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Abstract
How does spatial mobility influence social mobility and vice versa? Often, the ‘objective’ structural positions on the one
hand, and the ‘subjective’ definition of social positions on the other hand, are not considered together. Yet this is necessary
in order to gauge the consequences of mobility trajectories reaching across borders. This framing editorial asks how we
can study the interplay of perceptions of one’s own social position and one’s objective social position to better understand
how spatial mobility influences social mobility and vice versa. In short, this means an exploration of the nexus of spatial
mobility and social mobility. Exploring that nexus requires attention to objective social positions, subjective social position-
ing strategies, transnational approaches to the study of social positions and self-positioning, and social boundary theory.
Overall, the complexity of the nexus between social and spatial mobilities calls for a multifaceted research approach that
covers various levels of analysis. Some of the contributions feature a mixed-methods approach that allows drawing a mul-
tifaceted picture of the interrelation between the perceptions of social positions and their structural features.
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1. Focusing on the Nexus between Social and Spatial
Mobility: Ways to Conceptualise Social Inequality in
Transnational Spaces

Who gains from migration and who loses socially? How
does geographical mobility affect social class and sta-
tus? These questions concern how inequalities are nego-
tiated and reproduced in transnational spaces and across
nation states (Faist, 2019). However, investigating empir-
ically the nexus between social and spatial mobility is
a complex task, and there have been few comprehen-
sive attempts thus far (Faist, 2016). In the European con-

text, for example, research has found that spatial mobil-
ity across borders indeed goes along with differences in
people’s life chances compared to the non-mobile pop-
ulation (Verwiebe, Wiesböck, & Teitzer, 2014). Scholars
also find that the experiences of migrants are to a great
extent unequal due to differences in people’s country
of emigration, their education credentials, occupational
skills, and legal and citizenship status (Faist, 2014;Martin,
2009; Nohl, Schittenhelm, & Weiss, 2014). Mobility can
be considered as “an element of social differentiation”
(Moret, 2017, p. 2). The associated patterns of spatial
mobility are diverse. Some leave their country of origin
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and settle directly in another country, while others have
multiple experiences of migration as well as settlement
in several countries. Again, this diversity in migration pat-
terns may make a difference not only for social positions
but also social positioning. Contributing to such differen-
tiation in stratification are, among others, processes of
racialization and gender, which influencemigrants’ social
positions and their evaluations in both origin and desti-
nation countries (Erel & Reynolds, 2017).

Transnational practices and their interrelation with
social inequality are at the core of various studies
(Favell & Recchi, 2011; Mau & Mewes, 2012; Recchi
et al., 2019). By combining perspectives on social posi-
tions and social positioning, the research presented
in this issue yields important insights into the pro-
cesses whereby social inequality is linked to the cre-
ation of (trans-)national social spaces. While there has
been ground-breaking research describing how struc-
tural inequalities are (re-)produced (e.g., Schneider &
Collet, 2010), much less investigation has been made
of mobile people’s own evaluations of their social posi-
tions in interplay with (trans-)national social structures.
In particular, there is only limited empirical work on the
interplay of both the socioeconomic and political condi-
tions that frame social and geographical mobility across
spaces, and the subjective sense-making processes that
people engage in in order to position themselves socially.
Knowledge about the interrelation of migrants’ own per-
spectives on social class and status and social mobility in
and across different locations, and the structural factors
that shape inequality across national borders, could con-
tribute to a better understanding of migrants’ mobility
strategies, their plans for social mobility, and their poten-
tial success. Such an endeavour enhances our knowledge
of how mobility shapes lives and life choices, and how
mobility affects the reproduction of social inequalities
across national and local spaces. Here, mobility refers,
in a very general sense, to movement in geographical
space and captures patterns of both daily and more
exceptional movement.Migration is used here to denote
a more specific kind of mobility across the borders of
national states.

2. Social Positions, Social Positionings, and Social Class

Attention is given in this issue to the largely unmentioned
potential ambiguity between two facets of social posi-
tions: a person’s socio-economic position and the per-
ception and evaluation of that person’s socio-economic
position. Social position is, in general, understood as
a person’s place within a given social hierarchy and
the tasks and prestige attached to that particular place.
To analyse the diverse trajectories of migration in rela-
tion to individuals’ social positions, as well as the way
in which mobile persons interpret these positions, both
‘objective’ and ‘subjective’ social positions of mobile
persons need to be considered. ‘Objective’ social posi-
tion refers to someone’s social position within a cer-

tain pattern of social stratification viz. social hierarchy,
as measured by standardized indicators (e.g., the EGP
scheme by Erikson, Goldthorpe, & Portocarero, 1979).
The ‘subjective’ dimension of social positions—social
positioning—relates to evaluations and interpretations
derived from the individual’s points of view.

How an individual evaluates his or her own posi-
tion and the associated changes in that position over
time may not match the position assigned to that per-
son based on standardized socioeconomic indicators. It is
important to consider both dimensions of social posi-
tions, because the objectively determined positions can
indicate only the social hierarchy, not how people posi-
tion themselves within it (Lindemann & Saar, 2014).

Social hierarchies are usually understood to exist
within nation states. Transnational scholarship, however,
emphasizes that the links between people and flows
of goods and ideas lead to the emergence of transna-
tional social spaces (or transnational social fields) char-
acterized by the transformation of borders, social rela-
tions, and heterogeneities. Therefore, migrants often
occupy social positions in the regions of both ori-
gin and destination simultaneously (Nowicka, 2013;
Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 1995), which can lead
to status paradoxes in transnational social spaces (Erel &
Ryan, 2018; Nieswand, 2011). Having simultaneous loca-
tions in transnational social spaces suggests that evalua-
tions of social positions are framed not only by the immi-
gration country but also by experiences in the emigration
country and eventually the transnational social space as
such. Thus, the contributions approach the issue of spa-
tial mobility and social position(ing) within transnational
spaces with distinct social hierarchies within which peo-
ple are positioned according to different heterogeneities,
such as the degree of mobility, transnationality, ethnic-
ity, gender, and class. In accounting for how migration,
together with other heterogeneities, produces unequal
social positions, the articles provide valuable insights
into the social stratification and the inequalities in life
chances of various populations.

In processes of social stratification, various hetero-
geneities play a role. It is important to point out that
the contributions to this issue do not give priority to
certain differences viz. heterogeneities between individ-
uals and groups, such as class. Here, class is treated
as social class in the Weberian sense, as opportuni-
ties and positions associated with market processes
(Weber, 1922/1968). It is thus a marker of difference
along with others, such as gender, ethnicity, race, or reli-
gion. The articles in this issue also explicitly take into
account patterns of migration and the degree of transna-
tionality as heterogeneities to be considered because
previous research has established that the degree of
cross-border interconnectedness does play a role in
the (re)production of social inequalities (Faist, Bilecen,
Barglowski, & Sienkiewicz, 2015).
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3. Operationalising the Study of the Nexus between
Social Status and Mobility: Boundaries, Social
Comparison, and Capabilities

Two concepts are important in approaching the theo-
retical and empirical analyses presented in this issue:
boundary making and social comparison. The articles in
this issue all use in different ways a transnational per-
spective and a boundary-making approach and/or social
comparisons that allow the use of both actor-centred
views on social position and structural perspectives on
social inequalities (e.g., Lamont, 1992). The article by
Eichsteller (2021) introduces, in addition, Sen’s capabil-
ity approach in suggesting ways in which the analysis of
the nexus between social stratification and geographical
mobility could take place.

The practices of symbolic boundary making (Lamont
& Molnár, 2002, based on Barth, 1969) are important
objects of analysis here because they allow account-
ing for the creation of boundaries that justify the inclu-
sion and exclusion of migrants in society—for example,
on the basis of ethnic origins or migration status. Most
specifically, Lamont andMolnár (2002, p. 3) defined sym-
bolic boundaries as the differences that people them-
selves draw in order to categorise and situate themselves
and other people, things, and practices within social
hierarchies. Lamont (1992) distinguishes three different
groups of symbolic boundaries: socioeconomic bound-
aries, cultural boundaries, and moral boundaries. These
boundary-making processes are dynamic and dependent
on the power relations and interests of different groups
in society. In particular, Stock and Fröhlich (2021) and
Stock (2021) use boundary theory in order to analyse
how migrants make sense of their social standing vis-
à-vis others in society. Implicitly, the ways in which
migrants dealwith outside evaluations of their economic,
social, or cultural positions are also dealt with in the
articles by Salamońska and Winiarska (2021), Lévy and
Li (2021) andWaldendorf (2021). They all show that sub-
jective status evaluations often do not mirror outside
ascriptions, but rather incorporate very personal and
subjective aspects which help to portray the respond-
ing migrants’ subjective positions in a positive light
compared to others. Boundary theory appears thus to
present interesting avenues for exploring this interplay
between objectively ascribed and subjectively experi-
enced social positions.

In order to establish their position in relation to
others, mobile people and their immobile significant
others may also recur to the practices of social com-
parison (see Sienkiewicz, Hapke, & Faist, 2016). Earlier
research found, for example, that cross-national compar-
isons frame the experience of social inequalities, such
as relative (dis-)advantage, which can lead to situations
of losing face, of conflict, and of frustration within fam-
ilies and beyond (Faist et al., 2015). The relevance of
such comparisons to social interactions and to evalua-
tions of justice, fairness, and (in-)equality is key (see the

classic studies by, e.g., Blau, 1964). Although Panning
(1983, p. 329)mentioned the crucial role of “political, cul-
tural, geographic, and institutional” heterogeneity in the
development of frames for comparisons as long ago as
the early 1980s, attempts to empirically investigate how
such heterogeneities correspond with the way social
comparisons are deployed have been fairly recent. For
instance, recent studies have shown that differences in
class (Sachweh, 2013) and in gender (Kruphölter, Sauer,
&Valet, 2015) are factors that people take into considera-
tion when comparing and evaluating equality and justice.
Research has also revealed thatmigrants create “transna-
tional spaces of comparison” (Sienkiewicz, Sadovskaya,
& Amelina, 2015, p. 280, in which, for example, infor-
mal social protection is evaluated and distributed differ-
ently in the national context, meaning that the receiver
of formal protection in a national frame may be the
provider of informal protection in a transnational frame.
However, theways inwhich these frames of comparisons
are shaped by migration are yet to be investigated. Thus,
there is a need to determine the criteria upon which the
selection of comparisons differs among different types
of mobile persons by considering that frames of refer-
ence may be directed toward different countries. Stock
(2021), for example, shows how comparisons are con-
text dependent and directed at varying types of people,
within and across borders, which, in turn, leads people
to evaluate their own social position as either better or
worse than the social position of those with whom they
compare themselves. Salamońska and Winiarska (2021)
contribute to this discussion by analysing the multiple
frames of reference that Polish migrants use in order to
make sense of their social standing after various migra-
tory spells in different settings.

Eichsteller (2021) contributes a potentially useful
third conceptual tool to investigate the nexus between
transnational inequalities and migration. She builds
on Amartya Sen’s capability approach to conceptualise
migrants’ embeddedness in the framework of social
inequalities and explores the relationship between indi-
vidual choices, resources, and entitlements. The author
suggests that Sen’s conceptual approach provides inno-
vative insights into migration experiences and opens up
new avenues for the discussion ofmigrants’ social justice.

The three conceptual approaches that are discussed
in this thematic issue thus point to some of the innova-
tive ways in which migration scholars could engage with
the literatures in such diverse fields as social psychology
(social comparison), cultural sociology (boundary mak-
ing), and economics (capability approach) to find new
ways to engagewith the intellectual puzzles that the nexus
between social inequality and migration are representing.

4. Methodological Challenges in the Study of the
Nexus between Migration and Social Inequality

One of the methodological difficulties of using both
social comparisons and symbolic boundary approaches
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to explore the nexus between migration and social
inequality relates surely to the complexity of analysing
the interplay of multiple processes of comparisons and
boundary-drawing that people engage in. This challenge
needs to be confronted by adapting and combining avail-
able research methods and methodologies.

Ultimately, research needs to draw on both quantita-
tive and qualitative methodology to gain a better under-
standing of social positions and social positioning, and
the relation between these two dimensions. Accordingly,
this issue features several articles addressing bound-
aries and social comparisonswithmixed-methods to con-
tribute new and valuable insights for the understand-
ing of social positions and positioning (Salamońska &
Winiarska, 2021; Söhn & Prekodravac, 2021; Stock &
Fröhlich, 2021). Beyond that, innovative ways to chal-
lengemethodological nationalism (Faist, 2012) and to go
beyond mono-dimensional heterogeneities, such as eth-
nicity (and ethicising) are presented in this issue. Tucci,
Fröhlich, and Stock (2021) employ a mixed-methods
approach, based on data-driven grouping of migrants,
migration trajectories, and cultural capital. Such an
approach helps to study and understand symbolic bound-
aries in a multifaceted way. In these ways, this issue
contributes to establishing the study of social positions
and social positionings as a promising venue for fur-
ther research.
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