
Social Inclusion (ISSN: 2183–2803)
2019, Volume 7, Issue 4, Pages 39–48

DOI: 10.17645/si.v7i4.2381

Article

Before Landing: How Do New European Emigrants Prepare Their
Departure and Imagine Their Destinations?

Diego Coletto * and Giovanna Fullin

Department of Sociology and Social Research, University of Milano-Bicocca, 20126 Milano, Italy;
E-Mails: diego.coletto@unimib.it (D.C.), giovanna.fullin@unimib.it (G.F.)

* Corresponding author

Submitted: 23 July 2019 | Accepted: 10 September | Published: 7 November 2019

Abstract
In migration studies, the preparation for the departure of people who decide to migrate has seldom been addressed as a
distinct topic. This article aims at investigating how European migrants who moved or plan to move to another European
country prepare their departure. It analyses stories of migrants who move from Italy, Spain, Romania, and Bulgaria. More
specifically, attention is focused on departure preparation in order to investigate what migrants do before they depart and
how the free mobility of work is perceived by Europeans and applied to their migration plans. Different from general state-
ments about European integration and belonging or about obstacles to intra-EU mobility, the analysis of what individuals
do in order to get ready to leave their country of origin provides a very realistic idea of how people perceive European
Union and the mobility within it.

Keywords
European Union; imaginaries; integration; migration; social media

Issue
This article is part of the issue “The Lived Experiences of Migration: Individual Strategies, Institutional Settings and
Destination Effects in the EuropeanMobility Process” edited by Neli Demireva (University of Essex, UK) and Fabio Quassoli
(University of Milano-Bicocca, Italy).

© 2019 by the authors; licensee Cogitatio (Lisbon, Portugal). This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribu-
tion 4.0 International License (CC BY).

1. Introduction

In migration studies, the preparation for the departure
of people who decide to migrate has seldom been ad-
dressed as a distinct topic. Scholars’ attention focused
more, on the one hand, on factors explaining the deci-
sion tomigrate and, on the other, on the outcomes of mi-
gration in terms of settlement in the destination country,
integration/segregation in the labour market and so on.
Both of these topics are addressed by other articles on
this issue, investigating the motivations of the decision
to migrate, which precedes the preparation phase, and
the consequences of that decision, i.e., the arrival in the
destination country, the search for accommodation and
a job, and the integration process. Our contribution aims
at providing an explorative analysis of the phase that is
between these two.

The preparation phase, which includes all the activi-
ties that migrants put in place before leaving their coun-
try in order to move abroad, is worth investigating as
it can provide an interesting insight into the lived expe-
riences of migration. What people do (and what they
do not) once they have decided to migrate in order to
get ready to leave their origin country can highlight how
they imagine the migration process and what difficulties
they expect to meet. Moreover, we believe that this spe-
cific phase—during which prospective migrants start to
face their decision tomigrate—can be an interesting ‘pol-
icy field.’ Indeed, policies can intervene in order both to
ease the processes of information collection and to sup-
port prospective migrants to fill possible gaps in terms of
competences or skills. Besides the focus on the particular
phase of preparation tomigrate, our analysis differs from
the existing literature for another reason. It takes into
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consideration European migrants who moved or plan to
move to another European country, while the few pieces
of literature concerning the preparation for departure
mainly refer to migrants moving without regular docu-
ments and the channels through which migration is per-
petuated (for instance, King, 2012; Massey et al., 1998;
Menjìvar, 2000; Portes & Sensenbrenner, 1993).

Actually, there has been less attention on the prepa-
ration of migrants who move without constraints aris-
ing from their legal status, as Europeans moving within
the European Union (EU). Intra-EU mobility has been
often depicted as very different from traditional migra-
tion: easier, fluid, and easily reversible thanks to the
geographical proximity and the freedom of movement
across European countries. The preparation process for
departure is worth studying, particularly with regard to
this type of migration. Different from general statements
about European integration and belonging or about ob-
stacles to intra-EU mobility, the analysis of how people
who decided to move abroad prepare their departure
provides a very realistic idea of how the free mobility of
work is perceived by Europeans and how it is applied to
their migration plans. The research analyses the stories
of migrants who moved or planned to move from Italy,
Spain, Romania and Bulgaria. Given that all the four coun-
tries have been deeply hit by the 2008 economic crisis
and saw an increasing number of young people moving
abroad, a better understanding of thesemigrations is cru-
cial and can provide suggestions for policies.

After having presented the theoretical frame-
work (Section 2) and research questions and method
(Section 3), we will show findings concerning prepara-
tion to migrate (Section 4). Some concluding remarks
and policy implications will close the article.

2. The Theoretical Background

Given the lack of studies on the specific phase of prepara-
tion tomigrate,webuilt our theoretical backgroundby re-
ferring to the literature on intra-EUmigrations and on the
factors affecting the decision to move abroad, focusing
on those that can help to explain the preparatory steps.

The recent intra-EU migrations have been depicted
by some scholars as a form of geographical mobil-
ity that is quite different from traditional migrations.
Some pieces of research show a quite enthusiastic ap-
proach and depict the migration of high-skilled work-
ers as a part of the contemporary globalisation process,
whereby highly-educated people can move across inter-
connected societies to pursue better careers, personal
aspirations and lifestyle choices (Favell, 2008; Favell &
Recchi, 2009). According to King (2018), this literature
approach is often characterised by a too-celebratory,
self-referential rhetoric of the ‘Erasmus generation.’
Beyond the literature debate, it is true that the new
geographical mobility across European countries have
some features that both the past intra-EU migratory
movements and the recent international migrations did

not have (Favell & Recchi, 2009; Recchi, 2013; Smith &
Favell, 2006). First, European citizens are free to move
across EU member countries: They do not need per-
mits to stay or work (with some exceptions concerning
new member states in the entry phase). This undoubt-
edly makes their geographical mobility much easier com-
pared to the mobility of other migrants. Second, be-
sides economicmigrants, intra-EUmobility also concerns
people moving for other reasons, such as professional
self-fulfilment and country reputation, especially regard-
ing labour market prospects in terms of openness and
meritocracy (Bartolini, Gropas, & Triandafyllidou, 2017).
Third, people moving across Europe are often highly
educated and their decisions to migrate entail fewer
risks than for their non-EU counterparts concerning the
trip, border crossing, and segregation in ethnic niches
and informal low-skilled jobs upon arrival in the desti-
nation country (Recchi, 2013). Fourth, social media of-
fers access to information about the destination coun-
try at little cost, through the revival of latent ties or the
creation of new contacts (Dekker & Engbersen, 2012;
Haythornthwaite, 2002).

A literature stream has developed the idea of fluid
or ‘liquid migration,’ applying Bauman’s (2000) idea of
liquidity to the new migration processes. In particular,
new intra-European youth mobility is often perceived
and described by migrants as ‘reversible’ short-term mo-
bility (Engbersen, 2012). However, there is a harsher,
darker side to the new intra-European youth migration.
Indeed, within the European area, some differences be-
tween countries are worth considering, in particular af-
ter 2004, when eight Central and Eastern European coun-
tries joined the EU, followed by Bulgaria and Romania in
2007 and Croatia in 2013.

With the EU becoming bigger, the divide between
dependent and escalator regions becomes clearer and
mobility across them has confirmed these internal dif-
ferences. Some cities—such as Berlin and London—have
attracted huge migratory inflows from other European
countries (and from outside EU) and East–West migra-
tions have been strongly increasing. Our research, con-
sidering migrants going to Germany and the UK from
Italy, Spain, Bulgaria and Romania and from the latter
two countries to Italy and Spain, focuses exactly on such
flows. According to the literature, for manyworkers from
the East European countries, far from the life-style moti-
vations just highlighted, migratory life in the ‘West’ has
basically become practices of pure human survival, living
on low wages, and doing tough jobs in degrading condi-
tions (Castellani, 2018; King, 2018).

Furthermore, the 2008 economic crisis has pushed
job seekers leaving South European countries to face
their rising unemployment (Bartolini et al., 2017;
Dimitriadis, Fullin, & Fischer-Souan, 2019). The research
focusing on these intra-EU movements reminds us of
their similarities with traditional economic migrations.
Castellani (2018), for instance, investigated the condi-
tions of Italians and Spaniards in Berlin and showed
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that they often have low-skilled jobs even if they have a
medium/high level of education. Several obstacles made
their integration in the destination labour market dif-
ficult and explain downgrading trajectories: from the
recognition of education titles and the requirements of
specific professional bodies that regulate several high
and low-skill occupations, to the inadequate knowledge
of the local language.

Dimitriadis et al. (2019) found similar results. More-
over, national welfare systems can leave people coming
fromother European countrieswithout somebasic social
protections, despite their European citizenship (Lillie &
Simola, 2016). What was seldom investigated is whether
new intra-EU migrants are aware of the difficulties they
have to face and try to prepare their departure accord-
ingly or, on the contrary, whether they perceive their mi-
gration as a smooth process that does not require any
special groundwork.

Once people decide to migrate, they also have to
define where to go. Expectations and social imaginaries
about the destination countries play a relevant role in
this regard (Pessar & Mahler, 2002). When analysing the
preparation for the departure of migrants it is worth re-
ferring to the literature that investigated the social imag-
inaries and, in particular, that focused on those concern-
ing places of departure/destination.

The concept of social imaginary has been widely de-
bated in sociology. Various authors have referred to so-
cial imaginary as the way in which a given group of
people imagines and narrates their life and the social
reality in which they live (Castoriadis, 1997; O’Reilly,
2014). Social imaginary operates through the construc-
tion of meanings and, in particular, of myths, legends
and shared narratives. According to this perspective, it
can only exist if it is socially shared. Moreover, social
imaginary is not necessarily a reflection of reality, nor
is it totally the result of imagination, but rather it is a
set of meanings shared by a community. The construc-
tion of social imaginaries is thus closely linked to insti-
tutions, to the set of shared values, to the cultural as-
pects that characterise a particular community and that
contribute to defining how individuals perceive and un-
derstand the society they belong to (Taylor, 2004) and
how they act (Benson, 2012). The approach of Appadurai
(1996) is instead different, interpreting social imagina-
tion as an everyday practice that is constantly ‘at work.’
This approach highlights the role that the imaginary plays
in consolidating and strengthening the agency of each
individual. According to Appadurai, it is only thanks to
the ability to imagine alternative futures that individuals
become capable of making decisions and changing their
lives. Hence, from literature emerges a tension between
institutional factors, cultural framework and individual
agency in the construction processes of social imaginar-
ies that contribute to the social construction of reality.

In the migration studies domain, some authors have
analysed how the interaction between shared social rep-
resentations and individual imaginations has become an

important factor in the processes concerning migration
decisions at the global level (Benson, 2012). These pro-
cesses of collective imaginaries’ construction, although
strongly ‘embedded’ in specific socio-economic contexts,
are often ‘enhanced’ and conveyed by multiple commu-
nication channels, allowing a transnational diffusion. In
this regard, Abrutyn and Mueller (2014) have revisited
the social theories of Gabriel Tarde (2010)—who pro-
vided a first analysis of the spread of emotions, atti-
tudes, and behaviour in society—highlighting how the
concept of contagion could be relevant in order to ex-
plain migrations. Specifically, the concept of contagion
was used to highlight how decisions to migrate could be
affected by the fact that ‘other people’ migrated or by
media’s discourse about people leaving their home coun-
try. Indeed, the increasing use of social media seems to
have widened the ‘contagion’ effect. New technologies
mediate social life and migrants take advantage of them
to shorten distances and build newways of relating, both
with the destination community and with their commu-
nity of origin after leaving their home country. AsMapelli
(2019, p. 14) wrote, social media “become virtual spaces
in which some groups can create a feeling of community
belonging.” Salazar (2011) has instead highlighted how
collective imaginaries related tomigratory processes can
become ‘creative acts,’ capable of improving the mobil-
ity capacities of people who live in disadvantaged situa-
tions in economic and power terms. These creative ac-
tions, which allow people to imagine themselves abroad,
testify to the presence of individual agency even in situ-
ations characterised by evident institutional constraints
and socio-economic disadvantages.

As far as social imaginaries relevantly affect the de-
cision to migrate, they can also play a relevant role in
the preparation phase,whenpeople take (or should take)
the first steps to approach their destination. Some re-
search has highlighted how specific social imaginaries
contribute to making a particular place a desirable des-
tination for some social groups (Benson, 2012; Benson
& Osbaldiston, 2014). In this case, we are dealing with
collective imaginaries that derive from a variable artic-
ulation of cultural factors, narratives, shared meanings
and contingent aspects. These factors interact with indi-
vidual factors, i.e., the experience of those who have al-
ready completed the migration process, which helps to
strengthen or modify the prevailing imaginaries. The ap-
propriation of these kinds of collective imaginary thus be-
comes an important element to explain the selection of
a specific destination and how people approach it.

Concerning the latter point, some collective imagi-
naries are focused on specific cities, which are repre-
sented as places where, for various reasons, migrants
can ‘easily’ achieve better working and life conditions
(Benson & O’Reilly, 2009). Moreover, as Maile and
Griffiths (2012, p. 31) showed in their empirical research
on Berlin, “the idea of quality of life is also overlaid by
an array of imaginary and emotional investments which
are rooted in individual biography and personal experi-
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ence.” More generally, the two authors pointed out that
both Berlin and London—cities that are lived in but also
‘imagined’—become:

The repositories for a range of ambiguous emotional
states. The issue…is what a city represents, or comes
to represent, for individuals at particular points in
time. Economic factors play a role but are mediated
by an imaginative engagement with the city in which
relationships and change in lifestyle are particularly
significant. (Maile & Griffiths, 2012, p. 48)

3. Research Aims and Method

This article investigates how European migrants, who
moved or plan to move to another European country,
prepare their departure. It draws on data from a Horizon
2020-funded research project on intra-EU mobility that
aimed to explore migrants’ lived experiences (Growth,
Equal Opportunities, Migration and Markets [GEMM]
project). The analysis is based on 240 in-depth inter-
views carried out between November 2016 and June
2017 by national research teams based in Italy, Spain,
Bulgaria and Romania. As explained by the introduction
of this thematic issue, the fieldwork included 160 inter-
views with Italian and Spanish migrants in the UK and
Germany and with Bulgarian and Romanian migrants in
the UK, Germany, Italy and Spain; 40 interviews con-
cerned potential migrants, i.e., people who decided to
move abroad from the four countries. Another 40 inter-
views involved experts working in employment agencies
(either public or private).

Respondents who have already migrated were asked
to describe how they had prepared their departure,
while prospectivemigrants explainedwhat theywere do-
ing in order to get ready to leave their country in the
near future. The interviews have been recorded, tran-
scribed and analysed using MAXQDA software for quali-
tative analysis. The respondents were equally divided be-
tween men and women. One-third was low-skilled work-
ing (or willing to work) in construction, domestic care, re-
tail and services; two-thirds were high-skilled working in
finance, ICT, construction and health. Nurses can be con-
sidered medium-skilled and, in our analysis, were taken
into consideration togetherwith the low-skilledmigrants.
The sample is quite large, but it is distributed among four
countries of origin/destination and differentiated by gen-
der, industry and skill level. Given the lack of literature
on the preparation formigration, our analysis hadmainly
an explorative goal. In some cases, we compared the
experiences of migrants, highlighting differences linked
to the home country or the skill level, and stressing in-
dustry specificities. In other cases, results cannot be dif-
ferentiated along such dimensions and were analysed
from amore general perspective. For more details about
the methodology and the sample, see the introduction
of the thematic issue and the research project website
(http://gemm2020.eu).

4. Lived Experiences of Preparation for Departure

As mentioned, the article has shed light on the migrants’
lived experiences of the preparation phase, i.e., how they
prepared for the departure after having decided tomove
abroad. In some cases, tools and preparation strategies
of high-skilled people seemed to be very different from
those of medium and low-skilled ones. In other cases,
similar tools are used by high and low-skilled people in
different ways. Some other differences are linked to the
country of origin or to the industry. On the other hand,
as we will describe in the last section, there are also
some issues that seem common to our respondents, in-
dependent from the skill level, the country of origin and
the industry. Notwithstanding some overlapping, from
an analytical point of view, it seemed helpful to start pre-
senting our findings, stressing the differences between
medium/low and high-skilled respondents (the distinc-
tion between high and medium/low-skilled respondents
is based on theGEMMresearch design and refers to their
occupations, or to the jobs they are looking for). The last
subsection will highlight the characteristics of the prepa-
ration phase that do not differ by skill level.

4.1. Medium and Low-Skilled People Preparing to
Move Abroad

The interviews highlighted that, during the preparation
phase, it is quite common among medium and low-
skilled people to use social networks in order to gather
information on the destination. This practice was pre-
dominantly recurrent among Romanian and Bulgarian
low-skilled workers of our sample, mainly employed in
the construction or domestic sectors in Italy and Spain.
They usually refer to their strong social ties such as fam-
ily members, kin, and friends (Granovetter, 1974). These
people represent an important source of social capital
(Coleman, 1990) that migrant workers can also ‘activate’
as a protective net in case of difficulties upon arrival.
New Intra-EU migrants, as other migrants, opt to move
to places where they already have social ties or they
think that it is easier to build social ties (for instance,
in cities where the national community is numerous;
Massey et al., 1998). Moreover, social networks play an
increasing role in specific sectors (for instance, the con-
struction sector) where recruitment is often based on
networks and informal working practices.

Weak social ties are also an important source of in-
formation for medium and low-skilled people. Different
from the previously cited low-skilled workers moving
from Romania and Bulgaria to Italy and Spain, Italians
and Spaniardsworking as clerks and in the hospitality sec-
tor explained that information before arrival was mainly
collected through social media (for instance, Facebook
groups) or by activating weak ties (for instance, ex-
colleagues) in the destination country. A possible expla-
nation of this difference among our respondents is linked
to the industry’s specifics: Finding employment as a bar-
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tender or clerk may not depend on network-based hir-
ing, and job seekers may apply for a job by either going
directly to the workplace or responding to (online) ad-
vertisements. Social media can thus provide very useful
information to people who want to migrate and enable
them to create new social ties.

Moreover, for prospective migrants, reading stories
or collecting lived experiences of migration through so-
cial media strengthens their confidence. Life fragments
of those who have already emigrated shared on social
media reinforce the idea that there are ‘real’ opportuni-
ties for success and that the choice tomigrate can be eas-
ier than expected:

I visited webpages or web-communities concerning
Italians in London, where you can find very useful in-
formation orwhere it is possible to help each other, to
find somebody who can give you a hand. You can find
job advertisements too….This kind of information is a
benefit for people who decide to go abroad. (Italian,
waiter/electrician in London, male)

Another dimension that plays an important role has to
do with the continuity over time of specific national
groups’ migration flows. Intra-EU migration flows from
Central and East European countries started from the
early 1990s onward, after the fall of the Iron Curtain
(King, 2018). Thus, it can be argued that the continuity of
these flows during almost the last two decades may im-
ply the perpetuation ofmigrant networks; and vice versa.
With regard to migration flows of Italians and Spaniards
though, there was a discontinuity and, as a result, mi-
grant networks have become considerably weaker, if not
dissolved in many cases (Dimitriadis et al., 2019).

Preparation before departure usually includes learn-
ing the language of the destination country. Linguistic
preparation allows not only a smooth entry into the
labourmarket, but also constitutes a factor facilitating in-
tegration in the receiving society. Notwithstanding its im-
portance, learning the language of the destination coun-
try before departurewas not considered an important ac-
tion by the medium/low-skilled people we interviewed.
Specifically, language competencies tend to be consid-
ered as non-essential skills for low-skilled Romanian and
Bulgarian job seekers in the construction or domestic
sectors. In these cases, many respondents entered the
labour market of the destination country with limited
knowledge of the local language:

If they offer me [a job], right, I repeat myself I shall
learn to speak Spanish. It’s not something impos-
sible. (Bulgarian, IT specialist planning to move to
Spain, male)

Similar findings concern Italian and Spanish migrants
who found employment in the hospitality sector in
London and Berlin. Generally, most who had limited
knowledge of the local language found jobs in Italian/

Spanish style restaurants or cafes owned or managed by
fellownationals (see also, Lulle,Morosanu, & King, 2018).
In this case, they were able to find employment and
learn the local language or improve their linguistic skills
at work. At the same time, however, several respondents
were aware of the risks of working among co-nationals,
as it frequently limits progress in local language acquisi-
tion and social and cultural integration in the destination.

The empirical research highlighted some important
aspects concerning the administrative procedures that
migrants can complete before departure. These include
applying for recognition of education titles as well as the
procedures to open a bank account or to acquire a tax
number and health insurance. Notwithstanding, the lived
experiences of migrants showed that these procedures
might take a long time and constitute a barrier to ac-
cess job opportunities when migrants arrive in the host
country, the medium and low-skilled people we inter-
viewed rarely spent time on these issues before depar-
ture. In all four national cases, respondents often claimed
that they collected all necessary documents after arrival.
However, an interesting difference regards Romanian and
Bulgarian low-skilledworkersmigrating to Italy and Spain:
after their arrival, they usually relied on their migrant
network to complete all of the required documentation.
As said previously, since their migration is perpetuated
through migration networks, newcomers from Bulgaria
and Romania seem to resort more to the support of rela-
tives and friends, whereas Italians and Spanish migrants
reported doing so less frequently. A Romanian respon-
dent, for instance, pointed out that his relatives working
in Italy carried out all the administrative arrangements he
needed. Consequently, he did not personally undertake
any administrative measures, nor did he use any official
channels to find a job once arrived in Italy.

Moreover, the interviews with Bulgarian and Ro-
manian medium or low-skilled people highlighted a cer-
tain scepticism vis-à-vis public institutions, which de-
terred them from contacting public offices before depar-
ture. The generally negative perceptions of public au-
thorities seemed to urge some interviewed Bulgarian
low-skilled workers to postpone administrative proce-
dures after arrival in order to avoid dealing with the
Bulgarian bureaucracy:

I have a passport, an identity card. What should I look
for there? Am I a criminal to go signing there? [In
Italy] everything happens faster. Now if you go to
our embassy [it is much slower]. That’s what we
Bulgarians are. Doesn’t matter where we are, it is as
Bulgarians….They simply don’t know how they should
contact with people. They are always cold; they don’t
explain to you, you have to guess. (Bulgarian construc-
tion worker in Madrid, male)

This general trend concerning the preparation of
medium and low-skilled people did not concern people
working or looking for a job in the health sector. In this
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case, both the recruitment process and the preparation
phase were very structured thanks to the role of some
institutional actors as private employment agencies.
Indeed, they did not only match the work demand and
supply of health professionals, but they also provided
information and services to prospective migrants. Such
information regarded employment conditions in the des-
tination country, the workplaces’ organisational culture,
and advice concerning the settlement in the new con-
text. Moreover, health professionals who moved abroad
through labour intermediaries took specific preparatory
steps that include language courses, support for bureau-
cratic and administrative procedures and, in some cases,
housing services:

Therewas a fair in Romewhere all these German com-
panies had job offers. Whoever was interested could
take part in a meeting in Rome: Basically, it was a
cognitive interview where all companies came and of-
fered jobs, showing and explaining what they wanted.
They talked with the candidates and they decided if
the candidate was more appropriate for caring ser-
vices at home, or in hospital, etc. I did this interview
for the hospital where I currently work. I was cho-
sen in short by the two representatives of the hos-
pital who were present during the meeting in Rome,
so once I was chosen I started the German course,
and during the course I had already signed the con-
tract that provided six months of trial; after those
six months the contract became open-ended. (Italian
nurse in Hamburg, female)

4.2. High Skilled People Facing the Preparation Phase

The fieldwork has highlighted a perception of a ‘smooth’
mobility across European countries,more for high-skilled
people than for the low-skilled ones: In several cases,
high-skilled respondents working or seeking a job in fi-
nance, IT, health and construction did not seem to be
worried about possible obstacles in theirmigration paths.
Anyway, this category of respondents also prepared their
departure, even if, in many cases, during the interviews,
they put in the background what they really took as
preparatory steps.

During the preparation phase, high-skilled people
seemed to use ‘weak ties’ or the internet in amore exten-
sive and ‘targeted’ way in comparison to the low-skilled
respondents. What is of great relevance here is the use
of social media such as Facebook, which allows the reac-
tivation of ‘latent’ ties (old friends or ex-colleagues), or
the developing of new contacts among users. Such con-
tacts circulate information that helps potential migrants
to know what they may expect upon arrival: how to find
a job but also where to find accommodation or the living
costs in the new context. For instance, the majority of
highly skilled respondents claimed that they contacted
acquaintances, who had emigrated recently, through so-
cial media or collected information through Facebook

groups such as ‘Italians in London,’ or more employment-
oriented, such as ‘Spanish Doctors in the UK.’

With regard to the language, a basic knowledge of
English is quite widespread in all the four countries we
considered, but we found several cases of high-skilled
workers who moved to Germany without any prepara-
tion concerning the German language, relying only on
their English knowledge. In this respect, of great rele-
vance is the sector in which thesemigrants are employed
(Ryan & Mulholland, 2014) as well as the particularity of
Berlin as a global city. More precisely, high-skilled work-
ers in IT or finance may work exclusively in English and,
more generally, many respondents consider Berlin as an
international city inwhich one can ‘get by’ without speak-
ing German:

I have been living here for five and a half years…and
I do not speak German. I understand I know a few
words….But I don’t need it! That’s the problem and
the advantage of this city: the language is not needed.
There are no problems in my sector. At the supermar-
ket all speak English, that is to say in Berlin, English is
widely spoken. (Italian IT technician in Berlin, male)

This attitude was also confirmed after some years spent
in Germany. With this regard, some respondents were
aware of the cost ofworking in English-language ‘bubbles’
when it came to social integration. For instance, a Spanish
investment fund manager in Berlin regretted that:

I speak very bad German, I mean, I can’t even say
that I speak German. I can order a coffee; I can under-
stand 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. (Spanish finance analyst in Berlin, male)

Besides the positive perceptions of the high-skilled re-
spondents about the freedom and the easiness of intra-
EU mobility, the research also highlighted some obsta-
cles our respondents faced when they dealt with some
bureaucratic procedures. They referred, for instance, to
the recognition procedures of educational titles they at-
tained in the departure country. In general, the pro-
cess of recognition takes time, whether it is done be-
fore leaving or afterwards. As regards people working in
the health sector, highly skilled as well as medium/low-
skilled ones, the fieldwork highlighted that the role of
employment agencies, which operate as intermediaries,
can be crucial in order to make these procedures faster
and smoother.

4.3. When the Preparation Phase Is ‘Squeezed’

Some respondents, both high and low-skilled, did not re-
port being ‘prepared’ before their departure. They col-
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lected little information on their destination, they did not
make any effort in improving their knowledge of the lo-
cal language and they did not seek a job before migrat-
ing. They often recounted that they had no idea of where
to go while they considered leaving their home country.
For instance, Romanians and Bulgarians who aimed to
work as construction or domestic workers, when asked
about the steps they have already taken preparing for
departure, answered: “I bought the airplane tickets.”
According to an employment agency’s counsellor, many
Bulgarian people, after their country’s admission into the
EU, assumed that the identity card is all one needs to
come and start working in another country.

The study sheds light on some factors that can help
to explain this ‘shortening’ of the preparation phase.
First, participation in some exchange programs—such as
Erasmus for university students—had a significant im-
pact on the attitudes of respondents concerning the
preparation phase. Indeed, the idea of freedomofmove-
ment across European countries, which these programs
convey, is not only formal: People have the opportu-
nity to spend periods of their lives in other countries
and therefore to know them better than when travel-
ling as tourists. Many Italian and Spanish respondents
had lived in various European countries, mainly through
European exchange programmes. This was most com-
mon for the high-skilled workers of our sample, such as
doctors and financial experts. Romanian and Bulgarian
graduates participate less frequently to the Erasmus pro-
gram, but they often ‘compensated’ for the lack of in-
ternational mobility programs with their networks of al-
ready emigrated co-nationals. For instance, it was com-
mon among Romanians to visit relatives and friends al-
ready residing in the destination country before they
decided to migrate. Only a few Italians or Spaniards re-
ported similar stories. This difference is explained by
the already mentioned different migration history of
these countries.

Another factor that can explain why our respondents
faced the decision tomigratewith little preparation is the
spatial proximity between home and destination coun-
try. This element makes the decision to emigrate more
easily reversible:

Two young guys from my town told me: “We are go-
ing to London to look for work, if you want, you can
come with us.” And so, I had money saved and I told
myself: “They know English….And, look, I’ve visited
London twice, so I know the city a bit, although I’ve
only been on holidays….I’ll go, I’ll see how it goes for
a month and if I don’t find anything [a job], I’ll just
come back [to Spain].” (Spanish construction worker
in London, male)

Finally, the analysis of interviews showed the presence
of some shared social imaginaries that may have con-
tributed to ‘squeeze’ the preparation phase. They are
over-simplified representations of both countries of de-

parture and destination. With regard to the latter point,
they refer to some countries but, more specifically, to
two big cities: Berlin and London. The meanings con-
nected to these imaginaries—which are extremely pos-
itive for the destination and very negative for the coun-
tries of departure—reinforced the prevalent perception
of smooth mobility across European countries, discard-
ing the need for any specific preparation.

Concerning the destination places, the fieldwork
showed that some stereotyped images of Italy, Spain and
the UK seemed to be still significant factors that can af-
fect the preparation phase of Bulgarians and Romanian
migrants. Specifically, these representations strength-
ened the perception of cultural proximities or similar at-
titudes, which can justify less attention to the prepara-
tion phase. Moreover, in these cases, common imaginar-
ies are built on elements that frequently derive from
old movies and ‘old-fashioned’ representations of the
countries of destination. For instance, several Bulgarian
respondents—who arrived in Italy in the 1990s or early
2000s—claimed that what they knew about Italy was
based on Fellini’s movies; for them, Italians were peo-
ple who talk loudly and gesture and who hang laundry
to dry from balconies. In the same way, perceptions of
the UK directly referred to romantic and Victorian nov-
els which Bulgarian respondents became familiar with
through English-language textbooks. These imaginaries
seemed a sort of ‘crystallisation’ of those shared by
prospective migrants of previous decades when access
to more practical and in-depth information on countries
of destination was less readily available.

For this reason, we would have expected a lower dif-
fusion of stereotyped images among current prospective
migrants and among migrants from countries with a mi-
gration history characterised by a discontinuity in recent
years, like Italy and Spain. However, the fieldwork did
not confirmour expectations. Indeed,many respondents
seemed to be enchanted by ‘myths’ and common posi-
tive narrativesmainly concerning Berlin and London. This
idea resonates not only with migrants already resident
abroad but also with those who are planning to move.
The two cities have been often stated as urban areaswith
dynamic labour markets, in which talent and ability are
recognised and valued, but also as cities with a vibrant
cultural life:

Apart from architects, if we are talking about other
graduates with a higher secondary school or techni-
cal degree and not a university degree, then we are
talking about England, there is always the myth of
London, even if I [will be working] as a pizza [delivery]
man; but I want to go to London. (Italian receptionist
in London, female)

Because Berlin is a trendy city. It is so fashionable
now….How can I explain? It’s an amazing city. (Italian
civil engineer in Berlin, male)
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England is a challenge that is interesting for me
and for us because here is the market, everybody
wants to be in London, everyone wants to do busi-
ness there. (Bulgarian marketing representative in
London, female)

The study showed that the role of social media in shar-
ing over-simplified representations of the destination
places and common imaginaries was relevant. For in-
stance, many respondents drew attention to the fact
that ‘so many’ of their classmates or work colleagues
had applied to foreign universities or been hired by for-
eign employers and that this had encouraged them to fol-
low their example. These factors seem to operate almost
at the margins of consciousness. A Spanish respondent,
who moved to Berlin, referring to his short preparation
phase highlighted that he had friends and family mem-
bers living in different European countries:

I think that all of that was ‘in the air.’ My sister had
also left [Spain] a year and a half before me…for
London….So, obviously, I was thinking [in terms of] “my
sister has left and she is doingwell.” Thatwas also an in-
centive to [leave]. (Spain housekeeper in Berlin, male)

In this case, the respondent did not follow his sister to
London, he did not use his ‘strong tie’ to collect infor-
mation about London, but he ‘used’ the migration ex-
perience of his sister on a more symbolic level in order
to better translate his idea of moving to Berlin into a
concrete plan. Similarly, several Italian respondents ex-
pressed their interest in specific destinations in ways
that evoked more the role of ‘contagion’ than some
economic rationality (Abrutyn & Mueller, 2014). Indeed,
they talked of London as a ‘cool’ destination and referred
to the fact that ‘so many Italians have flocked there’:

Basically, I was curious, because everyone speaks of
the English model and everyone tries to take it as an
example because it seems to work because it is ef-
ficient….Everyone went to London and so I do too.
(Italian cook in London, male)

The shrinking of the preparation steps was also due to
some (negative) shared representations of the depar-
ture countries. They seemed to contribute to the spread-
ing of the perception of the exit option as a matter of
urgency and as a not-too-risky choice. Indeed, the re-
cent economic crisis has increased the negative percep-
tions of the departure countries (Bulgaria, Italy, Romania
and Spain), in terms of job opportunities, working con-
ditions, salaries, meritocracy and the diffusion of cor-
ruption. The majority of respondents showed few—or
no—expectations for the future of their country, both
in economic and social terms. In this case, public and
media discourse played an important role in building
and sharing some prevalent narratives. The topic of em-
igration has been sensationalised in all four countries

and has sparked disproportionately high levels of press,
television and social media coverage (Bygnes & Flipo,
2017; Caneva, 2016). Notwithstanding, the direct conse-
quences of the crisis were not always lived as personal
experiences of unemployment. Our respondents were
indirectly, yet constantly reminded through images and
reports in the media of the deep economic problems
in their countries. For instance, a low-skilled Spanish
respondent—fed-up of working in the informal sector
and recently dropped out of his professional training
programme—was asked whether he had considered ex-
ploring employment options in other parts of the country
instead of directly searching abroad and he answered:

No, because Spain is hopeless. I could see how things
were going on TV. It [Spain] was in very bad shape
three years ago. (Spanish receptionist in London,male)

In the Bulgarian and Romanian cases, a general feeling of
disillusion, often targeting rather abstract notions of ‘the
state,’ ‘the mentality,’ and ‘moral breakdown,’ seemed
to be prevalent, emphasising the ‘need’ to emigrate.
Bygnes and Flipo (2017), in their research on Romanian
emigrants in Spain, highlighted similar findings, noting a
great deal of distrust in Romania’s politicians and institu-
tions. In general, the level of media saturation may have
had a catalysing effect for the translation of aspirations
for migration to concrete decisions.

5. Conclusion

The analysis of the preparation phase, which stays be-
tween the decision to migrate and the departure, high-
lighted some relevant aspects of the lived experiences
and the perceptions that migrants and prospective mi-
grants have of intra-EU mobility. The steps they decide
to take, and the expectations they have, reveal how they
decide to convert the decision to depart into empirical
actions and strategies and how they approach the migra-
tion. For instance, as the analysis of the empirical data
has shown, important actions in terms of the improve-
ment of language skills and the fulfilment of administra-
tive procedures can be taken before leaving the country
of origin; but, in several cases, people do not consider
them necessary, even if this decision can delay or even
impede the search for a job and the settlement in the
destination country.

The fieldwork has shed light on some relevant differ-
ences between high and medium/low-skilled migrants
in terms of actions, tools, and attitudes. These differ-
ences were explained not only by their human capital
but also by some specific social factors. According to the
skill level, social networks were used in different ways,
as they can play a different role in collecting informa-
tion. Experiences abroad helped in facing the prepara-
tion phase: Highly-educated people had them thanks to
university exchange programs, while transnational so-
cial networks played a particularly relevant role for less-
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educatedmigrants fromBulgaria and Romania whowere
used to visiting friends and relatives that live in other
European countries. Migration history of the country
of origin, therefore, matters in this regard and explains
some differences between Bulgarian and Romanian mi-
grants, on the one hand, and Spanish and Italianmigrants
on the other.

Social media arose as a very important tool to col-
lect information on the destination countries, but it is
used in different ways by high-skilled migrants—where
a more functional use prevailed—and by medium and
low-skilled ones. In general, informal ways to collect in-
formation were predominant, except for people working
or looking for a job in the health sector, where private
employment agencies had a relevant role in the prepara-
tion phase. This specific case put to the fore the possibil-
ities of action for institutional actors, either public or pri-
vate, supporting prospective migrants and guiding their
preparation for departure.

With small differences linked to the skill level, the
study showed that most of the respondents, while
preparing their departure, perceived the EU as a space
where they are free to move. The fragments of life we
collected about the preparation steps to migrate high-
lighted that this process is characterised by some as-
pects of ‘smoothness’ or ‘fluidity,’ at least in the mi-
grants’ perceptions. The idea of freedom of movement
within the EU seems thus strongly embedded among the
respondents who, in some cases, under-evaluated the
difficulties and the obstacles to mobility and decided to
leave their home country more light-heartedly than ex-
pected. Moreover, the analysis put to the fore the piv-
otal role of social imaginaries about the origin and desti-
nation countries. Focusing on the preparation phase, we
highlighted in particular how some positive myths about
Berlin and London affected the perceptions of the des-
tination and how the ‘contagion’ effect can take place
in this regard. At the same time, over-simplified repre-
sentations of studied countries of origin can contribute
to squeezing the preparation phase, emphasising the ur-
gency to migrate and the migrants’ bewilderment facing
the first steps of their choice.

Some policy implications can be listed very briefly in
conclusion. First, empirical evidence suggests that policy-
makers should focus on the city factors that may attract
European migrants. On the other hand, they need to be
aware of the consequences that negative expectations
concerning the economic andpolitical situation of a coun-
try can have in terms of migration outflows. Second, the
fieldwork has shown that investment in foreign language
teaching in public schools and long-life learning programs
could limit the difficulties that new migrants may face
in the European labour market. A third implication con-
cerns the need for homogenisation of professional train-
ing across European countries. It could further facilitate
mobility since bureaucratic requirements within specific
sectors currently represent a barrier to European mi-
grants’ insertion in the European labour markets.
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