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Abstract

This editorial presents a general overview of the thematic issue “The Lived Experiences of Migration: Individual Strategies,
Institutional Settings and Destination Effects in the European Mobility Process,” based on the rich qualitative data pro-
duced in the Growth, Equal Opportunities, Migration and Markets (GEMM) project. The qualitative component of the
project focused on the ‘lived’ experiences of migration. The main contribution of the articles in this issue is to demon-
strate the multiplicity of actors and structures involved in the migration process, and to recognize the important role that
space plays in the life-trajectories of people on the move. Perceiving the migration process as a learning experience al-
lows for a deeper look into the complex renegotiation of cultural and political boundaries that migrants experience in

the destination.
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1. Introduction and Overview of the Qualitative Part of
the GEMM Project

This thematic issue is based on the rich qualitative data
produced in the GEMM (Growth, Equal Opportunities,
Migration and Markets) project. The focus of GEMM has
been the understanding of the individual and structural
barriers that might prevent migrants from realizing their
human capital potential. The qualitative component of
the GEMM project focused on the ‘lived’ experiences of
migration. It builds upon the understanding that mobil-
ity is a complex and dynamic process starting with the
decisions that are made before and along the journey,
and proceeding with examination of the challenges to
migrants’ early adaptation, work and social integration,
and the changes in their feelings of belonging and citi-
zenship status.

The research examined the impact of cross-cutting
factors such as gender, nationality, skill level and occu-
pational sector. Using qualitative methodology, primar-
ily in-depth interviews, the team collected a rich set of
data that provides invaluable insights into the motiva-
tions of migrants and the mobility channels they use.
Furthermore, the interviews reflect well upon the com-
plex interplay between push and pull factors that mi-
grants experience and on their relationship to the send-
ing and receiving contexts. Thus, the interviews cover a
wide range of themes including: the climate of reception
and levels of discrimination by employers; the transfer-
ability of migrants’ own human capital; and the success
with which they view their own journeys.
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1.1. Main Research Questions of the GEMM Study and
Overall Approach

Several research questions shaped the analysis in the
GEMM study and are well reflected within this thematic
issue. In particular, the submissions in this thematic issue
have focused on the varying motivations for mobility on
the part of different groups of people and on the factors
that explain their choice of destination country; on the
myriad of ways in which those who are about to leave
prepare for the radical change in their life circumstances
that migration represents; and finally on the formal and
informal channels for mobility that have been used in the
migration process.

The contributions in this thematic issue draw on the
understanding of migration as a complex and dynamic
process of mobility which starts with the initial aspira-
tions and hopes of the migrant, and is never quite over
even when the desired destination has been reached
successfully. We considered migration as influenced by
a wide range of individual, institutional and contextual
factors. While many studies based on large-scale survey
data have examined the profiles of mobile Europeans
and the influence of gender, education, family situa-
tion on migration (Arslan, Effenberger, Luecke, & Omar
Mahmoud, 2009; Cangiano, 2015; Cummings, Pacitto,
Lauro, & Foresti, 2015; Kogan, 2006; Triandafyllidou &
Gropas, 2014), this thematic issue considers the multi-
layered nature of the individual decision-making, and
captures the human story at the centre of the migration
process through the analysis of the cultural values, mean-
ing making and identity development of the mobile in-
dividuals. Thus, our approach differs from those of neo-
classical economic studies but also from research in the
ethnography of migrant communities, which usually fo-
cuses on networks and mechanisms for cultural transmis-
sion but ignore the impact of the economic and politi-
cal context of the increasingly interrelated European so-
cieties. While being aware of the broader debates in the
migration literature (Czaika & de Haas, 2014; King, 2012;
O’Reilly & Benson, 2009) the main contribution of this
thematic issue lies in portraying the variety of life experi-
ences of people on the move, and in exposing the com-
plex interplay between their individual agency and the
structural opportunities available to them.

1.2. Fieldwork and Sampling Design of the GEMM Study

With the view to capture the dynamics of the process
of mobility, the design of the sample focused on two
types of migrants: ‘potential,’ that is, people who plan
to migrate in the near future (not longer than one year),
and ‘actual,’ that is, people who are already living in a
foreign country (for at least two years). Moreover, we
selected three groups of countries for conducting the
fieldwork: countries traditionally receiving migrants such
as Germany and the UK; countries traditionally sending
migrants such as Bulgaria and Romania; and countries

which at present are both receiving and sending migrants
such as Italy and Spain. The selection allows us to exam-
ine a range of regional and national contexts in which
migrants are embedded and to give due diligence to the
pan-European policy debates and regulations that might
shape the migration process.

The interviews were designed to examine the moti-
vation for migration and the process of decision making
and preparation, as well as to cover the actual migration
steps and finally to track down the process of adapta-
tion, work and life in the new country, the changes in mi-
grant’s identity and expectations for the future. We also
took into consideration the public debates and policy reg-
ulations in the sending and receiving countries, the eco-
nomic, political, cultural trends that might influence the
decision to migrate and the choice of the destination
country, which might largely be conceptualized as institu-
tional and contextual factors of migration. The fieldwork
of six country teams from Bulgaria, Romania, Italy, Spain,
Germany and the UK resulted in 236 in-depth interviews
in total. Of these, 154 were conducted with ‘actual mi-
grants’, that is, people who had migrated from four send-
ing countries Bulgaria, Romania, Italy, and Spain and who
lived in four receiving EU countries—UK, Germany, Spain
and Italy. Inthe group of actual migrants there were 16 in-
terviews conducted with non-EU migrants from China
and the USA in Germany and the UK in order for us to
be able to examine differences between EU and non-EU
highly-skilled migrants. Additionally, 42 ‘prospective’ mi-
grants were interviewed at home in Bulgaria, Romania,
Italy, and Spain about their plans to migrate in less than
12 months to an EU country. Furthermore, the collection
contains 40 interviews with experts from public and pri-
vate recruitment agencies. More information on the data
can be seen at the online page of the UK Data Service
(n.d.) where the data has been deposited.

2. Common Themes Emerging in the Thematic issue

This section reflects on several very important themes
that this thematic issue brings to the fore.

2.1. Sources of Support and Local Contexts

Fischer-Souan (2019), Demireva (2019) and Popivanov
and Kovacheva (2019) illustrate that migrants rely heav-
ily 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 dom-
inant trend in the literature on the informal pathways
chosen by specifically low-qualified migrants (Giulietti,
Schluter, & Wahba, 2013; Maeva, 2017). All three stud-
ies stress the importance of informal social connections
which can play significant role in job search and house
hunting. Crucially, co-nationals are important brokers of
information and can provide interpretation and trans-
lation services to the newly arrived migrants. Informal
sources of support are also prevalent among Italian mi-
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grants when administrative issues are concerned (such
as the opening of a bank account or registration with pro-
fessional bodies).

As the article by Coletto and Fullin (2019) points
out, social media is an ubiquitous source of information,
and many interviewees claimed that Facebook groups or
blogs have been a major factor facilitating their adap-
tation. Employers also played a role, and Spanish inter-
viewees in particular and medical professionals in gen-
eral suggested that they have been assisted in their ini-
tial steps by respective employers in Germany or the
UK. Such practices were rarer in other sectors although
there was evidence of existing provisions in engineering,
finance and digital commerce.

2.2. Recruitment Agencies and Prospective Migrants

Both the contributions of Kovacheva, Popivanov, and
Burcea (2019) and of Demireva (2019) highlight the im-
portant role that recruitment agencies play in facilitat-
ing the mobility process. Dominant in the discourse of
private recruiters was the personal link they maintained
with jobseekers and employers, as well as the psycho-
logical support they felt they provided to emigrants.
Moreover, there were also important first ‘sieve’ of can-
didates that guaranteed to host country employers the
presence of workers who not only had the right skills
but also exhibited high levels of commitment and work
ethic. Migrants were sometimes ambivalent however of
the positive role of recruitment agencies (see Demireva,
2019). Some felt that these institutions guarded the
rights of employers rather than those of the migrants;
and many preferred to directly approach employers once
they became more established.

2.3. The Cultural Dimension of Intra-EU Mobility:
Identity and Belonging beyond National Borders

In the last two decades, people on the move have
been categorized in various way, from migrants and eco-
nomic migrants, mobile people and guest workers, to
expatriate, transnational people, lifestyle migrants, mo-
bile gentrifiers, and more (Barbulescu, 2017; Bauman,
2000; Benson & O’Reilly, 2016; Conradson & Latham,
2005; Engbersen, 2018; Favell, 2008; Florida, 2002; Glick
Schiller, 2003). These categories are central in the pro-
cess of identity reconfiguration that always characterized
life-trajectories of people on the move. As it is the case
for other types of labels, such as those that concern gen-
der or ethnicity, they are used to implicitly generate a
distinction between those who have the power to im-
pose such labels and those who have to deal with them
(Gallissot, Rivera, & Kilani, 1997). Several contributions in
this thematic issue, in particular Quassoli and Dimitriadis
(2019) comment on the malleability of labels and on
the political aspects of mobility noted in other stud-
ies as well (Conradson & Latham, 2005; Parutis, 2011).
Fischer-Souan (2019), comparing mobility trajectories of

Southern European and Eastern European interviewees,
discussed an often drawn distinction between economic
and lifestyle migrants. Whereas the former are often
seen as defined through their economic needs and ca-
reer trajectories, the focus in the latter is the aspira-
tion for better lifestyles, new and exciting cultural expe-
riences (see also O’Reilly & Benson, 2009). Our evidence
is however much more nuanced, and the lifestyle mi-
grants in our sample also aspire to escape the dire job
prospects of the sending country and the economic hard-
ship they face at home, while economic migrants em-
brace the move away and the search for self-fulfilment.

To further complicate the picture that the submis-
sions in this thematic issue are painting, we need to con-
sider the local context in which the immigrants have be-
come embedded as it has an impact upon their sense of
belonging and perceived class position. As we can see in
Quassoli and Dimitriadis (2019), there is a very specific
cosmopolitan identity to which migrants living in London
or Berlin subscribe, and of which exceptionalism in rela-
tion to the UK and Germany they are very aware.

Perceiving and narrating oneself in a certain fashion
involves the activation of social imagery. The ways in
which a given group of people imagines and narrates
the social reality of their situation (Castoriadis, 1997;
O’Reilly, 2014) can create shared meanings and moral
values, and generates a sense of both common belong-
ing and fate (Benson, 2012). The contribution of Coletto
and Fullin (2019) convincingly highlights that social imag-
ination plays a relevant role in the migration decision,
in the choice of city/country of destination and in the
way mobility is represented and narrated. Thus, the au-
thors stress that it is not the careful consideration of the
costs and benefits of the mobility process (Benson, 2012;
Salazar, 2011) that propels migrants into their journeys
but rather the image of London and Berlin as lively, dy-
namic and attractive global cities, together with the per-
ception of intra-EU mobility as smooth and free.

Identity reconfiguration and the emergence of a new
a sense of belonging is another crucial aspect of the mo-
bility process. Again, Quassoli and Dimitriadis (2019) ex-
plore in a comparative manner the identity formation
among ltalian and Spanish people living in London and
Berlin. The authors propose three types of identity with
which migrants end up: the development of a stronger
cultural attachment to the country of origin; the inter-
nalization of the national culture of the host society, to-
gether with the development of a more critical vision of
the society of origin than the one previously held; and a
downplaying of the national cultural model and the de-
velopment of cosmopolitan/European identity. The lat-
ter identity can indeed be seen as the founding pillar of
supranational political communities (Goulahsen, 2017).
Thus, identity is hardly static, and research should allow
for the formation of multiplicity of identities that can be
further moulded by positive as well as negative interac-
tions with the receiving and sending societies (Quassoli
& Dimitriadis, 2019).
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2.4. Ethnic Niches and Language

Preparation before departure for many of the migrants
in the GEMM study involved learning the language of
the destination country. Both politicians and academics
frequently focus on the linguistic competence of the
migrant as the main factor facilitating their integration
both in terms of labour market and cultural adapta-
tion (see Cameron, 2011; Koopmans, 2015). In this the-
matic issue, Demireva (2019), Coletto and Fullin (2019)
and Fischer-Souan (2019) speak of the important role
of language for integration moderated by the skill lev-
els of the migrants as well as the specificities in certain
industries. Healthcare professionals reported the high-
est level of pre-migration host country language profi-
ciency or language school enrolment immediately after
arrival, because they were directly blocked from becom-
ing registered practitioners without sufficient local lin-
guistic capacity. There was clear evidence however of
the existence of powerful transnational elites (Ryan &
Mulholland, 2014) in finance for example who did not
necessarily embed themselves linguistically in their new
environment and instead fully embraced the cosmopoli-
tan aspect of their migration journey.

Ethnic niches were both feared and greatly appreci-
ated. On the one hand, they could contribute to linguis-
tic isolation from the mainstream (see Demireva, 2019),
however, they also guaranteed some sense of comfort
and protection especially for newly arriving immigrants
(Demireva, 2019; Popivanov & Kovacheva, 2019). Thus,
the evidence of the role of ethnic niches remains ambiva-
lent. It is worth noting that for many migrants the experi-
ence of ethnic niches was transitory—they may reside in
one, in the beginning, but settlement usually meant res-
idential and job mobility away from the ethnic economy.
This was the case however for the highly and medium-
skilled migrants rather than the low-qualified ones.

3. Conclusion

This thematic issue highlights that any analytical cat-
egories that we use to study human mobility—class,
gender, ethnicity, generation, or lifestyle—must be
grounded in some local context. Moreover, researchers
should expect that these categories can operate in very
peculiar and unexpected ways. The main contribution of
the articles in this thematic issue is to demonstrate the
multiplicity of actors and structures involved in the mi-
gration process, and to recognize the important role that
space plays in the life-trajectories of people on the move.
Perceiving the migration process as a learning experience
allows for a deeper look into the complex renegotiation
of cultural and political boundaries that migrants experi-
ence in their destination countries. The development of
multiple spaces and communities of belonging should be
recognized as a positive outcome of the migratory pro-
cess, and the narrow focus on linguistic and host coun-
try cultural identification should be avoided. Given the

uncertain future of European integration, it is important
to highlight the link between early experiences of inter-
national mobility and the formation of supra-national
identifications. Our Southern European interviewees fre-
quently had enriching academic experiences abroad as
young adults prior to the observed migration moment in
the interviews, and that made them appreciative of their
European identity—a trend that was less visible among
the Eastern European interviewees (see Coletto & Fullin,
2019; Fischer-Souan, 2019; Quassoli & Dimitriadis, 2019).

Indeed, we would recommend that EU policy-makers
address the issue of unequal access and/or differing lev-
els of ‘demand’ for youth mobility across the EU in order
to encourage the flow of information, transferability of
skills and degrees, and most importantly a strong identi-
fication with Europe. This thematic issue demonstrates
that deep ties have been formed between European
countries that should be celebrated; yet, much more can
be done to smooth the migration process on the part of
governments in both the receiving and sending contexts.
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