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Abstract

Malta, one of the smallest countries in the European Union, has a rapidly growing population
in recent years, with its migrant population accounting for a quarter of the total population.
Theisland country’s limited physical space and high migration rate increase daily encounters
between different groups and allow for direct observation of social mobility and communi-
cation networks. This research examines the relationship between migrants’ social mobility
and the formation of social communication networks by drawing on Bourdieu’s theory of
capital and the concept of cleft habitus. Within the scope of the research, semi-structured
interviews were conducted with thirty-five migrants; data were collected through partic-
ipant observation between 2023 and 2025. The obtained data were evaluated using the
thematic analysis method. The findings draw attention to the determining role of how mi-
grants’ capital is recognised or transformed in social communication in the post-migration
context. The study reveals the relationship between factors such as country of citizenship
and duration of residence with social mobility and social communication processes. It is ob-
served that the social networks of non-EU migrants, who experience downward mobility in
particular, have narrowed, and this situation reinforces structural inequalities. Furthermore,
the study shows that language proficiency alone is insufficient to promote inclusive social
communication.
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Bu ¢alisma arastirma ve yayin etigine uygun olarak gerceklestirilmistir.
Oz

Avrupa Birligi'nin en kiictik tlkelerinden biri olan Malta’nin niifusu son yillarda hizla artmak-
tadir ve gé¢cmen niifusu toplam niifusun doértte birini olusturmaktadir. Ada lkesinin sinirli
fiziksel alani ve ylksek go¢ orani, farkli gruplar arasindaki giinlik karsilasmalari artirmakta
ve sosyal hareketlilik ve iletisim aglarinin dogrudan goézlemlenmesine olanak tanimakta-
dir. Bu arastirma, Bourdieu'nun sermaye teorisi ve yarik habitus kavramindan yararlanarak
goégmenlerin sosyal hareketliligi ile sosyal iletisim aglarinin olusumu arasindaki iliskiyi ince-
lemektedir. Arastirma kapsaminda otuz bes gé¢cmenle yari yapilandirilmis gorismeler yapil-
mis; 2023-2025 yillari arasinda katilima gézlem yoluyla veri toplanmistir. Elde edilen veriler
tematik analiz yontemi kullanilarak degerlendirilmistir. Bulgular, gé¢cmenlerin sermayesinin,
goc¢ sonrasl baglamda sosyal iletisimde nasil tanindigi veya donistirildiginin belirleyi-
ci roliine dikkat cekmektedir. Calisma, vatandaslik tlkesi ve ikamet siiresi gibi faktorlerin
sosyal hareketlilik ve sosyal iletisim siirecleriyle iliskisini ortaya koymaktadir. Ozellikle asag
dogru sosyal hareketlilik yasayan AB disi go¢cmenlerin sosyal aglarinin daraldigi ve bu duru-
mun yapisal esitsizlikleri pekistirdigi gézlemlenmektedir. Ayrica calisma, dil yeterliliginin tek
basina kapsayici sosyal iletisimi tesvik etmek icin yeterli olmadigini gostermektedir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Bourdieu, Malta, gog, toplumsal iletisim, sosyal hareketlilik.

* Bu makale, Prof. Dr. Gorg Mallia'nin danismanliginda Malta Universitesi biinyesinde yiiriitiilen
Malta'da Gécmenlerin Sosyal iletisimi baslikli doktora sonrasi arastirma projesi kapsaminda
hazirlanmistir. Makalede kullanilan verilerin bir kismi, 18-19 Eyliil 2025 tarihlerinde Hirvatistan'in Split
kentinde gerceklestirilecek olan ESA RN15 Ara Konferansi'nda sunulmak izere kabul edilen "Malta'da
Gocmenlerin Sosyal iletisimi: Béliinmiis Habitus ve Sosyal Hareketlilik Baglaminda Bir Analiz" baslikli
bildiri 6zetinde de yer almaktadir.

** Doktora Sonrasi Arastirmaci, Malta Universitesi, Msida, Malta.
esin.erben@gmail.com, ORCID: 0000-0002-9984-1242

ISSN: 2636-7955 ‘YH 8 ‘Say| 16 ‘ Ekim 2025‘ ETKILESIM | 163



Seyma Esin ERBEN

Introduction

Due to its two official languages (Maltese and English), the cultural diversity
shaped by the interaction of migrant communities and local people, the Med-
iterranean lifestyle, and a growing demand for labour, Malta has become an
appealing destination for those seeking new employment opportunities. The
demand for foreign labour in Malta has been rising due to economic growth, a
shortage of skilled workers, low birth rates, and an ageing population (General
Workers’ Union, 2024). This trend has resulted in a rapid increase in the num-
ber of migrants over the past fifteen years; for instance, while migrants made
up 5.5% of the total population in 2012, this figure had risen to 28% by 2024
(National Statistics Office, 2024a; 2024b).

In the process of intensive participation of migrants in the labour force,
migrants face many difficulties, such as finding a job according to their skills,
lack of job mobility opportunities, inability to access educational opportuni-
ties, and low unionisation rates (Debono, 2021). In addition, it is observed that
migrants’ positions in the labour market and their social mobility are closely
related. In addition, improving their social and economic conditions in the des-
tination country or sometimes maintaining their social positions in the country
of origin constitutes an additional area of difficulty for migrants. These prob-
lems play a decisive role in the ways migrants participate in social interaction.

Employing Bourdieu’s habitus concept can better explain how migrants’
social participation and interaction processes are shaped. This concept draws
attention to the practices, tendencies and daily actions that emerge from the
social conditions in which individuals are situated. In this direction, it is signif-
icant to examine the connection between economic and social conditions and
individuals’ lifestyles and show substantial differences according to classes
(Bourdieu, 2015, pp. 255-258).

On the other hand, this habitus can change for individuals undergoing
social mobility, especially migrants, and difficulties may arise in social inter-
action processes. Cleft habitus, not frequently emphasised in Bourdieu’s
studies but a critical concept in understanding migrants’ social and commu-
nication practices, depicts the tension and incompatibility experienced by an
individual between two different social structures (Bourdieu, 2012, p. 125).
Such tensions are often unavoidable for individuals migrating from one social
space to another. Migrants may encounter significant discrepancies in their
communication processes, finding themselves caught between their society’s
linguistic, cultural and social norms and the new social space. These tensions
are directly related to the individual’'s economic and cultural capital, language
skills and social networks.

A socialisation process cannot occur without communication. Migrants
— especially those experiencing social mobility — need to gain new forms of
recognition within social communication processes. Essential components of
habitus, such as social class, cultural capital, or social capital from the origin
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country, are repositioned under the migrant identity or habitus in the destina-
tion country." Moreover, structural elements beyond the control of migrants
also have a decisive impact on this process. These include factors such as the
migration policies of the destination country, ethnic identity and inclusive-
ness policies, and the country’s position in international agreements. Among
these, the international cooperation of the destination country on migration,
in particular, creates significant differences in terms of migrants’ residence
and work rights.

Migration studies should not overlook the multifaceted and complex ele-
ments of migration. Therefore, social mobility is an important conceptual tool
for understanding migrants’ social communication strategies and socialisation
processes in the destination country at different macro and individual levels.
This research evaluates the forms of social communication networks among
migrants in Malta, within the framework of their social mobility processes, di-
verse demographic characteristics, and various forms of capital.

Social Mobility and Migration

Migration is a phenomenon that reflects constant change and involves many
intertwined social and individual processes. As migrants reposition them-
selves within the society they migrate to, the recognition of their capital may
change. Therefore, significant differences can be observed between their so-
cio-economic positions in their country of origin and the destination country.

Difficulties experienced by migrants in transferring their cultural capital,
combined with challenges in participating in the labour market, often result
in, or are associated with, downward social mobility. On the other hand, up-
ward social mobility may occur due to the significant advantages they gain in
the labour market.

Social mobility, in its straightforward form, refers to the change in an in-
dividual's socio-economic status throughout their life. Being part of either a
disadvantaged or advantaged group within a social structure plays a crucial
role in the occurrence and direction of social mobility (Balestra & Ciani, 2022;
Funjika & Gisselquist, 2020). Although migrants may sometimes acquire citi-
zenship in the destination country, they often encounter significant structural
inequalities in their social mobility processes, as they are typically positioned
among socially disadvantaged groups (de Haas et al., 2020, p. 55). This, in turn,
shapes the upward or downward mobility they experience.

" In this study, the terms country of origin and destination country are preferred over
dichotomies such as home-host or sending-receiving, which may imply that migrants
are either temporary guests or passive actors within migration processes. However, as
de Haas et al. (2020) note, the choice of terminology often varies depending on the
research approach and focus.
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Goldthorpe (2017, pp. 92-96), one of the academics who brought an essen-
tial perspective to the social mobility literature, evaluates this conceptin two
different ways: absolute and relative mobility. Absolute mobility refers to the
transition to a different social class between generations, and this situation
is closely related to social classes. Relative mobility, conversely, explains the
comparison of people’s achievement of certain social positions throughout
their lives as an indicator of equality of opportunity.

Goldthorpe's approach to social mobility, although it has made significant
contributions to the field, has been criticised methodologically because it
largely ignores subjective experiences by focusing on structural and objective
dimensions and emphasising social mobility rates (Friedman, 2014, p. 354).
In this context, evaluating the social mobility experiences of disadvantaged
groups, especially migrants, solely through rates risks overlooking mobility’s
emotional, cultural and everyday dimensions.

Various factors, including structural, personal, international migration
agreements, and domestic legal context, shape the social mobility experi-
ences of migrants. For example, in the social mobility experience of first and
second-generation migrants, the rapid population growth of second-genera-
tion migrants may cause policymakers in the receiving country to make new
arrangements according to the labour market or education system (Papadem-
etriou, 2009). Not only legal arrangements but also, as Levitt (2001, p. 205)
stated, the discrimination faced by some migrant groups in the destination
country narrows down the social and economic mobility opportunities.

Therefore, to discuss whether the social mobility experience of migrants is
upward, lateral or downward, it is necessary to evaluate this process in a more
complex framework, not only with structural or individual indicators but also
in the context of the relationship between different forms of capital.

Bourdieu: Forms of Capital and Social Mobility

Pierre Bourdieu's theory of capital provides an essential theoretical frame-
work for understanding the social mobility processes of migrants. Bourdieu
speaks of four types of capital that are effective in the reproduction of social
structure: economic, cultural, social and symbolic capital.

According to Bourdieu, cultural capital is not limited to educational capi-
tal or an educational diploma as its indicator. Instead, cultural capital encom-
passes the knowledge and skills acquired through education, inherited from
family, and throughout one’s life. On the other hand, social capital is formed
through the network of relationships and social connections in which social
actors are embedded, and it is closely associated with being valued and re-
spected. In addition to economic capital, which is based on material resources,
the legitimacy attributed to these forms of capital — and the privileges that
may result from such recognition — constitutes symbolic capital (Bourdieu,
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2015, pp. 256-258; Bourdieu, 2018, pp. 222-225).

The capital volume (the total level of capital) possessed by migrants can
vary significantly depending on the destination country. However, the compo-
sition of this capital (the types of capital and their varying levels within the to-
tal capital volume) may also differ. For example, individuals with high cultural
capitalin their country of origin may struggle to have this capital recognised in
the destination country, which can lead to downward shifts in their social posi-
tion. Therefore, to fully understand the mobility experiences of migrants, it is
essential to consider not only the total capital volume but also the transform-
ative power of these different forms of capital and their interrelationships.

Bourdieu’s concept of habitus also plays a key role in discussions of so-
cial mobility. Habitus refers to a system of lasting dispositions shaped by the
material conditions of the social class to which an individual belongs, and it
emerges from socially structured environments. This system generates con-
sistent practices and representations without the need for conscious inten-
tion or explicit mastery of the conditions required to achieve particular out-
comes. For migrants, however, one of the most significant features of habitus
is its capacity to produce strategies that help individuals navigate unexpected
and continuously changing circumstances (Bourdieu, 2018, p. 158).

The most primary and visible form of mobility in the migrant experience
initially manifests as geographical mobility. However, migration involves much
more than a change of location. Reed-Danahay (2020, pp. 7-9) highlights the
relationship between social mobility and geographical mobility, emphasising
that an individual's social position and mobility within social space should be
considered together. While migrants may feel at home within the social space
of their country of origin, they often experience a sense of alienation both ge-
ographically and socially in the society of the destination country. This alien-
ation may result from the incompatibility between the migrants’ capital and
the capital system of the destination country, or a mismatch between their
habitus and the social structures of the new environment.

Along with the geographical mobility of migrants, incompatibilities in hab-
itus may also arise with capital mobility. The concept of cleft habitus, which
Bourdieu (2012, p. 125) describes as being full of tensions and contradictions,
does not occupy as prominent a place in his works as his other theories. More-
over, Bourdieu illustrates the concept of cleft habitus through his own experi-
ence of upward social mobility. Having begun his life in the countryside, he did
not fully belong to either world and developed a cleft habitus upon entering
the bourgeois and academic circles of Paris.

Perger (2023) describes Bourdieu's concept of cleft habitus as the incom-
patibility between the social conditions in which individuals’ predispositions
are formed and the current conditions to which these tendencies must be
adapted. Individuals may encounter difficulties within the social sphere be-
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cause they lack the appropriate practices and habits for the new environment.
Migrants, in particular, are not always able to validate their cultural, social,
or symbolic capital in the destination society. The inability of the destination
country and society to recognise migrants’ educational capital, along with
doubts about their professional qualifications and skills, as well as the need
for migrants to build new social networks, results in changes to their capital
composition. This situation, in turn, leads to their repositioning within the so-
cial space.

The social networks migrants are part of do not consist solely of new con-
nections or actors in the destination country. It is observed that the class back-
grounds of migrants from their country of origin can be reproduced in the
destination country, particularly through kinship ties, or reshaped by family
members who assume supportive roles that resist such reproduction (Trinidad
& Faas, 2025; Niu & Siriphon, 2025; Kocal & Karasu, 2023, p. 87). Therefore,
the class dynamics and social networks of migrants are crucial factors in shap-
ing their social positions. In this context, the social mobility of migrants is not
simply a matter of upward or downward movement but constitutes a field of
struggle closely tied to the recognition of capital (Reed-Danahay, 2020; Kim,
2018).

The Role of Social Mobility in Shaping Communication Networks

Migration studies often address social communication as a key factor shap-
ing social integration (Wang et al., 2023; Chouliaraki & Georgiou, 2022; Zhang
et al,, 2023). However, this study focuses on the relationship between social
mobility and the formation of social communication networks. The extent to
which migrants’ various forms of capital are recognised, and the direction of
their ensuing social mobility, are among the factors that determine which ac-
tors and communities they can engage with in the social space and how they
can sustain this communication.

The migration process is shaped from the outset, beginning with the de-
cision to migrate, by the social, economic, and political structures of both the
sending and destination countries. Migrants’ social networks within these
structures, particularly migrant networks, often serve as a form of social cap-
ital (Sha, 2021). However, migrant social capital is not a fixed resource but
rather a dynamic structure, influenced by various contexts such as previous
migration experience, access to social resources, type of migration, labour
market conditions, and prevailing social norms (Garip, 2008).

The communication processes of migrants with their country of origin
and the transfer of capital are frequently explored in transnational migration
studies. These studies generally emphasise the increasing possibility for mi-
grants to participate more directly and actively in the daily life of sending so-
cieties, highlighting the role of advances in information, communication, and
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transportation technologies (Levitt, 2001, p. 22; de Haas et al., 2020, p. 12). At
the same time, factors such as educational capital and professional expertise
are critical drivers that lead individuals to migrate in search of better employ-
ment opportunities (de Haas et al., 2020, p. 63).

However, the role of information and communication technologies is be-
coming vital for migrants in shaping their capital. The use of these technol-
ogies in a specific framework, in a digitally literate manner, is not limited to
the initial stages of migration or the maintenance of transnational communi-
cation and ties. Thanks to these technologies, migrants have the opportunity
to develop their cultural capital by accessing online vocational or language
training that can be adapted to different languages and personalised accord-
ing to individual needs - but only if they have developed sufficient digital liter-
acy (Bradley et al., 2025, pp. 149-150; Guichon, 2024, p. 81). In the destination
country, they also have the opportunity to establish and expand social net-
works in online and offline environments utilising digital media (Bork-Hiiffer,
2022; Kim & Won, 2025). Moreover, the production of cultural capital contin-
ues not only through technology, but also through different social structures
and areas of daily encounters.

Erel (2010, p. 656) emphasises that migration reveals new forms of pro-
ducing cultural capital and that these processes are shaped within the frame-
work of power relations between sending and receiving countries. According
to Erel, migrants have to negotiate with both the ethnic majority and migrant
communities to activate and validate the cultural capital they possess. These
negotiations involve a broad field of social communication that includes lan-
guage, status, norms and values.

However, a significant dimension often overlooked in the literature that
focuses on these opportunities and production processes is the extent to
which social mobility shapes the formation of social communication networks.
In other words, the relationships that migrants have, with whom they can
communicate, under what conditions, and in which social contexts are often
simplified to individual actions or completely overlooked. Yet social communi-
cation and interaction networks are closely linked to migrants’ social mobility,
as a fundamental component of social capital (Mirfardi et al., 2020).

While several studies approach social mobility in terms of directional
changes in individuals’ socio-economic status (Boese et al., 2021), this study
argues that social mobility is not limited to upward or downward positional
shifts. Moreover, the study also examines how such mobility shapes the social
communication networks of migrants. Furthermore, it recognises that these
communication networks themselves have the potential to (re)produce social
mobility.
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Methodology

This qualitative research? is grounded in Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of capital
and centres on the phenomenon of social mobility. As Perger (2023) empha-
sises, Bourdieu’'s concept of cleft habitus offers a valuable theoretical tool
for analysing the experiences of individuals undergoing processes of social
mobility. In this context, cleft habitus helps comprehend individuals’ internal
tensions between their former social positions and the expectations of a new
social field in the post-migration setting. The study aims to examine how this
conceptual framework shapes how migrants establish and sustain social com-
munication networks.

Accordingly, it seeks to address the following research questions:

* How are factors such as economic and cultural capital and citizenship
status related to various dimensions of migrants’ social mobility?

* In what ways do indicators such as language proficiency, criteria for
choosing friends, and frequency of interaction form migrants’ rela-
tionships with both locals and fellow citizens?

«  How do migrants’ experiences of social mobility shape the formation
and structure of their social networks in Malta?

To gain a deeper understanding of migrants’ personal experiences, data
were collected through semi-structured interviews and participant observa-
tion conducted over two years, from 2023 to 2025. The research questions
are organised into four main sections: participants’ demographic information,
interactions with Malta and Maltese society, daily life and social communica-
tion, and social communication and media. These questions enrich the dataset
and provide a comprehensive perspective on the migrants’ social interaction.

One-on-one interviews were held with 35 migrants residing in Malta for
at least six months. The study employs snowball and maximum variation sam-
pling techniques to ensure diversity among participants, incorporating mi-
grants from various countries, with differing professional backgrounds and
levels of cultural capital. Initial participants were accessed via social networks
or identified during field observations.

Table 1. Demographics

Pseudonym Co:pitgr% of Education Du;::il:: in I:éot':::
P1 Scotland |Vo-tech/business school| 11-15years Low
P2 Finland Vo-tech/business school| Up to 5 years Middle
P3 Slovakia Master’s degree 6-10 years Upper-middle
P4 Egypt Bachelor degree 11-15years |Upper-middle

2 This study is being conducted with the necessary ethical committee approval from
the University of Malta.
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P5 Nepal Bachelor degree Up to 5 years Low

P6 Italy High school 6-10 years Upper-middle
P7 Syria High school 6-10 years Middle

P8 Tunus Bachelor degree Up to 5 years Low

P9 England Bachelor degree Up to 5years |Upper-middle
P10 Tirkiye Bachelor degree Up to 5years |Upper-middle
P11 Greece Bachelor degree 6-10 years Middle
P12 USA Bachelor degree Up to 5 years Low

P13 Brazil Bachelor degree 6-10 years Middle
P14 Spain High school 6-10 years High

P15 Venezuela Bachelor degree Up to 5 years Middle
P16 Denmark |Vo-tech/business school Mor\e/et:;n 15 Middle
P17 Colombia Bachelor degree Up to 5 years Middle
P18 Portugal High school Up to 5 years High

P19 Greece Master’s degree Up to 5 years |Upper-middle
P20 Serbia Secondary school 6-10 years Middle
P21 Morocco Bachelor degree Morset:rasn 15 High

P22 Serbia Bachelor degree 6-10 years Middle
P23 Syria Primary school Morset:én 15 Middle
P24 India Bachelor degree Up to 5 years Middle
P25 Denmark Bachelor degree 6-10 years Low

P26 Tirkiye High school Up to 5 years Low

P27 Russia High school Up to 5 years Middle
P28 Gambia Primary school 11-15 years Low

P29 England Secondary school Mor\e/eet:rasn 15 Upper-middle
P30 Philippines High school Up to 5 years Low

P31 Morocco High school Up to 5 years Low

P32 Philippines Bachelor degree 6-10 years Middle
P33 Algeria Bachelor degree Up to 5 years Low

P34 Ukraine Master’s degree Up to 5 years Middle
P35 Netherlands High school Up to 5 years High

Table 1 presents key demographic information about the participants.
A significant proportion of interviewees (25 out of 35) are non-EU citizens.

These individuals lack certain rights and opportunities available to EU citizens,
such as free movement within the EU, residence without the necessity of a
work permit, and effortless access to the labour market.
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Approximately one-third of the participants (11 individuals) perceive their
income as above average. This study adopts perceived income rather than re-
ported salary as a measure to gain qualitative insight into participants’ life-
styles, social networks, and professional transitions as part of their social mo-
bility experiences.

In contrast, gender does not appear to be a significant factor concerning
social mobility in this study. Instead, differences in social mobility are more
closely associated with other variables, such as economic status and country
of origin.

Interviews were conducted in various parts of Malta, including public spac-
es such as cafés and parks — settings characterised by high levels of social in-
teraction —as well as via online video calls, to observe migrants’ social commu-
nication processes between 2023 and 2024.

During participant observations, detailed data were gathered on migrants’
everyday practices, their styles of social interaction, and their use of public
spaces. The study ensured anonymity of all participants, and it kept personal
data confidential following established ethical guidelines.

The data were analysed using the thematic analysis method. During the
analysis process, key aspects such as participants’ social mobility trajectories,
economic and cultural capital, citizenship status, language proficiency, and
length of residence were coded as central themes. Additionally, indicators
of social networking — such as the frequency of interactions with compatri-
ots and locals, criteria for choosing friends, attitudes towards the local pop-
ulation, and language use — were examined. Participants to the study were
grouped into three categories based on their social mobility trajectories: up-
ward mobility, referring to improvements in their socio-economic conditions;
lateral mobility, indicating neither significant improvement nor deterioration
in their living conditions; and downward mobility, characterised by a marked
decline in socio-economic well-being (Steel, 2008; Anja & Zhang, 2023). The
social networking practices of each group were then comparatively analysed
within this framework.

In accordance with research ethics guidelines, the interview questions and
study details were submitted via the URECA form. They received approval
from the Faculty Research Ethics Committee (FREC) at the University of Malta.

Findings
Social mobility

Social mobility in the context of migration reflects the dynamic and shift-
ing influence of various factors. The forms of capital migrants possess before
migration are not consistently recognised within the new social structure and
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everyday life. This situation can result in social mobility occurring in different

directions.

The study identified and analysed key indicators to evaluate whether par-
ticipants experienced upward, lateral, or downward social mobility after mi-
grating to Malta. These indicators were selected to allow for a multidimen-
sional assessment of migrants’ mobility trajectories within the destination

society.
Table 2. Social mobility indicators
. High social Lateral social Low social Key
Indicator mobility mobility mobility assessment
Occupation Comparison
(related to Higher-skilled | Similar-skilled | Lower-skilled of pre-and
symbolic role role role post-migration
capital) occupation
Income Complementary
(Economic Increased Stable Decreased to professional
capital) data
Duration in .

Malta (related lorh\Ae-SéLrer g1 0 Medium-term Short-term | Permanence of
to social 9 rs) (5-10 yrs) (<5 yrs) mobility
capital) y

Educational -
Education Degree Education - occupational
(cultural leveraged for a matches FSIYCGLE?I}J:[}I::F:'?JCII(E mismatch and
capital) better job current role credential
recognition
Mostly EU
. . citizenship or EU labour
C'tsliggjsh'p Mostly EU structurally Mgf&gg;%gu market access,
(non-EU/EU) citizenship similar citizenship structural
countries privilege
(UK or US)
Basic English
Fluentin proficiency
Maltese and/ Fluentin and native -
or English, English and language; M:rtgligg:[al
Multilangualism or other other generally | languages not language
sector-specific | advantageous | commonly in guag
. advantages
advantageous languages demand in the
languages local labour
market

Primary factors regarding social mobility of participants:

Economic and cultural capital, citizenship status

Participants who experience upward social mobility report notable im-
provements in both their occupational skill levels and perceived income sta-
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tus.? By contrast, those with high levels of cultural capital - such as a university
or master’s degree — but limited economic capital tend to experience lateral
or downward mobility. Despite their educational attainment, this group often
struggles to access employment opportunities that match their qualifications
and is frequently compelled to work in low-skilled positions.

EU citizenship is a significant determinant of upward mobility among in-
dividuals with high levels of cultural and economic capital. However, the find-
ings also indicate that EU citizens with limited cultural capital enjoy greater
access to the labour market than non-EU migrants. This advantage is primarily
attributed to the rights associated with EU citizenship, including the ability
to reside in another member state without a work permit, the recognition of
qualifications across borders, and the freedom to move within the EU without
being tied to a single employer.

In contrast, the process is significantly more restrictive for non-EU mi-
grants. All twenty-five non-EU participants reported difficulties in converting
their cultural capital into economic capital, primarily due to the non-recogni-
tion of their educational and professional qualifications. Eleven of the 14 non-
EU participants with higher education could not demonstrate upward social
mobility.*

For instance, P34 (Ukraine) worked as a scriptwriter in her country of ori-
gin. Still, it was required to obtain new professional certifications before be-
ing able to work as an English teacher in Malta. Similarly, P5 (Nepal) had been
employed as a hotel manager before migration, but now works as a service
worker in Malta. In addition, P5 entered the country through a recruitment
agency and is required to pay a portion of his overtime wages to the agency.
He compares his hourly salary with that of his colleagues and describes the
situation as unfair. Nevertheless, he attempts to compensate for this disparity
by working additional hours.

> The International Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO) was used as the basis
for assessing occupational skill levels. According to ISCO, skill levels are determined
based on criteria such as the complexity of tasks, the level of formal education requ-
ired, and the duration of relevant work experience. Skill Level 1 corresponds to ele-
mentary occupations, while Skill Levels 3 and 4 refer to professionals and managers,
respectively. Occupations within the armed forces are excluded from this classificati-
on, except under specific exceptions outlined by the ISCO framework (International
Labour Organization, n.d.).

4 Participants from the United Kingdom were not classified as non-EU in this finding,
as they completed their education while the UK was still a member of the European
Union.
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Table 3. Social mobility assessment sample

Occupation
- Sample
Mobility Income Change . gy .
type change (ISCO skill Education Pa;::\ltcsl Key Insight
Level) P
Increase in P19 (CC;;(ielece): EU degree
perceived Mostly . recognition,
income +115CO level higher engineer sectoral
(e.g., from - during .
Upward status or clerk to education, re-Maita advantagein
average any level of pre-v ' | Malta (e.g.,
: manager) - project .
occupational education, — . |fin-tech, con-
income SUpervisorin struction)
Malta
No ISCO P22 (Serbia): | Credential
change Mostly Bar manager maintains
Lateral Stable (e.g., from >High in pre-Malta, status
manager to school store keeper despite
manager) in Malta migration
. Mostly <High . N
percaived || 115€0 | schoolor | P2 SRS | ORED
level change non-
and/or L manager and low
Downward average (e.g., from | recognition during pre- | education
: manager to | of foreign
occupational server) ualifica- Malta, server | cause de-
income a tions in Malta skilling

Participant observations confirmed the interview findings regarding pat-

terns of social mobility. It was observed that non-EU migrants with higher ed-
ucation were frequently employed in relatively low-paid and low-skilled posi-
tions — such as service staff, delivery drivers, taxi drivers, or customer support
agents — despite having professional or managerial backgrounds.

A Turkish server working in a café explained: “l was a mathematics teacher
in Turkiye, but | came here because it is an EU country, and now | do this job.”
Although he acknowledged a decline in social status, he said he migrated to
Malta to pursue better economic conditions than those available in Tirkiye.
Similarly, another non-EU migrant, an engineer in his country of origin, now
works as a restaurant server. At the same time, another, formerly a lawyer, is
currently employed as a customer service agent.

All eight non-EU participants with low levels of cultural and economic cap-
ital reported experiencing either downward or lateral social mobility. One
example is P28 (Gambia), who has lived in Malta for 15 years due to forced
migration. He currently works as a bartender. While he previously worked as a
farmer in his country of origin within a family business, he now holds multiple
jobs and works long hours to maintain financial stability.
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By contrast, P7 (Syria), who also migrated due to forced circumstances
and has lived in Malta for seven years, works as both a manager and a server
in the family business. However, due to the complexity of his responsibilities
and his limited ability to advance his economic and cultural capital, he has not
achieved upward social mobility.

Secondary factors influencing social mobility: Language proficiency and
duration of residence in Malta

The vast majority of participants (31 out of 35) speak at least two languag-
es fluently, while only native English speakers from the UK and the US report-
ed speaking a single language. As English is the dominant language in the Mal-
tese labour market, these participants stated that they do not experience any
language-related disadvantage. However, proficiency in additional languages
offers significant advantages to migrants, particularly on a sector-specific ba-
sis. For instance, while English remains the primary language in sectors such
as software, fintech, and iGaming, knowledge of a second language facilitates
employment in companies targeting local or regional markets.

P2 (Finland) clearly illustrates this situation. Formerly a metal welder in
Finland, P2 began working as a customer support agent in Malta’s iGaming
sector, benefiting from his native language skills. He was later promoted,
demonstrating clear upward social mobility.

Participant observations further indicate that multilingualism — especially
in the native languages of EU member states — offers advantages in specific
professional sectors. However, multilingualism alone does not directly result
in upward social mobility. Instead, when combined with favourable citizenship
status, cultural capital, and alignment with sectoral demands, it can support
improved socio-economic positioning. P4 (Egypt), who had previously worked
as an accountant, explained that he learned Maltese “by force for the perma-
nent residence permit,” but emphasised that his multilingualism enabled him
to secure a position as an embassy officer.

At the same time, adapting to the Maltese labour market, acquiring updat-
ed professional skills, and learning the local language are all processes that
require a considerable investment of time. Migrants’ social and economic po-
sitioning in Malta depends not only on individual forms of capital but also on
the duration of settlement and the experiential knowledge gained over time.

Based on the duration of residence, three main stages of settlement
emerged from the study: challenge (0-5 years), adaptation (5-10 years), and
stability (10+ years).

Participants in the short-term residency group often emphasised difficul-
ties, particularly those from outside the EU, who reported significant dispar-
ities between their symbolic and social capital and that recognised in Malta.
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These mismatches frequently led to social and economic challenges.

In the medium-term group (5-10 years), participants began to expand
their language skills and engage more actively in local social networks, which
encouraged them to pursue more secure and stable employment. Long-term
residents (over 10 years) had typically expanded their social networks consid-
erably. Theirimproved access to job opportunities and ability to maintain their
socio-economic status appeared to result from a combination of accumulated
work experience and increased social capital.

Establishing social communication networks within the framework of
social mobility

Avariety of interrelated factors shape the formation of social communica-
tion networks among migrants. These include migrants’ perceptions of how
locals view them, the quality and frequency of their interactions with both
locals and compatriots, criteria for choosing friends, and the contexts in which
these interactions occur. Language proficiency also plays a critical role in ena-
bling or limiting social interaction. Notably, there are significant variations in
how social communication networks are formed depending on participants’
social mobility trajectories.

Participants experiencing upward mobility tend to establish more interna-
tional social networks and maintain communication with Maltese peers. Their
friendships are often based on shared interests, and although they express
some critical views of locals, especially within work contexts, they do not
avoid interacting with them. This group typically constructs social networks
around professional identities and employment settings.

Among those who experience lateral mobility, factors such as personal his-
tory and length of stay in Malta become more decisive. No consistent pattern
was observed in their social communication styles. For instance, P27 (Moroc-
co), who has lived in Malta for 33 years and holds Maltese citizenship, began
his career as an engineer. He now works as a project manager and, due to his
fluency in the local language and long-term integration, has developed ex-
tensive social networks. In contrast, recent arrivals such as P26 (Tiirkiye), who
has lived in Malta for just one year, tend to have smaller social circles, often
shaped by limited economic capital.

Participants who experienced downward mobility are more likely to rely
on strong ethnic solidarity networks and primarily communicate within their
communities. Many in this group have proficiency only in English and their
native language skills, which often do not provide an advantage in Malta’s
dominant labour market. Their friendships are generally formed around prac-
tical concerns such as trust, shared workspaces, and mutual support. In inter-
actions with locals, they tend to adopt one of two extreme positions: either
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highly positive or emotionally detached. For example, P30 (Philippines) and
P31 (Morocco), both employed in service roles (as a makeup artist and hairstyl-
ist, respectively), stated that they had not formed friendships with locals, but
still described them as “good people” based on limited encounters.

P32 (Philippines), meanwhile, commented on cultural differences, stating:
“If Maltese people don’t know you, they are very cold. Unlike us, we are very
friendly. As Filipinos, we trust people easily. Maltese people do not trust peo-
ple easily.” Despite this perception, he is married to a Maltese citizen and reg-
ularly spends time with local people.

Participants who disengage from local communication often attribute
their experiences to experienced discrimination and subsequently rely more
heavily on ethnic networks. Those living in shared housing for economic rea-
sons tend to form close-knit social circles with people of the same ethnic or-
igin. Participant observations support this finding, highlighting how shared
daily routines, combined with limited leisure time and financial obligations
toward families in the country of origin, contribute to narrower social environ-
ments. For example, P24 (India) underscored the influence of extended fam-
ily structures in his country of origin, stating: “Grandmother rules the ladies,
grandfather is in charge of the family. Like a team.”

Participant observations also indicate that non-EU migrants experiencing
downward social mobility often view Malta as a transitional space rather than
a long-term destination. For instance, an Indian taxi driver living in shared
housing stated that his economic situation had not improved since the COV-
ID-19 pandemic, and he was now considering relocating to Spain or Portugal.
A Pakistani migrant who had previously lived in Dubai before moving to Malta
also expressed interest in relocating to another EU member state through his
recruitment agency.

More broadly, many non-EU migrants experiencing downward mobility
viewed Malta as a stepping stone to other EU countries. One taxi driver, who
had held a white-collar position in his country of origin, remarked: “There is
no future for me in Malta.” Another migrant, previously a civil servant in Mac-
edonia and currently employed as a store manager, described Malta as “an
EU member state that lacks opportunities but pays better than my country.”
Migrants who arrived through transnational recruitment agencies and work in
manual labour roles often aim to repay migration-related costs, save money
for a period, and eventually leave Malta for destinations perceived as offering
greater opportunity.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study discusses how migrants establish and maintain their social net-
works in Malta within the context of their social mobility. The findings indicate
that individuals’ forms of capital - economic, cultural, and symbolic — as well
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as their citizenship status and length of residence, significantly influence both
the direction of their social mobility and the structure of their social commu-
nication networks.

It is particularly noteworthy that, although migrants’ economic and cultur-
al capital largely shapes their mobility trajectories, the extent to which these
capitals are recognised in the post-migration context is uneven. Migrants from
non-EU countries, particularly, are more frequently employed in low-skilled
positions within the local labour market, even with advanced educational
qualifications or professional experience.

When evaluated in relation to Bourdieu’'s (2012) theory of forms of capital,
this situation suggests that the convertibility of cultural capital into economic
capital remains limited in the post-migration context. In Malta, structural ad-
vantages such as EU citizenship play a decisive role in shaping the social mobil-
ity of those possessing economic and cultural capital. In other words, EU citi-
zenship functions as a structural advantage for migrants (de Haas et al., 2020).

As Levitt (2001) illustrates in her study of transnational dynamics between
the Dominican Republic and the United States, migrants may experience up-
ward social mobility despite working in low-income jobs, owing to the prestige
and material contributions they gain in their country of origin. Similarly, for
some migrants in Malta, a low-income job can generate symbolic, economic,
and social capital in their country of origin. This highlights that social mobili-
ty is shaped not only by the destination country context but also by ongoing
relationships with the country of origin. Indeed, this also plays a role in how
transnational communication networks are sustained.

The relationship between social mobility and the formation of social net-
works emerges as another significant finding of the study. Migrants who ex-
perience upward social mobility tend to establish balanced social networks
comprising both international and local connections. This group often bases
their choice of friends on shared interests and professional identities, and
adopts a critical yet communicative stance in its interactions with the local
population. These findings suggest that migrants’ social mobility is not solely
economic, but also a process that shapes social interaction strategies aimed at
activating different forms of capital (Erel, 2010).

In contrast, the social networks of migrants experiencing downward mo-
bility are predominantly confined to their ethnic groups, and their commu-
nication styles tend to be either closed or superficially positive. This pattern
suggests that a decline in social and economic capital leads migrants to adopt
more insular, group-oriented relational structures. Findings from other stud-
ies in the literature — focusing on diverse migrant populations such as en-
trepreneurial migrants, migrants under temporary protection, and irregular
migrants — also point to similar dynamics. In such contexts, declining capital
tends to limit migrants’ social networks and reinforce intra-group boundaries.
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Although Sha (2021) argues that migrant networks can serve as a form
of social capital, the present study demonstrates that, under conditions of
downward mobility, these networks often remain restricted to ethnic solidari-
ty. As a result, the scope of social capital becomes significantly narrowed.

Moreover, experiences of downward mobility reinforce the perception
that the ultimate goal for many non-EU migrants is onward migration to other
European countries. In this context, the perception of Malta as a ‘stepping
stone’ aligns with Reed-Danahay’s (2020) framing of Europe as a socially and
spatially hierarchical space. Certain regions are considered ‘more European’
and associated with greater upward mobility opportunities. As a result, in-
stead of a ‘settled’ migrant habitus, what emerges is a cleft habitus charac-
terised by ongoing tension and dissonance. The latter, in turn, fosters more
transient and superficial social interactions rather than the development of
deep and lasting social networks.

Among individuals experiencing lateral mobility, forms of social communi-
cation vary significantly. Key Factors influencing these variations include the
duration of residence in Malta, post-migration occupation, and language pro-
ficiency. These migrants are neither subject to the structural advantages asso-
ciated with upward mobility nor to the exclusionary mechanisms characteris-
tic of downward mobility. As a result, their social communication networks are
primarily shaped by personal preferences and display no consistent pattern.

The research also demonstrates that language proficiency alone is insuffi-
cient for meaningful social interaction between migrants and residents. Even
when the local language is known, the process of social inclusion is shaped by
structural inequalities, citizenship status, and practices of symbolic recogni-
tion. This phenomenon can be explained through Bourdieu's concept of cleft
habitus. A significant proportion of migrants, particularly those who are re-
cently settled, experience cleft habitus, meaning they face internal tension
between their pre-migration identities and the expectations of the post-mi-
gration context (Bourdieu, 2012, p. 125; Perger, 2023). Long-term residen-
cy of migrants plays an essential role in mitigating, though not eliminating,
this tension. Therefore, social interaction analyses should attend not only to
structural dimensions but also to the cultural and historical processes through
which it unfolds. This is especially important given that power relations within
social space are closely linked to forming and maintaining social communica-
tion networks.

One of the most significant contributions of this study is its evaluation of
the relationship between social mobility and social communication, not sole-
ly through economic indicators, but also the everyday practices of migrants,
such as friendship choices, frequency of interaction, and the nature of their
relationships with local people. In this respect, the study advocates for an un-
derstanding of social interaction that incorporates not only economic capital
and structural factors, but also the texture of social relations and communica-
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tive practices.

In conclusion, in a small yet highly migrant-dense EU country such as Mal-
ta, the relationship between migrants’ experiences of social mobility and the
formation of their social networks displays a multidimensional structure. Un-
derstanding this relationship highlights the necessity of addressing migration
policies not only through the lens of labour market integration but also with
attention to social interaction and everyday relational dynamics.
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