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Abstract
Using amixedmethods approach, this article analyses the nexus betweenmigration and social positions drawing on recent
survey data onmigrants who have arrived in Germany after 1994 from the Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP), as well as qualita-
tive interviews with 26 respondents to the survey. Drawing on a Bourdieusian forms-of-capital approach (Bourdieu, 1986)
and applying themethodofMultiple CorrespondenceAnalysis (MCA) to the SOEP survey data,wehighlight twodimensions
structuring the nexus between migration and social positions in Germany: (1) capital related to legal status and multiple
migration and (2) (trans)national cultural capital. Through a cluster analysis based on the MCA results, we then identify
and describe four profiles of migrants characterised by distinct configurations of cultural capital (social class background,
education and linguistic skills before and after settlement), legal status (citizenship and status at migration), experiences of
multiple cross-border movements and social positions: the ‘foreign working-class,’ the ‘foreign middle-class,’ the ‘adapted
German migrants,’ and the ‘young highly educated urbans.’ The complementary analysis of the qualitative data allows us
to go further in understanding some of the factors that may play a role in shaping migrants’ social position(ing) in the four
clusters. In particular, we show that resources such as determination and perseverance can be crucial for some migrants
to counter structural constraints related to their legal status in transferring or accessing cultural capital, and that linguistic
skills are also used by some migrants as a marker of social distinction.

Keywords
cultural capital; Germany; mixed methods; migrants; migration; mobility; social positions; SOEP; social stratification;
symbolic capital

Issue
This article is part of the issue “Migration and Unequal Social Positions in a Transnational Perspective” edited by Thomas
Faist (Bielefeld University, Germany).

© 2021 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

The relationship between migration and social inequal-
ity is a complex one and migration literature has been
able to demonstrate extensively that a range of factors
influence the socio-economic incorporation of migrants
into the country they settle in, e.g., education and lan-
guage skills (Kogan, 2011), social networks (Wrench, Rea,
& Ouali, 2016), duration of stay and discrimination (van

Tubergen et al., 2004), national origin (Drinkwater, Eade,
& Garapich, 2009) and class (van Hear, 2014). One dom-
inant pattern of the studies based on quantitative data
is their interest in explaining outcomes such as labour
market participation, looking at the effect of different
migrants’ characteristics. A more qualitative strand of
research pays particular attention to the trajectories of
migrants of a specific origin, their lives between ‘here
and there’ (e.g., Nieswand, 2011; Nowicka, 2013) and
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their social position, but many single out only one part
of the social hierarchy in which migrants are positioned
at destination, i.e., the least privileged migrants in spe-
cific sectors of the labour market (e.g., Friberg, 2012;
Parrenas, 2020) or highly skilled migrants (e.g., Favell,
2008; Weiss, 2005).

Only a few empirical studies take a more ‘global’
perspective by looking at how different types of spatial
mobility (experiences of living in several countries, legal
status, etc.) and the individual resources migrants had
before migrating (education, class background, language
skills) structuremigrants’ social space, understood as the
“space constructed on the basis of principles of distribu-
tion and differentiation” (Bourdieu, 1985, p. 724). Rare
too are empirical studies that identify types or profiles
of migrants, not according to their country of origin as
is frequently done in research, but according to a set of
social and cultural characteristics as well as characteris-
tics related to the kind of migration they experienced.
By this, we mean the legal, economic and social charac-
teristics of people involved in cross-border movements,
as well as the specific transnational spaces that migrants
are embedded in through movement. We assume that
these different types of migrants are characterised by
distinct social positions in the destination society. Our
approach allows us to account for the ‘combination’
(Vandebroeck, 2018, p. 363) of different forms of hetero-
geneities among migrants and resources or constraints
related to cross-border movement and to think in terms
of social differentiation.

Drawing on a mixed methods project, we use recent
survey data on migrants who have arrived in Germany
after 1994 from the Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP), aswell
as qualitative interviews with migrants who were also
respondents in the survey. Using the method of Multiple
Correspondence Analysis (MCA) we investigate which
dimensions shape what we call the space of migrants’
social positions, i.e., the space structured by character-
istics related to migration and to diverse resources, in
particular cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986). Hierarchical
clustering based on the MCA results allows us to iden-
tify four profiles of migrants characterised by different
configurations of heterogeneities and social positions:
the ‘foreignworking-class,’ the ‘foreignmiddle-class,’ the
‘adapted German migrants,’ and the ‘young highly edu-
cated urbans.’ The mixed methods design we use has at
least two advantages: It allows us (1) to link a ‘global’
perspective on social differentiation among the migrant
population with more fine-grained information on cases
and (2) to overcome the gaps of quantitative surveys that
only provideminimal information about migrants’ strate-
gies, their aspirations, their resources and the obstacles
they encountered.

The article is divided into four parts. After a presen-
tation of the state of the art and the theoretical frame-
work, we present the data and methods. The third sec-
tion is devoted to the quantitative findings, in particular
to the description of the central lines of differentiation

characterising the population of concern and of the four
profiles of migrants identified. In the last part, the qual-
itative data is used to analyse how individuals in each
profile achieved their social position in Germany, with a
focus on opportunities, constraints and individual strate-
gies in transferring education and accessing training in
Germany. In addition, we draw on the qualitative materi-
al to show themeaning of language proficiency for social
positioning and social distancing.

2. State of the Art and Theoretical Framework

The research questions pursued in this article address
the link between migration and social positions at desti-
nation, and in a broader sense between spatial mobility
and social stratification. Spatial mobility is a complex con-
cept that has led to various discussions and debates and
can be thought of in various ways following different the-
oretical or disciplinary considerations (Kaufmann, 2017;
Scholten & van Ostaijen, 2018). Following Moret (2017),
we consider mobility as “an element of social differenti-
ation” (p. 2). Migrants are, by definition, mobile persons
and their patterns of spatial mobility are diverse. Some
leave their country of origin and settle directly in another
country, while others have experienced multiple migra-
tion as well as settlement in several countries. While a
strandof research centres its attention either on the least
privileged migrants, highlighting the link between differ-
ent mobility pathways and socio-economic mobility (on
Filipino domestic workers see Parrenas, 2020) or the role
of the ‘work culture’ assignedby themajority to a specific
group (on Polish construction workers see Friberg, 2012),
another strand ofwork focuses on highly skilledmigrants,
some of them being more privileged in their options to
move (Favell, 2008) but not always in social positions at
destination that correspond to their level of qualification
(Weiss, 2005). Some authors have highlighted the status
paradox some migrants experience when they gain pres-
tige in the origin country by being looked at as success-
ful migrants and, at the same time, loose social standing
as immigrants in the destination country (on Ghanaian
migrants see Nieswand, 2011). In this article we adopt a
‘global perspective’ for the analysis of the link between
spatialmobility and social positions.Wedonot focus on a
group ofmigrants with a particular geographical origin or
social position at destination; instead, we account for the
diversity of the internationally mobile population, as far
as possible, with the aim of identifying which combina-
tion of characteristics related to cross-border migration
and forms of capital (in particular cultural and symbol-
ic capital) structures migrants’ social positions, contribut-
ing to a socially stratified migrant population.

Many empirical studies in migration research
mobilise Bourdieu’s (1986) approach to capitals in order
to draw out how structural forms of inequality like class,
together with individual resources, like social networks,
come to form peoples’ position in social hierarchies
(see, for example, Oliver & O’Reilly, 2010; Ryan, Erel, &
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D’Angelo, 2015). A large body of research focuses on the
significance of cultural capital, such as formal education
(Weiss, 2005) and the process through which migrants
can or cannot acquire valuable cultural capital like for-
mal education or language skills (Erel, 2009). The trans-
ferability of cultural capital in the country of destination
is the aspect that has received the most attention in
research on migrants’ positioning on the labour market.
Here, researchers have identified the strategies used by
migrants to transfer cultural capital (Koikkalainen, 2014)
or signalled the importance of perseverance and support
from family and friends when looking for professional
opportunities (Nohl, Schittenhelm, Schmidtke, & Weiss,
2014). For their part, Nee and Sanders’ (2001) concept of
migrants’ ‘human-cultural capital’ enlarges the perspec-
tive on cultural capital to other human competences
related to migration such as host destination language
proficiency. Many works indeed provide evidence on the
influence of language skills on labour market outcomes
(e.g., Kogan, 2011; Schuss, 2018). While most of the
research looks at cultural capital in the form of qualifica-
tions or language skills, the role played by the embodied
form of cultural capital, i.e., that constructed through
the socialisation process in which class background plays
a role (Bourdieu, 1986), is less researched. Recently,
Engzell and Ichou (2020) showed that migrants’ educa-
tional rank in the country of origin influences labourmar-
ket outcomes at destination. But their study only consid-
ers education and not social background. This formof cul-
tural capital, which is inherited through parental social
class and determines the acquisition of “the valued char-
acteristics that facilitate access to a range of social spaces
and positions,” has rarely been studied as an indicator
for the social positions mobile persons occupy after mov-
ing (Cederberg, 2015, p. 36). As to language skills, they
can be considered as institutionalized cultural capital
due to the delivery of certificates to migrants after hav-
ing passed the test following the integration course, for
example, but also as a form of embodied capital where
speaking “dialect—and accent-free German” is evaluat-
ed positively and plays a part in blurring social and ethnic
boundaries. It is worth noting here that embodied cul-
tural capital also includes practices, codes and norms
that can have inclusionary or exclusionary effects in the
settlement society (Cederberg, 2015, p. 33).

However, alongside the importance of cultural, eco-
nomic or social capital for migrants’ social positions, the
specificities of migration itself also influence mobile peo-
ple’s place in social hierarchies (Parutis, 2014). This is
because migrants’ administrative and legal status at
arrival influences the public perception of the group they
are assigned to (Schmidtke, 2013) as well as their ability
to negotiate the value of their cultural capital (Erel, 2010).
EU migrants benefit from free movement and their cul-
tural capital (their credentials, their language of origin
or their practices) tends to be valued positively, depend-
ing also, however, on the national origin as shown by
Basilio, Bauer, and Kramer (2017). Resettlers were grant-

ed German citizenship once they had migrated back to
Germany and benefited from specific aid and integra-
tion programmes (Groenendijk, 1997). Other migrants
have more constraints, so that we can argue that the
degree and type of capital created through moving also
depends on the migration status at entry, on the context
of origin, and on the regulations related to administrative
status at destination. Migrants from a range of middle-
and low-income countries outside the European Union
have limited opportunities to access a German visa that
allows them to work and settle in the country, often also
due to their limited economic resources and the devalu-
ation of the specific forms of cultural capital they bring
with them (e.g., origin language, diplomas). Thus, migra-
tion status can be analysed in Bourdieu’s terms as sym-
bolic capital that acts as “a signal that may trigger dis-
crimination” (Gerhards, Hans, & Drewski, 2018, p. 674)
or have inclusion effects. In Bourdieu’s sense, symbol-
ic capital is thus a mechanism able to (de)value other
forms of capital (Erel, 2009, 2010; Huot, 2017) because
it depends on classification schemes operating in the
destination country and on the judgement of others
who have incorporated these schemes (Bourdieu, 1994,
p. 161). Consequently, the type of mobility individuals
experience in terms of legal migration and settlement
status also influences the type of symbolic capital they
are endowedwith, and impacts on how their cultural cap-
ital and other skills can be transferred and will be judged.

We consider symbolic capital as a key concept when
analysing migrants’ social positions. Citizenship, religion
and language, for example, have become central mark-
ers of ethnic boundaries in Germany (Zolberg & Woon,
1999). As such, they not only shape objective opportu-
nities and constraints, but may also express themselves
in practices of symbolic boundary making (Lamont &
Molnár, 2002), creating social boundaries that include
and exclude migrants from certain ethnic origins or on
the basis of their migration status. In this article, we look
at the combined effect of cross-border movement and
citizenship status (as expressions of symbolic capital) and
migrants’ cultural capital (as expressed in formal educa-
tion, class background and linguistic skills) on the social
differentiation among the migrant population.

3. Data and Methods

The article is a mixed methods study involving quantita-
tive analyses based on the IAB-SOEP Migration Sample,
focusing on migrants who arrived after 1994 and 26
qualitative interviews with SOEP respondents (for more
details see Supplementary File 1 and Sienkiewicz, Tucci,
Barglowski, & Faist, 2017). The data analysed is that
of the year 2015 (N = 1945 respondents): 43% of all
respondents were born in Poland, Russia, Kazakhstan or
Romania, 15% are resettlers, 38% were EU citizens when
they migrated to Germany, 8% arrived as asylum seekers
and 40% are classified as ‘other foreigners.’ This last cat-
egory groups migrants from non-EU countries (69%) or
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who arrived before their country became an EUmember
state (31%). The survey data is linkedwith the qualitative
interviews through a consented record linkage.

MCA is an appropriate analysis method for our
research aims because its epistemological anchoring is
not probabilistic but instead follows the information pro-
vided by the data (Le Roux & Rouanet, 2010, p. 2). As a
form of principal component analysis applied to cate-
gorical data, it aims to explore and summarise data in
order to identify respondents with similar answers and
the information most structuring the population of inter-
est. The theoretical foundation for this approach is the
idea that migration-related heterogeneities are not ran-

domly distributed within the migrant population but
rather structured by different dimensions to be discov-
ered usingMCA. TheMCA results, i.e., the ten first dimen-
sions structuring the data, are then used, as continu-
ous factors, to perform hierarchical clustering in order to
identify clusters or profiles of individuals based on simi-
larities and distances between them from a multidimen-
sional perspective (Husson, Lê, & Pagès, 2017).

In MCA, active variables contribute to the construc-
tion of the dimensions structuring the data. The choice
of the included variables is grounded on our explorato-
ry analyses of the qualitative interviews as well as
on our theoretical approach (see Table 1). Those vari-

Table 1. Variables included in MCA.

Active Supplementary

Type of migration Sex
Resettlers, Eastern Europe Marital status
EU citizens Partner/married
Refugees, asylum seekers Single
Other foreigners Age

Migration experience 18–35 years
Single 36–45 years
One transit country 46–55 years
Multiple migration 56 years and more

German citizenship Immigration year
No EGP
Yes Service position

Highest educational level father Routine non-manual workers
No vocational/university Skilled workers
Vocational Non-skilled workers and agricultural workers
University Monthly household equivalent income

Highest educational level mother
No vocational/university
Vocational
University

Education level
General elementary
Middle vocational
Vocational + A-Level
Higher education

Region of origin
Rural area/small town
Medium) city

Place of education
Germany
Abroad

Current German proficiency
Very good
Good
Fair
Poor/not at all

German proficiency beforemoving to Germany
High
Low
None
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ables relate to migration-specific legal-administrative
and socio-cultural heterogeneities. Parental education
is included as a form of pre-migration cultural capital.
Supplementary variables do not contribute to the con-
struction of the axes. We use them to assess whether
certain categories of respondents share specific socio-
demographic characteristics. Our focus here is on social
positions that are operationalised using the Erikson-
Goldthorpe-Portocarero (EGP) class scheme reflecting
their current or former occupational position (see
Supplementary File 1) as well as using monthly equiva-
lent household income. Summary descriptive statistics of
the sample are available in Supplementary File 2.

The mixed methods design of the article is a ful-
ly mixed sequential dominant status design (Leech &
Onwuegbuzie, 2009) in which the quantitative findings
are given more weight. The analysis of the 26 qualita-
tive interviews complements and deepens the quantita-
tive findings. It enables us, among other things, to show
how individuals deal with structural or legal constraints
to position themselves socially, i.e., to look also at strate-
gies of social positioning, which is hardly feasible with
quantitative data.

4. Dimensions Structuring the Space of Migrants’
Social Positions

Cultural capital is unequally distributed within the
mobile population. We want to analyse how this form
of capital, together with legal-administrative hetero-
geneities, structures the migrant population that has
arrived in Germany since the mid-1990s and whether
groups of migrants sharing similar characteristics and
social positions can be identified. Figure 1 shows how the
modalities of the active variables are distributed in terms
of coordinates on the first two identified axes that are the
most relevant for the emerging data structure. For exam-
ple, respondents who have experienced multiple migra-
tion in their life are located on the right, positive side of
the horizontal axis and on the negative side of the verti-
cal axis.

If we pay attention to the first two axes identified
thoughMCA (see Figure 1 and Table 2), the first axis (hori-
zontal) runs from those whose parents have no vocation-
al or university degree to thosewhose parents have a uni-
versity degree, as well as from those who originally came
from smaller towns and rural areas to those from urban
areas. In addition, the positive right side of the horizon-
tal axis is characterised by individuals with a (very) good

Speak_verygood

Speak_good

Speak_fairly

Speak_poor/no

Rural Area / Small City

(Medium) City

Resettler, Eastern Europe

EU citizen

Refugee, Asylum Seeker

Other Foreigner

SpeackBef_High

SpeackBef_Middle

SpeackBef_low/no

Foreigner

German citizen

Direct mobility

Transit country
Multiple mobility

[2] general elementary

[3] middle vocational

[4] vocational + Abi

[6] higher education

bilmoth_no vocationa/uni
bilmoth_vocational

bilmoth_university

bilfath_no vocationa/uni

bilfath_vocational

bilfath_university

EduGermany

EduAbroad

0

1

−1.0 −0.5 0.0 0.5 1.0
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D
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.8
%

)

Variable categories − MCA

Figure 1. Variables’ modalities on the two-dimensional space identified through MCA.
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Table 2. Contributions of the (active) modalities to the first two dimensions.

(Trans)national cultural capital Legal status and multiple migration
(horizontal—axis 1) (vertical—axis 2)

Negative side Positive side Negative side Positive side

German citizenship No Yes

Type of migration EU citizens Resettlers

German proficiency Fair Very good

Education mother No vocational or university degree University University

Education father No vocational or university degree University University

Own education General elementary Higher education

Region of origin Rural or small town (Medium) city

Experience of mobility Multiple migration

Place of education Germany Germany

German proficiency High
before migration

knowledge of German before migration and being profi-
cient in German at the time of the survey interview. This
axis can be interpreted as an axis regarding the level of
(trans)national cultural capital that migrants possess.

The second axis (vertical) runs from those, at the bot-
tom, without German citizenship to those, at the top,
who are Germans, as well as from individuals who came
in the context of EU migration, from highly educated
families or those having experienced multiple migration
(bottom) to those who came as resettlers or those who
were educated in Germany. This axis can be described as
legal status and multiple migration.

In our case, supplementary variables enrich the inter-
pretation and enable linking the dimensions to social
positions. The positive side of axis 1 groups significantly
respondents working in service positions, those aged 18
to 45 and frequently women,while the negative side con-
centrates skilled and unskilled manual workers, typical-
ly men, and respondents aged 45 or older. On the posi-
tive side of axis 2 one can find respondents aged 45 or
older, who are single; often they are in different types
of social positions except in service positions that are
located on the negative side of this axis. Here we find
younger respondents, often partnered. Immigration year
is only correlated, negatively, with axis 2 (0.47), mean-
ing that migrants arrived more recently are located on
the negative side of this axis. Household income, our
second variable measuring social position, is only signifi-
cantly and positively correlated with axis 1 (0.31). At this
stage, the results indicate a structuration of social posi-
tions towards the top of the social hierarchy throughmul-
tiple cross-bordermovements, high cultural capital in dif-
ferent forms, and a favourable status as migrants who
are EU citizens and immigrated more recently than oth-
er migrants.

5. Profiles of Migrants and Social Positions

A hierarchical cluster analysis based on the MCA results
suggested a four-cluster solution (see Figure 2). Each clus-
ter is described in the following.

5.1. Cluster 1: The Foreign Working-Class (34%)

The (trans)national cultural capital dimension contribut-
ed negatively and significantly to the formation of this
cluster. Three-quarters of respondents in this cluster
migrated directly to Germany as ‘Other foreigners’ or
as refugees/asylum seekers (see Table 3). Eighty percent
of all sample respondents who came as asylum seek-
ers belong to this cluster. Only 18% in this cluster are
German citizens. Two-thirds could not speak German
on arrival in Germany and only a very small proportion
declared they spoke very good German (8%). They came
largely from low-educated families. Half of them have
only elementary education and roughly one-third have
a middle vocational degree. Men are more represent-
ed than women. Individuals in this cluster belong most-
ly to the working class: 47% are semi or unskilled man-
ual workers (see Figure 3) and only 8% are in a service
position. This cluster has the lowest monthly household
income (1304 EUR) and 31% of them live below the
poverty level (60% of the median household income).

5.2. Cluster 2: The Foreign Middle-Class (28%)

This cluster is characterised by a high proportion of
migrants from EU countries and ‘other foreigners.’ They
arrived on average in the year 2005 and 19%experienced
multiple migration before moving to Germany. They
are on average younger than respondents in Cluster 1.
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Figure 2. Cluster solution. Notes: Cluster 1 = ‘foreign working-class,’ cluster 2= ‘foreign middle-class,’ cluster 3= ‘adapted
German migrants,’ cluster 4 = ‘young highly educated urbans.’ Source: SOEP (2019, survey year 2015).

German citizens are a minority among them (6%). Their
parents have on average a higher educational level than
migrants in Cluster 1. 27% of respondents reached high-
er education, 29% a high vocational degree. They mainly
acquired their degrees outside Germany. Compared to
respondents in Cluster 1, they come often from urban
areas, more often declared having a (very) good knowl-
edge of German, also before they moved to Germany.
In terms of social position, 24% had reached a service
position but they are also numerous in unskilled manu-
al and non-manual jobs. The mean household income is
significantly higher than in Cluster 1 (1582 EUR) and 71%
of respondents have an income at the middle-class level
for Germany (see Niehues, 2017).

5.3. Cluster 3: The Adapted German Migrants (18%)

Dimension 2 (legal status and multiple migration) con-
tributed positively and significantly to the formation of
this cluster. Migrants in this cluster came mainly directly
to Germany (91%) and 93% are Germans. Almost two-
thirds came as resettlers. Predominantly they live in a
relationship (84%, which is above average). Women and
men are equally represented. The majority of their par-
ents have a vocational education (62%of fathers and 46%

of mothers) and they often come from rural areas (63%).
(Very) good German proficiency is a characteristic of this
cluster (85%); only 21% had no knowledge of German
before migration. They have a slightly lower education-
al level than respondents in Cluster 2. One-third of them
were educated in Germany or both in Germany and in
the country of origin, which is also a characteristic of this
cluster. 23%of themhave reached a service position, and
the proportion in skilled jobs is higher than for Cluster 2.
Their income level and position are not significantly dif-
ferent from those of respondents in Cluster 2.

5.4. Cluster 4: The Young Highly Educated Urbans (19%)

Dimension 2 contributed negatively and significantly to
the formation of this cluster, while dimension 1 con-
tributed positively. This group is composed mainly of
‘other foreigners’ (62%) and EU citizens (30%), coming
from urban areas. 28% of respondents have multiple
migration experiences (16% for the entire sample) and
respondents without German citizenship are overrepre-
sented (75%). The gender ratio is nearly equal and the
cluster consists of predominantly young people (half are
aged 35 or younger). Their background is characterised
by highly educated parents (78% have a father and 65% a
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Table 3. Description of the clusters (column percentages).

Foreign Foreign Adapted German Young Highly
Working-Class Middle-Class Migrants Educated Urbans

Type of migration
Resettlers, Eastern Europe 1.31 1.50 64.24 3.45
EU citizens 21.22 48.47 2.56 29.80
Refugees, asylum seekers 26.35 1.54 4.18 5.08
Other foreigners 51.11 48.48 29.02 61.66

Migration experience
Direct to Germany 80.49 71.84 91.33 62.96
One country before Germany 6.97 9.23 2.87 9.36
Multiple migration 12.54 18.93 5.80 27.68

German citizenship (Yes) 18.16 5.68 93.20 25.31
Highest educational level father

No vocational/University 74.58 5.57 30.11 9.57
Vocational 16.62 88.02 62.47 12.89
University 8.80 6.41 7.42 77.54

Highest educational level mother
No vocational/University 95.50 26.31 47.80 20.24
Vocational 3.91 71.19 46.32 15.15
University 0.59 2.50 5.88 64.61

Education
General elementary 54.06 8.29 12.79 0.33
Middle vocational 30.19 35.96 38.15 11.12
Vocational + A-level 5.29 28.84 25.53 5.22
University 10.47 26.90 23.53 83.33

Place of education
Germany 7.72 6.93 23.47 13.76
Abroad 92.28 89.87 65.56 65.89
Both 0.00 3.20 10.97 20.35

Region of origin
Rural area small town 56.73 41.67 63.15 25.06
(Medium) city 43.27 58.33 36.85 74.94

Current German proficiency
Very good 7.77 16.17 35.63 45.68
Good 41.20 45.65 49.54 34.03
Fair 37.96 31.23 13.72 13.22
Poor/not at all 13.07 6.95 1.11 7.07

German proficiency before moving
High 6.46 9.90 23.94 25.86
Low 27.62 43.45 55.09 40.18
None 65.92 46.64 20.97 33.96

EGP
Service positions 7.97 23.64 23.18 64.02
Routine non-manual workers 18.78 27.26 22.91 21.37
Skilled workers 22.96 15.79 24.12 8.46
Non-skilled workers 50.29 33.31 29.78 6.16

Mean monthly household income (EUR) 1304 1582 1561 2105
Percentage singles 32.27 39.21 16.19 33.95
Percentage women 37.43 46.43 54.12 44.11
Immigration year 2000 2005 1999 2006
Mean age 42 39 45 37
Source: SOEP (2019, survey year 2015), weighted results.
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mother with a university degree). Migrants in this group
are themselves alsowell educated (83%have a university
degree). They declared they spoke (very) good German
(80%), and more than average (which is 14%) spoke
German before arriving in Germany (26%). The dominant
type of employment in this cluster is occupation in ser-
vice positions: 29% are in higher and 35% in lower man-
agerial positions (see Figure 3). They have the highest
household income level (2105 EUR) and 28% of them
have more than 150% of the median household income
so that they appear to be located in the upper (mid-
dle) class.

The presentation of the four clusters above highlights
the heterogeneity of the migrants who have arrived
since the mid-1990s in Germany in social and cultur-
al terms. At the same time, respondents in each pro-
file share characteristics that are significantly linked to
social positions. Citizenship, social class origin and educa-
tion are important criteria of social differentiation with-
in this population. Multiple migration plays a role in all
four clusters, though at different levels. The ‘adapted
Germanmigrants’ have the lowest and the ‘Young Highly
Educated Urbans’ have the highest incidence of cross-
border movements. Cluster 4 highlights the role played
by multiple migration for higher social positioning when
it is combined with high education levels. Nevertheless,
multiple migration pays off for all respondents: a multi-
variate analysis we performed indicates that having lived
in different countries beforemoving toGermany is signifi-

cantly and positively correlated with being in skilled jobs,
even after controlling for education and other relevant
characteristics (see Table 2 in Supplementary File 2).

The four clusters are structured at the crossroads of
different levels of (1) (trans)national cultural capital and
(2) capital related to legal status and multiple migration.
The qualitative interviews allowus to address these struc-
turing dimensions for each profile in a more detailed
manner, contributing with information on how migrants
‘compose’ their social position against the background
of their cultural capital, structural opportunities, con-
straints, and related individual strategies.

6. Understanding Migrants’ Social Position(ing) further

We were able to locate each participant in the qualita-
tive study within the social and spatial mobility space
designed with the MCA (see Figure 4) and to asso-
ciate them with one of the four clusters: three respon-
dents (FWC); seven respondents (FMC); five respon-
dents (AGM); eleven respondents (YHEU). See also the
Supplementary File 1 on the project methodology.

In the following we will focus on two aspects related
to the structuring dimensions identified with the MCA:
The first one deals with access to state support that
some migrants benefit from due to their legal status
on migration into Germany. The second one addresses
how language skills contribute subjectively to social posi-
tioning and, at the same time, how they are used by
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Figure 3. EGP by cluster. Source: SOEP (2019, survey year 2015), weighted results.
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Figure 4. Positions of the 26 SOEP respondents. Source: SOEP (2019, survey year 2015).

migrants with multiple migration experiences and highly
valued cultural capital to distance themselves from oth-
er migrants.

6.1. Opportunities, Constraints and Strategies
Transferring and Accessing Cultural Capital

All respondents in the qualitative sample recognise that
education is a valuable asset to secure a comfortable
social position in Germany and that the ability to con-
vert existing capitals into valuable resources in home and
host countries is relevant. Between-clusters disparities
as to the proportion of those working in the occupation
they were trained for are significant: This concerns only
a quarter of respondents in Cluster 1 (foreign working-
class), almost the majority of those in Clusters 2 (foreign
middle-class) and 3 (adapted German migrants), and
two-thirds of migrants in Cluster 4 (young highly educat-
ed urbans, see Figure 5). Interviewees in Clusters 2 and 3
differ only slightly in terms of social position (EGP and
household income), despite the higher education level
and social background of migrants classified as ‘foreign
middle-class’ compared to ‘adapted German migrants.’

The qualitative material tells us also that Clusters 2
and 3 differ in the opportunities, constraints and means
migrants had to reach their social position in the mid-

dle class in Germany. Due to their specific status, reset-
tlers (who represent a large proportion of migrants in
Cluster 3) got state support rapidly after their arrival, in
the form of publicly funded training, language courses or
adapted aid for the recognition of educational creden-
tials (Groenendijk, 1997). This is the case for Juri and
Anatoli (see Figure 4), who both came from Kazakhstan
as resettlers. Juri was trained as a locksmith and received
further specialised qualifications in Germany as a lathe
operator and milling cutter. Anatoli for his part worked
as a lorry driver in Russia but had a training as a painter
in Germany. But state support does not guarantee an
occupation in the field of training. Juri was never able
to secure a stable job in his new training field and
Anatoli never worked as a painter either but found stable
employment in a fluids management company. In both
cases, the job training did provide them with valuable
German qualifications which were decisive when secur-
ing their future employment contracts, even if they did
not match completely the work they were hired to do.

Those who came as resettlers at a relatively young
age to Germany could successfully start university or
vocational training after some years of schooling, as in
the case of Janawho cameat age 18 fromRussia. Shewas
encouraged by her teachers to pursue further studies
when she arrived in Germany and this contributed to her
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perseverance in learning German and excelling in school.
She finally became a dental assistant although her excel-
lent school grades could have enabled her to go to univer-
sity and become a dentist. In her case, vocational train-
ing was described as having been a more secure career
option than going to university and undertaking long and
costly studies. She considered this a too risky alternative
in light of the limited economic capital that she and her
family possessed in the first years after migration. Family
circumstances and preferences at some point in the life
course also play a role in shaping social position after
migration, in particular for women: In the interview, Jana
explained that she considered several times taking up
university in the years after her apprenticeship, but after
having given birth to two children, she further postponed
this wish, considering her family responsibilities incom-
patible with her wish for further qualifications. However,
in contrast to other migrants in different clusters, Jana’s
narrative shows how she portrayed her professional and
educational decisions as her own choice rather than the
outcome of migration related, restricted opportunities.

In contrast to resettlers who were privileged in terms
of obtaining work permits and residency status as well
as state support upon their arrival in Germany right
away, Aylan’s story illustrates the type of obstacles some
migrants face when they do not have these advantages.
Aylan is of Turkish origin but he is a German citizen and

belongs also to Cluster 3. He arrived in Germany aged 27,
after completing military service and a tourism manage-
ment degree at a Turkish university. He was not able to
convert his degree into a corresponding degree or occu-
pation in Germany and therefore asked the employment
agency for financial support to undertake training as a
specialist for warehouse logistics. In contrast to the reset-
tlers, who appear to have received support oftenwithout
greater problems, Aylan had to argue his case with deter-
mination in discussions with the employment agency
official, who did not encourage his efforts in the slightest:

So I said, “Then I need to get a new qualification.”
“Oh,” she says, “You can’t do that so easily.” Yes, that
lady there. Then I was angry, and I said, “Please give
me the number of your manager, or where can I find
it?” After an hour or so, she says, “Come and make
your application, it’s approved.”

Aylan’s story is somewhat similar to that of some respon-
dents in Cluster 2 who generally did not receive a great
deal of state support. Chiara, for example, wanted to con-
vert her economics degree from an Italian university into
a suitable asset for the German job market. She paid for
German courses in a private language school to bring her
German skills up to standard. She also secured an intern-
ship in a human resources department with the help of
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contacts of her German husband in order to gain some
German work experience. This enabled her to work for
temping agencies before being able to get more stable
job offers. She had in fact to wait for her first phase of
unemployment to benefit from a training course in SAP
management paid for by the employment agency which
enabled her to later secure a job as a bookkeeper in an
international firm.

It appears that determination and perseverance are
an essential precondition to be successful in applications
for state funded occupational support which is suitable
for the specific career situation of the person in ques-
tion. This is illustrated by Nina’s example (Cluster 2). Nina
was trained as office clerk in a South American country
and could not get her diploma recognised in Germany.
She beganworking in low skilled service jobs, among oth-
er things driving small school buses. When her contract
expired, she had to negotiate the financing of her bus
driver’s licence at the employment agency. To do so, she
decided to bring a declaration from her former employ-
er stating that he would give her a new contract if she
obtained the bus driver’s licence:

Then I said, “But then I want it in black and white
that I can work here again.” Then he signed that dec-
laration for me, and I went to the job centre and
said, “Sorry, I’m unemployed now, these are the con-
ditions, if I get my bus driver’s license, if you help me
pay for it, then can I work again and I don’t have to
have Daddy State on my pocket.”

Nina’s strategy of coming with proof that getting a bus
driver’s licence would enable her to get rapidly back to
work andnot takemoney from the state, likeAylan’s deter-
mined strategy of refusing discouragement in achiev-
ing his goal and the devaluation of his learned ability,
contrasts with the more systematic support resettlers
received on their arrival in Germany. Also being a German
citizen, as in Aylan’s case, gives some confidence in ask-
ing for state support, which can be more difficult for non-
Germans who might consider themselves illegitimate.

In Cluster 1, the ‘foreign working-class,’ we find
respondents, mainly foreign citizens, who mostly work
in unqualified jobs (42% do not require any training in
their job, Figure 5). As seen in the quantitative part,many
of them only have elementary education and come from
families with a low social background. They often migrat-
ed directly to Germany. Irina for example is from Croatia.
She came to Germany at age 18, without any qualifica-
tions, fleeing the civil war in the 1990s and leaving her
child with her family back in Croatia. She lost contact
with her husband who had also fled. As her legal status
was insecure for over eight years, she did not have any
opportunity to ask for state support and worked most-
ly in bars, restaurants or bakeries to support her family
back in Croatia. Her low wages and long working hours
prevented her from taking German classes or vocational
training. When she eventually married a German nation-

al and became legally resident, she considered that any
further occupational training would be useless as her lev-
el of German as well as her general level of formal educa-
tion was simply not good enough to successfully obtain
any vocational qualifications at her age.

The first three clusters contrast with Cluster 4, which
has a high proportion ofmigrants working in occupations
requiring tertiary education (52%, Figure 5). Participants
in the qualitative study belonging to this cluster were
often trained in occupations which could often be under-
taken by someone from anywhere in the world, e.g.,
software engineers, English teachers, translators, jour-
nalists, etc. In some cases, recognition of credentials
and a licence are required to pursue a profession. This
is the case of Janis, a man from Greece who came to
Germany with very good knowledge of German and
a psychotherapist’s diploma: He engaged a lawyer to
achieve this objective.

As we see here, different strategies are employed
by migrants who do not benefit from a specific state
support. Those strategies are strongly dependent on the
resourcesmigrants have before theymove, on the neces-
sity to start working rapidly or engaging in short voca-
tional training to avoid a costly and long training, but
also on the opportunities some of them have to use their
knowledge of German and other languages as an asset to
achieve objectives in terms of social position.

6.2. Language Skills, Social Positioning and Social
Distancing

Similar to the ‘adapted German migrants’ (Cluster 3), a
large proportion of the ‘young highly educated urbans’
(Cluster 4) declared they spoke very good German at the
time of the SOEP interviews. Interestingly, the ‘young
highly educated urbans’ tend to use language as a mark-
er of distinction between themselves and other ‘for-
eign migrants,’ in particular newly arrived refugees or
migrants whom some of them consider unwilling to
adapt to their environment. Haias from Iraq is one of
the few respondents who came as a refugee in Cluster 4.
His father went to university and his mother has no quali-
fication. After stopovers in Turkey and Greece, he arrived
in Germany in 1995 and later obtained permanent status.
Likemany other interviewees in this cluster, he considers
language central for social positioning and social mobil-
ity (“key to every success”) and distances himself from
newly arrived refugees:

Some refugees think if they stay here, they can do
everything without the language. But the thing is
[laughs], it’s a catastrophe if you think like that.

Language can also mark a boundary charged with the
symbolic value of respect:

Themost important thing for mewas to learn the lan-
guage. I can’t understand some people I know here,

Social Inclusion, 2021, Volume 9, Issue 1, Pages X–X 12

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


foreigners who’ve been here longer and can’t even
put two sentences together and expect other peo-
ple to make allowances for them. I couldn’t do that,
I think it is disrespectful. (Victoria)

High proficiency in German and, in many cases for mem-
bers of Cluster 4, knowledge of a third language due
to their experience of multiple migration, increases the
already high cultural capital they possess, giving them
also a dose of positive symbolic capital, a marker of dis-
tinction over ‘other migrants.’

In contrast, migrants from Clusters 1 and 2 often
have to invest a lot personally and financially (and this
despite their lower economic capital on average) in learn-
ing German to reach a better social position and regret
the obstacles in this domain. For some interviewees, low-
er proficiency in German fully explains their position in
lower status jobs. This is the case ofMarta, a youngwom-
an who arrived directly from Poland and who works as a
sales worker despite her high education level in a totally
different field:

Yes, I’m a sales worker, but it’s due to the language,
because I was trained as a social pedagogue.

Like Marta, many interviewees in Clusters 1 and 2 more
frequently have to renounce occupations they were
trained for because of their low German skills and
the interviews indicate a strong investment in language
learning which is often self-financed and ‘improvised,’ as
Aylan’s case illustrates:

You have to learn the language. I really stepped on
the gas at home, four or five hours at home, I wrote,
read aloud and later I took a German course, I paid
for it, more than 1,500 DM.

Generally, non-European migrants wishing to obtain res-
idency status or citizenship have to participate in an
integration course upon arrival, which is funded by
the state and seen as a measure to provide migrants
with knowledge of the language and the basics of the
German administrative, political, and cultural context.
Some respondents stressed that these kinds ofmeasures
are insufficient and that a lot more personal initiative is
required in order to be successful in Germany.

The qualitative data highlight that resources such as
determination, perseverance and investment can be cru-
cial for somemigrants to counter structural constraints in
transferring or accessing cultural capital and that strate-
gies for reaching a subjectively adequate social position
differ according to those resources. Also, while linguistic
skills are determining for reaching a better social posi-
tion, language is also a marker for distancing oneself
socially from other migrants. This last point also empha-
sises the importance of symbolic capital for understand-
ing the nexus between migration and social position(ing)
at destination.

7. Conclusion

This article provides an analysis of the nexus between
migration and social positions in a social differentiation
perspective using a mixed methods approach. It shows
that two main dimensions contribute to the social dif-
ferentiation of the migrant population that has settled
in Germany since the mid-1990s and before the most
recentmigratory flow of asylum seekers in 2015. The first
dimension, (trans)national cultural capital, emphasises
the role played by social class, education and linguistic
skills. This supports the idea that migrants’ social sta-
tus before migration needs to be considered to under-
stand post-migration outcomes (Engzell & Ichou, 2020).
Existing research gives evidence on the link between lin-
guistic skills and social positions (Kogan, 2011; Schuss,
2018) and our findings add to this literature the role
played by the linguistic capital migrants bring with them
as they move. The second dimension, legal status and
multiple migration, indicates a clear line of division
between those who have German citizenship and those
who are still in an administrative foreigner status as well
as the role played by multiple cross-border movements
for reaching high social positions.

The socio-economic profiles of migrants before
migration and the cultural, social and economic con-
texts they live in shape their social positions at des-
tination. Likewise, the type of migration also shapes
social position in the destination country. The combi-
nation of those different forms of structural and indi-
vidual heterogeneities leads to a social differentiation
along four profiles of migrants characterised by distinct
positions in the social hierarchy in terms of EGP and
household income. The ‘foreign working-class,’ charac-
terised by more insecure legal status, foreign citizenship,
low social-class origin, low education and unqualified
occupations form the largest migrant groups within the
space of migrants’ social positions in Germany. The ‘for-
eign middle-class’ and the ‘adapted German migrants’
seem to share social positions in the middle of the social
hierarchy but, as the qualitative analysis indicates, the
difference between them in terms of occupational lev-
el is related to the different opportunities they had in
transferring or accessing cultural capital. Finally, even if
we observe a clear distinction in terms of income and
occupation between the ‘young highly educated urbans’
and the other three profiles, we cannot conclude that
the ‘young highly educated urbans’ form a transnation-
al upper class (Sklair, 2000). Like other studies (Agrawal,
2016; Szewczyk, 2016), our results show the potential
benefits of multiple migration for social mobility and
support the argument that multiple migration is a sig-
nificant dimension for “middle-class distinction” (Scott,
2006, p. 1110). It pays off, independently of the educa-
tional level migrants have and of their social class. This
finding contributes to the analysis of the role played by
multiple migration among migrants located “in the mid-
dle” (Salamońska, 2017, p. 19), confirming the finding
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that mobility-related capital is not a privilege of highly
skilled migrants but rather an asset that other types of
migrants also use in order to maintain or upgrade their
social standing (Moret, 2017; Parrenas, 2020).

Furthermore, multiple migration combined with a
privileged social background leads to the formation of
a profile of migrants with specific ways of positioning
themselves in relation to other migrants who not only
have lower educational levels but also fewer resources
that are easily convertible in transnational spaces. In this
respect, the ‘Young Highly Educated Urbans’ clearly
distinguish themselves from the other three types of
migrants, whichmight be explained by the pre-migration
habitus they possess through their parents’ and their
own education. Only a few works have considered this
aspect as constitutive of the pre-migration habitus that
mobile persons bring with them to a new social space
(Reed-Danahay, 2017). However, our contribution indi-
cates that somemigrants maintain the value of their pre-
migration cultural capital. Their higher social class ori-
gin and educational qualifications are positive signals in
the country of destination which confer positive symbol-
ic capital. This is so despite their lack of German citizen-
ship and may be related to the particular resources that
this group of migrants acquires through multiple cross-
border movements, such as adaptability to new cultural
norms or some other features of a certain ‘cosmopoli-
tan habitus.’ However, this hypothesis would need fur-
ther investigation. Our qualitative data showed that lan-
guage proficiency too should not only be seen as cul-
tural capital that furthers socio-economic integration,
but also as a source of social differentiation within the
migrant population because it functions as a strong
symbolic boundary marker that expresses itself in the
devaluing assessments that highly educated migrants
(and many Germans) make about ‘other foreigners’ with
low German proficiency.

Finally, there is a need for further research on the
transnational reproduction of social inequality, account-
ing for the multiple cross-border movements some
migrants experienced before settling in a country, gen-
der differences in this respect as well as the subjective
meaning attached to these movements. Secondly, a new
research step would be to locate the four profiles of
migrants within the larger German social structure in
order to link those findings to the issue of social strat-
ification in German society. Finally, we are aware that
the qualitative results presented here constitute a small
piece in the jigsaw puzzle of factors that makes up the
dynamics of the nexus between migration and social
positions. Other aspects such as social networks, racism
and discrimination (Wrench et al., 2016) certainly shape
these dynamics and need to be looked at more closely.
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