2011) show some good outcomes for migrants from the EU8 and Romania and Bulgaria, as 

they differ from other migrants in not being more likely to enter unemployment or remain in 

unemployment compared to white British.  A further barrier that partly explains the lower earnings of 

migrants in the UK is that qualifications obtained abroad are not recognised as equivalent in the UK 

(Dustmann and Theodoropoulos, 2010). In some opinions, migrant and ethnic disadvantage in the UK 

is mainly evident in the access to work, but generally smaller in earnings once employed (Blackaby et 

al., 2002, 2005; Dustmann and Theodoropoulos, 2010). In a rather opposite opinion, accounting for 

occupational segregation goes a long way to accounting for ethnic and migrant pay gaps. Occupations 

with a higher percentage of ethnic minorities also pay substantially lower on average (Brynin & 

Gueveli 2012). Similarly, in an interesting study Elliott & Lindley (2008) found that occupational 

segregation actually had positive effects for white migrants to the UK who cluster in high-paying 

occupations, while non-white immigrants are clustered in lower-paying occupations. This could point 

to the importance of discrimination as a substantial barrier.  
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Although important in all receiving countries, not only for the access to the labour market but 

also for professional advancement, the language skills seem to play a more important role in 

Germany.  As Brücker (2015) noted, German language skills remain one key obstacle on the labour 

market for migrants. Migrants with better German skills are less often unemployed and work less 

often in a job they are overqualified for. Similarly, Aldashev et al. (2009) argue that the effects of 

language proficiency on earnings run through higher participation rates, employment chances and a 

higher probability of working in white-collar occupations. A second obstacle in Germany is the 

recognition of foreign diplomas. Aldashev et al. (2012) analyse SOEP data and find that education 

obtained from abroad is valued less on the German labour market in comparison to educational 

attainment in Germany. The law for the recognition of foreign qualifications (“Anerkennungsgesetz”) 

which the German federal government and the state governments passed between 2012 and 2014 

aimed at facilitating the recognition process and opened the process for a broader group. It is 

noteworthy that especially migrants working in regulated occupations profited from the new law 

(Ekert et al. (2017).  

For instance, to low skilled jobs, the majority of Italians are concentrated in food trades and 

gastronomy (Del Prà, 2011; Haug, 2015; Pichler, 2017). Concentration of Italians in such professions 

may be due to the problematic recognition of university certificates or requirements of language 

proficiency in German (Haug, 2015). In this sense, Recchi and colleagues (2016) related that this 

constraint might be of great relevance for Italians who perform worse in acquiring language 

proficiency than other European citizens. Nevertheless, these jobs are usually low-paid and precarious 

(MiniJobs contracts), and, as such, may constrain Italians’ access to welfare benefits and rent 

subsidies (Del Prà, 2011).  

 

In the UK and Germany, the institutional context of health care and IT is favourable for migrants 

while the market in Spain and Italy attracts and absorbs migrant employees in construction, 

restaurants and personal care. In most countries migrants experience initial downward mobility 

towards low skilled jobs and low-skilled sectors (Richter et al, 2017: 71). In the UK autonomous self-

employment is a widely spread practice particularly for the low qualified, while in Italy the 

cooperatives mediate between employers looking for workers and workers registered as self-

employed, thus easing the employment integration of Bulgarian immigrants (Zahova, 2015:109). In 

Northern Italy the well paid and stable employment in industry had attracted many workers when their 

jobs in the state enterprises in Bulgaria disappeared. 

The level of education and qualification seems to be an important factor that make the difference 

as regards the immigrants’ access to the labour markets in the destination countries as well as their 

professional advancement. In this regard, Klekowski von Koppenfels and Hӧhne (2017) stress the 

high level of occupational attainment of the Spanish population in Germany and of Southern 

Europeans more generally but warn of a potential polarization within recent migrant groups (including 

Southern Europeans) in which high skilled individuals achieve greater success on the labour market 

than the average working population, while their lower-skilled counterparts fare worse than the 

average. However, it does not play the same role in all receiving contexts and with regard to all trades. 

For instance, in an online study of the psychological, socio-cultural and economic adjustment of 506 

Southern European workers in Germany, Wassermann (2017) shows that while 64% of employed 

participants felt between ‘somewhat satisfied’ and ‘highly satisfied’ with their jobs, a significant 

proportion (48%) perceived having ‘rather more skills, abilities and/or qualifications than required’ by 

their jobs. It is notable that on a Likert scale from 1 (no perception of over-qualification) to 7 (strong 

perception of over-qualification), Italian participants perceived lower levels of over-qualification than 
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Spanish and Greek participants, with respective average scores of 3.7, 4.39 and 4.37. Regarding 

occupational levels, the Labour Force Survey data presented by D’Angelo and Kofman (2017) show 

that roughly 62% of the Spanish-born UK population can be found in managerial, professional, or 

associate professional technical occupations, 42% of which are concentrated specifically in the 

professional occupations, which is more than double that of the UK-born rate. 12% of Spanish 

workers in the UK are employed in elementary occupations, which is a slightly higher concentration 

compared to the British-born (10% in elementary occupations). 

The general economic context may also influence the social climate of reception: “The economic 

crisis influences the phenomenon of migration conducting to deepening the xenophobic and racism 

attitudes” (Stanculescu and Stoiciu, 2012). The features of the labour market in the destination 

country play the most important role in determining the sector(s) in which immigrants try to find jobs, 

the dimensions of the immigrants’ groups and even the structure by gender of those groups. The 

economic evolution in Western countries, along with changes in education and behaviours on the 

labour marked, have led to a need for exactly that kind of labour force that had become redundant in 

its home country. This is also the case of migrant women; various factors are contributing to the 

growth of female emigration from Romania. Firstly, there is a growing demand in Western labour 

markets, particularly in Southern Europe, for workers in the domestic help and personal care sector. 

The latest immigrant legalization drives that took place in Italy (in 2002) and Spain (in 2005) clearly 

show this trend. Romanian citizens ranked first and second in those countries respectively in terms of 

the most numerous national groups of immigrants legalized; in both cases, the majority of stay 

permits granted were for work in the domestic help and personal care sector). (Abraham et all, 2014, 

Piperna, 2011: 189-290) This is a significant feature of Romanian migrants, mainly in the last years, 

which is called “feminized migration”. 

A big number of Italians have moved to the UK during the years of the crisis. With regard to 

highly-skilled sectors, Italians have found employment in engineering, business and economics, and 

ICT sector (Triandafyllidou and Gropas, 2014), although assumptions should not be made that all 

highly-skilled migrants achieve to find a job reflecting their skills. Based on journalistic sources, 

McKay (2015) points out that highly-skilled Italian workers, especially immediately after their arrival 

to UK, in some cases are employed in low skilled jobs that do not require language proficiency in fast 

food outlets, characterised by bad working conditions.  

In a qualitative research on Italian migrants in Berlin, del Prà (2011) states that more and more 

Italian migrants access high skilled sectors in the German labour market, highlighting the 

opportunities for these workers to advance their career and improve their quality of life in the German 

capital. This phenomenon concerns also Italian women who have traditionally showed lower 

employment rates in comparison with women from other sending countries (Pichler, 2017). New 

highly skilled migrants find usually employment in Science, Technology, Engineering and 

Mathematics professions and health sector. With special reference to the latter, a proficient knowledge 

of German language is often required and represent a barrier to access good jobs in the sector. 

Moreover, nurses are likely to get jobs not corresponding to their skills (Pichler, 2017). 

 

The fact that among the Spanish-born population, the tendency to migrate among low-skilled 

youth (the hardest hit by the economic crisis) appears to be lower than among university educated 

youth indicates that ‘the crisis narrative’ cannot adequately explain the new wave of Spanish 

emigration. The emerging literature on South-North European labour mobility suggests that there are 

political, social and cultural factors behind these processes that may be equally or even more 



23 
 

important than the economic dimension. (Glorius and Domínguez-Mujica, eds. 2017; Lafleur and 

Stanek, eds. 2017; Triandafyllidou and Isaakyan 2016)  

A comparative research carried out by the Italian National Institute of Statistics (ISTUD 2014) 

stressed also that Italian youth are more likely than young people from Germany, UK, United States, 

China, India and Brasil to see no real opportunities of self-fulfilment and prospect of growth in their 

country. Asked about what they expect from a working experience abroad, the most usual answer 

from Italian students was, “Career opportunities I cannot find in my country” (21.4%), while both 

BRIC (26.7%) and great western industrial countries (25.9%) students typical answer was, “To build 

my personal and professional future”. Given these attitudes, emigration is seen by a large percentage 

of young Italians as the only way to realize themselves (43% vs 35% in Spain, 19% in France, 11% in 

Germany and UK) (Bichi, 2017).  

Finally, we should also mention that immigration policies in the destination countries also 

influence the immigrants’ chances to access the labour market and to achieve career advancement. In 

the Romanian researches on integration of the migrants in the receiving countries one may find 

discussions about models of integration policies in different countries. For instance, Anghel R. (2012) 

talks about the German policy integration model focused on German’s ethnic migration as privileged 

one or about Italian laissez faire model. They had advantages and disadvantages. “Many Romanian 

Germans came to construct an idiom of separateness from local Germans.  First, they complained 

about feelings of exclusion that they were not able to set up close ties to local Germans; some had a 

tendency to re-evaluate their “Romanian-ness.” Back when they were living in Romania, these ethnic 

German migrants had a clear sense of being German, and enjoyed a high symbolic status even when 

they came from ethnically mixed families. In Germany however, they complained they were 

considered Romanians, a label that was perceived initially as a degradation of the prestige they once 

held. Subsequently, they emphasized the commonalities they shared among themselves because of 

their previous life in Romania, and from their migration experience”. On the other hand, “laissez – 

faire model is seen as a set of institutional practices and a system by which migrants eventually 

acquires rights over the years.” (Anghel, 2012: 327 - 328) 

Algan et al. (2010) study the outcomes of migrants in Germany, the UK and France and point out 

that, while immigration policies are historically very diverse in these countries, there is a clear 

convergence in policies over time. They find the largest earning gaps as well as large gaps in 

employment for UK migrants, while they are on average most highly educated in the UK. 

Our research findings confirm to a large extent the conclusions and statements contained in the 

research literature above referred to but go beyond the general aspects of migrants’ integration into 

the labour markets of their host countries and shed light on their main professional pathways and 

career advancement in the destination countries. 

2.2. Professional and career trajectories 

 

Our analysis of migrants’ professional and career trajectories started from comparing the last 

professional positions in their home countries with the current professional positions (as of the time of 

the interviews) of the 138 actual migrants in our sample. This allowed us identifying four categories: 

school-to-work trajectories, upwards trajectories, horizontal trajectories, and downwards trajectories. 

The largest category (41%) includes migrants with horizontal professional trajectories, i.e. people for 
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whom migration has not resulted in any significant change in their professional positions (yet often 

achieving better working conditions). The next large categories include migrants with upwards 

trajectories (i.e. those who achieved higher professional positions in the destination countries as 

compared to their professional positions at departure) and migrants who at their departure had been 

still in education (or in-between education cycles) and acceded to the labour market in the destination 

countries (24% each). The smallest category includes migrants with downwards professional 

trajectories (11%) (i.e. those who held lower professional positions in the destination countries as 

compared to their professional positions at departure). This structure suggests that in most cases the 

economic migrants’ expectations for better professional positions and/or better working conditions 

and career advancement opportunities, as revealed by our analysis of migrants’ motivations, have 

been met. This also suggests that international migration of the labour force is often a factor of growth 

not only for the economy of the destination countries but also for migrants’ professional careers. 

However, one should bear in mind that our sample targeted only immigrants active on the labour 

market (mostly employed but also temporary unemployed) and only in some activity domains (ICT, 

medicine and finance for the highly skilled; construction, transport and care work for the low skilled), 

so that the findings from our analysis may differ from official statistics and/or the findings of other 

researches. 

Relevant differences between genders have not been noticed at the level of whole sample of 

actual migrants, yet women appeared to be a little bit more likely to fall in the school-to-work 

category as compared to men.  

In respect of migrants’ level of education (ISCED 1-4 versus ISCED 5-8) the only relevant 

difference refers to the upwards trajectory category, where migrants with lower level of education 

appeared more likely to belong (12 out of 40 in the case of initial education and 11 out of 32 in the 

case of current education) as compared to those with higher level of education (21 out of 98 in the 

case of initial education and 22 out of 106 in the case of current education), which can be explained 

by the very low initial professional positions (including unemployment) and higher propensity for 

taking any opportunity for moving to qualified or better qualified positions, including through on-the-

job training, as compared to highly educated migrants. 

 

2.3.1. School-to-work trajectories 

 

The first category can be also considered an upwards trajectory, since migrants in this situation 

have obtained jobs to which they could not have access based on their initial level of education; 

however, we placed such trajectories in a separate category because in most cases their starting point 

was not on the labour market but in education. We did not name it education-to-work trajectory 

because education has interfered in many cases with migrants’ professional trajectories at later stages 

as well. 

Indeed, if looking only at migrants who passed from a lower (ISCED) level of education to an 

upper one, one may notice that for many migrants, especially from Eastern European countries, 

improving their level of education has been an integral part of their strategy for accessing the labour 

market in the destination country. This was the case of 18 participants in our research, of whom 11 

Bulgarian, 6 Romanians and one Spaniard, almost equally distributed among genders. This suggests 
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that in the perception of many migrants the education systems from their home countries do not 

provide real chances for accessing the desired jobs on the (international) labour market.  

For two thirds of migrants in the school-to-work category the transition to the labour market has 

been done directly from the education system, while the remaining has been passing through some 

work experiences before continuing education, either in their home countries or in the destination 

countries, but in all cases the additional education has resulted in upwards work trajectories. 

In only three cases the educational advancement referred to completion of upper-secondary 

(vocational) education (ISCED 3) or achieving post-secondary non-tertiary education (ISCED 4), 

while in all other cases it referred to completion of tertiary or post-tertiary education (ISCED 6-8).  

Such was the case with a Bulgarian woman who studied pharmaceutics in Berlin and then 

worked one year in a pharmacy before moving to a company for medicine production. Despite having 

to do some part-time jobs (including selling tickets for opera performances) in order to cover her 

education expenses she thinks that the higher educational status in Germany makes finding a job an 

easy thing (BG.DE.AC.2.F.33). An IT specialist found his current job in internet-retailer company 

through university friends soon after graduating (BG.DE.AC.8.M.34).  

Similarly, a young Romanian graduate from upper-secondary education (RO.UK.AC.1.M.25) 

wishing to work in the financial sector searched for the best universities in Europe and applied for 

admission in a British university; upon admission he applied for and obtained a loan for covering the 

education and subsistence expenses, which he has to pay back after getting employed and reaching a 

certain amount of salary; he received a job offer since before graduation from a bank where he had 

undertaken his practical stages as student. Another Romanian migrant (RO.UK.AC.2.F.31) had 

received an offer to continue higher education in France (ISCED 7) after obtaining her BA in 

medicine in Romania, along with doing paid practice there; following graduation (MA level) she 

moved to the UK and found easily a job as dentist with a private clinic in London. 

As previously explained, continuing education abroad followed by obtaining good jobs in the 

destination countries has been mostly observed in the cases of Romanian and Bulgarian migrants; 

however, cases have been also observed among Italian and Spanish migrants who opted to conclude 

their studies abroad or get a specialization (Master), and, then, decide to apply for jobs in the British 

and German labour market and occupy good positions that reflect their skills (IT.UK.AC.1.F.37; 

ES.UK.AC.12.F.31). 

A similar situation has been noticed in the case of medical doctors who often start their career 

from low-level positions, such as internships or working in laboratories, and, then, they apply for jobs 

that permit them to start their specialization. For instance, two out of three doctors of the Italian 

sample arrived to Germany without having any language competences, so it can be said that the 

insertion in apprentice programmes and low-grade positions is due to their lack of language skills 

(IT.DE.AC.8.F.28, IT.DE.AC.12.F.29, IT.DE.AC.19.M.28). Two doctors from Romania opted for 

continuing their medical education as resident doctors in Germany because in Romania they would 

have to pass a contest and, if it is successful they were not allowed to change the initially chosen 

specialty. On the contrary, in Germany, after having passed the language test and obtained the free 

practice permit, they could be employed as resident doctors and can change the medical specialty in 

the first years (RO.DE.AC.5.M.31; RO.DE.AC.7.M.31). This was also the case of a Bulgarian doctor 

who had started his specialization in Bulgaria and finalized it in Germany (BG.DE.AC.3.M.27).  
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2.3.2. Upwards trajectories 

About a quarter of actual migrants in our sample have followed upwards professional 

trajectories. However, their weights in the national samples differed significantly. The question that 

arises is whether these differences reflect differences in the migrants’ potentials for professional 

advancement or they reflect differences in individual strategies (i.e. achieving first a higher level of 

education and them applying for better jobs or taking up the first available job and then improving 

qualification level and moving to a better job). Our research findings have shown that in many cases 

the immigrants benefitted from specialisations and/or short-term training courses in the destination 

countries, which facilitated their access to better jobs.  

To answer the above question, we merged migrants in the school-to work category with migrants 

in the upwards category (being both upwards trajectories as explained above) and noticed that the 

weights in the national samples become similar in three cases (IT, RO, and ES – around 1 in 1.8) and 

closer to these three in the fourth case (BG – 1 in 3). This suggests that, although other factors such as 

individual motivations, quality of initial education, knowledge of foreign languages etc. may also 

influence the type of migrants’ professional trajectories, the differences above referred to may be 

largely explained by the differences in migrants’ individual strategies for accessing the labour markets 

and career advancement in the destination countries.  

Based on the above analyses of school-to-work and upwards professional trajectories one may 

say that certainly education and training represent the main driver of migrants’ career growth. 

To illustrate the professional pathways of migrants in the upwards trajectory category we present 

below some relevant cases. 

A Bulgarian dentist working in Spain admits that she has the chance of working with the newest 

implant technologies and this way she has developed her abilities much more than it would have been 

possible in Bulgaria (BG.ES.AC.3.F.47). A gynaecologist considers to have reached the peak of his 

career in a large Barcelona hospital as now he ranks just below his boss. Since this medicine business 

is hereditary and the boss’ children would replace him at a given moment, there is no more space for 

growing up. However, this migrant thinks of higher achievements and imagines a clinic of his own 

where he himself would be the boss (BG.ES.AC.10.M.41). A nurse in Italy claims she had made the 

best of her competences at her current job but still thinks of even better perspective: she is often 

renewing her CV on the professional sites, ‘in order to be up-to-date, ‘cos you never know what might 

come up’ (BG.IT.AC.3.F.56). The country nationals are sometimes viewed as a reference point for 

assessing one’s professional achievements. A financial expert residing in Italy accounts for his post-

university professional development as ‘a normal career path as any Italian’ (BG.IT.AC.5.M.42). 

A young Romanian abandoned his university studies in IT after the first grade and emigrated to 

Italy for working in constructions; then he moved to the UK hoping to find better opportunities; 

indeed, he took courses in project management and at the time of being interviewed was employed as 

project manager (RO.UK.AC.3.M.31). A Romanian graduate from vocational high school 

(electronics) used to work as night watchman without work contract, then emigrated to Italy where he 

took a 6 months training course in programming and web design and was subsequently employed as 

programmer and web designer (RO.IT.AC.3.M.32). Another Romanian, holding the BA in economics 

but working as insurance agent, emigrated to the UK (in consideration of her language skills and 

previous experience under the ‘Au Pair’ programme) and was hosted by the same family she stayed 

with as ‘au pair’; that family helped her to obtain qualification as dental assistant and at the time of 
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being interviewed she worked as dental assistant and manager of one of the 12 dental clinics owned 

the that family (RO.UK.AC.6.F.36). 

Similar cases have been identified by the Italian team. For instance, two Italian migrants who 

worked as interns in Italian banks moved to investment analysts positions in the UK 

(IT.UK.AC.10.M.28; IT.UK.AC.13.M.34) , while a student working in a family firm in Italy became 

manager (bar tender) in London; at the time of interview, he was responsible for the personnel and 

found his new duties corresponding to his skills (IT.UK.AC.20.M.29). An Italian architect having 

migrated to the UK recounted that ‘In fact, already in my third year of work, I worked on some crazy 

things, with incredible budgets, having contacts with extra-specialized professionals, who put at the 

disposal of incredible means’. (IT.UK.AC.12.M.29) 

Almost all Spanish informants who have changed jobs since the early settlement phase, presented 

their career evolution in a positive light, whether relative to the dissatisfaction they felt in their first 

job(s) or the belief that they have achieved progress through better work conditions, increased rank 

and responsibility, or renewed professional challenges. Most respondents achieved career 

development or better working conditions by intentionally leaving previous positions and searching 

for new ones, although a minority of informants report having been fired at some point by previous 

employers, usually due to conflicts with superiors regarding work conditions. This suggests that 

subjective perceptions of migrants should be also taken into account when assessing their work 

trajectories. Indeed, the research findings regarding the migration of Italians and Spaniards to 

Germany and the UK have revealed that working conditions and opportunities for career advancement 

played a major role in migrants’ motivations as compared to Bulgarian and Romanian migrants, for 

whom material advantages prevailed. 

Some illustrations include: an IT engineer who went from working at a software firm in 

London to a major international bank as he was interested in working in financial services software 

(ES.UK.AC.11.M.47); a young financial consultant from the region of Catalonia who became an 

analytics manager in Berlin (ES.DE.AC.22.M.29); a low qualified migrant from Valencia who used to 

work odd jobs in construction combined with periods of unemployment during the economic crisis 

and who has become a lightening-rod installer in Berlin (ES.DE.AC.9.M.35). 

 

2.3.3. Horizontal trajectories 

 

This is the largest category of professional trajectories, with 41% of the total number of actual 

migrants in our sample (138). The weights of migrants from this category in the national samples 

differ but not very much (from 1 in 3 for Bulgaria and Italy through 1 in 6 for Romania, with 1 in 5 

for Spain). Men in this category are better represented than women (33 out of 57 versus 24 out of 57) 

but this roughly mirror the structure of the sample, so that most likely gender is not a relevant 

influencer in this regard.  On the other hand, either in respect of initial levels of education or in 

respect of current levels of education (as of the time of being interviewed) the weight of migrants with 

high levels of education (ISCED 5-8) is three times as higher than the weight of migrants with low 

level of education (ISCED 1-4). If taking into account that the national samples of actual migrants 

have been purposely conceived as to include one third low qualified and two third highly qualified 

persons (using as proxi the level of education), this suggests that the general orientation of migrants’ 

professional trajectories does not depend upon their level of education but rather upon motivations 
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and specific individual strategies. Our research findings have actually revealed that in many cases the 

migrants’ motivations related only or mostly to earning more money than they could do in their home 

countries, as to improve the level of living of families left behind and to invest in houses and/or cars, 

sometimes even in small businesses in their home countries; such migrants often accept precarious 

jobs and precarious living conditions in the destination countries and have no preoccupations for 

career advancement. On the other hand, our research findings have also revealed that in many cases 

(especially among Italian and Spanish migrants to Germany or UK, but not only) the motivations 

behind migration related to working conditions and/or working environment, which do not require 

moving to a higher professional position. 

To illustrate the experiences of migrants with horizontal professional trajectories we present 

below some relevant cases. 

A Bulgarian steel worker having migrated to Germany went through various troubles (in terms 

of unemployment, illegal jobs, etc.) but eventually succeeded to get employed as steel worker and at 

the time of being interviewed was taking the necessary steps to set up, together with some friends, a 

company in steel construction; in doing this he didn’t rely on connections with bigger firms but rather 

on tips by acquaintances and former clients (BG.DE.AC.10.M.40). A Bulgarian lawyer having also 

had work experience in Poland and Germany migrated to the UK where he was employed as media 

lawyer (BG.UK.AC.14.M.44). Similarly, two Bulgarian doctors (BG.ES.AC.9.M.45 and 

BG.ES.AC.10.M.41) moved to similar positions in Spain, while a Bulgarian nurse (BG.IT.AC.3.F.57) 

did the same in Italy. 

An interesting case among Romanian migrants is that of a 36 years old man who held two 

university degrees (one in constructions and one in marketing and economic affairs) but was unable to 

find a job that would have ensured a decent living for his family. Hence, he decided to emigrate, 

having as final target Canada and intermediary target the UK, where he hoped to save enough money 

for the next step. Thus, he gathered information on what qualifications would be suitable for getting a 

good job in the UK and opted for medical assistant; he registered with a post high-school for medical 

assistants and upon graduation worked for a while in a public hospital to gain some practical 

experience; then posted his CV on e-jobs and shortly was contacted by several recruitment agencies, 

of which one offered him three alternative jobs in the UK; he accepted a job of medical assistant in 

Warwick and was still working there at the time of being interviewed. He actually has no intention to 

change the profession, but just the country when feeling ready to move to Canada 

(RO.UK.AC.4.M.36). A medical doctor from Cluj-Napoca (Romania) was recruited directly by the 

hospital he is currently working with in Germany through a German doctor (recruiter) who had good 

connections with the medical system in Cluj-Napoca (RO.DE.AC.2.M.44). A similar trajectory had a 

telecommunication engineer from Bucharest who was recruited by a German company with the same 

profile through a recruitment company located in Poland (RO.DE.AC.1.M.33); he does not intend to 

change his profession but maybe the country of residence (nor excluding the return to Romania). 

As regards Spanish migrants, horizontal professional trajectories have been mostly noticed 

among medical doctors (ES.DE.AC.13.F.39; SP.UK.AC.6.F.35) and other medical personnel such as 

dental technologist (ES.DE.AC.10.M.50) or nurse (ES.UK.AC.2.M.36), but also among ‘blue collars’ 

(ES.DE.AC.24.M.34; ES.UK.AC.8.M.34; ES.UK.AC.16.M.43). As already mentioned, many 

Spaniards having migrated to Germany or UK targeted both better working conditions and career 

advancement. 
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Almost half of the sample of Italian migrants falls within this category of professional 

trajectories. Most of them are professionals in ICT (e.g. IT.UK.AC.2.M.35; IT.UK.AC.8.M.40; 

IT.DE.AC.11.M.29; IT.DE.AC.21.F.29), architecture (e.g. IT.UK.AC.3.F.35; IT.UK.AC.6.F.30; 

IT.UK.AC.12.M.29) and medicine (nurses, e.g. IT.UK.AC.5.M.38; IT.DE.AC.17.F.25; 

IT.DE.AC.17.F.25) while the other worked in the hospitality sector (e.g. IT.UK.AC.9.M.26; 

IT.UK.AC.19.M.42; IT.DE.AC.6.F.50). Most of low-skilled workers and some high-skilled 

professional in healthcare (nurses) and in construction (architects/engineers) have looked for better 

working conditions and more stable jobs abroad rather than for career advancement. 

 

2.3.4. Downwards trajectories 

 

Only 15 actual migrants, representing 11% of our sample, have fallen in this category, which 

suggests that in general the decision to migrate have had positive effects for their professional 

trajectories. No relevant differences have been observed in respect of gender but as regards the 

migrants’ levels of education we noticed that almost three quarters of migrants with downwards 

professional trajectories were highly educated (ISCED 5-8). This is not surprising if taking into 

account that several highly educated persons have decided to migrate just because they couldn’t find 

jobs that would have provided for a decent standard of living in their home countries and either had 

not been aware that their qualifications did not fit to the labour market requirements in the destination 

countries or being aware they were keen to accept any job that provides higher income than they had 

in the home country. Indeed, most migrants in this category are Bulgarians (10) followed by 

Romanians (4) in whose countries of origin incomes from work are well-known and being much 

lower than in Western European countries. The downwards trajectories of the four Spanish migrants 

identified in our case-study seems to be mostly the result of individuals’ low local language fluency or 

lack of relevant previous work experience in the sector they aspire to work in.  

The Romanian migrants in this category cover almost all assumptions above referred to. A 

successful economist having worked with a big Romanian company with subsidiaries abroad has 

followed her husband in Germany, where he had been offered a job as medical doctor 

(RO.DE.AC.4.F.34); she had been optimistic with regard to her professional trajectory there but 

shortly found out that the structure and content of economic educations in Germany did not fit at all 

with the Romanian education system in the matter; she was keen to continue her education in a 

German university but was discouraged by a consultant from the public employment service, who told 

her that even so she wouldn’t have more chances to be employed because German companies prefer 

to hire young graduates in economics, which they could shape according to the company’s policy; the 

only chance she had been given was to work as caregiver for elderly, which was unacceptable for her. 

Hence, for a long time she remained housewife and eventually found a job as translator with a police 

unit. 

In a more difficult situation was a woman who graduated from post-secondary non-tertiary 

education in accounting. In Romania, she worked as shop-assistant (and accountant) with a small 

company, while in Germany she had to accept a job as housecleaner (RO.IT.AC.2.F.39). In a similar 

situation was a graduate from post-secondary non tertiary school for analysts-programmers, who 

actually worked as trade manager with a medium-sized enterprise in Romania and migrated to 

Germany together with his family (spouse and two children) based in misleading information 

provided by a friend of his already settled there (RO.DE.AC.8.M.43); he had been told that with his 
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skills and sagacity he would easily find a well-paid job but actually he only succeeded to find 

unqualified jobs (so did her spouse too); however, they decided to remain in Germany in 

consideration of the better education and career opportunities for their children. 

The picture of Bulgarian migrants with downwards professional trajectories is more complex. 

For instance, we have identified three university graduates working in low-qualified jobs: a teacher 

working as home assistant (BG.SP.AC.7.F.46), a musician working as event organiser 

(BG.UK.AC.13.F.47) and an IT specialist working as a cleaner (BG.UK.AC.12.M.36). We have also 

identified several specialists with short-term tertiary education (mainly ‘blue collars’) working in low 

qualified jobs, e.g. driver (BG.ES.AC.8.M.45; BG.IT.AC.7.M.48), home assistant 

(BG.SP.AC.5.F.60), builder (BG.IT.AC.1.M.40), or even cleaner (BG.ES.AC.2.F.50). 

The only migrants from Spain with downwards professional trajectory were: a human resources 

consultant working as a receptionist in the UK (SP.UK.AC.5.M.30); a telecommunications engineer 

in London who decided to work part-time in telephone customer-service in order to spend more time 

with her young daughters and to improve her English language skills (SP.UK.AC.7.F-M.28-29);  a 

construction worker who went from managing teams of construction workers in Spain to occupying a 

lower rank as a shuttering-carpenter on London construction-sites (SP.UK.AC.8.M.34); and  a history 

graduate working as a house cleaner in Berlin (SP.GE.AC.8.M.28). No such cases have been observed 

among Italian migrants to Germany and the UK. 

 

2.3. Experiences of unemployment 

 

Experiences of unemployment were not frequently reported by the participants in our research. 

When they were, it mostly concerned low qualified migrants, especially during the initial stage of 

their migration experience, when many of them took-up short-term and precarious jobs with poor 

salaries. According to our research findings such cases prevail among Eastern-European migrants, for 

whom those low salaries are much higher than what they could have earned in their home countries. 

This is not surprising since this category of migrants actually fill the gaps in the labour markets from 

the destination countries. As these migrants become more adapted to the local labour market and learn 

how to move through it, newcomers (often co-nationals) take over these precarious jobs, then follow 

the same pattern. Nevertheless, some of the low qualified migrants, especially from among those 

having come only with the objective of earning money, keep working in those precarious conditions. 

In most cases the non-employed migrants have not been officially registered as unemployed, 

either because they were living and working without work and stay permit in the destination countries 

(in the Romanian and Bulgarian cases) or because meanwhile they were working on the black labour 

market or have had particular reasons to not register as unemployed (returning to the home country 

for a while during the crisis, being a stay-at-home parent, failing to register in due time due to 

misunderstanding with an employer). During the periods without paid jobs our respondents have 

managed to cover the living expenses from savings and/or with support of family members; no critical 

situations have been reported. 

I have been (working) from 2007 through 2011 with legal forms at the same restaurant; after its 

closure I have been unemployed in 2011 but I worked without legal forms in another restaurant; 
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after this, having resigned from the other restaurant, from 2014 through 2015 I was unemployed 

(again). (RO.IT.AC.2.F.39) 

I am unemployed but without unemployment (benefit) … I don’t receive unemployment benefit 

because a mess has occurred with my contract; in the firm I was working with the project was 

finalized – my contract was projects based – (so that) in two weeks my contract ended; I should 

have take up a new contract, to move to the airport, the things had complicated and in the end 

this was not needed anymore; this lengthened two months – from two weeks – and during that 

period I didn’t submit the application for unemployment benefit because I knew that in 2 weeks 

… and I didn’t pay attention to that … the deadline had passed and when they told me that it 

was not necessary anymore I could not apply for unemployment benefit anymore; and I 

remained unemployed without unemployment (benefit). (RO.ES.AC.1.M.36) 

Very few respondents who experienced unemployment reported having received 

unemployment benefits (one Romanian in Spain, one Bulgarian in the UK, two Italians in Germany, 

and two Spaniards in Germany).  

‘This is the third (job) … for a Romanian, where I worked 8 years and this one where I have 2 

years. I was unemployed for 8 months, during the crisis, in 2012. … Yes, (it was paid) 980 Euro 

per month unemployment benefit.’ (RO.ES.AC.5.M.40) 

‘I worked for two years in Berlin. I paid also a lot of taxes. It’s crazy. The tax rate is very high 

but you are entitled to the unemployment benefit. I can have the unemployment benefit for a 

year and I have to tell that the Agentur fur Arbeit works very well. They send to you a lot of job 

offers and I have to go to the interviews. […] In Italy you are not sure if you will get the benefit 

because there are no money and they do not help you in seeking a job. It is obvious that you 

have to search by yourself.. Here I feel more that the State is pushing me’ (IT.DE.AC.7.F.42) 

A construction worker from Valencia become lightening-rod installer (ES.DE.AC.9.M.35), who 

suffered an injury in a workplace accident in Berlin followed by an unjustified dismissal by his 

employer, has eventually received compensation and used the period of unemployment as an 

opportunity to refocus his professional goals and acquire training that would help him achieve them. 

He was in regular contact with the Job Centre in Berlin that was his liaison both for welfare benefits 

and searching for better jobs. The Job Centre financed a course in climbing that would qualify him to 

work at heights at construction sites or on high-rises with a harness (without scaffolding). In addition, 

after acquiring the climbing license, the Job Centre also helped him secure his current job as 

lightening-rod installer by partially subsidising his salary during the first year of employment. 

Experiences of unemployment have been also reported by our highly qualified respondents but 

to a much lesser extent.  These cases generally refer to situations when such immigrants hold 

university degrees that do not fit to labour market demand in the destination countries, so that they 

either have to accept low qualified positions or to take additional training (e.g. in the case of medical 

personnel in Germany and the UK), during which they have to cover the living expenses by 

themselves. 

… the education they get (in Germany, in economics) is completely different from ours ... I 

wanted to become a shop girl; (I was asked) but why do you want to become shop girl while 

having graduated higher education; (the employers) want a crude labour force, which they can 

frame; indeed, but you are to aged; yes, OK, then in what trade? To become caregiver for 

elderly. I tried to undertake a 10 days practice as nurse in the hospital my husband works with; I 

realized that that it’s not the trade of my dreams.... My only chance of integration in Germany 

would be to set up my own business or to register as self-employed, to work for myself and to 

pay all taxes and duties to the state. (RO.DE.AC.4.F.34) 
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For the young university-educated man from Seville who had become stuck in low-skilled and 

exploitative work patterns, the eight months he spent in unemployment were difficult. He describes 

having lost his sense of purpose and feeling demoralised. Given that he was in less regular contact 

with the Job Centre and less proactive in refocusing his professional goals than the respondent 

described above, there came a time when the unemployment office required him to enrol in an 

‘integration’ course that was designed for immigrants and Germans alike with limited knowledge of 

German institutions and job-application skills. 

It was a course that taught you how to turn on a computer, how to use Word, all of it in 

colloquial [Berliner] German. Although I knew a bit of German, I couldn’t understand it at that 

level…It was a huge class with lots of immigrants, all of them much older than me. The average 

age was fourty or fifty years old. Seventy percent of the students were German…I know I 

shouldn’t say this, but you could tell that these were people who hadn’t done anything in their 

lives. And they [the Job Centre] would make us go there…it felt very forced. Those of us who 

weren’t German didn’t know what we were doing there [there were lessons on the German 

constitution]. And if you missed a single class they would stop giving you the social benefits. 

So I felt like I was being forced to go. After that, I started searching for work like crazy and 

within a week I found a new job. (ES.DE.AC.8.M.28) 

 

2.4. Experiences of discrimination 

 

Discriminatory behaviours can take several forms and can be more or less explicit. Since the 

general aspects of discrimination are analysed in another chapter, in this section we only refer to 

discrimination in the labour market, more specifically to discrimination of immigrants at their 

workplace.  

In the labour market discrimination can reduce the opportunities to be hired or increase the 

probabilities of being fired for some individuals in comparison with others with the same skills and 

abilities, but it can also take place within the companies in the interactions among colleagues, in the 

relations with supervisor and boss and impact on workers satisfaction, career opportunities, benefits, 

wages.  

As a general matter we may say that experiences of discrimination at the workplace have not 

been quite frequently reported by our informants. Moreover, such experiences have more often been 

reported by Italian and Spanish migrants compared to Romanian and Bulgarian migrants, which at 

first sight, is quite surprising, considering the negative public image of the latter group fostered by 

media and political discourse in the destination countries. Indeed, one may have expected more 

frequent reports of experiences of discrimination on the behalf of our Eastern European informants 

compared to our Southern European ones. Upon closer examination, however, we noticed that in 

several sectors, such as construction, agriculture, ICT, finance, and sometimes also in health 

(hospitals), immigrants, especially in Berlin and London, typically work in international teams. In 

such professional environments in particularly cosmopolitan cities, there may be few occurrences of 

for discrimination on the basis of ethnicity or nationality, at least on the part of the employers. On the 

other hand, it is also a matter of expectations and personal perceptions and feelings; for instance, the 

Romanian migrants appear not to pay as much attention to aspects of discrimination while for many 

Italians and Spaniards, discrimination of all kinds, though rarely experienced directly, appeared to be 

a more sensitive issue. Besides, the comparative analysis of the answers to the questions regarding 
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experiences of discrimination provided by the actual migrants from different participating countries 

has revealed differences between the ways they perceived the working environment from the 

perspective of discriminatory practices, which we present below.  

To start with Romanian migrants, we have to emphasize that only in three cases our respondents 

have evoked experiences of discrimination at work, of whom one referred to initial stages of his 

career and one referred to a single experience (not from colleagues or employer but from a customer). 

Thus, a former trade manager in a middle-sized enterprise from Romania, who migrated to Germany 

along with his family based on misleading information provided by a friend of his who was already 

settled there and did not succeed to go beyond the position of handler (RO.DE.AC.08.M.43), was 

convinced that in Germany discrimination operated mostly on the labour market so that there were 

jobs for Germans and jobs for immigrants (among which Romanians). A Romanian migrant who was 

working in construction at the time of the interview and who had registered as self-employed 

recounted that at earlier stages he faced discrimination at work but not anymore in his current position 

(RO.IT.AC.1.M.40). Finally, a Romanian nurse in Italy (RO.IT.AC.6.F.49) recounted that some time 

ago a female patient (with many medical problems, unemployed and choleric) reproached her that 

Italians cannot find jobs because of the immigrants, but afterwards apologised; she did not remember 

another case of discrimination. 

On the opposite side, the majority of Romanian respondents declared having not been 

discriminated against (yet some of them had heard about such situations) and some have even 

recounted positive experiences: 

… it seems that people are not treated there (in Romania) the way foreigners treat people here. I 

am very satisfied where I work; I am respected. … They were wealthy (her first employers) but 

this is not what matters to them; they are wealthy but they are respectful to you, you have a say 

… like you belonged to the household. They ask you if you have understood, they take you to 

the place and tell you < ‘look, this is what I meant you should do’ >; without screeches or 

affronts (RO.ES.AC.6.F.47) 

For other migrants Germany and Germans appeared to be preferable: 

Honestly, I have also been in Italy and Spain but Germany seems to me more kind and the 

rights are better than in other countries, and the fact that working on the black labour market is 

not quite usual as in other countries.  … (Germans) are not as racist as (people in) Italy and 

Spain. Because many Romanians are doing many bad things when hearing that one is 

Romanian, for example in Italy and Spain, they point their finger at that person. Here I was told 

that there are two groups: good and bad. (RO.DE.AC.3.F.27)  

Actually, several Romanian immigrants in Germany told us that according to their experiences 

Germans are not as ‘cold’ as the saying goes but just have a different mentality on social 

relationships; they are polite and respectful with everybody but hardly enter into close relationships 

with people they do not know very well (including foreigners). 

We also encountered opposite opinions; for instance, a 35-year-old woman working as a 

telecommunications engineer in Milan (BG.IT.AC.6.F.47) considered that there was discrimination on 

the basis of gender as well. ‘Being a woman working in telecommunications is another minus, 

because my colleagues are entirely male…. There is discrimination on the basis of gender or origin, 

but here again it depends on how you react, how you show that you are capable… and we are talking 

about technical things…’ 
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Several highly qualified Italian and Spanish immigrants shared the opinion of both Romanian 

and Bulgarian highly skilled immigrants that in the sectors where working in international teams is the 

rule (especially ICT and finance, that are dominated by multinational companies and are very 

internationally oriented) there is little room for discrimination on an ethnic basis.  

The company is a European multinational: France, Italy, Spain, Great Britain.. these are the main 

branches. The managers were one Italian and one Spanish but the top management was from the 

UK (IT.UK.AC.8.M.40) 

There is no discrimination. In this company German people are the minority, therefore it would 

be weird finding discriminatory behaviours (IT.DE.AC.16.M.31) 

Similarly, a Spanish nurse working in a London hospital was quite thrilled with his 

international work environment: 

[On most medical teams], it is normal for each person to be from a different country and that’s 

something I love about London. Our teams are made up of between six to ten people and there 

is usually a mix of nationalities. I work with English people, Scottish  people, Portuguese, 

Filipinos […] with Italians, with Germans, Australians, it’s a mix…Serbians, Poles [both 

physicians and nurses] Indians, Sri Lankans, Bangladeshis […] It generally [fosters] a nice 

environment. I always say that it’s as if you are travelling, each person tells you stories about 

things in their country, […] about the food or about how the health system works in their 

country…( SP.UK.AC.2.M.36) 

In some cases the diversity is considered, in itself, a strength of the company. In the UK also the 

legislation against discrimination was cited as a strong incentive. 

No discrimination at all […]. In my sector is the opposite. Diversity is an advantage because it is 

exactly what we sell. We need to be able to create new things, mix different experiences, mix job 

experiences… innovation, creativity ... so it is an advantage’ (IT.DE.AC.11.M.29) 

I never had any perception of discrimination .. also because the company does a lot against 

discrimination. They send emails, organize meetings to make employees understand that 

discriminating is not only illegal but it does not make any sense. […] I am part of the HR team 

and I recruit people. When I am interviewing people I was told not to discriminate on the basis of 

race, age, gender, religion etc.. According to the law you risk your job. You have to be careful as 

here it is very easy to be fired. (IT.UK.AC.2.M.35) 

The situation is not perceived in such a positive light in all sectors and for all the respondents, of 

course. Problems evoked by the Italian respondents referred mostly to the perception of subtle 

differences in the ways natives treat them. Brief sentences, jokes, allusions even simply perceptions. 

As explained by an Italian architect working in the UK: 

As time goes by I understood that there are some mechanisms very incorrect and sinister that are 

very difficult to detect, among polite behaviours. When you notice them you feel very 

disappointed. There are several ways to discriminate, to make you feel uncomfortable 

(IT.UK.AC.12.M.29) 

When I arrived, I was the only one foreign born: forty Germans, all in German, I did not speak 

any German and it was a nightmare. […] They treated me as I was idiot just because I did not 

understand […] Every time, when the top manager gave to me an assignment – he spoke very 

well English – my team leader – who did not feel at ease speaking English – subtracted it to me 



35 
 

and assign it to other people. It was not because I was not good but because he was not able to 

communicate with me in English (IT.DE.AC.13.F.28) 

In all the other sectors, in particular in low skilled occupations, someone who has only a basic 

knowledge of the language – English or German – is treated differently by colleagues because of the 

communication problems. “If you do not speak the language you are nothing” as an Italian in Berlin 

remarked (IT.GE.AC.15.M.28). 

If you do not speak the language, for them you are nothing… they do not answer your questions, 

they get upset if you do not understand, they do not see you (IT.DE.AC.15.M.28) 

You talk to a colleague and he does not change his way of speaking. You are struggling to 

understand and he keeps speaking at the same pace. […] I once asked a girl why and she told me 

“English is our language. It is up to you learning to speak it (IT.UK.AC.9.M.26) 

Some patients who are old tell “go away! Send to me a German colleague” (laugh). My 

colleagues complain with patients because of this. Also in that case I saw they were on my side 

(IT.DE.AC.17.F.25) 

With customers it happened to me several times that when they understand I am not German they 

start using Berlin dialect to confuse me […].   Once I tried to speak in English and I was told 

“here we are in Germany and we speak German”. The person told me this politely and kindly but 

I felt bad.. and for me the language is still an issue. (IT.DE.AC.1.F.23) 

As regards Spanish immigrants having participated in our research it should be emphasised that 

the large majority of informants in both Germany and the UK reported feeling well integrated in their 

work-teams and having a good relationship with managers and senior employees. In most cases, any 

exclusionary and hostile work environments they have experienced were in previous jobs at earlier 

stages of the settlement process. Nevertheless, we present several cases in which respondents have 

been subject to exclusionary, discriminatory or abusive behaviour on the part of employers or 

colleagues. As will be shown, most of these negative workplace experiences are strongly linked to 

nationality/ethnicity and gender.  

There is very little comradery, here [at work]. The Irish go on their own, although, even 

amongst themselves, it’s not as if they [display much solidarity] …Then, for example, the 

Romanians are with the Romanians, they are very united, and then, there’s me. 

(ES.UK.AC.8.M.34) 

There are similar reports of exclusion based on workplaces divided into ethnic and national 

groups (mainly in London) which respondents describe as having been a challenge for their workplace 

integration in previous jobs, most notably in lower-skilled sectors, such as restaurant and manual 

work. However, feelings of having to work extra hard in order to be accepted into a new environment 

are not limited to lower and medium-skilled work. 

An architect in Berlin who speaks excellent German and who is married to a German with 

whom she has a young daughter considers herself very well integrated into Berlin professional and 

cultural life. Nevertheless, she describes a previous work environment in which her experience as a 

Spanish-trained architect was never fully valued: 

 

In the studio I worked at for five years, it was all about mimicking the German way of working, 

speaking perfect German, writing perfectly in German…it’s as if we had to be German, or as 
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German as possible in order to work there. There wasn’t a single moment in which I got the 

sense that any of the foreign employees [of which there were many] were seen as an added-

value. (ES.DE.AC.17.F.38) 

A female physician who had moved to Berlin in order to settle down with her long-time 

German partner, after a six month trial period was automatically offered a permanent position, which 

she remarks would have been unthinkable in Spain, not long after signing her new contract, her boss 

(the physician in charge of the practice) called her to his office: 

He asked me if I had any plans of getting pregnant and that if I did, that now was not a good 

time. (ES.DE.AC.13.F.39) 

He even used threats in order to make his point, although she did not disclose her and her 

partner’s wishes to have a baby soon. Shortly after, she became pregnant but miscarried. Though her 

boss never found out about this first pregnancy, she feels that the stress and pressures at work had a 

role in her miscarriage. Needless to say, the pressures at work escalated when she had a second 

pregnancy several months later and disclosed it to her boss. This time, the threats took on an explicitly 

violent form, to the extent that her gynaecologist gave her an order to stop work well before her 

maternity leave was set to begin. The fact that she was a young Spanish physician and new on the 

scene of the Berlin medical community dissuaded her from reporting the abuse to any organisations 

such as the Berlin Chamber of Physicians, for fear that it could affect her chances of finding work in 

the future. Once her first child was born and her maternity leave over, she simply quit the practice and 

looked for a new job, this time being more careful in filtering through offers and attended interviews 

at several private practices before choosing where to work next.  

Though reports such as these are rare, they deserve mention as significant examples of the 

intersectionality of gender and migrant status as the basis for unequal treatment. The above case of 

gender discrimination might come as a surprise, given the reputation of German employers to foster a 

supportive work environment for mothers and fathers alike (confirmed by numerous informants in the 

German sample). It may be less surprising, however, if we consider the migrant status combined with 

the female gender of the victim of discrimination. Though the case presented above is particularly 

extreme, two other women in the German sample explicitly refer to having experienced some kind of 

discriminatory treatment at work (as evidenced by unequal pay or hostility from colleagues) on the 

basis of what they believe to be their gender and migrant status.  

Where informants in the healthcare, financial services and engineering sectors tend to express a 

great deal of satisfaction with and strong integration into teams of international workers, respondents 

with experience as kitchen aids, waiters and manual workers offer accounts of less harmonious 

multicultural workplace relations. Indeed, in contrast to the many glowing depictions from 

professionals of what it is like to work in nationally diverse office environments, lower-skilled 

individuals, such as the Canary Wharf shuttering-carpenter (ES.UK.AC. 8.M.34) cited above do not 

so readily feel the benefits of multicultural teams. Instead of pointing to the opportunities for learning 

and exchange that arise in such stimulating work environments, they are more likely to emphasise 

dynamics of exclusion and boundary drawing, ethnic competition and inter-group suspicion.  

2.5. Conclusions and policy recommendations 
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The starting point in migrants’ professional trajectories in the destination countries consists of 

getting a foothold in the local labour market. This generally proves to be a more straight-forward 

process for university educated individuals, especially in the ICT and financial services sectors, as 

well as for those having completed their education in the destination country and individuals in 

possession of job offer prior to their arrival in the destination country. On the other hand, labour-

market integration is more challenging for those who arrive without prior work agreements or who do 

not have access to support from professional and/or social networks, and with little knowledge of the 

local language. Immigrants in the latter category often find themselves in the situation of having to 

accept short-term jobs below their qualifications or that do not reflect past work experience with in 

precarious working conditions. As a result, these individuals frequently change workplaces.  

From the perspective of maximising the use of human capital, there is a high need for innovative 

and more effective policy measures to assist migrants in their labour-market integration. This refers 

not only to the receiving countries, where there is a high need for advisory and guidance services for 

immigrants, but also to the sending countries, where advisory services for emigrants do exist (both 

public and private) but rather few prospective migrants make use of their services. 

Our research findings have shown that in most cases the immigrants succeed to maintain their 

professional status in the destination countries (for many of them this is actually what they expected) 

and in many cases they achieve professional development and career growth. This suggests that 

international migration of the labour force is often a factor of growth not only for the economy of the 

destination countries but also for migrants’ professional careers. These findings have also revealed 

that in many cases the immigrants have improved their levels of education while in the destination 

country and that this has also contributed to their professional advancement, especially in the case of 

initially lower-educated migrants.  

This confirms the role of education as an important driver of career growth but also as a means 

for adaptation to and integration into modern labour markets, and hence should be supported by both 

sending and receiving countries. 

A wealth of good practice has been already accumulated in the area of international educational 

exchange programmes, some of which also evoked by our respondents as helpful for their migration 

experiences (e.g. Leonardo da Vinci, Erasmus +), but the incidence of such programmes among 

migrants (especially those low-qualified) is most likely very low. Therefore, both governmental and 

non-governmental organisations concerned by the labour force migration phenomenon should be 

encouraged to raise awareness among prospective migrants with regard to available opportunities for 

participation in international mobility and especially lifelong learning programmes, and to assist them 

in applying/registering with such programmes. Meanwhile, the EU Lifelong Learning Programme 

may consider the needs of immigrants for further professional training and develop specific actions 

within the programme addressing their needs. 

Experiences of unemployment were rarely reported by the participants in our research. When 

they were, they overwhelmingly concerned low-qualified migrants, especially during the initial stage 

of their migration experience. According to our research findings, such cases are most prevalent 

among Eastern-European migrants, for whom those low salaries are much higher than what they could 

have earned in their home countries. This is not surprising since this category of migrants actually fill 

the gaps in the labour markets from the destination countries. 
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In most cases the non-employed migrants have not been officially registered as unemployed, and 

hence very few respondents who experienced unemployment reported having received unemployment 

benefits (one Romanian, one Bulgarian, two Italians, and two Spaniards). However, no critical cases 

have been reported, since immigrants employ different strategies to face unemployment spells 

(returning to the home country for a while during the economic crisis, being a stay-at-home parent, 

working on the black labour market, etc). 

Unemployment is by itself a temporary waste of human capital if not accompanied by active 

measures for reinsertion into the labour market but it may also result in further loss of human capital 

when leading to acceptance of jobs under the qualification of the incumbents. Therefore, more 

effective measures for protection and integration into the labour market of the immigrants who are 

jobless (including those who are not officially registered as unemployed) are necessary in a view to 

minimise the loss of human capital at the EU level. 

There are also few reports of experiences of discrimination at the workplace; more experiences 

of discrimination at work were recounted by Italian and Spanish migrants compared to Romanian and 

Bulgarian respondents. We have identified three main forms of discrimination at work: discrimination 

among ethnic groups working on the same (low qualified) assignment, discrimination by 

employers/senior managers on the basis of ethnicity/immigrant status, and gender-based 

discrimination associated with immigrant status. Most European countries provide legal measures 

against discrimination but our case-studies suggest that more efforts should be made to ensure the 

effectiveness of such anti-discrimination laws. 
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Chapter 3. The role of social ties in migrants’ experiences in the process 

of social integration 
Siyka Kovacheva and Radka Peeva 

3.1.    Introduction 

 

In this part of the report we start from the assumption that migration is not a one-time move but a 

dynamic multi-sided and multi-sited experience. We examine mobility experiences after the move and 

the early adaptation in the new country focusing on migrants’ agency for creating, maintaining, 

breaking, accumulating and mobilizing social ties in manifold layers of context. The paper observes 

migrants’ activities in several life domains such as family life, friendship, leisure, community 

involvement and tries to establish patterns of life strategies of mobile individuals. Migrants try to 

balance not only responsibilities in work and family life in the country of reception. The search for 

balance is impacted by experiences and images of ‘here’ and ‘there’. Family and friendship ties in the 

country of departure compete with those in the country of reception and so do social ties, feelings and 

practices of civic and political involvement in different communities. Social networks created at home 

are under the pressure of new ones formed in the countries of arrival. Old friendship ties wane with 

time if not backed up by common mobility experience, and new friendship ties arise from interactions 

at various social places in the host country - workplace, neighbourhood, and leisure spots.  

Our analysis does not build upon a normative understanding of social integration imposing an 

experts’ view on the strategies of people who have made the move to another country. We show that 

just as migrants are led by various motivations to leave the home country and choose a destination, so 

do they employ diverse strategies for settling down, achieving success and attaining happiness. Our 

work is informed by the social capital theory as developed by Coleman (1990) in his understanding of 

social capital as a set of resources found in the social relations of the family and community based on 

trustworthiness, obligations and expectations. We also accept the typology of Granovetter (1973) 

differentiating between strong and weak ties which persons use to accomplish their goals, for 

occupational attainment in particular.  

The heuristic potential of examining social networks for understanding migration has often been 

underlined (Arango, 2004; Boyd and Nowak, 2012; King, 2012). While quantitative studies have been 

interested in measuring the size and intensity of the networks (See for example Luthra et al 2014; 

Richter et al, 2017), qualitative studies have analysed the cultural meanings and migrants’ agency 

usually focusing on one migrant group or one life domain: family or friendship ties (Heath et al, 2015; 

Malyutina, 2016; Maeva, 2017). We attempt to capture the content of migrants’ social relationships in 

several life domains bearing in mind that a “given form of social capital that is valuable in facilitating 

certain actions may be useless or even harmful for others” (Coleman, 1990:302). In addition, a major 

challenge in our report is to compare the practices of creating and maintaining social ties of migrants 

from four sending countries in the process of their social integration in four receiving country 

contexts. 

We examine the diverse social networking strategies of migrants drawing upon data from the 

qualitative study carried out under the framework of the GEMM project. We use the rich data set of 

interviews-in-depth with 154 migrants coming from two countries (Bulgaria and Romania) 
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traditionally sending migrants, two countries (the UK and Germany) that are traditionally migrants’ 

destination contexts and two countries (Italy and Spain) that have become both sending and receiving 

contexts of migration. Building upon four country reports of the Bulgarian, Romanian, Spanish and 

Italian teams, we consider migrants’ life experiences in the different sending and receiving contexts as 

well as the impact that social inequalities (in terms of migrants’ educational and skill level, gender 

and family status) may have on them. 

 

3.2.    Migrants’ ‘strong’ ties 

 

The four country contexts which we selected in the GEMM study as countries sending migrants 

abroad are all defined as family centred or familistic (Esping-Andersen, 1990; Lewis, 1992; Gallie, D. 

& S. Paugam, 2000; Esping-Andersen & Billari, 2015). The family is perceived as the major social 

institution providing support and care for individuals in their life transitions and the intergenerational 

solidarity within the family is mobilized to compensate for the relative lack (in Southern Europe) or 

the radical withdrawal (in post-communist Eastern Europe) of state support (Biggart and Kovacheva, 

2006, Kovacheva, 2008, Cruz-Saco and Zelenev, 2010). While family ties based on kinship and 

mutual expectations are usually considered ‘strong’ ties, migration has a powerful impact on them 

putting established norms and patterns to a test. The GEMM data provides insights into the change 

and continuity of family relations of mobile Europeans. 

In our sample more than a third of all actual migrants were single and the rest were married or in a 

partnership.  Over a third had children. The greatest share of married people was among Romanian 

migrants and the lowest – among Italian migrants who were also the youngest. The migrants from the 

two South European countries were also more often without children while those in the two Eastern 

European countries had become parents twice more often than the rest.  There was a great variation in 

the living arrangements once the migrants settled in the new context with a half of the migrants living 

alone in the host country and another half living with partners and children. Italian and Spanish 

migrants when migrating after marriage, more often lived together with their partners and children or 

had them arriving soon after the move.  Bulgarian and Romanian migrants often migrated alone and 

left their families in the home country. In some cases, this was a temporary solution and children and 

partners joined them later but there were also a significant number of cases when migrants and their 

partners lived separated for many years. For many the move came after the emotional separation and 

replaced the need to deal with divorce procedures. A few managed to maintain their emotional 

closeness despite the long distance. Single migrants from all countries when referring to their family, 

spoke about their parents – that is, the family of origin. Even when living in a partnership in the new 

context for many the family and the home in the motherland were seen as strongly linked and used in 

the narrative as interchangeable.  

 

3.2.1. Ties with family members in the country of departure 

 

Concern for the family well-being was a very common explanation for the mobility decision of 

many migrants from Bulgaria and Romania. Rarely did they give economic reasons for migration 

alone without linking it with the care for other family members. This justification may have made 
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their motivation more socially acceptable in societies where traditional family values are strong. In 

particular, those who planned to work abroad for a few years often cited that they would stay till they 

saved money to buy a new flat or house at home or to pay for their children’s education or similar. For 

example, the construction worker whom we interviewed in London mixed economic difficulties with 

the desire to finance his children’s education and did this already in his self-presentation in the 

beginning of the interview:  

[I am] a Bulgarian, who has several higher education diplomas, who worked in Bulgaria, but 

ultimately the economic situation forced him to emigrate to the West to save his family and 

finance the education of his children (BG.UK.AC.2.M.58). 

He emigrated after the private company in which he was a co-owner collapsed in the early years 

of the market transition in Bulgaria and initially planned to stay in the UK till his daughter graduated 

from university in Bulgaria and till he saved enough to buy a new flat (the family of four were sharing 

a flat with his wife’s parents). At the time of the interview he had already achieved these goals but 

already had a new one – he wished to provide for his son who was studying at a UK university in 

another city. His case is interesting in that he managed to keep his affectionate relations with his wife 

coming home twice a year during holidays and having a fixed time for Skype conversations three 

times a week.  

Such a mobility strategy was not clearly gendered and there were women who took the move 

alone and also aspired to save money for the family while working abroad. Thus, two of the Bulgarian 

nurses whom we interviewed in Milan and London had started working as care-givers in the 

beginning and their children joined them later after they managed to achieve some financial stability 

in the new place. A clearer difference between men and women emerged among young parents who 

had a more fixed division of childcare which we will discuss later. 

As mentioned before, all migrants had relatives in the home country and keeping contacts with 

them was a recurrent theme in the interviews. The new technologies facilitated communication and 

many migrants used Skype, Whatsapp, and social networks such as Facebook. Italian migrants often 

emphasized the value of making video calls home as the best way to keep in touch with their loved 

ones. This created the feeling of sharing everyday joys and activities with family members at home 

which was recognized by Bulgarian migrants as well.  

We have a WhatsApp group and we talk every day with my parents and once every three to 

four days with my grandmother. […] Now I talk almost every day with them or read about what 

they do every day. (IT.DE.AC.11.M.29) 

Since I moved to London, FaceTime was my salvation. I have virtually seen my nephew grow 

for 5 years on that IPhone. (IT.UK.AC.17.F.37 - Clinic Receptionist) 

The contacts are the same as when I am in Bulgaria. We write each other on Facebook and 

Viber, and we call on the phones... (BG.IT.AC.2.M.35). 

Cheap flights provide another way to maintain contacts with family members left behind and 

many migrants travel back home with different frequency and duration of stay. The regular flights and 

close distance makes it easier for Southern European migrants to visit family members in their home 

countries. Italian migrants in our sample compared the trips with low-cost airlines to the cost of a 

restaurant dinner. Many of them returned to Italy from three to five times a year identifying the pace 

of work as the main obstacle for more visits. For Bulgarians in particular, the longer flights and bad 

roads inside the country placed additional difficulties to the regular visits. Migrants from Bulgaria and 
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Romania cited high flight prices during holiday seasons and tight working schedules as other 

obstacles. Yet most of them tried to come back once or twice a year for religious holidays - Christmas 

and Easter or for the summer holidays (combining stay at home and go to the Black Sea).  

Being reunited with the family of origin was the main goal of returning to their home country for 

all respondents. An Italian engineer in Germany explained that besides talking with parents twice a 

week, he started going home more often after the birth of his child: “Since [our daughter] was born, 

we have to do it for the grandparents” (IT.GE.AC.4.M.30). A software designer working in London 

explained his experience: 

It’s where you live that is your home, when you leave Italy it is no longer home. We live here, 

we are here, and this is our home. But, we have parents and grandparents and they have to meet 

the child… [My wife’s] family is in Venice. In the summer, [she] is spending nice holidays in 

Venice, at the sea. But, in the end, it’s all done for the baby. But fortunately, there is Skype, if 

there’s a problem I call. Distances, thanks to technology, are much shorter. (IT.UK.AC.8.M.40) 

Among Bulgarian interviewees the need for grandparents to meet their grandchildren was also 

considered a legitimate reason to return home. Those visits were usually filled with nostalgic feelings. 

The youngest respondent from Bulgaria – a 27-year-old woman working in the financial sector in the 

UK depicted it in the following way: 

I return and it’s as if time has stopped and I'm home again and everything is the same ... as 

though I've never been in England, just going back and everything is normal. There are some 

things I hadn’t noticed before, but now I'm annoyed by, but I do not pay much attention to them 

because I'm only back for a week or ten days a year, and I want to enjoy the people I love ... 

(BG.UK.AC.4.F.27). 

Others however did not share the same excitement of visiting the home country. A much older 

respondent living in Italy raised a barrier between the joy of meeting family members and coming in 

touch again with the socio-economic and political reality: 

... I can even say that if I did not have a daughter, I would not go back to Bulgaria ... I'm so 

angry with Bulgaria, I'm so offended, for example, by our government - the present, the former, 

to whichever it is now, I do not remember how many years have passed, they separated me 

from my own home, my daughter, my parents, my friends, the life I lived. Because we were 

forced to leave for our survival. No one asks us how we live, how we have survived and what 

we have been through in Europe. No one. (BG.IT.AC.4.F.54, p.15) 

Sending back money was another practice that migrants, exclusively those from Bulgaria and 

Romania, talked about in their interviews. According to the National Statistics Institute, Bulgarian 

emigrants annually transferred about 1 billion Euro to their relatives in Bulgaria. Relatives (most often 

parents, children, siblings) were the main recepients of such support. Many interviewees had either 

done so in the past or continued to send money at present and considered this to be their duty framed 

as a ‘natural obligation’: 

All the time, permanently, I give [money] to close relatives, friends - financial support in the 

sense of not giving large sums, small sums, but how can I tell you that to me are trifle sums to my 

uncle they are a [monthly] pension and a half, for example. They actually receive support [not for 

luxuries but] because they have to buy firewood for the winter, which is somehow upsetting - a 

person who has worked for 40 years to have to ask a 30 years younger relative for 50 euros to buy 

firewood, which is offensive, but that is their situation, so if I can help, it’s okay” 

(BG.IT.AC.2.M.35). 
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There was exchange the other way around as well – partners, children and parents also came to 

visit their loved ones abroad, however with much less frequency. The Bulgarian wife of the 

construction worker in London mentioned above visited him five times in fourteen years. Grown up 

children of Bulgarian and Romanian migrants visited their parents abroad occasionally, but not every 

year. Migrants’ parents perceived it as ‘natural’ that their children should come back home rather than 

the parents visiting their children. Most parents of the Bulgarian interviewees had never visited them 

abroad or had done that on ‘major’ occasions – for example, the wedding ceremony in London of 

their son (IT consultant) with an English woman (BG.UK.AC.9.M.35). The financial expert 

(BG.UK.AC.4.F.27) who bought a new house with her partner in Birmingham received a visit from 

her parents only once when she was a first-year university student. Nine years later she was expecting 

a second visit from them.  She joked that she would greet them at the airport with shovels in hand and 

bring them to help her decorate the garden of the new home. A young migrant from Italy working as a 

bartender in Berlin, explained how unusual it was for his mother not to have him coming home for 

Christmas:  

I didn’t go back to Italy at Christmas because for us it’s high season. When I told it to my mom 

she was “traumatized” for this upsetting news, for a week she did not talk to me. At the end of the 

week she called me and told me: “If the mountain won’t come to Mohammed, then Mohammed 

has to go to the mountain”. She decided to come here and I bought a flight ticket for her. 

(IT.GE.AC.1.F.23) 

We interviewed only the mobile family members in the project and not those family members 

who stayed in the country of origin. In addition to the analysis of interview transcripts of migrants 

we had occasional contacts with migrants’ partners and parents in the home countries which 

suggested that they accepted the mobility of their family members as something ‘necessary’ but not 

as a life strategy for themselves. The Bulgarian wives of two male migrants in the UK and Italy who 

did not join their husbands abroad told us that they appreciated their own jobs and having family 

members and friends nearby in Bulgaria too much that they would not want to go and start ‘cleaning 

people’s houses’ abroad. Our analysis indicates that both sides perceived that the homeland should 

be the ‘natural’ place that family members separated by distance and economic necessity to meet 

together. We can also infer that migration although negotiated and decided within the family is an 

individual strategy and that many families separated due to mobility within Europe try to keep their 

emotional ties relying mostly on new communication technologies and somewhat less on travel 

across borders. In the case of Bulgarian and Romanian migrants, family responsibilities to partners 

and offspring fulfilled by financial transfers was a significant factor for maintaining the ties ‘that 

bind us together’. Individualism was much more pronounced in the mobility of Italian and Spanish 

migrants. Apart from the few individuals who migrated with their partners, informants always 

described the migration decision as an individual strategy and more often exchanged view and 

information with friends than with parents. In addition, there were no reports of sending remittances 

to family members in the home country on the part of Italians and Spaniards in the sample. In all four 

countries in the case of representatives of the younger generation, the family ties thrived upon the 

understanding that the young had the right to explore opportunities for better careers, adventures and 

self-expression (Comparative report on individual factors). 
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3.2.2. Family ties as experienced in the host country 

The interviews in GEMM provide insights into the family relations of those migrants who are 

living together with family members in the host country. While we did not include focused prompts 

in the interview guide about the partners living together with the migrants, all interviewees talked 

about them when discussing ‘life here and now’ and some did so already in the part on their self-

presentation. Not only partnerships formed before migration, but also most of those created 

following the move were with people from the same nationality. Nevertheless, from a fifth to a third 

of the migrants were in a relationship with people born in the country of destination or in rarer cases 

– from other countries. 

Having your partner from the same national culture brings the benefits of easing the cultural 

shock in the new environment, allowing migrants to relax after intensive working day and quite more 

often to adapt to the new way of life and enjoy its advantages. Thus, a young woman from Bulgaria 

working in domestic care in London and currently taking care of her 7-month old son, spoke with 

praise about her family life in the new environment, where it was cheaper to have a baby (in terms of 

the prices of diapers and baby food) and where the family could make trips in the countryside every 

weekend, as well as go back to Bulgaria several times a year. She stated that the only thing she missed 

were her ageing parents - “If I could get my relatives with me in London, I would never think about 

going back” (BG.UK.AC.3.F.27).  

Others, however, pointed at the disadvantages of having a partner of the same nationality (and 

often the same social position) with them sharing a household in the new country. Many explained 

this with the high intensity of the work of both partners (in comparison with the situation in the home 

country) and the tension this caused in their relationship. A Romanian migrant who had had his own 

construction business in Romania and was now working as an employee in Berlin pointed at the 

conflicts with his partner. His low-status work and long working hours changed his family life: ‘In 

Romania, in 15 years, I argued with my wife only once… Here, over the past two years we argued 

[every evening] for about six months.” (RO. DE. AC.8.M.43). Such stories were not only typical for 

the low skilled and low paid migrants but were also common among the highly skilled dual earner 

families as well. A Bulgarian migrant, working as a strategic analyst in London and married to a 

Bulgarian man, a financial expert, explained that the high intensity of life in the first years of 

adaptation ‘almost ruined their relationship’ and it took a lot of time to find the work-family balance 

that suited them both. Spanish migrants in Berlin emphasised their impression that being in a 

relationship with a co-national could be an obstacle to improving linguistic knowledge and 

establishing contacts with German people. Similarly a Bulgarian migrant (BG.IT.AC.3.F.57) claimed 

that since her two teenage sons came to live with her in Milan she reduced her going out and meeting 

friends – not only Italians but Bulgarians as well. 

Most migrants with foreign partners had all met their significant other after arrival in the host 

country. Exceptions were reported by a Spanish migrant in Germany who met her future partner in 

Spain while he was enrolled in an Erasmus exchange in a Spanish university and their relationship 

was the primary motivation for his migration to Berlin. Another Spanish migrant started a relationship 

with a Polish woman in Spain wand moving to Berlin was a way for them to become reunited 

following a long-distance relationship. A Bulgarian migrant in London began a romantic relationship 

with an English woman while they were both on exchange programs in a university in Berlin. It was 

the shared feeling of being foreigners and the feeling of looked upon with some disdain by the locals 
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that brought them together in the beginning (BG.UK.AC.9.M.35). There were cases of such ‘mixed’ 

marriages in all countries.  

Some migrants commented upon cultural differences in the gender roles when speaking about 

their romantic relationships.  The interviewed media expert in London made the observation that 

Bulgarian women more often married British partners while the opposite practice – Bulgarian men to 

marry British women – was much rarer:  

Bulgarian women are very flexible, very open to new influences and new things to learn. That 

is why they marry Englishmen. While Bulgarian men are less flexible, full of stereotypes and if 

they marry English women they feel insecure, [they feel] their manhood is lost’ 

(BG.UK.AC.14.M.44). 

He attributed this to the norms of masculinity and femininity in Bulgaria and the gender 

stereotypes that the male partner should take the lead position in the family which was easier done 

when he was from the national majority while it was acceptable for the woman to be in a subordinate 

position linked to her migrant status. However, we had cases of exactly the opposite family pattern 

with the informants describing their relationships as equal rather than hierarchical. The young man 

who emigrated from Bulgaria five years ago and was now working as a financial expert in London, 

considered that they shared domestic responsibilities with his British wife on an equal basis and took 

important life decision after negotiations between the partners. Examples of sharing power in the 

family were also the two same-sex couples among our samples. A Bulgarian IT designer 

(BG.UK.AC.6.M.36) was living with his male British partner in London and his desire to have a 

family and children had made him emigrate to London where the tolerance towards such relationships 

was much higher than in Sofia. The partnership between a woman from Southern Spain and a British 

female care-worker led them to set up a home in a small Hertfordshire town leading a very ‘quiet 

English’ lifestyle with English cooking and meal times. In these cases, it could be that migration not 

only provided greater freedom from familial ties and responsibilities in relation to the parental 

generation (Heath et al, 2015), but also from the partnership norms as set in the traditional family 

patterns.  

The theme about children was present in our informants’ narratives when speaking about their 

family life, even in informants’ interviews who had not yet become parents. We first present the 

patterns of childcare practiced by our interviewees and then we examine the issue of raising and 

education children and the types of values migrants would like to transmit to their children.  

How to balance work and care for young children is a crucial question for all working parents, not 

only for labour migrants. While only a third were already parents, many of our informants commented 

on it. We already saw that a common practice among Bulgarian and Romanian migrants was to 

emigrate alone and the responsibility for childcare fell on the partner remaining in the home country 

who received support from the network of relatives, most importantly grandparents and from the 

relatively dense network of public childcare centres. For the young families where both partners lived 

abroad, another widespread pattern was to make use of the free care of their own parents for some 

period of time. For example, the strategic analyst in London had two four-month paid parental leaves 

for each of her two children and then relied on long visits from the babies’ two grandmothers and one 

of the grandfathers to take turns to live with the young family in London. She and her husband came 

to the UK in 2008 after working for some years in the USA. She compared the working cultures in the 

two countries, clearly appreciating the one in Europe.  

Here I have again more than forty [hours per week] but not as many as in the USA and I have 

some control over the working time … and also, I should mention the completely different 
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culture. The culture in the company is such that they understand – I can always ask to go out 

when necessary or work from home for a few hours’ (BG.UK.AC.11.F.35) 

Another Bulgarian respondent comparing the European and the American way of treating 

working parents was the young IT consultant who was the father of a two-year old baby 

(BG.UK.AC.9.M.35). His wife stayed at home on a three-month paid leave and then the baby was 

placed in a crèche for four days a week. His wife started working part-time and he changed his 

working pattern by trying to work more from home and traveling to the London City for meetings 

only 3 times a week. He stated being very happy with his family life commenting that in the USA 

women could stay at home after giving birth for two weeks only and they had to return to work – a 

‘brutal, primitive, uncivilized practice’ (p.14). Interestingly enough, he did not approve of the 

‘socialist’ practice in Bulgaria of having two-year paid and one-year unpaid leave because women lost 

the link with the labour market. His mother had been at home with him and his sister for 5 years 

which, according to him, affected her career as an economist. 

Many Spanish migrants also commented on the importance of family-friendly policies. They 

commonly identified the family policies in Germany (and Sweden in the case of some prospective 

migrants) as providing better support for working parents than what the Spanish welfare state offered 

them. A 29-year-old digital analytics manager from Barcelona who recently extended his apartment 

lease in Berlin with his Spanish girlfriend for at least two more years did not foresee returning to 

Spain any time soon.  

It’s clear that if one day my girlfriend and I plan to have children, it would be impossible to 

have them in Spain…Totally impossible. I mean if it’s a decision we are going to take 

rationally…Because of the [state] support, the public sector, the support for maternity and 

paternity [in Germany]. (SP.GE.AC.22.M.29). 

A lightening-rod installer from Valencia who was expecting his first child expressed his belief 

that he and his partner would be financially incapable of raising a child in Spain due to the lack of 

family-friendly policies: 

I especially can’t imagine a future [in Spain] now that we’re expecting a child. If my girlfriend 

and I had been living in Spain, I would have told her, “No way! No way,” [with respect to 

having a baby] because we wouldn’t have the financial capacity to go ahead with it. Even by 

killing ourselves at work in order to make ends meet, I would never be able to spend time with 

my child. Here, in Germany, thanks to all the social benefits and the support for parenthood, it 

is possible [to raise a child]. (SP.GE.AC.9.M.35). 

In addition, the Spanish informants compared the family orientation of the Spanish culture to that 

in the UK and Germany and were divided between those who preferred the transmission of culturally 

diverse values to their children and those who insisted that their children should be raised in line with 

Spanish cultural values. Many interviewees pointed at the opportunities for personal enrichment by 

exposing children to diverse cultures. Thus, the telecommunication engineers who left Madrid with 

their young daughters expressed their conviction that living in London would widen their children’s 

personal and professional horizons:  

We want them [our daughters] to understand from this very young age [by living in Great 

Britain] that in this life, you can live in a different country, you can do different things. We 

want them to have that curiosity that will allow them one day to work somewhere else, study a 

degree somewhere else…We believe that you learn this kind of thing from a young age. These 

kinds of experiences can help make you more open-minded and share other cultures…seeing 

that in your classroom, not all the children are Spanish like you and that there are children from 
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all over the world…we want to give this opportunity to our daughters. (SP.UK.AC.7-8.F-M.38-

39). 

In the Italian case, some respondents, particularly those living in London, were worried that their 

children could not experience the freedom of play in the open air that they themselves had during their 

childhood in Italian cities. We should state here that the value of cultural diversity and the excellent 

opportunities for career development in the social context in the North of Europe was recognized by 

many interviewees from all the four countries sending migrants. This was valid even for those who 

wished their children to know the language and culture of the home country of their parents.  

To sum up, most migrants invested time and resources in maintaining and developing the strong 

ties within the family. Even when they formed a new family in the context of the host country, they 

struggled to keep their contacts with family members in the sending country. Emotional ties were 

clearly strengthened when there were young children in the migrant family. Besides emotional ties, 

migrants from the two East European countries provided financial support to elderly relatives in 

difficult economic situations. Reciprocity went both ways and often parents of migrants travelled to 

their offspring’s home to provide childcare or help with house repairs. It was accepted as the norm 

that migrants from both East and South Europe should visit their relatives in the country of departure 

rather than vice versa. Most migrants appreciated the new cultural diversity in the receiving context 

which created opportunities for better education and personal development of their own children. 

South European migrants appreciated the more developed family friendly policies in the new context, 

Germany in particular, as compared to the conditions in Spain and Italy. At the same time some of the 

Southern European migrants felt very strongly about preserving the family-oriented culture of their 

home countries contrasting it to the individualistic culture in North Europe and insisted on 

transmitting it to their children even if this would mean returning back once children arrived in the 

family.  

 

3.3. Migrants’ ‘weak’ ties  
 

Friendship ties are another way, besides kinship, for migrants to construct notions of belonging, 

as well as for getting accustomed and integrated in the new social context (Conradson and Latham, 

2005; Malyutina, 2016). Friendship networks play an important role, not only in the initial period of 

adaptation during the search for housing and jobs that we saw from the previous sections of the report 

but also, for exploring new career opportunities, cultural experiences and personal development. The 

GEMM interviews provide a wealth of information about migrants’ experiences in preserving, 

establishing and mobilising old and new social networks. We consider them as ‘weak’ ties in general, 

in order to contrast them with the family and kinship ties while acknowledging that some friendship 

ties could be very intensive in terms of the amount of time, emotional intensity and reciprocity to 

merit the definition of ‘strong ties’ (Granovetter, 1973: 136).  

 

3.3.1. Friendship ties 
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Among our interviewees many migrants kept in touch with their friends at home and met with 

them during visits back home. This was more typical for young migrants but we also had descriptions 

of the migrants’ homes full of friends during holidays. Most alive were those networks in which all 

actors were mobile creating transnational ties. A lot of the highly skilled migrants in the sectors of 

finance and ICT had such networks and followed each other’s work and family careers, meeting at 

international events and sometimes spending holidays together. The university graduate from Bulgaria 

who worked as a driver in London (BG.UK.AC.7.M.27) explained that he stayed in touch with his 

former university colleagues who ‘are now all over Europe – I have a friend in Berlin, another in 

Prague, also in Tallinn, Thessaloniki’. He hoped these contacts would help him in the near future 

when he would be ready to return to Bulgaria and open his own logistics company. Again, the new 

technologies were widely used to keep these networks alive. Yet, compared to the family ties, 

friendship ties seemed to wane more quickly and there were more narratives about losing touch with 

friends who had remained in the home country.  

Weaker or stronger, ties were created in the new social context as well and were of great 

significance for migrants’ wellbeing and insertion in the host societies.  Friendship ties arose from 

migrants’ experiences in numerous social places: the neighbourhood, the workplace, leisure places 

such as restaurants and cafés, sport clubs and galleries, and more politically oriented places such as 

ethnic institutions and volunteer organizations, election sections and meeting halls.  

Berlin and London were often chosen by migrants as world cities offering myriads of 

opportunities for work and leisure as we saw from the first comparative report. They were appreciated 

as places to meet new people and find new friends. The museums, galleries, musical scenes were 

often pointed out as the best things that migrants discovered in the host country. An interview with a 

Bulgarian woman who was a former teacher and at present was working as a cleaner in London turned 

out to be very difficult to arrange as her evenings seemed dedicated to visiting the opera with a group 

of friends in similar jobs while during the days she had long working and commuting hours. Migrants 

from all countries in the project stressed the leisure opportunities in the British capital. 

London is a great city because you can do anything; you have two million things to do every 

day. I go out with my friends, my roommates, or we invite people at home. There is always an 

event in London. (IT.UK.AC.4.F.27) 

Another interviewee enjoyed mostly the parks in Berlin where you could jog or relax as ‘if you 

were in the mountains’. An architect from Italy stated: 

Berlin gives you the chance to do things that, in Udine or in Castelfranco Veneto, where my 

parents live, you cannot. For instance, on Sunday I went to dance the tango. I said: “Well, let’s 

try, let’s dance the tango.” There is a course, I paid ten Euros, and we’ve been there for two 

hours. I went also to do yoga. These are stuffs that in Udine you are not able to do. Here you can 

do billions of things. (IT.GE.AC.12.F.29) 

Madrid and Milan were the two other urban contexts where we conducted interviews with 

Bulgarian and Romanian migrants. Although the two cities are no less rich in cultural scenes than the 

two capital cities above, our informants there chose to speak more about the opportunities they 

offered for good relations with neighbours. As a Romanian doctor explained: “I’m satisfied with my 

neighbours, we know each other all in this residential area... greeting each other when we meet.” 

(RO.IT.AC.2F.39). Some Bulgarian migrants told stories of building closer relationships with 

neighbours based on trust, closeness and friendship: 
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Somehow, God always helped me to have reliable neighbours ... Since I am a musician, it is 

enough that I tell them we will be having fun tonight, and they come. Sometimes they come 

to play Čoček and ...they raise their hands, no problems (BG.IT.AC.1.M.40). 

With the utmost confidence I can leave the keys to the apartment to my neighbours. And in 

Bulgaria just ... I would not leave the keys. The apartment we have in Bulgaria is locked. 

Even my relatives… I would not give the keys to, let alone to a neighbour 

(BG.SP.AC.8.M.45). 

Good relationships with neighbours were reported in London and Berlin as well but in the two 

Southern European cities the focus was clearly placed more on visiting each other at home rather than 

going out. 

The workplace is the other common site of forming friendship ties for migrants. There were many 

stories of socialising with colleagues in all contexts. An Italian architect in Berlin described his leisure 

in the following way: 

In my free time, which is really little, I often go to events that concern architecture with 

colleagues, and friends. With my colleagues I do many things. I also go horseback-riding. 

(IT.DE.AC.10.F.28) 

In his interview a Romanian doctor almost repeated those words, only instead of horseback-riding, 

he regularly played tennis with his colleague friends.  

Looking closer at the composition of migrants’ networks in terms of nationality, the analysis of the 

interviews established that the dominant practice was to create new contacts with co-nationals. It was 

particularly true for Bulgarians and Romanians in both the Northern and Southern countries of 

reception. "We usually move in a circle of Bulgarians" ... (BG.SP.AC.3.F.47, p. 12). “We hang out 

with Romanians because we are friends, they come to us, we go to them […] with the Spanish we only 

meet on the stairs” (RO.SP.AC.2.F.46). “We talk with people we know, most of them Romanians, but 

not Britons. […] After 6 years here, I cannot say I have English friends.” (RO.UK.AC.1.M.25). 

Having few contacts with the local population in Spain and Italy was common for migrants who 

claimed that they had chosen one or the other of these Southern European countries largely due to their 

perception that there was a similar culture to the one in their own homeland.  

Italian and Spanish migrants listed the following channels for creating new ties with co-nationals: 

experiencing common Erasmus exchange programs abroad, sharing the first difficulties of adaptation 

with new migrants and co-workers from the same nationality with whom they spent time after 

working hours. Some of the co-national ties were fully new acquaintances while more often friendship 

ties were created from former distant contacts made possible due to the mobility of co-nationals. Such 

‘revived’ ties were defined ‘best friends’ as in the example of an Italian investment analysist in 

London: 

Currently the person I meet most is a university colleague that, before our “new” meeting, I 

have not seen him for six years. He moved to London when I moved on, more or less, we met 

again, and now we are basically always together. (IT.UK.AC.15.F.34) 

A Bulgarian migrant with university diploma in international relations who is a construction 

worker in the same city explained:  

My friends, or my closest ones, are Bulgarians. We got introduced through work, I would 

even say a long time ago, I was working with these friends as early as 2013, but since then we 



52 
 

have been in contact with each other, we meet weekly, or every other week, we talk on the 

phone. In general, they are my closest friends there. (BG.UK.AC.1.M.30, p. 11). 

Besides with co-nationals, migrants made new social ties with other migrants from other 

nationalities at the workplace or the neighbourhood in which they lived. The former graduate from the 

IT university in Sofia who worked as a cleaner in an office building in London listed as his friends his 

colleagues from Romania, Nigeria and Ghana. A café manager from Italy described his new friends in 

the following way: 

I have two best friends, but both are not Italian: one is Korean – she is my colleague - and the 

other is Finnish, who is my old manager. Friendships are made within the workplace, it is quite 

normal this stuff. I do not think I’ve known people out of the job yet. (IT.UK.AC.20.M.29). 

Besides the workplace, the neighbourhood was the other social place to form friendships. Here 

again ties with migrants were more common than with locals and they were facilitated if the 

neighbours had the same family situation – being parents of children of the same age:  

We see much more rarely that group of Italian friends. Now, our group of friends are families 

like us, with kids; we spend our weekends with other families, we visit some museums... 

Maybe we have a lunch or a dinner together. There are a lot of free events for families in 

London. Now our friendships are no longer with Italians, but with Europeans. 

(IT.UK.AC.2.M.35) 

There were also a number of migrants who maintained a wide range of friendships with people of 

any ethnic group, gender and profession. This type of migrants sharing a culture of multiculturalism 

was open to diversity and created new social ties with ease. They were more common among Italians 

and Spaniards than among Bulgarians and Romanians.  In terms of occupational sector, the high 

skilled professionals in finance and ITC had more open and mixed networks but there were examples 

among the low qualified migrants as well. 

When listing the advantages of life in the new context, a software designer pointed at the ‘great 

mix of people that you can only meet in London’. He lived in a suburb in East London for designers, 

artists, ‘it is decadent and bohemian’. What he liked most in his new life was:  

… the quality of social life, perhaps. There are so many things happening in this city, so 

dynamic and so connected to the world, that you can fly anywhere, achieve purely personal 

growth. It's the culture, the access to culture, art, it’s the people you meet and the friends you 

make from all over the world. (BG.UK.AC.6.M.36) 

For this group of migrants creating ties with people from different nationalities and cultures was a 

valuable social capital and they invested time and efforts to create such contacts. In contrast, some 

migrants employed a strategy to establish and maintain ties with ‘purely local’ people and avoided 

contacts with migrants. Although much rarer, it was justified with arguments for ‘true integration’ in 

the context of reception which was now considered ‘home’. A media expert from Bulgaria who had 

had experience from short spells of working in other EU countries before arriving in London, clarified 

his choice providing a comparison with his parents’ life experiences: 

[My parents] moved to Sofia to study at the university when they were teenagers. They have 

been living in the capital for more than 30 years now but they still keep their family house in 

[the village] where they were born. They still live in-between two worldssplit between the city 

and the village. Many migrants do the same having houses here and in Bulgaria. I don’t want to 

live like this. (BG.UK.AC.14.M.44). 

He made concerted efforts to establish contacts with British people, ‘true Britons’. At first, he 

shared a flat with a colleague, a British national and mimicked his choices for brands of food and 
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drink in the shopping mall or the pub.  Making a career in his job, he moved to live in a separate 

house choosing the ‘most conservative part of London with the oldest average age of population’. He 

goes to the pub most evening and to the church on Sunday ‘because it is there that you meet the local 

people’ (ibid). 

 

3.3.2. Social ties in community involvement 

 

The social capital proponents (Coleman, 1990; Putnam, 2000) argue that individual social capital 

within the family and friendship ties increase the social capital of the community and society as a 

whole as it leads to building trust and greater involvement in solving common issues. Our data from 

in-depth interviews with migrants in fours EU countries gives some evidence to this claim. In what 

follows we present the forms of civic participation of our interviewees. Their involvement in party 

politics is analysed in the next chapter. 

Studies of migrants’ networks often point at religious organizations linking migrants with the 

homeland and the migrant community in the receiving country (Zahova, 2015; Maeva, 2017). In our 

pool of interviewees, we came across only one Bulgarian migrant in Italy (BG.IT.AC.2.M.35), who 

stated that he was about to join the Board of Church Trustees of the Bulgarian Orthodox Church in 

Milan and mentioned the community that gathered around the church. Some Romanian migrants 

claimed that they devoted part of their spare time to volunteer in religious organizations. Our research 

did not have a focused objective to examine such institutions and their role in maintaining social ties 

but it is necessary to mention their role.   

The degree of civic involvement in ethnic organizations depends not only on the individual 

preferences of the migrants but also on the activities of state institutions such as Embassies and 

Consulates and on the non-governmental organizations organized as charities or cultural associations 

devoted to the preservation and transmission of folklore, cultural traditions and the national language. 

During the fieldwork in Italy on March the first, for example, the Bulgarian team witnessed an 

initiative of the Bulgarian Sunday school in the city in cooperation with the cultural association led by 

one of our respondents (BG.IT.AC.6.F.35).  The initiative itself took place in the city centre of Milan 

where children delivered hand-made souvenirs to passers-by, recited poems and played folk dances. 

Special guests at the event were representatives of the Romanian and Moldovan communities in 

Milan, as an example of interaction and respect for other ethnic communities. Two days later, the 

same organization had planned celebrations for the national holiday of Bulgaria and the gathering of 

over 800 Bulgarian emigrants from Northern Italy. 

In the context of the UK, we also came across this kind of civic activity among the Bulgarian 

respondents. In one case, our respondent (BG.UK.AC.5.F.60) had joined a charity that organized 

meetings with lonely elderly people to have tea and conversations in order to help them overcome 

their loneliness. Another case was that of a young respondent (BG.UK.AC.10.F.31), who was 

involved in a charity led by Poles and using European funds, the purpose of which was to support the 

integration of newly arrived emigrants from Eastern Europe. Her contribution to the organization was 

conducting seminars in Bulgarian language to inform the new arrivals about their rights and 

obligations, as well as translation of documents or literature for Bulgarian schools. Another 

interviewee (BG.UK.AC.14.M.44) mentioned the role of Sunday schools not so much in relation to 

the efforts to transmit Bulgarian culture and language as to the relations between the generations 

inside the family. He claimed that without those schools, the gap between the parents with their low 



54 
 

adaptation to the new cultural environment and their children eager to absorb everything new would 

be insurmountable. He also maintained an Internet site informing Bulgarian migrants about cultural 

landmarks in London with the aim to ‘help them understand the society they came to live in’. 

Professional associations were also formed on the basis of ethnic or regional ties. They were 

maintained both online and in face-to-face meetings and involvement in various civic initiatives and 

celebrations. They often worked in the manner of the ‘weak’ ties in the job search or other problems 

that migrants’ faced. In the Romanian interviewees’ sample there was a doctor 

(RO.UK.AC.7.M.35.UK) who asserted to have founded such an organization with the aim to help 

Romanian migrants aiming to establish themselves as dentists in the UK – the Romanian Dentists’ 

Society. He also acted as the president of the Romanian World Council. The cultural and professional 

associations were defined by migrants as a-political and the representatives whom we interviewed 

were adamant that their organizations were not involved in party politics. Nevertheless, many 

migrants followed public life in the municipality and were involved in municipal elections. Some 

Romanian migrants in Spain and Italy had run as candidates in the local elections and there were cases 

of winning such elections and some Bulgarian migrant recalled distributing leaflets during such 

campaigns. During the fieldwork in London we talked with migrants who joined the general 

demonstration in defense of the National Health Service in the UK. 

In conclusion, we could say that in terms of civic involvement migrants covered the whole 

spectrum: from active participation to total apathy, however, with a clear predominance of 

disengagement. Few migrants reported to be members of voluntary organizations and although 

spontaneous actions attracted more participants, community associations and civic actions rarely 

served as channels for the formation of new social ties.  

 

3.3.3. Migrants’ representations of the reasons for a low social capital 

 

Without receiving specific prompts in the interview, migrants often provided explanations for the 

reasons of having low social capital, in particular in the forms of social ties with the local 

communities. Most often work intensity, long or unsocial working and commuting hours, and a 

stressful lifestyle in general were specified as barriers to social integration. The low skilled Bulgarian 

men often complained of working six days a week and going home in the evening ‘dead tired’. The 

office cleaner in London held two part-time jobs in the evenings of weekdays and the whole days in 

the weekend – the time ‘that other people spent with friends’. High skilled migrants also had 

difficulties in their time management. An equity analyst from Italy stated: 

Free time? What leisure time? Sincerely, for the past ten years I have had very little time. 

My time has been divided between sleeping, working and, for the last three and a half years, 

taking care of my son all the minutes when I was not working. (IT.UK.AC.1.F.37)  

The insufficient knowledge of the local language was also designated as the cause for having 

difficulties to establish social ties with the local population. And indeed, many tried to improve their 

language skills in order to meet more people outside their workplace. Professionals in Berlin 

working in international companies (with little connection to the German economy) spoke about 

working in English-language ‘bubbles’. An investment fund manager from Spain who had been 

working in the same venture capital firm in Berlin for the past four years said: 
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I speak very bad German, I mean, I can’t even say that I speak German. I can order a coffee, I 

can understand a few things, but no…It’s very difficult with my job to practice the language 

because I spend my days working in English…my work is [focused] on the English-speaking 

world. Also, [it doesn’t help] that whenever I try to speak to someone in German, they switch to 

English. (SP.GE.AC.23.M.32) 

Some interviewees created a more complex picture relating language difficulties to cultural 

differences. Thus, a young woman from Bulgaria who was a financial analyst in the UK, and who had 

taken her BA and MA in Birmingham, stressed that she knew the language well but there was a 

significant cultural difference in using the language:  

The language of the people here is more bypassing, more decorated, not as direct as ours. It is 

quite often that the English tell us foreigners that we are rude, simply because in Bulgarian we 

are used to speaking more directly. Something I can tell you now in five words, I have to say in 

English with 15 words, just so as not to offend anyone… like talking to someone from work, I 

have to say, "Excuse me a lot, could you now, if you do not mind, do what you are supposed to 

do because ...’ (BG.UK.AC.4.F.27) 

It is perhaps exaggerated to speak about ‘language discrimination’ but anyway certain forms 

of social exclusion on that basis were listed: 

You talk to a colleague and he does not change his way of speaking. You are struggling to 

understand and he keeps speaking at the same pace. […] I once asked a girl why and she told 

me “English is our language. It is up to you learning to speak it” (IT.UK.AC.9.M.26) 

Another interpretation of the impediment to establish contacts with the non-immigrant 

population in the receiving country offered by our interviewees was the ease to communicate with 

people from your culture which allows you to relax after a stressful working day. This was valid even 

for many of those who, at least initially, tried to privilege interactions with local people: “In the last 

year, I met many Italians, even though I tried to avoid them first, as everyone usually does. Then, at a 

certain point, you give up and you dive in your community” (IT.GE.AC.21.F.29). Others however 

pointed more directly at the distant and often unfavourable attitude of the locals towards immigrants. 

In London in particular immigrants felt that the English often blamed the migrants for the growing 

prices: 

It is very difficult to be included in English friendships. In general, the people I’m meeting are 

not British…they mostly are Italians. In my opinion, the English people feel that the foreigners 

have “occupied” their city and the cost of living has risen, because there are a lot of foreign 

workers with well-paid jobs. (IT.UK.AC.7.F.36). 

Making friends in the society of destination was also said to be complicated by the fact that the 

locals were usually not interested in forming new friendships, since they benefited from long-

established social networks. Another difficulty had to do with informants’ perceptions of native 

Londoners and Berliners as more socially distant and reserved than the migrants from the East and 

South Europe. The perception that Berliners tended to be gruff and not particularly welcoming was 

not uncommon among Spanish interviewees. A physician pointed to this as a barrier to social 

integration of migrants in general:  

Berliners do not contribute to your feeling comfortable [and more at home], or to your 

predisposition to keep trying [to improve your German]. One is met with a great deal of 

rejection in this sense [with respect to one’s linguistic capacity]. Once you learn to speak the 

language perfectly, everything is perfect. In any case, there’s something here they call ‘Berliner 
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schnauze’, which is the way Berliners have of reacting to other people. They are well-known in 

the rest of Germany as being very rough on the edges. (SP.GE.AC.13.F.39). 

Most interviewees did not tell stories of experiencing discrimination personally. Many claimed 

that at the workplace they felt protected against mistreatment by the law. The high skilled migrants in 

London and Berlin also described themselves as working in an international community and rarely 

felt singled out on the basis of their nationality. Some interviewees in London said that they had seen 

racist actions only on the TV and the Internet and blamed the media and politicians who relied on 

xenophobia in the campaign for the Brexit vote. In addition, there was a general consensus that anti-

immigrant attitudes were stronger in other parts of the United Kingdom than in London. However, in 

daily life some did recount having experienced hostility on behalf of ‘locals’ on various occasions. A 

Bulgarian software designer (BG.UK.AC.6.M.36) described his attempts to hire a company to repair 

the electricity network in his home saying that all were very polite and sympathetic when he was 

explaining what kind of service he needed but when he gave them his long Slavic name, the tone 

changed immediately and the companies did not have a free hand in the foreseeable future.  

I have never been discriminated when visiting a bank or a hospital, nor in my level of work, but 

I have experienced discrimination when searching for housing or the similar. For example, I 

was recently looking for a company to do some home repairs… The moment they see that my 

name ends in ‘-ov’, and they say they are busy and cannot come…’ (BG.UK.AC.6.M.36). 

Another Bulgarian migrant in Milan told a story about his wife being mistreated in a shop 

because of her poor knowledge of the Italian language. One of the financial analysts in London told us 

that she personally had not experienced discriminatory attitude towards her but it was often that 

friends advised her when she looked around for better paid jobs: ‘Do not even try to apply there 

because they all are purebred Englishmen’ (BG.UK.AC.4.F.27). However, she had witnessed her 

boss refusing to employ a woman who was gay on the grounds that he was afraid of conflicts in the 

team. 

Spanish migrants referred to discrimination in daily life more directly. Three respondents gave 

accounts of explicit xenophobic attitudes and abuse. One suggested that his physical appearance may 

have been at the root of some racist insults he received in the streets of Berlin: 

…I’m dark-skinned, I look like an Arab. Many people think I’m an Arab and Germans have 

yelled insulting things to me on the street, like “What are you doing here?” “You come here to 

take our money away!”…Just recently it happened to me on the Hermannplatz. A lady began 

insulting me in front of the escalator…and when I answered her in German, [she didn’t expect 

he could speak German], her expression changed…Then, I lost my nerve and I began yelling in 

Spanish…I have the feeling that she assumed I was an Arab and that when she saw I was 

Spanish…[her attitude changed]. (SP.GE.AC.8.M.28) 

An interesting thread to follow is the feeling of discrimination on behalf of migrants towards 

other migrants. For instance, a human resources specialist from Barcelona witnessed discriminatory 

practices while working in a café. However, it was on the part of Italian employees toward a Latin 

American migrant and suggested that the Italian migrants perceived non-European migrants as having 

a lower status: ‘In other words, the racist treatment didn’t come from a Brit, it came from an Italian, 

which is strange.’ (SP.UK.AC.5.M.30). Some Bulgarian migrants also shared stereotypical beliefs 

against people from the British Commonwealth with dark skin colour. Such attitudes were often the 

result of reinforcement of ethnic and racial stereotypes with the ambition to overcome their own 

feelings of marginality. 
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3.4. Conclusions. Patterns of social integration strategies 
 

Examining migrants’ social ties with family members, friends and acquaintances allows us to see 

their lives as experiences across many social sites: the former and the present home, at work and 

leisure places, the neighbourhood and the wider community scene. Migrants manage to balance their 

multi-sited activities negotiating their position in various social groups. Their agency in sustaining old 

and making new social ties creates a web of kinship, friendship and ethnic relations that generate both 

social and personal change.  

As a final aspect of our analysis in this section we highlight several types of personal agency for 

social integration that the migrants adopt drawing upon the social ties they create in the process. In the 

context of the opportunity structures created by the climate and institutions of reception, some 

migrants develop their own active inclusion strategies, creating friendship, community and family ties 

with the majority population as well as with diverse ethnicities while others are also active in 

establishing borders and limit their ties to kinship and co-nationals envisioning a return to their 

homeland in the future. Yet others remain in-between reacting to the changing circumstances of 

everyday life in a foreign society in a more passive way.  We can distinguish among the following 

types: 

• Isolation from both worlds – this type of life strategy is argued as a way of coping with 

overwhelming difficulties in both contexts – sending and receiving. Some migrants stuck to the 

bonding ties of their family and limited their contacts even with co-nationals. They often felt 

being ‘no longer there but not yet here’ or as a Bulgarian migrant in Madrid put it – ‘a tree 

without roots’. They claimed not to have any spare time and did not engage in volunteering or 

other civic activities. This type was not very spread and was found among low-skilled migrants 

who tended to live in mixed ethnic suburbs of the big cities. 

• One-dimensional (limited) integration – this is a more active life strategy than the previous one 

but very restricted in terms of building social capital. The migrants employing it stayed in close 

contact with neighbours and friends in the country of origin while in the host country they 

invested little in creating new social ties with the local people. This strategy was typical for the 

low-skilled workers who had more or less stable jobs and income but still planned to earn 

money to spend it for life in the home country. They saved on spending for leisure activities, 

stayed away from involvement in public life and their quality of life was rather low. 

• Multi-dimensional integration – migrants in this type tried to take part in various life domains 

in the local society, established social contacts with people from different nationalities 

including local friends and colleagues. This type of strategy was common among the 

interviewed migrants who were mostly highly skilled but was also practiced by many in low-

skilled jobs with similar ambitions. They kept contacts with friends and relatives in Bulgaria, 

but also accumulated social ties where they lived. This strategy also included interest and 

activities in the community life and in some cases membership in civic organizations.  This was 

the group of those who consciously struggled to achieve ‘the best of both worlds’. 

• Total integration – this strategy was displayed by a few of the highly skilled migrants who 

limited their contacts with their home country and purposefully avoided forming ties with co-

nationals abroad. They lived in ‘typically local’ suburbs, without ethnic neighbours and tried to 

follow the cultural norms of the national majority as they understood them. Often such 

exclusionary practices were linked to ethnic stereotypes against those outside of their limited 

social network and reflected social divisions in the context of the host country. 
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Migrants’ successful integration in the new socio-economic and cultural context is no less 

significant for the efficient use of human capital than their labour market integration. Satisfaction with 

family life, leisure and community involvement is an essential element of the overall quality of life 

and contributes to the work and career fulfilment of the individuals. Achieving such quality is a 

difficult task for migrants who need to balance not only between work and family life in the new 

context but also deal with the opportunities and constraints in maintaining social ties and meeting 

social responsibilities in two sites: country of departure and country of acceptance. The narratives of 

the mobile Europeans in our study contain many stories of individuals succeeding in creating a wealth 

of social ties across different sites. There are also cases of closure into a small network of 

predominantly kinship ties when individuals try to cope with mounting demands and setbacks. It 

seems that while at work formal regulations prevent discriminatory practices, in the social 

relationships out of the world of work they are less concealed and less controlled. Institutions 

providing financial, housing and other services might profit from campaigns educating their personal 

about tolerance to cultural differences. Migrants’ involvement of in community life which our study 

showed to be very low is a strategy that might limit the negative experiences of migrants in the new 

context. Greater policy support for community organizations seems an effective way for increasing 

the social capital of mobile Europeans. In addition, easing the freedom of travel within united Europe 

is another route towards enriching social ties allowing migrants to maintain old ties and connect them 

to their new life.  
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Chapter 4. Identity formation and citizenship of Bulgarian, Italian, 

Romanian and Spanish migrants across EU destinations 

Iraklis Dimitriadis, Maricia Fischer-Souan and Fabio Quassoli 

 

4.1. Introduction  
 

In this chapter, we turn our attention to processes of identity formation and the evolving 

understandings of citizenship among EU migrants. The migration process can provoke considerable 

changes in a person’s self-understanding, cultural identification and orientation to national and 

supranational political communities. Exposure to and interaction with individuals form different 

national and cultural groups can have a destabilizing effect on migrants’ identities, either 

strengthening the previously held sense of belonging to the home country or challenging the ‘pre-

existing’ national and/or supranational identification. Hence, the first aim of this chapter is to explore 

comparatively processes of identity formation among Bulgarian, Italian, Romanian and Spanish 

migrants as they settle in another EU country. Better understanding the extent to which migrants’ 

sense of belonging is more or less fluid or static during the migration process allows us to explore 

which aspects of the migration experience (e.g. related to individual characteristics and value 

orientations, origin vs. host country factors), may be shaping migrant identities. Taking into account 

dynamic and heterogeneous processes of identity formation, we then present our findings on the 

meanings and behaviours related to civic membership across origin and residence country political 

communities. We focus specifically on the perceived incentives and disincentives for naturalization in 

terms of the ‘new’ meanings and content of citizenship, without losing sight of the importance of 

claiming and exercising civic, political and social rights both in host and home societies, especially in 

an era of increasing uncertainty for the future of European integration and citizenship. A third section 

focuses on the relationship between unexpected events such as the result of the ‘Brexit’ referendum 

with migrants’ identities and understandings of EU citizenship. 

Reviewing the literature on the dynamics of intra-EU migration and individual’s migration 

experiences, we notice that the motivations and drivers for migration within EU countries have 

attracted by far the most attention in the scholarly literature (see for instance Triandafyllidou and 

Gropas, 2014; King et al., 2016), whereas less is known about the evolving feelings of belonging and 

identity issues (subjectively defined self-identification) as EU citizens experience European mobility.  

Some exceptions include recent research based on surveys (King and Ruiz-Gelices, 2003; 

Rother and Nebe, 2009; Van Mol, 2013; Duchêne-Lacroix and Koukoutsaki-Monnier 2016) which 

mostly investigate the presence of a European identity among EU migrants in various EU countries. A 

common finding is that mobile Europeans form a stronger European identity with respect to non-

mobile Europeans and that there are significant country differences in degrees of identification with 

Europe. For instance, Van Mol (2013) argues that migrants from Austria, Belgium, Italy and Poland 

seem to be more pro-European, whereas there British and Norwegian counterparts tend to share a 

certain Euroscepticism (Van Mol, 2013). Similarly, Rother and Nebe (2009) argue that a combination 
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of an attachment to British culture and Europe is rather rare for British natives who move abroad. 

These differences are connected to the different geopolitical differences among various countries. 

Qualitative studies on intra-European mobility, on the other hand, provide some insights into 

migrants’ subjective identifications by examining their adaptation and settlement into the host society, 

as well as their socialization patterns and transnational ties (Kennedy, 2008; Grzymala-Kazlowska, 

2016; Goulahsen, 2017; Ryan, 2018). Empirical evidence from interviews with high-skilled workers 

in the UK for instance (Kennedy, 2008; Goulahsen, 2017) showed that migration experiences may 

transform or destabilize the sense of belonging to a specific national culture or create new identities. 

Kennedy (2008) stated that attachment to ‘original’ national identities weakens with time and that 

frequent interaction with other cultures in the host society results in a blurred sense of belonging and 

cultural attachment to a specific country. In the same vein, Goulahsen (2017, p.158) argued that 

identities ‘are a ground of negotiation, contestation, deconstruction and reconstruction’ (Goulahsen 

2017, p. 158). The author proposes the concept of ‘transculturality’ denoting one’s identification with 

different (hybrid) cultures (home and/or receiving society or cosmopolitan identity), the acquisition of 

new traits and/or the loss of one’s original cultural traits as well as a strategic rearrangement of 

cultural identity. 

With regard to EU migrants’ motivations to acquire the (EU) citizenship of their country of 

residence, two recent quantitative studies make the case for the renewed appeal of national citizenship 

in spite of EU mobility rights.  Investigating the role of the economic crisis on naturalization patters in 

the EU, Graeber (2016) argued that a growing lack of confidence in home country institutions and in 

the EU have incited EU migrants to acquire the citizenship of the destination country (more frequent 

for Southern European migrants). According to this argument, despite the numerous rights derived 

from their EU citizenship, mobile Southern Europeans may be particularly interested in acquiring 

citizenship in another European country due to discouraging prospects to return to their home country, 

as well as great skepticism towards EU institutions. This hypothesis on the renewed importance of 

national citizenship, especially at EU level, diverges from the ideas on ‘post-national’ citizenship 

(Soysal, 1994) and the ‘inevitable lightening of citizenship (Joppke, 2010) up until now deeply 

associated with free mobility rights in the EU. 

In what follows, we take into account the literature described above on identity formation and 

shifting understandings of citizenship while focusing on our research participants’ subjective accounts 

of these issues. The objective is to build upon the existing knowledge on the fluid conceptions of 

identity and citizenship in the context of intra-EU migration and the prospect of evolving freedom of 

mobility rights in the wake of the Brexit referendum. 

4.2. Migrant ‘belonging’ and identities 
 

This section addresses how Bulgarian, Italian, Romanian, and Spanish migrants who reside in 

the UK and Germany (as well in Italy and Spain in the case of Bulgarian and Romanian migrants) 

define their identity and express feelings of attachment to different territorial and cultural entities. The 

focus is on the country of origin, the receiving society (at the local-city and/or national-country level), 

as well as at the supranational EU level. It distinguishes three patterns of cultural identification/sense 

of belonging: (1) identification with the country of origin, (2) acculturation to or “disidentification” 

with the country of origin (King et al., 2016), (3) European identity and/or cosmopolitism. In 

comparing the four migrant groups, we take into consideration three factors: i) the racialization of the 
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new European migration (Fox, Moroşanu and Szilassy, 2012), ii) the historical and socio-economic 

conditions in which migration occurs, iii) timeline of EU accession of the different countries of origin 

under consideration. Although we present our findings in separate categories, we nevertheless 

conceive of these processes of identity formation as dynamic and subject to changes in the receiving 

society and in the personal experiences of our informants. The following categorizations serve the 

purpose of illustrating different types of belonging to and relationships with the home-host society as 

well as with supranational categories rather than a static and unidimensional view of identity. 

4.2.1. Identification with country of origin 

A common subjective self-identification of our respondents is the cultural attachment with the 

country of origin. In all four case studies, first and foremost, the majority of the respondents expressed 

their sense of rootedness to the cultural tradition of the home country. Expressions such as ‘I still feel 

Bulgarian’, or ‘I will never stop feeling Italian’, were common in the discourses of our respondents. 

Of interest here is the fact that strong identification with the home country culture does not seem to 

correlate with migrants’ socio-demographic characteristics, that is their age, level of education, 

profession, length of stay, citizenship status and gender. However, the analysis of the interviews 

suggests the importance of historical, political and socio-economic contexts in shaping identities. For 

instance, Bulgarians’ and Romanians’ attachment to their home country may be shaped by 

problematic reception in the receiving society whereas Italians and Spaniards seem to ‘rediscover’ 

certain traits of their home society they were less aware of previous to migration, encouraging them to 

reaffirm their attachment to lifestyles and values in the country of origin they perceive as absent from 

the country of residence. 

Before examining our case studies in depth, it is necessary to introduce some elements that 

indicate a discriminatory attitude towards East European migrants in Europe. Fox and colleagues 

(2012) argued that East European migration to the UK has become racialized in British immigration 

policy and the tabloid media. Focusing on Hungarian and Romanian migrants residing in the UK, 

these authors stated that immigration policy has often institutionalized discrimination against East 

Europeans, while the media has promoted culturalist discourses, resulting in the exclusion of specific 

migrant groups. Hence, East Europeans have often been mislabeled and stigmatized in the receiving 

societies (for the Italian case see Perrotta, 2011; Donatiello, 2013), As we argue below, exclusionary 

public and political responses to Eastern European migrants in Western European societies may be 

shaping the cultural identities of these migrants. 

The Bulgarian case-study, for instance, shows how individuals express their attachment to and 

identification with their country of origin by distinguishing themselves (and other co-nationals) from 

negative or stereotypical views of Bulgarians in the destination country. A young woman who worked 

in the city of London as a marketing representative of a Bulgarian IT company presented herself, right 

in the beginning of the interview, as a promoter of Bulgaria in the world, trying to demonstrate what 

Bulgarians could do ‘when facing a better opportunity structure, and not limited by corrupt practices 

in economy and politics’. Through dissociation from negative views of Bulgarian migrants, it seems 

as if our interviewees feel they have been given a mission to fulfil: to avoid the reproduction of 

prevailing negative discourses of Bulgarians’ skills and performance in the labour market, possibly 

linked to images of Bulgaria’s past as a socialist planned economy. As other respondents did, she 

feels that she can represent a vehicle for Bulgarian ideals and create an opportunity for the formation 

of a new social identity: 

‘It is not enough people to know only about the rose oil and the wine from Bulgaria, it is the IT 

which should become the face of the country and this is my mission here’ (BG.UK.AC.8.F.38). 
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Moving to the case of Romanian workers in Italy, Spain, Germany and the UK, it seems that 

their sense of belonging to the Romanian social and cultural space is often based on a feeling of poor 

incorporation in the country of destination. Indeed, many respondents (mainly in the UK) do not 

perceive themselves as integrated in the destination country society. Proud of being Romanians, they 

attempted to represent themselves as diligent employees and successful individuals, whilst admitting 

that their lack of integration was problematic. In doing so, some respondents tended to emphasise 

their individual skills and accomplishments in the professional sphere. This reinforces findings by 

Morosanu and Fox (2013) in their work on Romanian migrants’ practices to cope with stigmatisation 

in the UK. In particular, these authors claimed that Romanian migrants developed strategies to cope 

with negative images of Eastern European migrants in British society by transferring this kind of 

stigma onto the ethnic Roma with whom they are often linked, or by emphasizing individual skills and 

success in the receiving context. Such strategies are illustrative of the relevance of ‘boundary work’ as 

social actors, including migrants and ethnic minorities create distinctions with other groups in order to 

reinforce their sense of self-worth (Lamont, 2002; Bygnes, 2015). A 25-year old Romanian in the UK 

relates: 

Often, I feel than I’m not a part of British society but I try to be a part of it. Everyone is on his 

own. In London, people (the migrants) do nothing else but work. […] I can’t imagine having a 

family in London (RO.UK.AC.5.M.28). 

Another element that Bulgarian respondents associate with their attachment to Bulgaria is 

their contribution to the development of their home country through financial remittances to family 

members and friends. A thirty-five-year old manager in the ICT sector in Milan describes why she 

feels Bulgarian, almost suggesting a sense of superiority towards Bulgarians who remain in the home 

country.   

The Bulgarians in the home country should know how much the emigrants care about their 

homeland, how they preserve the traditions and how much money they send to relatives in 

Bulgaria (BG.IT.AC.2.M.35). 

Indeed, an important distinguishing factor across our case study is that while several 

Bulgarian and Romanian respondents reported sending money back home from time to time no Italian 

and Spanish respondents did. To the extent that Italian and Spanish informants felt inclined to 

compare their career achievements and personal development with those who ‘stayed behind’ in the 

country of origin, the narrative is constructed in terms of individual success rather than in terms of 

contributions to national society and assistance to family members and friends.  

Examining Italian migrants’ accounts specifically, it seems that some respondents seek to 

strengthen the identification with the cultural tradition of Italy (Italianity), which is rediscovered 

through contacts with the new cultural context/model. In particular, Italian respondents may 

reappraise the identity of their home country, dispelling common myths about other countries’ 

superiority and efficiency and highlighting positive values of their cultural space that they had 

previously underestimated. An Italian architect in London claims that she appreciates more and more 

some cultural traits of Italy that she could not appreciate while she was residing in her home country.  

I feel Italian, and now I appreciate many things that I've always had before. I appreciate most of 

the things that before, having them every day, I didn’t; you realize how important they are 

(IT.UK.AC.4.F.27 - Architect). 
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We find similar evaluations in our Spanish case-study: 

P: I feel very Spanish in general. […] I simply feel Spanish because I’ve lived in so many 

places in Spain that I can’t say I’m from Málaga or Cáceres or…and here, in Germany, I feel 

Spanish. 

I: Would you say you feel more Spanish than before? 

P: Maybe more Spanish than before, yes. […] I’m more conscious of the cultural differences, in 

general, [between Germany and Spain] and of the different characters, which somehow makes 

me prefer [the Spanish character and culture] (SP.DE.AC.13.F.39). 

An Italian architect in London argues that Italians tend to idealize people from other nations 

because of their economies’ efficiency. However, after many years of migration experience abroad 

(China, Netherlands and UK) he can now appreciate Italian cultural characteristics, implying that all 

cultures have both negative and positive traits.  

As I move around, I really appreciate the “Italian” in me. [Italians tend to] idealise the others, 

but then one realizes that with the civility of the Dutch comes ‘dullness’ and with the kindness 

and good manners of the English comes ‘fake’ and unanimated conversations 

(IT.UK.AC.12.M.29). 

Strong identification with Italian and Spanish culture is often framed in opposition to the local 

cultural model of the host society. The following quotes are suggestive of static self-images– as if 

culture works as a sort of DNA - and are steeped in cultural stereotypes. One strategy that individuals 

may adopt under external pressure to assimilate to a ‘different’ culture may be to reaffirm the 

"identity" and "culture" of origin. The following quotes are relevant to Cognitive Dissonance Theory 

as presented in the research of Rother and Nebe (2009). According to this logic many migrants 

"rediscover" the cultural identity of origin as a result of contact with a different cultural model, 

understood as a threat to the coherence of the self-image.  

[My identity] has absolutely not changed ... I mean it has not changed so much in me ... In fact, 

I feel maybe even more Italian, since when I arrived here, there was no identity.. Now that I'm 

here, I make comparisons all the time… In short, I feel more Italian now (IT.DE.AC.8.F.28). 

German never! But not because I hate the Germans, but perhaps because I still perceive them 

far from what is my way of being in general. I perceive myself Italian, and then maybe I'll 

become Spanish, I do not know I would like to learn that language too. But yes, I feel Italian 

(IT.DE.AC.18.M.27) 

Here I am not at home. This is not necessarily something negative but don’t belong here; I am 

Romanian; I know where I belong. (RO.UK.AC.2.F.31) 

Similarly, some Spaniards strongly identified with the cultural traits of Spain, especially in 

the case of residents in Germany. They frame their attachment to the Spanish cultural space in their 

strong desire to transmit Spanish cultural values to their children as well as the belief that Spanish 

culture is incompatible with German culture.  A Spanish nurse displays this tendency: 

…I would prefer to return to Spain. Especially for the future of my [hypothetical] child, 

thinking of him. He will be better there. At least he would be in my culture, dammit! I would 

like him to become integrated into Spanish culture. Because if he is here [in Berlin]…what he 
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will learn is German culture, whether we like it or not. Obviously, there would be our culture in 

the home, but his friends, other children and classmates, his day-to-day routine would be 

German, obviously. And even though you can try and maintain your culture in a foreign 

country, it is very very difficult to transmit (SP.DE.AC.3.M.26). 

An investment analyst from Barcelona, in spite of his extensive international educational and 

professional experience expresses similar concerns about raising children in Germany: 

The values I would like to transmit are very common in my family and friendship circle [in 

Spain]. It would be much easier to raise my children according to those values if they could see 

them in the people that surround them [by returning to Spain]…For example, my grandmother 

lived with us for a long period of time [in Spain]…For a German, that would be 

inconceivable…So, for my children, it would be much easier for them to understand that things 

like this are normal if [other people in their environment] are living in the same situation 

(SP.DE.AC.23.M.32). 

 

4.2.2. Acculturation or “disidentification” 

 

A second identity pattern concerns those immigrants who tend to internalize the national 

culture of the host society while developing a more critical vision of their society of origin than they 

had in the past. Migrant identities are challenged and transformed by the gradual embedding in a new 

context. Indeed, we noted several instances in which informants from all four countries presented 

themselves as becoming increasingly ‘detached’ from what they perceive as predominating 

mentalities in the ‘home culture’. However, these mechanisms of detachment seem to take shape 

around differing forms of boundary work across subjects. Specifically, through comparison of the 

narratives of East European (Romanians and Bulgarians) and West European informants (Italians and 

Spaniards), it seems that the former are more inclined to differentiate themselves from their fellow 

nationals who are also emigrants, while the latter most commonly create distinctions with those ‘left 

behind’ or with the prevailing ‘Mediterranean mentality’ in their home societies.  

For instance, the Romanian case study demonstrates how some Romanian migrants claim that 

they feel less Romanian mainly because they do not want to be associated with their co-national 

migrants who are perceived as unwilling to work. In this case, it may be said that forms of 

racialization promoted by tabloid media in the receiving context (Fox et al., 2012) may significantly 

shape migrants’ sense of identity, fostering a certain “disidentification” with other Romanians in order 

to avoid being stigmatized as ‘lazy’ or ‘criminals’ (Doniatello, 2013). A Romanian migrant explained 

that this situation has been caused by certain Romanian migrants who ‘misrepresent’ Romanians 

abroad by committing crimes or engaging in anti-social behaviour. 

Sincerely I feel less Romanian […] There are people and there are people. Being Romanian is 

not always a proud thing in Spain because due to the wrong doings of many here. 

[RO.ES.AC.3.M.31] 

Bulgarians may also distinguish themselves from other co-national immigrants, while 

simultaneously drawing boundaries with the receiving context. There were individuals who reported 

feeling isolated with few social contacts. They felt rejection and alienation on the part the host society 

either because they worked in positions that did not reflect their qualifications (de-skilling) or because 
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they encountered obstacles in socializing with locals. At the same time, they felt deceived by 

Bulgarian migrants whom they felt they could not rely on for support. Some others mentioned that 

they did not want to be associated with the Roma from Bulgaria, while others even rejected the idea 

that they should be considered as ‘migrants’ a category which they associated with poor unsuccessful 

Bulgarians abroad. This latter form of boundary work operates more along the lines of class than 

ethnicity.  

Although Romanian and Bulgarian migrants may want to strongly dissociate themselves from 

negative images of Eastern Europeans residing abroad, Italian and Spanish migrants’ acculturation 

may be interpreted as a desire to share new cultural habits that permit individual growth; or, in other 

cases, it may be seen as the possibility to assimilate to the typical traits of a cultural model that is 

considered more civilized and evolved. A 40-year old Italian software designer and a 28-year old 

architect relate: 

I cannot stand certain things about it [Italy] anymore. […]In some places, you are looked at 

from head to toe, because you're dressed in a certain way. The myopia of the typical Italian, in 

the sense of this parochialism, these “factions” (dissenting groups). Italy is going nowhere; our 

mentality is overly defensive. I also saw how my partner in Italy behaved. I would like things to 

work in another way in an evolving world. […] Yes, because I have known different people, I 

have seen different things - for better or for worse - I have had many more experiences. The 

first year, I spent was could be comparable to having spent ten years in Italy, in the sense that I 

have seen so many more things, many more contexts [...] We are far behind, far less civilized, 

far less respectful of the rules. (IT.UK.AC.8.M.40) 

I have definitely changed a lot, especially since I started working [in Germany]. It’s been two 

years.. When one lives and grows up in [the same] country, […]your vision of the world is 

limited. When one lives in the same country it seems as though you are living in a parallel 

reality... everything happens there and you do not know what is happening [outside]). So, there 

is a ‘provincial’ mentality, in which people know everything about everyone [around them], but 

are not interested in what happens [outside]. I think everyone should spend some time abroad 

because […] staying in the same country is constraining… it forces you to make choices, that 

is, everything is a succession of events. They [my friends] do not have much decision-making 

power over what happens. They do that because after that comes that, and after that comes that. 

In my opinion, it (migration) completely changes your way of thinking. (IT.DE.AC.10.F.28) 

The following quotes from Spanish respondents suggest a strong similarity with Italian 

respondents who are proud to be distancing themselves from ‘parochial’ societies while becoming 

integrated into new local and even more ‘European’ environments: 

I: In what sense do you feel more European now, what does that mean to you? 

P: I feel more…solidarity with other immigrants, for example. Before, I had no…I knew 

nothing about the rest of Europe. We were ‘closed up’ in Spain and in Spain, you very often get 

the sense that you are living in a bubble. We see only Spain and we care only about Spain and 

we don’t see anything beyond the borders. I think we need to break that [tendency]. 

(SP.UK.AC.14.F.33). 

P: When I go home [to Barcelona], all of my friends have the same job situation as before, no 

one has changed jobs… 

I: In a positive or negative sense? 
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P: I would say negative. You know why? Because they complain, all of them are grumbling but 

they don’t change anything. Whereas I, […] When I [started] grumbling about my job at the bar 

[first job in London], I changed. And now, I’m happy, but if I start grumbling again, I can 

change. […] In Spain, everyone is complaining but no one does anything, they always stay the 

same. They change in terms of their personal lives, they have children, they get married or they 

move houses, from renting to getting a mortgage, but nothing more. So, my family is growing, I 

have cousins that I see every six months […] they grow and it makes me a bit sad because I am 

losing out on the stages of their life, you know? But, on the other hand, my life is here and 

I’m…I’m shaping it myself so that later on I can have a good quality of life in Spain 

(SP.UK.AC.5.M.30). 

I realized how ‘macho’ I was. I mean, I wasn’t really ‘macho’, but my culture has certain traits 

of ‘machismo’ because it’s a very rural society in which the role of women has been secondary 

to that of men over many years. The situation is changing, now. You also have to take into 

account that I arrived at an age of change [he was 18]. Between 20 and 30 years of age, 

everything changes…(SP.DE.AC.8.M.28) 

Here, I feel changed. How can I explain this…Here, I really realized just how raucous I was. … 

Raucous in the sense that we [Spaniards] yell a lot, you know? My character has changed, my 

way of behaving … I can’t stand when people yell now, it bothers me. […] You end up acting 

[differently] because it’s what you see around you. It’s the right way [to act]. I’ve realized that 

the right way is this, not what I was doing before. Throwing trash on the ground, crossing at a 

red light, this isn’t good behaviour. The thing is, in Spain, you do it and no one will say 

anything, it’s normalized. Here, no. It’s more likely that if they see you throwing something on 

the ground, they’ll get angry at you…Here, at the beginning, people would get angry at me 

even for whistling in the train. I would be there with my earphones on, whistling and someone 

would say, “Can you stop whistling? It’s bothering me.” And I realized they were right, that it 

was a bother. Now, I don’t do it. I’m directly correcting things that I was doing wrong. It’s the 

way things are done, here. (SP.DE.AC.21.M.36) 

The passages above illustrate how many of our Southern European respondents display a 

great sense of pride in the personal development achieved in the new context, while providing 

negative evaluations of ‘backwards’ Mediterranean societies, together with a pessimistic prognosis of 

their countries’ future prospects. These subjects perceive and describe themselves in positive and 

idealized terms as resilient people able to overcome deeply internalized cultural habits. Those who 

‘stayed behind’, are described in essentialised and reified terms as ‘cultural-dopes’, unable to free 

themselves from the bonds of the culture of origin. Hence, the subjects of reference for Italians and 

Spaniards tend to be those who remain behind, rather than migrant co-nationals as is more the case for 

Romanians and Bulgarians. 

4.2.3. Cosmopolitanism and European identification 

The third type of identity pattern we encountered in this study is related to cosmopolitan and 

European identifications. These attitudes concern those individuals who may simultaneously value 

national cultural references of the country of origin while also adapting easily to new lifestyles. Not 

only do these individuals embrace new cultural environments, but they also tend to define their new 

identities as being in-between two or three ‘worlds’: the country of origin, the country of destination 

and a supranational European and/or cosmopolitan identity. Before examining the cosmopolitan and 

European identities of our four migrant groups, it is worth underscoring the relevance of previous 

migration experiences of our interviewees together with the duration of EU membership of the 

countries of origin under investigation. In this respect, prior experience of mobility (mainly through 
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student exchange schemes), as well as a longer history EU membership make it more likely that 

individuals identify themselves in this category. 

Empirical results from the Romanian case indicate that few migrants from Romania feel more 

European than Romanian. Most of Romanian informants reported feeling Romanian ‘first’ and 

intended to return to Romania in the future. Nevertheless, a minority of them expressed feeling 

European first or equally European and Romanian. For instance, a Romanian migrant in Italy said: 

[…]I feel more European, but I felt it prior to coming here. [RO.IT.AC.5.F.36] 

Or as another put it: 

I feel here at home, but I also feel that I’m Romanian. [RO.IT.AC.1.M.40] 

 

With respect to Eastern European informants, cosmopolitan attitudes were mainly presented 

among highly skilled Bulgarian migrants, who tended to associate them with their sense of a 

European identity. Attachment to the European sphere was common for Bulgarians who recognized 

the benefits of Bulgaria’s membership in the EU, such as the right to free mobility and access to better 

education opportunities. Bulgarian cosmopolites may take part in local life and frequent people from 

any nationality. The cosmopolitan and European orientations tended to be most prevalent among 

those migrants who were young, coming from big cities, and with higher education. One Bulgarian 

strategic analyst, underlying the importance of the EU, describes how she feels in-between two 

cultures: the European and the Bulgarian.  

Maybe I feel more like a European than I ... I never felt like an American, really, but maybe 

more like a European, yes. As a Bulgarian I am a little ... yes, I want keep it, I hope the little 

ones will keep, will know they are Bulgarian, they will keep their traditions... It is important 

this to stay with them, because it is something that makes them very different and enriches 

them, in my opinion, compared to the people around them’ (BG.UK.AC.11.F.35). 

Moving to the Southern European participants, for many Italians and Spaniards the new 

experience seems to have triggered a change that attenuates the relevance of Italian and Spanish 

cultural references: the sense of belonging to a wider cultural context seem to be accompanied by a 

cosmopolitan attitude towards national cultural models, marked by constant openness to new 

experiences and a positive feeling of being uprooted. Such attitudes among Italians and Spaniards 

were often connected to previous mobility experiences through Erasmus or internship programmes in 

Europe. This reinforces the idea that cosmopolitan values coincide with higher identification with 

Europe.  

I:Do you feel more Italian or English? 

P: I am a great pro-European. I was bewildered by the Brexit vote; I was seriously thinking of 

going away from a country that does not want you, I feel very European, because I grew up in 

the Erasmus culture, Europe etc. Then, having lived the university environment with young 

people of various nationalities, in my opinion multiculturalism is a value. (IT.UK.AC.13.M.34) 
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I continue to feel Italian. I believe a lot in Europe. So, I feel Italian in the sense of where I come 

from ... The question ‘where are you from?’ …It's a part of the baggage. However, believing 

much in Europe, I see it very much as a possibility of enrichment. (IT.DE.AC.5.M.31) 

F: [As a result of an Erasmus exchange and Masters programme in] Maastricht and Denmark, 

[…] I’ve ended up feeling more European and also more removed from the ‘standard’ of what 

is considered Spanish culture. […] I didn’t have many expectations when I came to Berlin. The 

only minimum expectation that I had was in terms of the job experience and the experience of 

living abroad. But I have found much more than that. I have found friends, I have found…I 

don’t know, values that I didn’t have before, I have developed a much broader view of the 

world. (SP.DE.AC.22.M.29). 

It is interesting how for some individuals, cosmopolitan values seem to have existed prior to 

the international experience:   

P: I’ve never felt Spanish, I mean…nor Valencian, nor Catalan, none of those. I have always 

considered myself as a citizen of the universe…I like to move around. Although I defend my 

identity and my culture as a Valencian and as a Spaniard, because they have brought me many 

things, I am in no way nationalistic, in terms of “We are better than them…”  

(SP.DE.AC.9.M.35). 

I've never been so ‘radical’. I felt like a stranger even in my own house; in my own city. I am 

someone who lives in the world: wherever you put me, I can stay. [London] is a city  that leaves 

you alone, it does not judge you. If there is someone who judges you, it is because he is Italian. 

Because, otherwise, they leave you alone. They also give you opportunities. London is built on 

this, eh. You feel at home in London. (IT.UK.AC.19.M.42) 

P: I do not think I've ever had roots, I have to tell you the truth. 

I: Do you feel English? 

P: I would like to. I would like to feel a bit 'English, since many years now I have bought the 

book to take citizenship and I have not finished yet, I do not know whether it is on an 

unconscious level that I do not want to finish it or not. For sure, I feel Italian, I feel part of my 

community and I would like to give back what I was given in my country. I would perhaps like 

to live in a country that is situated between the two [Italy and UK]. (IT.UK.AC.11.F.28 - 

Midwife) 

Whether or not respondents framed their cosmopolitan values and European identity as 

having emerged as a result of the migratory/previous international experience or as something they 

felt deeply predisposed to before, they all view multiple identities as highly compatible, endorsing the 

idea of fluid and hybridized identities.  When asked if as a result of living in London, he felt 

somewhat less Spanish than before, this nurse replied, 

The point of living abroad is to ‘add on’ things, not to lose them. I don’t feel less Spanish. What 

I feel now is more things. I feel more English, more European ( SP.UK.AC.2.M.36). 

A telecommunications engineer who migrated with her husband and two young daughters to a 

small city outside of London echoed this satisfaction of having gained ‘multiple’ identities as a result 

of migration. However, it seems that for her, the experience of living in Britain reinforced her 

cosmopolitan identity, more than her European one: 
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Of course I feel more European [now]. I feel more ‘of the world’, you feel…you still feel 

Spanish…you’re still Spanish but you can now see that your main objective is not living in 

Spain and being Spanish…and that [those things] are not the ‘best’ in the world. There are good 

and bad things about being Spanish, and which…So, I feel more international, in general. Not 

exactly more European, but more international. In addition, we live in a globalized world in 

which it doesn’t matter where you end up working and living…[…]that’s how I feel. 

(SP.UK.AC.7-8.F-M.38-39) 

All in all, we found that a sense of cosmopolitan identity was strongest among Italians and 

Spaniards, perhaps due to the fact that almost all of them had enjoyed several opportunities of 

European travel throughout their adolescence and that many had lived temporarily in European cities 

through student exchange programs. On the other hand, opportunities for international experience in 

the Romanian and Bulgarian case were relatively limited until 2007, making this type of identification 

rarer for older migrants from these countries. 

 

Urban cosmopolitanism 

Many respondents confirmed the ease of inclusion in the urban contexts of Berlin and 

London, which were perceived as very international and open to integrating foreigners. Actually, 

when asked about forms of discrimination in these two cities, there were few reports of anything 

beyond subtle forms of discrimination in the workplace. 

Rather than drawing on the general experience of mobility and migration, some respondents 

specifically trace their cosmopolitan attitudes as being shaped or strengthened by the to the 

metropolitan/multicultural and globalized context in which they are living. In these cases, both 

London and Berlin are perceived as peculiar to the national context in which they are located, since 

they are much more European, globalized and multicultural. 

Living in London puts you in touch with the world. For example, I work in a team where there 

is an Italian, I, a Spaniard, a Frenchman, a girl from Hong Kong, my boss is an American, a 

Lebanese. There are 4 English and one German (IT.UK.AC.14.M.36) 

Berliner society is not the same as German society. Berlin is a very international city. […] it is 

hard to find [‘real’] Berliners! […] Then, Berliners tend to stay amongst themselves, right? [...] 

So it is an international environment, with people who come and go (IT.DE.AC.03.F.32) 

I: Do you ever feel like someone from here, like a Berliner? 

P: Yes. Not like a German, but I sometimes feel like a Berliner. […] I feel very comfortable in 

Berlin. (SP.DE.AC.22.M.29) 

What I love about London at the moment, and this is the reason why I don’t want to go back to 

Spain, is because my best friend is German, my other best friend is French and half 

Russian…in our group of friends, there’s a guy from Zimbabwe, a Chinese girl, a Brazilian 

girl…my male friends are Italian, Irish, British…I mean…[whereas] there are some Spaniards 

that come here and who only befriend Spanish people. […]And of course, they can easily return 

to Spain because all they have to do is ‘relocate’ their ‘world’ back to Spain. I [on the other 

hand], if I return to Spain, I will have to give up my entire life here...it’s super international. 

That is what I was looking for when I came here that is what I’ve achieved: to be able to access 

such diversity which is so enriching, both professionally and personally. This is difficult to 
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achieve in Spain. […] For the moment, my priorities are to learn and get to know everything 

that I can. [In this sense] London offers more to me than Madrid. […]My perception is that 

[Madrid] is not sufficiently diverse for what I’m looking for in my life right now 

(SP.UK.AC.17.F.29). 

Rather than generating feelings of “cosmopolitan” identities, in some cases the new more 

“cosmopolitan” context and culturally diverse atmosphere leads to questioning collective identity as a 

narrow and limiting concept. In the following citation, the Bulgarian respondent challenges collective 

perceptions of attachment to a specific country of origin. 

“People say they are proud of being Bulgarians and that’s very strange for me. I don’t 

understand why one should be always proud of something. You may be proud of something 

you have achieved yourself or of your family, I am proud of my children but it’s because I’ve 

helped them to do this and this. Just because you were born at some geographic location by 

chance it seems to me more and more absurd while before I hadn’t questioned it. Now I am not 

proud of being European, I am not proud of having German citizenship. I am proud when I 

write some good stuff or when I have success with some of my cases or when my boss praises 

me” BG.DE.AC.5.F.41 

Several migrants in all case studies who live in Berlin and London distinguish between these 

two capitals and other parts of Germany or the UK. This distinction often concerns the international 

and cosmopolitan character of the cities and it translates into opportunities to socialize with new 

people and live without being judged by anyone.  

“People here in Berlin help each other a lot because each one has come from somewhere, each 

one is alone and is eager to help the other even without knowing much the language or where 

he is but goes to help you as he knows tomorrow he will be in your position” 

(BG.DE.AC.5.F.41);  

“Well, Berlin is so much, and it has been so before, so multi-culti that I have had no clash, have 

never met “ignoranz”, never been treated negatively or   

A last observation concerns the fundamentally positional nature of identity (Hall, 1995). Our 

interviewees are aware that they have acquired a variety of cultural references together with a cross-

cultural communicative (Gudykunst, 2003) competence that allow them to cope with many different 

situations of everyday life, deliberately and consciously staging a multiplicity of dramatis personae 

(Goffman, 1956). 

When I go to a pub on Sunday to have lunch I feel like a foreigner, because here in the pubs on 

Sundays there are only the English. When I go to work I feel English, when I go to the bank I 

feel English. When I go to the airport I feel English. When I go for shopping I feel Italian. 

When I go to eat for dinner I feel Italian. When I come home I feel a bit 'both’. When I know 

someone who comes from Europe, like France, Spain, I feel English. (IT.UK.AC.11.F.28) 

As the above sections on processes and types of identity formation in the context of EU 

migration suggest, differences in individual characteristics and value orientations, previous 

representations and experiences of European mobility as well as integration into host society cultural 

and social environments all shape feelings of belonging. However, more than a question of the 

changing intensity of belonging (e.g. feeling ‘more’ or ‘less’ Spanish or German) our findings are 

more relevant to the dynamic work of drawing new boundaries, for instance, between ‘movers’ and 

‘stayers’ or between ‘desirable’ vs. ‘undesirable’ migrants as well as ‘blurring’ previously established 
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ones e.g. by enriching one’s cultural identity to include a more cosmopolitan orientation. In what 

follows, we move away from cultural notions of belonging to investigate inclinations toward 

citizenship acquisition in the country of residence, thereby broadening the scope of the analysis to 

include a more formal and civic dimension. 

 

4.3. New Citizenship Acquisition 
 

While many authors have proclaimed the declining relevance of historical notions of national 

citizenship, especially at European level, for instance, with the ‘inevitable lightening’ of citizenship 

(Jopkke, 2010) or post-national citizenship (Soysal, 1994), others believe that European nation-states 

are still seen as the primary containers of rights, even in the eyes of the most mobile Europeans 

(Graeber, 2016). We have observed through our qualitative data that the different meanings of 

citizenship are not only relevant to theoretical debates but have great empirical relevance as well. As 

Yang (1994) has noted, the “costs, benefits and meanings of naturalization are the most immediate 

considerations in immigrants’ decisions to naturalize” (451). Indeed, our cross-national cases illustrate 

the highly subjective nature of the costs and benefits of acquiring a new (additional) citizenship, 

especially in the context of evolving EU mobility rights. Specifically, individual evaluations of these 

costs and benefits seem to be intimately linked with the different meanings of citizenship, e.g. as 

understood primarily through an instrumentalist/strategic view (Graeber, 2016), through its symbolic 

or cultural value (Antonisch, 2009; Graeber 2016), or through a civic lens of political participation 

(Anthias, 2006). We now proceed to distinguish between these views on new citizenship acquisition 

in more detail. 

It is important to note that only a small minority of informants in our cross-national case-

study were in the process of acquiring (or had acquired) host-country citizenship and that this 

concerned individuals from Bulgaria and Romania more than Italy and Spain. Contrary to Graeber’s 

(2016) understanding that EU migrants are becoming more inclined to acquire a second citizenship as 

a response to deteriorating economic and political conditions in the home country, we find very little 

evidence to support this hypothesis. Indeed, the argument that the effects of the Eurozone crisis are 

encouraging Southern European migrants to adopt the citizenship of the more ‘attractive’ EU country 

of residence does not seem relevant to our case-studies. Rather, a recurring motivation for citizenship 

acquisition in the British case was overwhelmingly linked to the changing context of EU citizenship 

in Britain as a result of the Brexit event, reinforcing Alarian’s (2017) view that other crises, such as 

the refugee crisis and Brexit may have a stronger influence than the Euro crisis in changing 

citizenship acquisition behaviour. Therefore, the most straight-forward distinction we can identify in 

informants’ evaluations of the costs and benefits of citizenship acquisition as well as the meanings 

they attach to it is that this theme has the most saliency for individuals living in the UK in the midst of 

the Brexit vote. 

Nevertheless, our findings underscore that even given the uncertain status of EU residents in 

the UK in the wake of the British referendum, citizenship acquisition is by no means the only nor the 

most relevant adaptation strategy. Indeed, the changing relationship of Britain and the EU does not in 

itself translate to ‘low costs’ and ‘high benefits’ of British citizenship in the eyes of all EU migrants, 

nor does it foster a sudden desire to adopt British nationality. Consider a Spanish construction worker’ 

views on this topic: 
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… [Getting British citizenship] costs 1000 Pounds…and I don’t need it. If they don’t want me 

[now], they won’t want me with or without [British] citizenship, so I’ll leave. I don’t want to be 

where I’m not wanted (SP.UK.AC.8.M.34).  

The comparison with an Italian investment banker’s answer to the question of whether he 

might adopt British nationality is quite striking: 

Yes, yes, why not? Especially if they [Britain] leave Europe, it is useful (IT.UK.AC.15.34). 

This reminds us that that, apart from the difficulty of the citizenship test, on which some 

respondents have remarked that “even British people would have difficulty to pass,” the perceived 

costs and benefits of citizenship acquisition vary a great deal. The financial burdens of naturalization 

are especially high for lower-income workers, as was highlighted by the Bulgarian case-study. When 

accompanied by symbolic costs that are perceived as insurmountable (the feeling of being where I’m 

not wanted), the costs of leaving can be perceived as lower than the costs of remaining in the new 

country. Indeed, and in spite of both Brexit and the legacy of the Eurozone crisis in Southern EU 

countries, many informants in Britain still displayed some confidence in their status and rights as EU 

citizens, even as nationals from countries facing economic and political instability in the wake of the 

economic crisis. We found few cases in which securing residence in Great Britain through 

naturalization was perceived as particularly urgent and vital, nor was there evidence that economic 

and political instability in the country of origin constituted a clear incentive for naturalisation. Instead, 

the idea of acquiring permanent resident status in the UK seemed much more attractive. As a result, 

this aspect of our findings challenges both Graeber’s (2016) argument on the renewed value of 

national citizenship acquisition in the face of economic (e.g. Eurozone) crisis and, to a lesser extent, 

Alarian’s (2017) view that the instability linked to Brexit may lead to a rise in British citizenship 

acquisition on the part of EU citizens. 

In what follows, we consider how emigrants evaluate the costs and benefits of citizenship 

acquisition and how this relates to the broader political and social context as well as the meanings 

they attach to citizenship. 

First, we note that for those who adopt a predominantly symbolic/cultural lens on the issue, 

the costs may be perceived as very high. In this sense, new citizenship acquisition can be seen as 

having a destabilizing effect on the individual’s identity, as a threat to the coherence of one’s self-

understanding. For instance, a Bulgarian IT specialist whose wife is British had been considering 

applying for British citizenship. He feared that travelling internationally for work on a Bulgarian 

passport would be difficult. Yet he abandoned the idea when he came to the conclusion that 

You shouldn’t change your nationality only on the basis of convenience, should you… 

(BG.UK.AC.9.M.35). 

The idea that citizenship is intrinsically linked to national identity, especially in the absence 

of barriers to free-movement, is further developed by an Italian architect in Germany:  

...I am not interested in [adopting German citizenship], because I always hope that Europe will 

be united as it is, so that with a European passport I can go anywhere. I do not feel German. I 

do not even want to feel German (IT.DE.AC.10.F.28). 

Indeed, as the Italian case-study underscores, there is a remarkable lack of emphasis on the 

symbolic and cultural value of acquiring new citizenship. Instead, it would seem that precisely those 
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informants that place high symbolic value on their home country nationality (which they often equate 

with identity) are inclined to view another citizenship, and therefore, another identity, as 

(symbolically) incompatible with their self-understanding. The case of a Spanish physician in Berlin 

who is married to a German man and has two German-born young sons is quite remarkable in this 

respect. In spite of displaying a high level of local integration, she rejects the notion of adopting 

German citizenship on several grounds. First, like numerous respondents in our international case-

studies because the benefits are perceived as very low in the presence of EU citizenship. Second, 

because she equates citizenship acquisition with a sense of cultural loss: 

I’ve been asked this a lot, why I haven’t taken up German nationality. But why would I? I’m in 

the European Union and I don’t feel German. Being Spanish, you have no problems in order to 

move or to travel, so I maintain…[my single nationality]. And what I would like is for my sons 

not to lose the language [Spanish], nor the roots [in Spain]. I try to talk a lot about Spain, to 

make sure they’re in touch with my mother and with my siblings. When Spanish friends come 

to visit, I want them [sons] to feel a little bit Spanish (SP.DE.AC.13.F.39). 

As we have discussed, we find very little evidence that the prospect of acquiring an additional 

national citizenship in the EU is interpreted in terms of benefits when individuals display symbolic 

and cultural understandings of citizenship. Instead, cultural interpretations of citizenship that are 

closely related to national identity and self-understandings seem to be a deterrent to new citizenship 

acquisition in the context of EU freedom of mobility rights.  

Second, we discuss interpretations of new citizenship acquisition in terms of the civic 

dimension. As the Italian case-study underscores, few respondents expressed an interest in 

naturalization only on the grounds of the desire for full political rights in the new country. Previous 

research has noted that while intra-EU migrants express high interest in politics, they tend to display 

modest effective political involvement, both in ‘home’ and host society politics (Muxel, 2009). 

Indeed, our case studies not only suggest that the political motivations for new citizenship acquisition 

are relatively weak, but also that EU migrants do not systematically take advantage of the 

opportunities for transnational political and citizenship activities available to them. Before addressing 

the minority of respondents who expressed an interest in acquiring citizenship of the host society on 

the basis of the opportunities for political inclusion, we first discuss some of the challenges and 

opportunities migrants face in maintaining active inclusion in the polity of origin while cultivating 

new political rights in the new contexts. This specifically concerns interactions with national consular 

authorities, voting in home country elections and host country local elections, union membership and 

social and political activism. 

To begin, we should note that there is considerable variation in our cross-national sample 

when it comes to the extent of registration with national consulates, suggesting that intra-EU migrants 

adopt different strategies when it comes to ‘officialising’ their migratory behaviour with respect to the 

home country. Whereas most Italian migrants claimed that they had registered with consular 

authorities in the country of residence, very few Bulgarian Spanish and Romanian informants had,, 

either deliberately or due to lack of time and/or clear incentives. Beyond the incentives and 

disincentives to be officially recognized as an ‘overseas’ national by home country authorities, a 

variety of political behaviours towards the country of origin and the country of residence can be 

identified in the cross-national sample, ranging from electoral, union and civic action. While a number 

of respondents declare themselves as ‘apolitical’ or uninterested in politics whether in the country of 

origin or residence, elections and political issues in the country of origin seem to foster considerable 

interest on behalf of informants. It is important to note that the 2016 Italian referendum on 
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Constitutional reform, the 2016 Spanish General Election (following the 2015 General Election) as 

well as the 2016 Romanian General Election and the 2017 Bulgarian General Elections were fresh in 

the minds of many respondents at the time of the fieldwork (conducted in the fall of 2016-winter 

2017). A large proportion of Italian and Spanish respondents who were asked if they voted or 

expected to vote in the most recent or upcoming home country national election reported that they 

had, while few Bulgarians and Romanians did. Across our case-studies, disincentives to vote from 

abroad included political apathy and/or perceived inefficiency of the voting system from abroad, 

whether at the consulate or through postal voting. This theme was particularly salient among Spanish 

respondents who frequently underscored what they saw as an unjust and inefficient system for voting 

from abroad. 

Remarkably few of our informants were members of unions, with the exception of a Spanish 

construction worker and a Bulgarian driver, who, in addition, both successfully used their unions to 

pursue employers in court for work-related conflicts. Moreover, a minority of respondents claimed 

that they had voted in the local elections or reported being involved in social activism or political 

parties in the country of residence. Exceptions include Spanish emigrants active in the Marea Granate 

(‘overseas’ offshoot of the so-called Indignados movement) and Berlin branch of  Podemos party 

activists, Bulgarians interested in joining the Bulgarian Socialist Party in London or who had previous 

ties to the British Labour Party. 

Nevertheless, returning to the specifically political motives for considering new citizenship 

acquisition, aspiring to ‘full membership’ in the political community of residence is relevant for some 

Bulgarian and Spanish respondents. For instance, for a Bulgarian in Milan who now has dual Italian 

citizenship: 

I think it is the right thing to do – to get the citizenship of the country where you pay taxes, so 

you can participate in the national elections. I have an interest in the political life here, and yes, 

I think that there comes a time when dual citizenship is such a natural development of things 

when you have lived for many years in one place (BG.IT.AC.5.M.42). 

A Spaniard in Berlin is well aware that his EU citizenship rights greatly reduce the incentive 

to one day consider applying for German citizenship. However, he nevertheless believes that national 

citizenship may be the ‘missing link’ in fostering a fuller integration into the German political 

community.  

It would be interesting to be able to participate…One needs to become involved, I mean, one 

can’t keep on living in Spanish all day and then expect to participate in German life. You can 

participate in German life, but one needs to be informed, one would need to have a stake in the 

[political] problems of Germany (SP.DE.AC.10.M.50). 

 

Thus, we emphasise the heterogeneity of orientations to national and transnational politics 

notable in our case-study as well as the limited, although not irrelevant appeal of new citizenship 

acquisition on the grounds of achieving full political rights in the host society. 

Third, the large majority of respondents across the country cases seem to express the value of 

naturalization through an explicitly pragmatic lens. Such understandings of the prospect of acquiring 

new citizenship are primarily strategic and instrumental in nature. Although references to strategic 

benefits of naturalization were overwhelmingly relevant to respondents in the UK in the wake of 

Brexit, they are not altogether absent in other national contexts. In this sense, arguments on the 



76 
 

persistent value of national citizenship, even in the EU context, such as Graeber’s (2016) and 

Hansen’s (2009) may be particularly relevant to this aspect of our findings. 

Where non-British residents were thinking of the practical benefits of an additional 

citizenship, rights of residency were not salient issues, given their EU mobility rights. Rather, 

references to administrative issues and bureaucratic hassles were more often what respondents had in 

mind, especially in the case of Germany: 

I: Would you apply for German nationality one day do you think? 

P: Yes. 

I: Why? 

P: Because everything that has to do with nationalities, I see it in instrumental terms. I mean, 

I’m not emotionally attached to my Spanish nationality in this case, so if I applied for German 

nationality, it would be because I would be living here [for a long time] and it would facilitate 

a lot of things at the administrative level (SP.DE.AC.22.M.29). 

Similarly, contemplating the prospect of British nationality is not always explicitly linked to 

insecurities related to the Brexit phenomenon. For an Italian nurse in London, it is conceived more in 

terms of the natural outcome of several years of settlement: 

I do not see it [British citizenship] either as a tragedy nor as a celebration. I see it as a natural 

thing: I have lived a big part of my adult life here, so I think it will make things simpler and it 

would make me feel proud […] but it does not even mean giving up my (Italian) citizenship 

(IT.UK.AC.11.F.28). 

Others adopt a highly cautious approach, unaware of the practical costs or benefits but willing 

to evaluate them: 

I know someone who has done it [naturalized German], you know, getting dual nationality, 

having both, maybe I might […] I’d have to see if it gives me any advantages 

(SP.DE.AC.24.M.34). 

Many of our respondents, apart from expressing a cautious approach and little awareness of 

the advantages and disadvantages of new citizenship, were confused and/or misinformed about the 

degree of compatibility between their original nationality and a second EU nationality under 

discussion (e.g. German or British). Fearing that they may have to renounce their home-country 

nationality if they adopted host-country citizenship, responses to whether one would consider 

acquiring dual citizenship at times resembled “If naturalization would implicate losing my (e.g. 

Spanish) nationality, then, no, never!” This false dilemma suggests the enduring importance of 

migrants’ national citizenship, even among those from EU countries considered less economically 

attractive than the country of residence, further questioning Graeber’s (2016) argument mentioned 

earlier. Lack of awareness of dual citizenship possibilities may also illustrate the limited relevance of 

this issue, suggesting the absence of strong incentives for dual EU citizenships in an era of free-

mobility rights in what Joppke (2018) has called the ‘instrumental turn’ in EU and Western 

citizenship more broadly. 

Nevertheless, when it comes to Brexit and the current climate in Britain, incentives for 

naturalization based on instrumental and pragmatic logic may be growing. Although we stress that 

only a minority of respondents are actually in the process of applying for British citizenship, either 

because they do not yet satisfy the minimum residency criteria or because they are adopting post-
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Brexit strategies that do not include naturalization, the prospect or the idea of British citizenship was 

often seen as an attractive option. For instance, we can revisit the case of an Italian investment banker 

cited above who illustrates how effortlessly some individuals can imagine adopting British nationality 

in the wake of Brexit: 

I: Are you thinking of applying for British citizenship? 

P: Yes, yes, why not? Especially if they [Britain] leave Europe, it is useful (IT.UK.AC.15.34). 

4.4 Coping with Brexit and the uncertain future of EU mobility 

rights 
 

Considering acquiring British citizenship in the wake of Brexit may spring from more serious 

and calculated considerations on the part of some migrants, especially for those with families who 

envision long-term settlement in the UK. In addition to families, lower-skilled individuals who would 

like to consider the possibility of living outside of their country of origin for a long period may have a 

strong incentive to consider acquiring British citizenship. Unlike their university-educated peers who 

may have benefited from earlier socialization in a ‘culture’ of European mobility through the Erasmus 

programme and for whom the costs of ‘re-migrating’ may be relatively low, the economic and cultural 

costs of a second-round of migration from the UK to a new destination may be perceived as too high 

for lower-skilled individuals. The following contrasting perceptions of a Spanish cinema attendant 

and an Italian engineer, both in London, regarding the significance of the Brexit outcome and the 

degree of importance of considering naturalization as a result is particularly telling. Whereas the 

Spanish cinema attendant’s experiences of precarious jobs in the British capital feels that it would be 

in her interest to adopt British citizenship in the near future in order to guarantee her position in Great 

Britain, the Italian engineer feels relatively secure and confident in her ability to ‘move on’ if 

necessary. 

The Spanish cinema attendant on the reasons why she is considering applying for British 

citizenship: 

Because…to make things easier, basically. Not because I feel British or Spanish, or whatever. 

I know that if I apply for British citizenship from now to three years, because it’s been a few 

years [that I’ve been in the UK], with Brexit and everything, it would be much easier for me 

to stay in this country if in the future if I want to stay or whatever. Finding a stable job in 

which I won’t get into trouble for being a foreigner… (SP.UK.AC.9.F.25). 

The Italian engineer’s reaction to Brexit: 

  [The result was] shocking! We will see, now we are waiting the decision of the Supreme 

Court in December and we will see if they will really leave Europe. I do not feel in “danger” 

from a professional point of view. Just as I came here, I can move somewhere else if I have 

to, or I can return to Italy - I'm not worried (IT.UK.AC.4.F.27). 

As discussed above, the political debate leading up to and following the 2016 British 

Referendum on EU Membership sparked the interest of many respondents, mainly in the UK, 

although opinions on Brexit and the future of the EU were of relevance to informants across countries 

in the study. Ironically, most informants interviewed in the UK were unable to participate in the 

referendum, given their citizenship status. Of specific interest with regards to concrete reactions to 

Brexit in the absence of voting rights, an Italian and a Spanish respondent spontaneously mentioned 
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their ‘non-traditional’ political behaviour in the aftermath of the referendum. Both have seized the 

opportunity of creating blogs on their experiences as migrants in London and specifically linking 

them to Italian and Spanish political and cultural life. An Italian nurse blogging about his experiences 

in London has become more interested in local British politics and 

…of course, I followed the story of Brexit. At the Italian level, on the other hand, I try to get 

involved much more than before, especially on social media. I also opened my blog in order 

to explain how things work here in England. […] I want to make known this reality and also 

to make some comparisons. We should say: “Okay, these are things being done in England, 

we can do it in Italy too.” I started for fun and now I’ve collected my experiences in England 

on my blog. (IT.UK.AC.5.M.38). 

A Spanish blogger who also happens to be a male nurse recalled an entry he made on his blog 

following the Brexit referendum. He tried to offer a ‘balanced’ and non-partisan account of his Brexit 

experience in a way that people in Spain could relate to:  

[Brexit] was a very exciting time. In my blog, I wrote an entry in which I compared it to the 

Spanish transition to democracy period, even though I was very young at that time […] my 

parents used to tell me a lot of stories about how, during the Spanish Transition, everyone had 

an opinion, and everyone wanted to make changes [according to their opinion]. Well, that was 

basically the environment here [in London, leading up to the referendum]. Every day, you 

would hear that it was better to stay in the EU or that it was better to leave…and each side 

would defend their point of view very passionately (SP.UK.AC.2.M.36). 

In this section, after briefly discussing the changing dynamics of EU migration in the UK, we 

detail multiple experiences and perceptions of the ‘Brexit period’ and how they may shape migrants’ 

sense of identity and plans for the future, including return migration, renewed mobility or 

naturalization. 

Although net migration to the UK remains positive as of February 2018, the British Office for 

National Statistics indicates that the number of EU migrants entering the country has fallen compared 

to recent years and the number of EU nationals leaving Britain has risen. Indeed, net migration of EU 

citizens has fallen by 75.000 over the last year, returning to the level last seen in 2012 (ONS, 2018). 

For an illustration of this trend, we can examine the drop in National Insurance Number (NINo) 

registration rates during 2017 among the ‘top-five’ EU nationals in the UK (Romania, Poland, Italy, 

Bulgaria and Spain). Of specific interest to our case-studies, in 2017, Romanians accounted for 

154.000 NINo registrations, which is a 19% drop relative to the previous year, whereas 39.000 

registrations among Bulgarians represents a drop of 8%. There were 51.000 NINo registrations on the 

behalf of Italians, which is 19% less than the previous year, while the drop for Spain was the most 

drastic: 36.000 registrations, which is 25% less than the previous year (ONS, 2018). Though the 2016 

referendum on ‘Brexit’ and the climate of uncertainty in the midst of ongoing UK-EU negotiations 

may offer an explanation for the declining EU population in Britain, we should nevertheless recognize 

that there are still more EU nationals entering the UK than leaving. In fact, as the Head of Migration 

Statistics at the ONS notes, “Brexit could well be a factor in people's decision to move to or from the 

UK, but people’s decision to migrate is complicated and can be influenced by lots of different 

reasons” (ONS, 2018: 2) To be sure, research teams in WP4 have emphasized the importance of 

multiple and intersecting motivations in the decision to migrate in the national and comparative 

reports on Individual Factors in Migration. Just as we have questioned the role of the economic crisis 

and economic hardship as the primary motivating factor in recent migration trends from Southern 

Europe, we should also be weary of overly-simplistic ‘Brexit explanations’ for the changing migration 

trends in the UK. Indeed, examining recent trends in EU migration suggests that Brexit may not be the 
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only factor at the root of shifting intra-EU migration flows. As data from Germany’s Central Register 

of Foreigners indicates, the number of Italian and Spanish residents in Germany, which rose 

considerably during the economic recession, has been growing at a slower rate in recent years since 

the peak of the economic crisis (Statistisches Bundesamt: 32-39). This suggests that, at least where 

Southern European migrants are concerned, we should not interpret the outcome of the British 

referendum as the most important factor in reducing flows into the UK, but rather, that emigration 

from Italy and Spain may be slowing down relative to the numbers of outflows witnessed during the 

economic crisis. 

The Brexit issue provoked strong reactions (mainly, dismay and opposition) across 

informants of all four nationalities, especially those interviewed in Britain. However, these were by no 

means homogeneous in their orientations and intensity. Specifically, we can identify different Brexit 

‘coping mechanisms’ that may speak to a diversity of processes of interpretation and strategies for 

adaptation. As we show below, these take shape around feelings that range from exclusion and 

uncertainty to rationalization and self-efficacy/confidence in the future. 

First, for many, the referendum period reinforced individuals’ sense of European identity and 

commitment to the European project while simultaneously sparking feelings of betrayal and rejection, 

especially given the centrality of the immigration theme in the debate. It was not unusual for 

respondents who dwelled on the exclusionary dimension of the Brexit experience to begin shaping 

personal and career plans outside of Britain and to explicitly reject the notion of establishing more 

secure residence, through naturalization, for instance. 

Brexit has repelled me very much, to the point that I said, "I'll stay in this [architecture] studio 

for a while, at least until I finish my current project.” Let's see how this thing will unravel, but 

it certainly has made me lose a lot of respect for this country and has enticed me to [look] 

elsewhere (IT.UK.AC.12.M.29) 

 

After Brexit, I feel more European. It was an incredible disappointment. I respect the British 

people’s decision, however, to be honest, in my opinion, they are wrong [...] I do not know 

what will happen, whether they will treat us like commodities and make our life difficult here. 

I think we have opportunities elsewhere: in our country or in other countries, but they [the 

British] will go through a very difficult time. (IT.UK.AC.5.M.38) 

 

If they don’t want me here, then I don’t… [getting British citizenship] costs 1000 

Pounds…and I don’t need it. If they don’t want me [now], they won’t want me with or 

without [British] citizenship, so I’ll leave. I don’t want to be where I’m not wanted. 

SP.UK.AC.8.M.34 

On the other hand, rather than expressing anger and feelings of betrayal, most respondents 

seemed relatively comfortable in the stage of ‘wait and see’ limbo.  This second type of reaction to 

Brexit includes informants who, rather than expressing fear over their future in terms of their migrant 

status, were primarily concerned with the prospect of economic and political instability in Britain and 

Europe. Crucially, for several informants, feelings of insecurity were rooted less in the xenophobic 

undertones of the referendum and their future in Britain as EU citizens and more in the effects Brexit 

could have on their economic and professional lives. Indeed, there were preoccupations on the future 

of the City as the centre of global finance as well as with respect to construction-related industries and 
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the prospect of economic recession more broadly. For instance, for an Italian software designer 

working in the City: 

I do not know what will happen, but it's worrying. Especially in the world of finance, many 

things are related to the fact that the licenses are passportable. If it [Brexit] actually occurs, 

this will imply consequences on the passporting of the licenses. (IT.UK.AC.8.M.40) 

A Spanish carpenter in London who insisted he was not at all interested in politics even in the 

midst of Brexit was asked whether he felt rejected on some level as a Spanish and European citizen in 

London. His answer was: 

No, no, no. […] Do you know what worries me? That when I go to Spain on holidays, I go 

there with my Pounds and they are worth less money there, that’s what worries me. Whereas 

[before] my Pounds were worth more in Euros, now I have less […] Naturally, what worries 

me is that there are clients of mine that I had agreed to do jobs for who have told me ‘No’ [in 

the end]. I’m worried because clients of mine have cancelled projects […] they [originally] 

intended to renovate an apartment in order to sell it, [but in the end] they are about to sell it 

for less money, and so, of course, it [Brexit] affects me. (SP.UK.AC.16.M.43) 

Third, we note that several of our informants seem to have achieved a stage of full acceptance 

and rationalization of the British referendum on EU membership, at times extending as far as 

admiration for the political process it sparked or identification of a ‘silver lining’ in the midst of the 

otherwise difficult situation. Without venturing to claim that such orientations to Brexit are associated 

with specific individual characteristics, we do note that the majority of informants in this category are 

in professional occupations and seem to have a predisposition for ‘detached’ observation and a 

willingness to consider the opposing side of an argument.  For instance, a Bulgarian IT designer 

working for a hedge-fund arrived at a stance that was simultaneously pro-European and empathetic 

towards ‘Leave’ voters by pointing to the unequal benefits of globalization and European integration. 

Globalization creates winners and losers. What the past years have shown is that the losers are 

very united, and they are politically organized, I think at least, in the UK. In my view, 

[globalization has been] unfair to them and it is the politicians [who] have the responsibility 

to change. It is unfair to the [other cities, countries] that London gathers all the brainpower of 

Europe. And the benefits have to be shared with the rest of Europe…There should simply be 

more redistribution and the redistribution must also be very cleverly done, because the 

distribution [of] the past years was very stupid [inefficient and ineffective]. It is fruitless, it 

creates a class of non-working [dependent] people’ (BG.UK.AC.6.M.36). 

Similarly, several Italian respondents put themselves in the position of British ‘Leave’ voters 

to the extent that they could understand the source of the alarmist public discourse around Britain’s 

‘welfare magnate’ and uncontrolled migration problem. 

So many people were angry with the English [after Brexit]. But personally, I can understand 

them, fundamentally ... England is invaded by foreigners who bring so much added value, 

absolutely, [there is no question about it] but if we had a similar referendum in Italy, in my 

opinion, Italians would have voted to exit. (IT.UK.AC.14.M.36). 

 

But I also understand those who voted for Brexit, because I know people who come here, ask 

for benefits, don’t work… I understand English people saying: "Fuck, I'm in my city, nobody 

speaks my language, I hear only immigrants who distort my language, who work in my 

place." (IT.UK.AC.8.M.40). 
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The desire to arrive at some ‘greater meaning’ with respect to the referendum results may be a 

way for migrants to become reconciled with British politics and society. Some migrants, who, up until 

the vote, had felt well integrated in British society, may be inclined to frame the issue in terms of the 

specificities of British political and cultural history so as to diminish the feelings of unpleasantness 

and insecurity sparked by the EU referendum. We can notice how this tendency is in line with 

Cognitive Dissonance Theory (Festinger, 1957). In the presence of an external threat to one’s identity 

and status, one way of resolving the internal conflict is to align judgements and values closer to the 

perceived predominating ones.  For instance, a minority of respondents from Italy and Spain see the 

nature of the Brexit process as interesting from an outsider perspective, consistent with Britain’s 

position in the world, if not altogether admirable from the perspective of democratic accountability. 

Their pragmatism is particular [...] the consistency that I see in their politicians, almost to [the 

point of] self-destruction as the case of Cameron proposing the referendum [shows] […] He 

supported the reasons for Remain, saying “if Brexit wins,  I'm leaving  [office],” and the next 

day he left [...]This consistency, this pragmatism of the English,  I like it (IT.UK.AC.2.M.35). 

 

England was not really even in Europe, did not sign half of the treaties, did not have the Euro 

[...]. So, they were already halfway out, and [in terms] of cultural identity, they have [...] the 

Commonwealth (IT.UK.AC.3.F.35). 

Indeed, returning to the case of the Spanish nurse in London who devoted a blog entry to the 

Brexit issue presented above, it is remarkable how recurrent the term ‘exciting’ (rather than, 

‘alarming’, for instance) appears in his depiction of public and political debate in the period leading-

up to the referendum.  Recalling the vibrancy of political debate that penetrated his hospital 

workplace and his feelings in the aftermath of Brexit,  

[Colleagues at the hospital who were in favour of ‘Leave’ ] would talk to me, knowing that I 

was in favour of ‘Remain’…these were exciting and at  times intense discussions, but always 

respectful […] [The day after the referendum], I remember at 6 am, my phone was full of 

hundreds of messages. There was a lot of anxiety, a lot of passion in the air, so those who had 

won were happy and those who had lost thought it was the end of the world. And I think [that 

in reality] it’s not [a case of] one or the other (SP.UK.AC.2.M.36). 

Beyond the willingness to understand the politics of Brexit in a more positive light, there 

were a few rare cases of exploring the potential benefits that could arise from the process. A married 

couple of Spanish telecommunications engineers who, although disappointed by the victory of the 

‘Leave’ campaign in their borough outside of London, nevertheless display a great deal of optimism 

in the following dialogue: 

P1: In certain aspects, we might benefit from [Brexit]. I mean, it depends, we can’t assume 

that we will be negatively affected by it. 

P2: Of course, because maybe fewer people will be coming [to Britain] and we will have a 

stronger position [relative to newcomers]. 

P1: They say housing prices will go down… 

P2: So maybe we will be able to buy a house. 

P1: And on top of that, the Pound is going down. 

P2: That’s true, maybe the Pound will go down and our savings are in Euros… 
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P1: That might be the opportunity to sell our house in Madrid and buy a house here [in 

Surrey], who knows? 

P2: […] There might be opportunities for us. Fewer people will come in [...] and by that time 

we will have been working and living here for many years, meaning that our projection [our 

skills] and being Spanish and everything [will be highly recognized]…this can mean a world 

of opportunities. (SP.UK.AC.7.F-M.38-39) 

A fourth and final orientation toward Brexit concerns individuals who, in spite of being 

disillusioned by the path on which the UK has embarked, believe that based on their skills and 

contribution to the British economy, they will be able to continue to work and live in the UK as they 

did before the onset of the Brexit process. Respondents in this category are optimistic that they will be 

seen as ‘desirable’ or ‘necessary’ in sustaining the British economy and society and therefore are 

convinced that they will be spared a number of pressures that could arise from tightened immigration 

regulation. Specifically, they tend to display a strong sense of self-efficacy and confidence in the 

future, in spite of the present uncertainty. A significant proportion of our international respondents 

interpreted their position in a post-Brexit UK in these terms. For instance, a university-educated 

Bulgarian man who has experienced deskilling into construction work believes that no matter the 

outcome of the Brexit negotiations, migrant labour will still be essential to the British economy: 

Who would pick their strawberries and clean their houses? Who will do the hard work for 

them? (BG.UK.AC.2.M.25). 

 

Italians employed in hospitality services and manual work reinforce this point of view: 

We know very well that for at least a year we should be calm; it will not change anything at 

all. Immigrants are the workforce that keeps them [the British] going, and if they [can benefit] 

from good working hours, good salaries, we will [still] be welcome here. There are a lot of 

immigrants doing jobs that they do not want to do, and I'm one of those (IT.UK.AC.9.M.26). 

Such interpretations do not only concern individuals working in lower-skilled jobs who 

believe they perform the ‘dirty’ work that the native population is unwilling to do. A number of 

professionals are confident that the contribution of highly skilled and specialized labour to the British 

economy is indispensable for its functioning. A Spanish nurse, for instance, is not overly troubled by 

her future in the UK in a post-Brexit era: 

At work, I haven’t encountered any problems and I don’t think I will have any problems 

[related to Brexit]. Being a highly-qualified worker that speaks the language, with an 

indefinite contract…Also, they [Britain] lack workers in the sector [healthcare], especially in 

terms of nurses, so there won’t be any problems there. Maybe it will be more difficult for 

those [migrants] who try to come [to the UK] without the language and without training but 

that’s not my case (SP.UK.AC.3.F.25). 

In addition, the notion that it does not make economic sense to restrict immigration is 

compounded by the belief that young EU professionals are ‘ideal’ immigrants. Not only do they bring 

with them their human capital, but they earn high salaries and are not a burden on the British welfare 

state: 

It doesn’t make any sense, they [the British government can say what they want, but it doesn’t 

make any sense. We, all the young people working in finance in London, work non-stop, we 

generate a great deal of value, we pay taxes, we are a huge tax base because we have really 

high salaries. And when we’re not working, we’re consuming. But we don’t use their schools, 
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I haven’t seen a doctor here, not once, not in four years […] I hardly use the high-ways, I pay 

for the metro, I pay taxes on my apartment […] And so, economically, it would make no 

sense for them to throw us out. The thing is that if they [the government] stop talent from 

coming in, London will lose a lot of its appeal, since the attractiveness of London is its 

diversity and multiculturalism. If you take that part away, maybe we won’t want to be here 

anymore. But I think [in the end] the choice will be ours [to leave or to stay], rather than they 

[the government] kicking us out because it doesn’t make any sense, economically 

(SP.UK.AC.17.F.29). 

As we have discussed in this section, the British referendum on EU membership and the 

specific focus that was placed on the issue of immigration during the campaign and post-referendum 

period has provoked multiple interpretations and strategies among EU migrants for coping with the 

anticipated changes. The sense that becoming a British citizen would be a top priority as a strategy of 

adaptation was rarely evoked. Rather, migrants in our case-study presented different preferences and 

assumptions regarding their position in the ‘post-referendum’ period, ranging from return or renewed 

migration, permanent residency, naturalization or simply, a ‘wait and see’ attitude. 

 

4.5 Conclusions 
 

In this chapter, we have explored a series of subjective and rather intangible ‘outcomes’ of 

mobility processes in the EU context. Specifically, we have begun our investigation by addressing 

changes in personal identity and attachment to different cultural and territorial spaces through 

migration experiences. In this first section, we argued that different kinds of boundary work take place 

in these processes of transformation. The renegotiation of cultural belonging at times leads to 

solidifying previous understandings of national or group identification or to re-drawing boundaries as 

a result of both positive and negative experiences in the host society. As we have seen, exposure to 

negative images of ‘undesirable’ migrants and stigmatization of certain migrant groups can be an 

incentive to distance oneself from these popular images, rather than actively challenge them. 

Processes of “disidentification” with the society of origin can also arise from more positive 

experiences in the host society, however, as some individuals describe the migration process as a 

learning experience leading to levels of personal and cultural development that would have been 

unattainable in or even discouraged by home societies. A somewhat more harmonious process of 

identification we have explored has to do with blurring or extending pre-existing boundaries, 

frequently involving understandings of multiple spaces of belonging as entirely compatible and 

commonly expressed by our interviewees as feelings of being ‘European’ and/or ‘cosmopolitan’. 

The second section of this report shifted the focus away from cultural boundaries towards 

migrants’ understandings of more formal (legal) and political ones, by exploring the theme of 

citizenship acquisition and the recent British referendum on EU-membership. We nevertheless noted 

how culturally-rooted understandings of citizenship seem to inform EU migrants’ attitudes to the 

prospect of naturalization, highlighting that individuals who understand their nationality as an 

essential part of their identity tend to be reluctant to investigate the potential political and instrumental 

benefits of acquiring dual citizenship. On the other hand, where naturalization is perceived as a 

potentially attractive option for long-term settlement, this interest is most often based in the 

instrumental and strategic value of citizenship. Instrumental interpretations of new citizenship 

acquisition seem particularly relevant in the context of the increasing insecurity of EU mobility rights 
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with regards to the future UK-EU relationship but also with regards to the simplification of 

administrative experiences and interactions with national bureaucracy. Throughout this section, we 

emphasised how understandings of what it ‘means’ to be a full member of society and the political 

community (country of origin and/or residence) influences perceptions of the costs and benefits of 

new citizenship acquisition. 

Finally, we brought the issue of ‘Brexit’ into the broader discussion on migrants’ relationship 

to the changing nature of boundaries in Europe. Especially relevant to informants in our case-study 

residing in the UK, the recent Brexit phenomenon can be seen almost as a ‘natural experiment’ in our 

study in terms of interpretations of shifting political boundaries as well as the different coping 

mechanisms for adaptation to this change. Contrary to popular and some scholarly assumptions on the 

issue, we find little evidence that return migration or naturalization are declared as urgent and primary 

strategies on the part of migrants as a consequence of Brexit. Instead, we have noted that the Brexit 

phenomenon was understood and experienced differently across respondents residing in Britain. The 

different interpretations of the issue as well as informants’ anticipated ‘position’ or ‘status’ as EU-

migrants in a post-Brexit UK varies a great deal. For instance, whether feelings of exclusion due to 

the xenophobic undertones of the referendum may foster a desire for return or further mobility, or 

whether individuals display a sense of self-efficacy in spite of the climate of uncertainty in the UK 

may be strongly linked to previous experiences of mobility, social and labour-market integration in 

the host society as well as some of the identity formation processes discussed in the first section of the 

report. 

It seems particularly relevant to consider the identity processes, citizenship questions and 

experiences of evolving EU mobility rights discussed in this report in the context of the current 

‘crisis’ of European integration. In spite of the varying orientations and personal strategies toward 

citizenship acquisition and the ‘Brexit event’, one common thread is the persistent confidence in the 

institution of EU citizenship. No matter how disillusioned informants were regarding the results of the 

referendum, expressing the Brexit experience exclusively through perceptions of ‘exclusion’ was not 

the predominant narrative we obtained on this issue. Indeed, many of our informants not only 

experienced the referendum period as ‘migrants’ but also as ‘Europeans’ and they made frequent 

references to the sense of ‘reactivated’ European sentiment they felt during and after the ‘leave’ vs. 

‘remain’ political campaign in Great Britain. To be sure, Brexit may be a turning point in the history 

of European integration; not only as regards the political and institutional EU framework, but also in 

that it constitutes perhaps the first major threat to the collective European identity. Although European 

identity is notoriously ‘weak’ according to most researchers on the topic, our case-studies reveal how 

the experience of ‘threat’ to this identity can augment its salience. Informants who were questioned 

about Brexit (mainly but not exclusively UK residents) often reflected on the changing nature both of 

the symbolic and instrumental aspects of their European citizenship. As a result, from a policy 

perspective, intra-EU migrants may be particularly receptive to initiatives for greater political and 

cultural integration at European level, given that they are experiencing firsthand the changing EU 

freedom of mobility regime.  

One specific area relevant to our research findings which deserves special attention given the 

uncertain future of European integration is the link between early experiences of international 

mobility and the development of supra-national identifications. Though numerous young Europeans 

have benefitted from intercultural experiences through the Erasmus programme, for instance, the 

participation levels and the directionality of flows are uneven across EU countries (Bothwell 2016). 

For instance, the number of Erasmus students as a proportion of university graduates in Bulgaria and 

Romania is below the European average whereas the numbers of Spanish and Italian Erasmus 
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students as a proportion of their national university graduates is above European average (see 

European Commission 2015: 35).  The frequent remarks that our Southern European informants made 

regarding the role that enriching academic experiences abroad had on their sense of European identity 

(prior to their latest migration experience) compared to the relatively fewer reflections on this topic 

among Eastern European informants may be illustrative of this wider trend. Indeed, we would 

recommend that EU policy-makers address the issue of unequal access and/or differing levels of 

‘demand’ for youth mobility across the EU. This would not only involve focusing the issue from a 

regional European perspective (North-South-East-West), but also from a social class and sectoral 

perspective given that international mobility in the context of vocational training (e.g. Leonardo) has 

not reached the success levels of Erasmus (Colomé et al. 2015) Thus, both regional and educational 

sector dynamics seem to be structuring the unequal access to EU youth mobility, which in turn can 

affect access to and incorporation in international labour markets as well as identification with 

Europe. We would argue that this tendency toward discrimination is not only unfair for individuals, 

but also limits the possibility for supranational forms of identification and the development of 

cosmopolitan attitudes to spread significantly beyond middle and upper-class university-educated 

Europeans. 
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Chapter 5. The lived experiences of non-EU migrants in Germany 

5.1. Introduction 

 
  This paper deals with the description of eight interviews conducted by the German team in 

2017 with highly qualified migrants working in the German IT and medical sector. The sample 

consists of three Americans and five Chinese respondents. As they come from non-EU countries, 

we expect that they would face significantly different challenges in their work and social 

integration than the migrants from EU member states. The report focuses on four aspects, namely 

the respondents’ adaption to the German context, their social networks in Germany as well as in 

their home country, their experiences while working in Germany and their views on citizenship 

and identity.   

 

5.2. Early Adaption to the German context 
 

Several factors complicate the adaption to the German context for Non-European Respondents. 

One respondent, called in the following Michael
1
, explicitly mentioned to have experienced a 

“Cultural Shock” (CH.DE.AC.8.M.37). Another interviewee, Jack, told us that he had a feeling 

of “[c]onstantly having to adapt.” (US.DE.AC.5.M.59). To structure the further description of 

these problems and adaption processes, the following section is divided in three parts focusing on 

language, working environment and other situations.   

 

5.2.1. Language 

  The accounts of the migrants in the sample assign an important role for language when 

adapting to the new environment. Especially two interviewees who experienced living on the 

South German countryside pronounced the difficulties they faced in daily interactions. Even 

though both were capable to communicate in English, the interviewees reported that this was not a 

viable option since the German villagers would, in general, not speak English. One respondent, in 

the following called Lian, who had lived first in a smaller town in Southern Germany and later 

moved to two big cities, explicitly addressed this difference:  

The place where I studied [was] not a big city and English [was] difficult for life, but once 

you move to Munich or Berlin it is actually quite good because everyone speaks English, 

almost. (CH.DE.AC.1.M.28) 

Michael who also lived in a rural environment elaborated on this and recalled daily 

interactions in which he just lacked the words to interact with other people:  

Of course, I speak English, but not many people [speak] English well or English at all. We 

live in a small village, not so small, but it appears like a village. [..] I d[id] not understand 

                                                           
1
 All names of interviewees are changed for ensuring the anonymity of the interviewees. If names of locations, 

firms or mentioned characteristics made it possible to identify interviewees, these were anonymised as well. 
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anything, for example, what they [had] for fruits in the supermarket. I would [have] liked to 

ask, but I [could] not speak German. I think, that was a shock! (CH.DE.AC.8.M.37) 

Later in the interview, he recalled that these daily life interactions became suddenly simpler 

when he started to learn German (CH.DE.AC.8.M.37). 

However, linguistic barriers are not limited to rather rural settings.  In Germans cities, 

migrants also experienced situations in which they faced problems associated to the German 

language. Sometimes, it comes down to knowing the exact word, as one interviewee, henceforth 

called Christine, explained when talking about a day when she accompanied one of her friends to 

the hospital: 

I learnt in a German course that you go to the ‘Notaufnahme’ [German for emergency room]. 

I had an Israeli friend and she said, I have an emergency, can you go with me to the 

emergency room? We went all the way to the Charity Campus and I was asking, […] where is 

the ‘Notaufnahme’ and then we came to this place and there it says ‘Rettungsstelle’ and I 

went there and asked the lady I am looking for the ‘Notaufnahme’. She kind of gave me this 

look like are you fucking stupid. And there it was in big letters, a totally different word than I 

was expecting, and I thought well in the US we have one word: emergency room. There is no 

confusion about where to go or what to do. Oh well, that was a bad day […]. 

(US.DE.AC.3.F.29) 

The contact to bureaucratic authorities in Germany appears to be especially difficult in this 

context. As Christine put it, language would not matter in her private life or at work, “but anytime 

I have to talk to a Steuerberater [lawyer] or Rechtsanwalt [tax consultant] or Beamte [clerk] 

or… sometimes they use that big German words. It is totally different than having a conversation 

with a German friend. They tend to use more words that are similar or close to English” 

(US.DE.AC.3.F.29). However, migrants in the sample often reported that someone more 

proficient in German had helped them with the paperwork, e.g. their university, their future 

employer or German friends and family.   

 

5.2.2. Working Environment 

Another issue several respondents raised when asked for adaptions in their daily life 

concerned the routines at the workplace. Both, American and Chinese interviewees, underlined 

that working in Germany was associated with a lower stress level compared to working in their 

home country. Work load is seen as an essential part for this as Lian described: 

But in China sometimes in software companies you work six days, every day 10 hours. It is 

very normal. Here, it is just eight hours, very regular. (CH.DE.AC.1.M.28) 

In a similar vein, Christine highlighted that workload would be the same, but the essential 

thing for her making a difference between Germany and the United States would be holidays:  

You guys have, I guess on average, twenty to thirty vacation days whereas in the United 

States there are zero federal mandated holidays, when you get holidays it is because the 

company decides that they give you holidays. It is just the case that on average every 

company gives about two weeks what you would consider here a crime. (US.DE.AC.3.F.29) 

Another point which was discussed by two Chinese participants was the organization of the 

workload. Lian highlighted the degree to which task are organized to pursue a certain goal in the 

company:  
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[…] they are organized. In China, it is more spontaneous, it also applies to personality, you 

guys have a plan and according to the plan you move step by step. (CH.DE.AC.1.M.28) 

In contrast, another interviewee, in the following called Adrian also talked about how the non-

hierarchical way of distributing task was strange for him at first:  

It took some time before I got used to the working culture here. I though, that one would, like 

in China, receive tasks from the […] superiors. But it is not the case in Germany. In Germany, 

you have to find your jobs. They write it all in a backlog and you look on your own for work. 

[…] I had not known this and I just sat there and [thought] someone would come and tell me, 

what I should do, but that was wrong. They thought, I would just work! That was a 

misunderstanding! (CH.DE.AC.4.M.29) 

5.2.3. Other situations 

Aside of these two broad categories, interviewees also mentioned other situations in which 

they had to adapt to the German context. Michael explained that the straightforwardness of the 

communication in Germany was something he needed to get used to:  

And what is also difficult, is for example the mentality, sometimes. In China, there is not such 

a harshness. In Germany, […] I can simply say: ‘I am sorry, I don’t like it’. But in China, you 

normally don’t talk like this. That is a thing I had get used to. (CH.DE.AC.8.M.37) 

In a similar vein, Christine was negatively surprised when she went to a German restaurant 

because the attitude of the waiters was different than in the United States: 

Waiters are the worst! […] because waiters are so different to American waiters because they 

don’t come to your table and sometimes you have to chase them down and when they bring 

your food they, you are lucky if they look you in the eyes or smile or […] Well, if you go to 

an American restaurant: ‘Hi my name is Stacy, what can I get you today?’… You know it is 

just very open and helpful and in Berlin, it is just not the case all the time. (US.DE.AC.3.F.29) 

However, she acknowledged later in the interview that her American way to look at customer 

services changed a bit when recalling a situation in which she was embarrassed by the hostile 

attitude of an American in a plane towards the bad service:  

[…] it’s just this deserving mentality of the people. […] And I know, Germans, you guys, also 

complain about a lot of things and everyone deserves the right, but there is a time and place 

for everything, but I think Americans […] take it out of control sometimes. 

(US.DE.AC.3.F.29) 

 Another issue migrants needed to get used to was the strict organization of German bureaucracy 

and the associated process. Michael, for example, expressed his frustration about the long-winded 

process when he applied for a place for his child in the kindergarten:  

We have a child. Then, there is no place in the kindergarten. One has to wait and wait. 

(CH.DE.AC.8.M.37) 

He later elaborated adding that this was not an exception but happened to him on several 

occasions:  
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For example, one has to wait and wait, always wait to get an appointment. […] For example, I 

want to open a bank account, one has to wait. One week, two weeks […]. For medical 

consultation, one has to wait. Yes, that’s it. Sometimes it is difficult to get an appointment. 

(CH.DE.AC.8.M.37) 

  Departing from these problematic adaptions, one respondent, henceforth called Bob, hinted to 

the availability of public transport which made it dispensable to have a car. This was seen as an 

important relieve of daily problems by the interviewee:  

 […] I don’t have a car. It’s so nice. It’s like one third of the stress in my life was car related 

back in the USA. It was just like paying for things, knowing how I am gonna get home from 

somewhere. Wondering if my car is gonna break down. Things like that did all just disappear 

when I came here. I can take the bus to the train or public transportation just about anywhere. 

(US.DE.AC.2.M.28) 

 

5.3. Maintaining old social ties and creating new ones 

5.3.1. Maintaining old ties 

Almost all participants mentioned to have been in contact with their family and friends in 

their home country since having left their home country. Much of the contact takes place via the 

internet using social media, messengers and Skype. Physical contact is, of course, more limited and 

ranges from once in about every two years to several times a year. This frequency is also determined 

by different financial scopes. In specific, two young professionals in the IT industry, Christine and 

Adrian, pointed to the costs of flying (see US.DE.AC.3.F.29; CH.DE.AC.4.M.29). Another crucial 

issue related to this appears to be the quality of flight connections. This point was mentioned by Bob 

who explained that flying to one part of his family in New York would be easy, while flying to the 

Mid-West where his parents live would mean to change airplanes one to two times.   

While one to two visits per year appear to be the maximum for most participants, one interviewee, 

Lian, said that he would see his parents multiple times a year since he would constantly travel the 

region for business purposes and then “drop by and say hi” (CH.DE.AC.1.M.28) to his parents 

whenever he would have a meeting close to his parents’ place. Besides this, Lian mentioned to visit 

his family and friends in China once a year, usually around Christmas or Chinese New Year.  

  In general, maintaining the old social ties can sometimes be difficult. Adrian reported that 

especially the beginning was hard since his parents disapproved of his move to Germany:  

[…] my parents were at the beginning not so happy that I came to Germany. But […] last time 

when I was in China, they had changed their attitude. (CH.DE.AC.4.M.29) 

 Sending money back to the families was rather unusual for participants in the sample. One 

Chinese participant, henceforth called Laura, answered that she used to support her family financially 

but stopped when her parents had died (CH.DE.AC.F.7.49).  

  Despite the long distance, family in the home country still represents an important resource 

which is sometimes used to help in emergencies. Michael told us, for example, that his parents-in-law 

came from China to move in for several months in order to care for the interviewee’s children and 

help with the housework, since he had to take his advance training courses in a different city while his 

wife had to continue working: 
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From December 2016 until March 2017, I had an advance training course in the South and my 

wife had to work. Then, my parents-in-law came to Germany, they could help to some extent by 

cooking, cleaning and picking up the children. (CH.DE.AC.8.M.37) 

 

5.3.2. Creating new social ties 

 

Strategies of migrants to expand their social network differ which is also reflected in the 

sample. These strategies, of course, seem also to depend on the level of social ties to Germany prior to 

migrating to the country and whether one moved here alone, in a group or with a partner. Christine 

who had moved to Germany with her boyfriend explained that she found herself in an international 

social circle due to the fact that she attended a German class to learn the language:  

When we first arrived, it was through our German class students and it was a large mix of 

people. There were a lot of Asian people, I could not tell exactly from where, probably Korea 

or China, but also some Middle Eastern people, but also some African people. I am not sure, it 

was very much mixed. […] Most of my friends are not Germans actually. I wouldn’t say that 

they changed per se just the group of friends or people that I associate with has gotten larger. 

Of course, I have German friends and those are and have been co-workers I had in the past. 

(US.DE.AC.3.F.29) 

  She later added that also her colleagues happened to be mostly international 

(US.DE.AC.3.F.29). When asked for new social ties, several interviewees hinted to work related ties. 

Laura explained that she was the co-founder of a circle of Chinese medical doctors who would meet 

in chat rooms and regularly organize online events in which they would discuss current issues in the 

area of traditional Chinese medicine:  

I have also an invisible circle with my Chinese colleagues here in Germany! […] We all live 

here in Germany, some Chinese medical doctors in similar situation like me. We have studied 

traditional Chinese medicine in China and work here in Germany as Heilpraktiker. And then 

we have founded an association as registered association and exchanged information and 

medical knowledge. And each week, one of the member is responsible for the discussion in 

the virtual chat room. […] and we also organize online lectures. (CH.DE.AC.7.F.49) 

Asked how the circle was initiated she pointed to a former fellow which she met again in 

Germany and who was initiating the group at that time (CH.DE.AC.7.F.49).  Similarly, Jack who 

works as a chiropractor told that he started to join associations and unions which would represent his 

profession: 

I just started […]. I just joined […] a couple unions, the ‘Heilpraktiker’ union, I joined the 

chiropractic association and I am starting to make some contact with other chiropractors and 

making contact with the Americans here. (US.DE.AC.5.M.59) 

However, he admitted that getting into contact with other Germans would be very difficult. In 

consequence, his social circle would be limited to friends who are close to his German-American 

family and whom he got to know while attending school in Germany to receive his ‘Heilpraktiker’ 

licensure: 

I don’t have so many friends here. It’s mostly family as if we go back to this point. Best 

friends I have, one is actually an American with a German wife, so about the same situation I 

am in. But they are moving back to America this year. Other friends I have are friends I made 
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when I was going to school and friends of my wife’s social circle and people in my 

profession. I am gonna meet with another chiropractor next week and have dinner and stuff. 

That’s pretty much it. I am pretty satisfied just stay in this family. Like I said, it’s an extended 

family, so there is always something going on. (US.DE.AC.5.M.59) 

When asked for negative impressions in Germany, Jack who is married to a German voiced 

the impression that German social circles are less permeable than the interviewees were used to in the 

United States:  

[…] the closed nature of society here. […] It seems like that unless you are not raised and 

born here you can’t penetrate it. You know, I’ve been able to because I have an extended 

German family that I married in to and I have a son […] I can see in from the insight out now, 

but at first, even though I was married to a German that was pretty difficult to penetrate […]. 

[M]ost cultures I have been in before in America or, say even France, I mean the people 

would almost take you in and make you part of the family with no problems at all and you 

make friends with members of that family, but here that doesn’t happen. (US.DE.AC.5.M.59) 

In a similar vein, Christine echoed this opinion and answered:  

I would say that outside of that it is very difficult, as an immigrant, to, let’s say, get into 

German social circles because you guys, if I may, are the kind of people like you all have your 

group of friends from high school and university and then you are friends for life. American 

way is kind of different and to be an outsider and to try to come in and put yourself into those 

groups is kind of difficult without having some kind of common connection. 

(US.DE.AC.3.F.29) 

When asked why he thinks the German society is in this regard different from the United 

States, Jack hinted to two possible mechanisms:  

Language is a huge part of it, especially here in Baden-Württemberg. You know, you got a lot 

of the schwäbisch [Swabian] people and their language is coded to a large degree and, 

because my family speaks schwäbisch [Swabian]. […] The other part of it, the social fabric in 

America is not so much based on families anymore like it is here. […] I think because you 

have such a good social support system here that families stay together in an extended sense a 

lot easier. In the States, I found that broken down quite a bit. […] I think Germans operate in 

a family structure a lot more than we do in the States. (US.DE.AC.5.M.59) 

  It is important to mention that this notion of a ‘closed society’ does not correspond with 

experiences of discrimination. Rather the opposite is the case. Christine, for example, expressed that 

she felt like having an advantage when moving abroad since according to her Germans would, in 

general, be more receptive and accepting of Americans. However, she still expressed that she had to 

familiarize herself with the “very cold” (US.DE.AC.3.F.29) behaviour Germans had displayed.  

  In general, it is interesting that the notion of a ‘closed society’ expressed by American 

interviewees whom one could expect to share a broader cultural background with a Western country 

such as Germany. One reason, however, why Chinese interviewees did mention similar thoughts 

could be due to the fact that most Chinese respondents did not move alone to Germany, but with 

partners or peers which could have substituted social bonds in consequence.   

  Furthermore, one Chinese respondent, Adrian, expressed relieve that he was not subject to the 

social pressure he experienced in China. In consequence, the level of pre-existing social bonds and the 

expectation of social life in Germany could be also a factor responsible for the impression of the 

German society.    
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However, the question, how to open doors in this ‘closed society’, still stands. One door could be 

represented by clubs and associations. For example, Bob explained that he joined a rugby club. This 

way, he made friends with Germans: 

I met them through Rugby. I started playing back, back in the US. And so when I came here, I 

thought that it would be neat to find a club and play for them. And the.. just totally by chance, 

the one that I started playing for is in Weißensee and has a very strong German base. So, 

Rugby is an English sport, so it is kind of assumed that there would be a lot of expats there, 

but this club is 99 per cent German. Of the people I hang out with, nationalities would be 

German, Australian and, I guess, English. (US.DE.AC.2.M.28) 

However, he acknowledged that despite making process in learning German a language barrier 

persisted. As he described, people would rather switch to English if he did not understand than trying 

to express themselves in a simpler manner. Also, he experienced that people would use the 

opportunity to improve on their English skills by talking to an English native speaker. In general, Bob 

described the process of making new social ties as an “organic” process:  

[…] you’ll meet someone maybe through Rugby or you’ll hang out with someone from work 

and then I meet someone of their friends who is not associated with work at all. And it’s just 

how it grows […]. Last year, a co-worker was going skiing and he invited me to go with his 

group of people, he was the only one from my company in that group. And then I became 

friends with everyone else and now I am going skiing with these people that I didn’t know at 

all. I am going again this year with them. It’s just kind of organic […]. (US.DE.AC.2.M.28) 

Shared hobbies appear in general to be one way to get in contact with Germans. Laura, for 

example, explained that she participates in a cooking circle with Germans which takes place regularly. 

However, she did not remember how it started.  

 In contrast, neighbourhood contacts played a very limited role in the account of the 

respondents. Michael mentioned that he would not only know his neighbours but would also regularly 

talk to them. He also mentioned at this opportunity that these neighbours would also be migrants from 

Eastern Europe or Africa and would find themselves in a similar situation like him 

(CH.DE.AC.8.M.37). Other interviewees like Christine or Laura, however, only recalled rather 

limited contact to their neighbours to the extent that one would greet them, but not having extending 

conversation (e.g. CH.DE.AC.7.F.49 or US.DE.AC.3.F.29).  

  Once being a member in German circles, it is interesting to recognize the difference between 

friendships in Germany and in the home country as Bob pointed out. He stated that becoming friends 

with Germans would mean something different than in the United States since it would depart from a 

rather superficial of communicating:  

Other positives, when you become friends with someone who is German, like it’s very real. 

They are really genuine and actually care about, I don’t know, your life, how you are. If I 

haven’t seen someone in two or three months and they ask me how I am, they actually want to 

talk and see what I’ve been up to. And that’s, that’s really cool. (US.DE.AC.2.M.28) 

This same observation was also made by Jack who stated that “[i]t is friendly but it takes a 

long time to understand it and to appreciate it” (US.DE.AC.5.M.59). However, these deeper ties were 

also mentioned by Jack at the same time as a problem since they would make it difficult to 

spontaneously invite people for dinner if one would not know very well.  
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Still waiting to see if we gonna ask somebody to come for dinner or something but it’s again a 

German society thing where if you gonna have people over that aren’t family then you have to be 

really close for some reason. (US.DE.AC.5.M.59) 

 

5.4. Experiences of work integration and career growth  

5.4.1. Work integration 

When analysing the experiences of work integration and career growth, different patterns 

emerge for the two sector which were included in the sample, the medical and the IT sector. For 

the medical sector, it is repeatedly mentioned how strict requirements are for becoming a licensed 

medical doctor in Germany. Laura explained that she had to start studying medicine in Germany, 

despite a finished Chinese degree in Western medicine and working experience. When she later 

failed the preliminary medical examination, she put her career plans on hold and accompanied her 

German husband for whom she had left China on his business trips. She now practices under a so-

called Heilpraktiker license which only allows for limited medical intervention. However, she 

stated that she was content with the current situation since she mostly focuses on counselling 

activities and not on clinical treatment (CH.DE.AC.7.49). 

In contrast to this, Jack, a self-employed American chiropractor, who started his business after 

a professional change
2
 and operates under the Heilpraktiker license expressed frustration about 

this status for two reasons. First, he mentioned that chiropractor was not a protected occupational 

title in Germany such that even Heilpraktiker without chiropractic education could call 

themselves chiropractor:  

[…] there is no specific law governing the chiropractic professions. It’s all under the 

Heilpraktiker umbrella or the medical umbrella. If you are a Heilpraktiker or a medical doctor 

you can call yourself a chiropractor without really knowing what you [are] doing. That kind of 

hurts as far as marketing goes […]. [E]very other Heilpraktiker is saying they are a 

chiropractor but doesn’t know what they are doing then I can’t say that I am offering any 

specific services. It will have to be worked out through word of mouth and educating people. 

[A]nd it is a slower process than it would have been in the states. (US.DE.AC.5.M.59) 

  Second, he also mentioned that the Heilpraktiker status would not allow him to practise his 

profession to the extent he was trained for. He also pointed to the consequences for his business 

when he would have to send patients to other doctors for certain services:  

“I just have restrictions because I work under the Heilpraktiker law: I cannot treat infectious 

diseases, I can’t deliver children. You know, there is a list of regulations I have to follow that 

I am not allowed to do, but as far as my profession goes and what the majority of cases I 

handle, it’s close to 100%. Except I am not allowed to take X-rays here which I find kind of 

ridiculous because it would really help me out. That’s probably one of the bigger hindrances 

[…]. I found a place that will do X-rays for me, but […] they wanted to be paid for and then I 

have to get reports from there […]. [I]f I have a patient that needs to have X-rays, sometimes I 

lose them because in the referral process, they get X-rays, they get referred here or there and 

then I might not see them again […]. And I have the training! You know, I took all the 

training, I have taken X-rays like crazy before […]. I find that irritating.” (US.DE.AC.5.M.59) 

                                                           
2
 Jack had worked as a chiropractor in the United States, then stopped and was trained as an interpreter. This 

way, he also found the connection to Germany where he interned during a short-term stay. Ultimately, he moved 

to Germany to live together with his German wife.  
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  Michael, a young Chinese doctor, who came to Germany with his wife who got a job in a 

medical research facility found himself in very similar situation. He has a finished degree in 

Western medicine and had previously worked for eight years in a hospital in China. He expressed 

his frustration about the strict licensing rules in Germany since licensing examinations, 

Approbation, in China and Germany would be very different:  

That is completely different as in China. Here in Germany, the examinations are oral and 

written examinations. In China, there are only written examinations, not oral ones! 

(CH.DE.AC.8.M.37) 

  In addition to these licensing examinations, he explained that in the state where he lives, 

Baden-Württemberg, foreign medical doctors would have to pass a special language test, 

Fachsprachentest, to assess their ability to express medical terms in German before being eligible 

for taking the licensing examinations. Michael explained that he failed this test once before and 

would now prepare for his second try.  

   

  To get some working experience in Germany, Michael reported to have worked as an unpaid 

intern in a hospital for three months and in a medical practice for two months. Furthermore, he 

added that he visited an advanced training course to prepare for the licensing examinations as well 

as for the special language test. About this career break, he voiced strong frustration:  

[…] in China, I can simply work as a medical doctor. I can find a job somewhere. That is 

clear. I have worked for almost eight years. I have worked hard. Here, I cannot work as a 

medical doctor. I am not [satisfied]. (CH.DE.AC.8.M.37) 

  While Laura, Michael and Jack moved to Germany for private reasons, one interviewee, 

henceforth called Simone, who works in the medical sector reported to have moved to Germany 

for further education. However, when she moved to Germany together with her husband after 

having finished her studies in China, she did not intend to finish a complete degree in Germany:  

I haven’t thought that I would have to go through the complete program. I only wanted to […] 

get further education. But […] I studied TCM [traditional Chinese medicine], which is 

recognized here as a degree, but not a medical degree. Therefore, I [had] no chance anywhere. 

Therefore, I had to take the more difficult step. Then, I was lucky, and I could start at the 

university. And then I was able to receive a scholarship and that really was a big, big support. 

(CH.DE.AC.6.F.53) 

  Simone also did not recall any severe difficulties during her career. Interestingly, she 

remembered changing her citizenship as a requirement to open a practise in Germany. 

 

  While this smooth career path stands out among the respondents in the medical sector, it is 

quite in line with the experience of interviewees working in the IT sector.  

Here, most respondents experienced smooth transitions when moving to Germany. Lian took part 

in a university exchange program during which he graduated with a German-Chinese master 

degree studying one year in Germany (CH.DE.AC.1.M.28). Bob stated that he was recruited 

when he contributed to open source code online while working in the United States:  

I am a programmer, I program at this company, and they had like […] open source code 

projects online and I found one and I was looking through it and I was like oh, I could make a 

few changes, make a few things better and I did that just for, you know, for whatever reason. I 

was bored on Saturday afternoon. And they were excited that I added or contributed to that 

and they asked if I would like, you know, continue to help out. I did that for a few months, 
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then they started doing like a part-time contract for me. So, I got paid to work a little bit more 

for them. And then at the end of that, they asked me if I would like to work full-time in 

Berlin. (US.DE.AC.2.M.28) 

  Adrian received a job offer through personal contacts which he had built up while working for 

a German association in China: 

[…] therefore, I know many German friends. And one of them has helped me to find a job, 

because his mother […] works here and they look[ed] for a developer and [she] has […] 

recommend me and then I directly got the job. […] I have not looked for a job on my own. I 

have only applied once. (CH.DE.AC.4.M.29) 

Referring to other Chinese in Germany which considered it rather difficult to find a job, he 

explained the ease of his application process his advanced German skills. 

I think, that it is, because I already speak German well. For others, I heard, it is very difficult 

to find a job. I am in a discussion group of Chinese and I have read, that they have difficulties 

during their job search because they don’t speak German well. (CH.DE.AC.4.M.29) 

However, as he admitted German is not necessary for his job since most communication is 

conducted in English which is also in general a remarkable difference between the medical and IT 

sector. All respondents working in the IT sector stated that they work in an international 

environment. 

 

5.4.2. Career growth 

Another difference between the two sectors emerges when looking at the satisfaction with 

their job and the career plans of the respondents in the IT sector. Working in Germany is seen as a 

steppingstone, as Lian respondent explained:  

It is matching my goal because I want to focus on game industry and Germany provided me 

some opportunities. (CH.DE.AC.1.M.28) 

The same interviewee elaborated on this thought and stated that the work environment in this 

sector in China would be very competitive though not unattractive. However, it would be very 

difficult to advance to positions which would allow for a decent standard of living  

Honestly, if you look at the pricing of […] flats […] Shanghai is above Munich. And they 

look at income and it is very low. So, you know, it is very difficult to live in Shanghai and it 

is an extremely competitive environment in terms of employment. And if regarding 

employment you have to compete and regard the hierarchy and once you are up there, you 

live a good life or you do your business by yourself and make a lot money. 

(CH.DE.AC.1.M.28) 

  Even though respondents emphasized other reasons for working in Germany as well, such as 

environmental problems in their home country (CH.DE.AC.1.M.28), “latent racism in their home 

country” (US.DE.AC.3.F.29) or the desire to work in another non-English speaking country 

(US.DE.AC.2.M.28), these reasons are rather seen as complementary to advance their careers. 

Bob gave support for this view when asked to briefly explain why he came to Germany:  

I was interested in the company and that was probably my main reason for coming, but I had 

always had in my head that I wanted to work in Europe and work in a European place that 

wasn’t England or just English speaking. (US.DE.AC.2.M.28)  
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  Thus, respondents in the IT sector felt that working in Germany would help them in their 

career. Generally, they also reported to feel respected by their employer. Adrian explained that he 

was hired even though he had only little knowledge about the task he was hired for. However, his 

employer gave him time to learn on the job:  

I am frontend developer […]. So, I am totally new in this area and I had also very little 

experience in this area, when I started, but my company was very nice and [said] you can 

come, and you can learn here on the job. And they gave me six months to learn something! I 

really liked that! Also, in the first couple months, I haven’t worked much, but they gave me 

enough time such that I could learn. Now, I work full time. (CH.DE.AC.4.M.29) 

  He explained that this was associated with a trust in his abilities to learn on his own which he 

showed when learning German in China (CH.DE.AC.4.M.29).  

  However, not only these skills appear to be interesting for employers who are also taking 

advantage of the migrants’ connection to and their knowledge about their home country. Lian 

reported that his career had advanced since working in Germany. After a job change, he works 

now for a software company which wants to expand to China where he will be responsible for 

laying the groundwork for the Shanghai office:  

And now I moved to another company in Berlin who wants to open an office in Shanghai. 

Actually, I will move to Shanghai soon, but just for one and a half years to help build up 

everything. Afterwards, I will come back to Germany. (CH.DE.AC.1.M.28) 

  Even though interviewees in the medical sector did not tend to consider working in Germany 

as a steppingstone, they reported also significant career growth once obstacles to the labour 

market, such as licensure requirements and qualifications, were overcome. While Simone told 

how her practise had grown over time (CH.DE.AC.6.F.53), Laura, who is regularly employed, 

explained that she had recently opened her own practise besides her regular work in the hospital. 

She also explicitly addressed the valuation she experienced from her employer at the end of the 

interview:  

I have now participated in this interview […] during my work time. I have also talked to my 

employer. […] My employer has strongly supported me and said, do it, if you think it is a 

good thing! And that is also evidence for me, that I feel very comfortable at my job and that I 

really get support! (CH.DE.AC.7.F.49) 

 

5.5. Identity and Citizenship 

5.5.1. Estrangement in home country before migration 

Most respondents stated to feel between two worlds. However, some differences in the 

nuances can be observed. For example, two American interviewees mentioned to have 

experienced a subtle process of estrangement already in their home country. The reasons they put 

forward for this process, however, differ. Christine who was born and raised in Texas said that 

she was struggling with the racism and intolerance in her home state:  

You can never make blanket generalizations, so I might do it and if I am I apologize upfront 

but Texas, of course, is a large state. There is a large majority of Mexican citizens, to a large 

degree, there is also a lot of bigotry and intolerance and dismissal of non-white people and I 

really had a hard time with this racism[…]. (US.DE.AC.3.F.29) 
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Jack expressed that one driving factor for this estrangement from the United States was the 

perceived social inequality:  

The society was very divided between upper and lower classes. Middle classes rapidly 

disintegrating, lower wages, lots of homelessness, […] just seemed to steadily just getting 

worse.  […] as long as you could keep a somewhat steady job, you could live in a nice small 

apartment. Yeah, it was ok, but if you didn’t have any higher education, then you are pretty 

much going to working two or three jobs to keep, to keep yourself going. If you couldn’t get 

to the upper professional classes. (US.DE.AC.5.M.59) 

This general pressure was also perceived by the same interviewee in his professional life since 

after a health care reform health insurance companies only paid for services of certain 

chiropractors. The respondent recalled that he lost a lot of patients to these certified chiropractors 

which made it in consequence impossible to ensure the profitability of his business which he 

eventually gave up and pursued a second career as a translator (US.DE.AC.5.M.59). 

 

5.5.2. Recognizing differences after migration 

However, for most participants identity conflicts arose after having lived for some time in 

Germany. The process was also rather subtle, and participants became especially conscious of it 

when visiting their family and friends in their home countries, i.e. when being confronted with the 

old contexts they used to live in. As Lian observed his behaviour and his Chinese accent had 

changed slightly without him noticing it in Germany. As examples, he recalled having bread 

instead of rice or sometimes mixing English and Chinese when communicating in China. 

However, even though these changes did not go unnoticed by his family and friends in China, he 

noted that for him being perceived as foreign was not negative:  

I don’t think it’s a problem because if people start to recognize you as not really Chinese, 

maybe something westernized, it’s a good thing in China because people will think you are 

from a more developed country, you are more developed, educated or professional. That could 

be the case, so you have an advantage actually. So, I don’t think it is a problem. 

(CH.DE.AC.1.M.28) 

However, this balance act of self-positioning between home country and Germany was 

described by other interviewees as much more difficult. Jack mentioned that even though he is a 

member of a German-American family, he stated that he would feel faster more intimate in 

conversations with Americans:  

[…] the [German] friendliness… It took me a while to get used to the… It is friendly, but it 

takes a long time to understand it and to appreciate it, but I got my real shock when I started 

my practice up again and started communicating with Americans, fellow Americans actually. 

The behaviour – I am not judging whether it is bad or good – I am just saying that it really 

shocked me now that I haven’t seen it or experienced it for over a decade, but yeah that is 

what I’ve really found having more efficiency. It was just that the… being able to joke with 

people and understand their viewpoint. I am getting closer to it, but I don’t think I will ever 

reach it. (US.DE.AC.5.M.59) 

Christine voiced that she would feel more European and less American since she perceived 

that Americans would live in a bubble without really considering alternatives: 

I have family members and the majority of them do not have health insurance and they live 

with that and they are fine with that. But […] me I think […] you don’t even realize how […] 

unfortunate that is. And maybe that’s putting my bias on them right, but I think don’t you 
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want something better for yourself in that regard and I think at least in my family’s case they 

are just comfortable with the crappy situation that they are in. They almost feel like there is no 

other way out. (US.DE.AC.3.F.29) 

However, when asked whether she would consider applying for German nationality, she 

admitted that this would not be a viable option for her since this would mean to give up her 

American citizenship
3
.  

I can give up my American citizenship and at that point, I can never ever have it back again. 

And that is, that is kind of scary thought to me to say well ok, you know, it is irrevocable. On 

the other hand, I already have a Aufenthaltstitel [permanent residency] which is not a 

citizenship but for me I think being a permanent resident is good enough. (US.DE.AC.3.F.29) 

 

5.5.3. Change of citizenship 

Two Chinese respondents in the sample, Laura and Simone, stated to actually having applied 

and accepted the German citizenship. Simone depicted the decision as a requirement to open her 

practise as a self-employed medical doctor.  

I am German […]. That is mandatory in Germany. If one wants to be self-employed as a 

medical doctor, one has to naturalize. […] Therefore, I am naturalized since the opening of 

my practise in 2000 or 2001. (CH.DE.AC.6.F.53) 

The process was generally reported by Simone as surprisingly smooth.  

I had not expected, that it worked so fast. […] I interned together with a German colleague or 

student in a hospital in China. When I came back – that [internship] was three weeks. Before 

my journey, I had filed the request and when I came back, then the papers were already in the 

mailbox. That was actually a surprise! (CH.DE.AC.6.F.53)  

The decision in favour of the German citizenship was also justified by Simone with the 

groundwork and network she had started to build up and did not want to lose. Laura mirrored this 

experience and explained that the administrative process itself was not a problem.  

I have just requested it [the German citizenship] and I have got it. Yes, that was important. I 

did not want to give up my Chinese citizenship, but that did not work. Okay, I have said to 

myself that I have to overcome this. That was not a big action for me. Therefore, it has not left 

traces in memory! (CH.DE.AC.7.F.49) 

At the same time, she stated that giving up her Chinese citizenship caused “sleepless nights” 

(CH.DE.AC.7.F.49). When asked for her feeling at that time, she answered:  

[…] that has hurt me, because that somehow […] a part of me [that I had to give up. A kind of 

second cord clamping. […] That was not easily decided. Yes, I think, if one is not forced to 

make this decision, it is difficult to be able to relate to this. It is nothing materialistic, but it is 

an emotional truncation. (CH.DE.AC.7.F.49) 

                                                           
3
 Christine also discussed dual-citizenship. However, she concluded that she was eligible and thus she would 

need to give up her American citizenship when apply for the German one.  
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5.6. Conclusion 
 

This description of accounts of highly qualified Chinese and American migrants in Germany falls 

short of an in-depth analysis, but points, however, to some interesting patterns.   

  First, in a simple comparison between the two sectors, it appears to be more difficult for 

migrants in the medical sector to continue working as they were used to in their home countries. 

Respondents mentioned several regulations which hindered them from doing what they were 

trained for. Two of them practised under a Heilpraktiker license even though they had studied 

medical subjects and had earned university degrees. In a similar vein, the formal language 

requirement to practise as a medical doctor in Germany was mentioned as an important obstacle. 

In contrast to this, respondents in the IT sector did not report any problems when accepting a job 

in Germany.    

  Second, experiences in the countryside appear to differ from those in the cities especially in 

terms of linguistic barriers since the option to speak English is sometimes not viable. 

  Third and last, contacts to Germans are apparently difficult to establish. Some respondents 

mentioned that they considered German social circles as a closed society they could not enter.  
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General conclusions 
 

In this concluding section we try to summarise some of the research findings considering their 

policy implications. They are organised along the main research questions addressed in the report. 

  What are the challenges that migrants face in their early adaptation in the destination 

countries in terms of interaction with public institutions and use of informal sources of support, 

cultural encounters and representations of local contexts, and initial settlement in terms of 

accommodation and first job? 

In general, migrants, regardless of their qualifications, tend to rely much more on non-state or 

informal sources of support upon arrival in the destination countries than on official institutional 

assistance. Public agencies created by the host countries are more often seen as posing barriers to 

early adaptation rather than offering support. The Embassies and Cultural Centres from the countries 

of departure are more often perceived as neutral and disinterested to ease the process of settlement, in 

the evaluation of migrants, rather than offering information and help. The sources of support that 

migrants make use of most often are, on the one hand, family, friends and former colleagues; on the 

other hand, social media and professional networks; and last but not least, non-governmental actors 

such as charity, religious, welfare organizations or mutual help associations, usually working with 

people with the same national/regional origin or native language. Finding accommodation poses a 

significant challenge and migrants have to develop concerted strategies in this regard. Initially, 

migrants are looking for any kind of housing (often shared with co-nationals) leaving aside any 

considerations of comfort before gradually orienting themselves to more appropriate places paying 

attention to the specificity of the neighbourhood. Examples of employers providing or assisting with 

housing (mostly in the health sector) are infrequent but seem to greatly encourage the first steps of 

adaptation. The comparative advantages of investing more time in the migration preparation period 

were clear in the different ‘success rates’ in the first job search period, highlighting the necessity of 

more accessible and widely propagated information about the European labour market contexts. This 

would benefit both migrants and separate institutions. Something that could facilitate institutions’ 

access to such information is building an integrated network which uses a common database where all 

institutions or other actors (such as travel or work abroad agencies) are able to freely input 

information and communicate with one another. Such a system would make prospective and actual 

migrants’ experiences easier as well when it comes to bureaucratic and administrative tasks. This is, 

of course, a best-case scenario and such a system would be costly, in terms of both financial means 

and legislation amendments. Also, embassies and consular offices could have a resident member of 

administration trained in and tasked with supporting migrants with all sorts of documentation needed 

for facilitating the adaptation process – social security numbers, bank accounts and other permits and 

with translation of such documents  

 What are the professional and career trajectories followed by migrants in the labour market of 

the destination countries? 

Upward, downward and horizontal work trajectories which were observed during the study 

suggest the importance of the sources of support for migrants’ work careers. The particular direction 

of professional and career development relies much on them. Being in possession of a job-offer prior 
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to departure, opportunities for additional education and training in the host country, access to local 

language courses, stable integration into professional and social networks, in short, high levels of 

human capital are undoubtedly beneficial to migrants in the context of the countries of reception. 

Policy measures to assist migrants in their labour-market integration should be developed not only by 

the institutions in the receiving countries, where there is a high demand for advisory and guidance 

services for immigrants, but also by those in the sending countries, where advisory services for 

potential emigrants do exist (both public and private), although few prospective migrants seem to 

make use of their services. Underlining the role of education, we should particularly stress the 

significance of EU educational initiatives such as the Lifelong Learning Programme and Erasmus Plus 

for the adaptation and career growth of migrants. Institutions which act as labour market mediators 

should develop more targeted approaches when assisting individuals with international job searches. 

Finally, the role of trade unions in educating and integrating migrants’ in the local work cultures and 

defending their rights seems underdeveloped and should be encouraged. The analysis shows that 

discrimination at work operates at several dimensions: gender-based, practiced by employers and 

employees alike, between different nationality and ethnic groups in the same workplace. Many of the 

cases discussed in our reports fall under a legal ban but their prevalent occurrence in the working lives 

of migrants requires stricter measures for guaranteeing equality, especially in multi-cultural labour 

environments. 

 What are the social ties that migrants have, transform, develop and use in the process of their 

integration in the societies of destination? 

Experiences of integration are highly influenced by migrants’ perceptions of the relative 

importance of their social ties ‘before’ (prior to departure) and ‘after’ (when already in the destination 

country). Maintaining active relationships with family members and friends remaining in the host 

country is not always easily achievable and sometimes not desired by migrants. Creating new 

families, friendship, neighbourhood and collegial ties is often more demanding than anticipated by 

migrants. In the new social context, keeping ‘open doors’ to the communities of co-nationals 

generates a different model of integration compared to the ‘open doors’ approach to the communities 

of locals and migrants from other nationalities. Strong and weak social ties exist in a complex 

interplay which is individual and specific to each migrant; however, the way the migrant is 

developing one or other of these ties is significant for his or her social position in the destination 

country. Defending and increasing the freedom of travel for the EU citizens will alleviate the efforts 

to maintain ties with the significant others in the country of departure. Any policy measures that 

would facilitate the interaction between migrants and the communities in which they live would 

improve the opportunities for their desired pattern of social integration, in particular support for 

voluntary associations with mixed membership in terms of nationality. The personnel in the host state 

and private institutions which offer financial, legal, housing and other services often create invisible 

hurdles and sometimes more recognizable barriers in front of migrants despite their rights. Campaigns 

for greater tolerance and understanding of cultural diversity might reduce tendencies towards 

discrimination of people from different nationalities and ethnicities – a malady from which (as we saw 

in the analysis) migrant themselves are not immune from. Family-friendly policies in the EU countries 

contribute to the quality of life of their citizens and are highly appreciated by labour migrants who 

rely on a wide support network, at least in the initial stages after the move. More information about 

their entitlements to parental leave, childcare opportunities and flexible work would benefit migrants’ 

social integration.  
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 How do the processes of integration affect the migrants’ feelings of belonging, identity 

formation and perceptions of citizenship? 

Perceiving the migration process as a learning experience allows for a deeper look into the 

complex renegotiation of cultural and political boundaries that migrants experience in their 

destination countries. What emerges here is the importance of negative images and stereotypes of 

certain migrant groups as well as, in some cases, of the migrant status as such, which may trigger a 

gradual ‘disidentification’ with the society of origin. At the same time, notions of one’s country of 

origin identity can be strengthened when challenged by the different and at times adverse social and 

cultural environment in the destination country. The development of multiple spaces and communities 

of belonging is often reflected upon as a positive outcome of the migratory process. Personal 

experiences of education abroad have an enriching impact on migrants’ sense of European identity. 

Thus, ensuring access to educational mobility for those less privileged in terms of less developed 

regions, lower social class and lower skills-levels is highly recommended. In the legal and political 

terrain, the identity-nationality link deserves special attention since it sometimes determines migrants’ 

decisions to apply or not for the citizenship of the host country. In the context of the Brexit 

referendum in the UK, our study shows that concerns about mobility rights are weaker than expected, 

in part because of the persisting confidence in EU citizenship. Perceptions of European citizenship, 

instrumental and based in pragmatic logic as it may be, nonetheless provides reassurance in situations 

of political turmoil and insecurity. Accordingly, measures aimed at strengthening EU citizenship and 

expanding access to permanent residency and dual citizenship rights may exercise soothing effects on 

the EU labour markets and the overall mobility situation in Europe.  

Non-EU migrants do not have the same freedom of mobility within the EU and Chinese 

citizens for example need visas to travel to Germany. Once the problem of their legal status is solved, 

the working experiences of Chinese, as well as US citizens face are conditioned by similar 

institutional and contextual hurdles as those of migrants from Southern and Eastern European 

countries. The insufficient knowledge of the local language impedes the early stages of integration in 

the new social context and often serves as a fig leaf for discrimination attitudes towards outsiders. 

Education abroad works in the opposite direction, enhancing career, human and social capital. Non-

EU migrants describe the same bureaucratic obstacles for the recognition of their educational 

certificates as the mobile individuals from the EU member-states, despite the efforts for integration 

and mutual recognition of university diplomas within the EU. Those coming from the flagship country 

of The West – the USA – find (German) host society as closed in terms of establishing new social 

contacts as do those coming from The Far East – China. The intra-EU migrants do not feel more 

welcome than migrants from outside the EU and those coming from the two Eastern European 

countries – Romania and Bulgaria – are often less accepted in the host societies. The formal right to 

travel, work and live within the EU does not bring about to unproblematic work and social integration 

of mobile Europeans in the host society but they still have another advantage to non-EU migrants – 

the symbolic sense of a European identity which most of them have developed during their mobility 

experiences. Our study indicated that migrants from within the EU might be a significant actor for 

greater political and cultural integration at the European level.   


