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Abstract

One of the central foci of migration studies has been to understand what happens when
people move across borders and start new lives. In this paper we review the classic but
also more recent conceptual developments for making sense of the processes that occur
when people migrate and how well these concepts can capture the specific experiences of
highly skilled migrants (HSM) — a growing, global phenomenon. Having defined HSM,
we illustrate how the classic concepts of assimilation and integration do not adequately
acknowledge the potentially temporary nature of their mobility to a new place, their trans-
national locatedness or their significant personal resources. Meanwhile transnationalism
and superdiversity are central macrostructures, but are not analytically robust enough
in and of themselves to capture HSM experiences and their trajectories within a new
national space. Finally, embedding and anchoring — more recent innovations in the field
— offer approaches that capture the fluidity and dynamism of migration, but are missing
a foundational base from which to emplace HSM within processes that structure a space.
We conclude by exploring the elements a concept that captures the experiences of HSM,
in particular, requires, introducing satellite migration as a way of understanding HSM’s
mobility across the life course.

Keywords: migration theory, concepts of migration, assimilation, integration, embedding,

anchoring, superdiversity, transnationalism
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Introduction

Migration studies as a field of research continues to grow (Diivell, 2021) — expanding
its focus, the disciplinary influences it draws on, and the complexities it aims to make
sense of. Post-industrial structures, the need to acknowledge and engage with post-co-
lonial frameworks and the theoretical opportunities offered by post-structuralist and
post-humanist thinking — while older and newer forms of migration operate alongside
one another — require a regular review and innovation of the key concepts scholars work
with (Willekens, 2012; Pisarevskay et al., 2020). In this paper we focus specifically on the
key concepts introduced in migration studies over the last century to describe and explain
the experiences of migrants once they move across a border, to a new place of work, res-
idence and/or protection. We group the concepts found in the literature into three main
categories (classical concepts, macro concepts, new concepts) — introducing them and
how they have been applied, sharing critiques that have been levelled at them, and then
evaluating their usefulness for capturing the experiences of a more recent, but growing
phenomenon within migration — ‘highly skilled migrants’. This critical review is impor-
tant because as a field we must continually review and assess the theoretical apparatus we
draw on to capture the multi-faceted forms of migration found today, and innovate where
needed to accurately understand the experiences of particular groups — that will both
share similarities but also differences with other migrants. This will further allow us to
analytically differentiate how mobility regimes (Morais & Yeoh, 2023), transferability of
capitals across borders (Maxwell & Lillie, 2024; Maxwell et al., 2024), access to transna-
tional networks (Faist, 2000; Vertovec, 2020), the flexibility and entrainment of belonging
and recognition (Honneth, 1995; Maxwell & Schifer, 2025; Schifer & Maxwell, 2025)
and other factors that play a role in migration experiences and outcomes.

We begin with an overview and definition of ‘highly skilled migrants’ (HSM) — the
group who are the focus of our paper. We then introduce the key concepts from the field
of migration studies used to date to describe and explain migrants’ experiences of moving
to new places. Once introduced, we share some key critiques found of these concepts in
the literature, before offering our own evaluation of their appropriateness for studying
HSMs. This paper is shaped by our sociological disciplinary background. We draw on lit-
erature from across migration studies, but offer our contributions through a sociologically

informed perspective.
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Highly skilled migrants — a necessary focus

High-skilled migration is receiving increasing attention within migration studies, although
the share of studies is still relatively small compared to those examining other forms of
migration (such as low-skilled migration, forced displacement, etc.). The migration fig-
ures illustrate that mobility of high-skilled individuals — across borders for the purposes
of work — is growing significantly (Cha’Ngom et al., 2024). Kerr and colleagues (2016),
using OECD data, highlighted how general rates of migration have held more or less
steady since the 1960s (at 3%), but that rates of mobility of highly-educated individuals
have increased exponentially — especially from non-OECD countries to a few concen-
trated centres in the Global North. While these destination ‘hotspots’ remain firm (such
as the United States and other Anglophone countries), new countries are also emerging
as places HSM are now considering. This expansion of destination locations is being
driven by increasing skills shortages across advanced economies and subsequent govern-
ment-led policies to attract ‘international talent’ (Czaika, & Parsons, 2017). In contrast to
lower skilled migrants and refugee groups, HSM are rarely constructed as problematic
within such policies (Green & Hogarth, 2017). This is also reflected in the different atti-
tudes and opinions in public and political discourse on HSM compared to low-skilled
migrants (Hercog & Sandoz, 2018; Naumann et al., 2018). This differentiation supports a
call for research that focuses specifically on HSM. The different perceptions around HSM
can be partly explained by this group’s assumed ability to adapt to new environments,
their lack of reliance on welfare state resources, the assumption that many are mobile
so may not stay in the same place for long, as well as their access to similar social class
resources (education, income) that make then more similar to host country populations
than their lower-skilled peers (Portes, 2010; Engbersen et al., 2013). Thus, at a national
level, policy is often focused on attracting ‘foreign talent’, yet the impact this has on
social relations and structures is more avidly felt and discussed at a local or regional level
(Ploger & Becker, 2015).

While HSM are an accepted category, there is no universally agreed definition. One
definition is that HSM refers to individuals who possess specialized knowledge, exper-
tise, or advanced qualifications in specific fields, that enable them to seek work abroad
because such skills are in short supply (Kahanec & Zimmermann, 2011). HSM are seen
as necessary to fill labour market gaps, enhance innovation and competitiveness of com-
panies and national economies, and contribute to the development of specialized industry
hubs in a country (Iredale, 2001). Other definitions found in the literature conceptualize

them more as a distinct group — of globally mobile professionals who are necessary to
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serve the interests of transnational capital. They are variously labelled the ‘global middle
class’ (Ball & Nikita, 2014), ‘transnational managerial class’ (Cox, 1981), ‘transnational
semi-proletariat’ (Tollefsen & Lindgren, 2006) and ‘global service class’ (Goldthorpe,
1995). Even if they are conceptualised as a group, we need to acknowledge their hetero-
geneity. Some HSM become mobile as they are sent by parent companies to subsidiaries
abroad (company assignees — Andresen et al., 2014), or are civil servants for international
organisations and have to move from posting to posting. Then there are those who choose
to seek work abroad independently (called self-initiative expatriates in the business and
management literature — Al Ariss, 2010; or globally mobile professionals in sociologically
informed research — Yemini et al., 2020; Schiafer & Morillas, 2025). Some have been
mobile with their families since childhood, others begin a mobile trajectory for the first
time as adults. HSM can also capture those who will migrate once and potentially settle
in this new country (or at least hope to), others seek out a more temporary engagement
with place and are oriented towards more regular cross-border mobility for work (Hof et
al., 2021).

These important differentiations make HSM a difficult group to define (Martel, 2025).
However, to ensure we can more specifically evaluate the applicability of different con-
cepts around moving and starting life in a new place for HSM, we propose, here, a defini-
tion to work from. The EU blue card defines HSM as individuals with ‘higher professional
qualifications’ (European Commission, 2021), who must immigrate for work as a paid
employee and their annual gross salary must be at least one and a half times the average
national salary (with exceptions in some employment sectors, in some countries). Thus,
access to above-average income and completed higher education are centrally defining
features of an HSM (Gonzalez Enriquez & Triandafyllidou, 2016; King et al., 2016). HSMs’
specific position and resources will also shape the kind of demands and needs they have
of a new place they move to. This suggests that they can be understood as members of
the (upper) middle class (Landolt & Thieme, 2018), though how easily they can establish
themselves within the new national social hierarchies they enter is an important debate
(Schifer, 2023). A second key defining feature for HSM in this paper is that HSM are in
employment positions that adequately reflect their skills and years of experience. A com-
mon experience of many migrants is that they are often find themselves in positions for
which they are overqualified or are concentrated in low-paid, unskilled work (Liversage,
2009; Bygnes, 2021). However, in the case of HSM, as a group they are being actually
sought out by companies and national governments, offering favourable migration path-
ways and competed over (Hercog & Sandoz, 2018; Hof & Alloul, 2023). A third defining
feature is the temporality inherent in this group’s lives (Maxwell & Schifer, 2025). By the
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very nature of this group, members of the HSM group will not necessarily intend to stay
in the same place long-term, given the high demand for their skills and expertise, and the
professional ambition driving many people’s mobility from this group (Elo & Leinonen,
2019). Overall, these features should be productive of HSM having significant agency
(Harrington & Seabrooke, 2020).

HSM, however, also share characteristics with other types of migrants. These include,
first and foremost, structural barriers and patterns that influence and shape contemporary
HSM in the same way as other forms of migrants, for example the barriers to obtain-
ing permanent residence or citizenship imposed by nation states, or the restrictions to
accessing welfare services that are often in place (Favell, 2022). This is also close to
the argument, that research should not automatically assume that mobility for HSM is
always unproblematic, seamless and smooth (Tissot, 2018). Furthermore, structures that
are not necessarily legal but can be experienced as everyday forms of discrimination
and disadvantage through processes of othering and racialisation need to be integrated
into a relevant conceptualisation (Jaskulowski & Pawlak, 2020). The need and desire for
recognition (Honneth, 1995; Schifer & Maxwell, 2025) binds and does not separate HSM
from other migrants. Finally, questions about whether and how HSM can practice forms
of social mobility, ensure social reproduction for their family, or whether they experi-
ence loss of position within not only an economic but also a symbolic order (Bourdieu &

Wacquant, 2013) are critical concerns for HSM as much as for other migrants.

Key concepts in migration studies — what happens following mobility
across borders

This paper does not provide a review of every potential concept drawn on in migration
studies to describe and explain the experiences of migrants when they cross borders. What
we aim to do here, is to identify and evaluate the most central and widely acknowledged
concepts used over the last century within the field of migration studies. Thus, we have
excluded certain concepts — such as inclusion and belonging (which are not exclusively
used in migration studies and were not developed to specifically understand the experi-
ences of migrants). We have also excluded terms that are strongly informed by psychol-
ogy, such as acculturation (Berry, 1997) and which we argue place too much emphasis on
cultural differences rather than including an analysis of the role other, broader structures

have in shaping experiences.
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To identify the most relevant concepts we took our starting point from two relevant
special issues, recently published in leading migration studies journals. First, ‘Rethinking
Integration. New Perspectives on Adaptation and Settlement in the Era of Super-Diversity’
in the Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, which focused on newer concepts depart-
ing from classical approaches like integration and assimilation (Grzymala-Kazlowska &
Phillimore, 2018). Second, the special issue ‘Assimilation, integration or transnational-
ism? An overview of theories of migrant incorporation’ (Laubenthal, 2023) in Interna-
tional Migration. The following concepts are identified within these two recent ‘state of
the art’ reviews, as central to the question of what happens when migrants move to new
places: Superdiversity, embedding, anchoring, legal status diversity, transnationalism in
the former; assimilation, integration, transnationalism in the latter.

Second, we ran the metrics on these listed concepts, to check their relevance and
impact in the field via citations. Running each concept through Google Scholar, Web
of Science, Scopus and JSTOR in June 2023 by searching for key terms as well as key
publications and the main authors connected to a specific approach, led to our final list
of concepts for analysis being: Assimilation, integration, transnationalism, superdiversity,
embedding, anchoring.

The identified concepts were then categorized into three major groups to structure our
evaluation: Assimilation and integration are classical concepts, very widely drawn on in
migration studies; while transnationalism and superdiversity can be understood more as
‘macro concepts’ that seek to describe first how migration has fundamentally re-shaped
relations and structures within many societies and countries, which in turn shape individ-
ual migrant experiences; and finally, the ‘newest concepts’ in the field to emerge to date
— embedding and anchoring, which have sought to draw on key insights from the above

developments and critiques of previous theoretical frameworks.

Contemporary relevance of classical concepts

Assimilation

The idea of assimilation was introduced in the early twentieth century to conceptualise the
dynamic over time between immigrants and the new countries in which they settled. At
first, assimilation was perceived as a unidirectional movement, primarily involving cul-
tural adjustment, which in turn would result in the migrant gaining entry and acceptance

into a society dominated by the majority cultural norms. In the most common and classi-
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cal understanding of the concept, assimilation is said to have occurred when immigrants
adopt the characteristics of the native population and become more similar to them: “This
result has been achieved in various ways, but it has usually been followed, or accompa-
nied, by a more or less complete adoption, by the members of the smaller groups, of the
language, technique, and mores of the larger and more inclusive ones. The immigrant
readily takes over the language, manners, the social ritual, and outward forms of his
adopted country.’ (Park 1914, p 607).

Ethnicity and cultural differences are understood as central in this theory, where the
endpoint of assimilation is ‘the reduction of ethnic distinctions and the associated cultural
and social differences’ (Alba & Nee, 2003, p 11). Assimilation can be conceived of as a
one-way process in which migrants are expected to conform to the dominant culture and
abandon or downplay their own cultural heritage (Gordon, 1964). It is often associated
with the idea of creating a “melting pot” process, where diverse cultural elements blend
together to form a homogeneous society. Contemporary studies that employ assimilation
as a theoretical framework in their study of HSM are scarce and tend to focus on political
trust and attitudes (Lam et al., 2023).

Assimilation as an organising concept has dominated migration studies literature for
a long time. A search for ‘assimilation migrants’ resulted in 2017 publications on Web of
Science (130 on Scopus and 28,887 on JSTOR — though not all these papers are necessar-
ily referencing Gordon, Park & Burgess or Alba & Nee’s work). Key reference texts on
assimilation are cited 8421 times (Park & Burgess, 1921), 15,309 times (Gordon, 1964) and
6034 times (Alba & Nee, 2003) on Google Scholar.

Given the longevity of this concept it is perhaps not so surprising that there are sub-
stantial critiques levelled at assimilation. Assimilation positions the relationship between
a sedentary majority and a migrant minority as that of hosts and guest (Hervik, 2004).
Such a construction places migrants in a relation of subjugation, of outsiders who must
conform if they are to build successful lives in their new places of residence. This logic
assumes this is both necessary and desired by migrants and that there is a relatively clear
homogenous cultural and structural set of norms to identify and adhere to. In creating a
division between insiders and outsiders, it also begs the questions of whether such differ-
entiations can ever be truly overcome (Schinkel, 2018), at least among the first generation
to migrate (Favell, 2005; Rytter, 2019).

Against this general critique, some scholars have contended that the concept of assim-
ilation is still relevant but requires further refinement (Koopmans, 2016), such as Crul’s
(2023) extension of Alba & Nee’s (2003) New Assimilation Theory to make it relevant for

urban settings where majority-minority relations are changing (and previously majority
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groups are increasingly in the minority). The implied need for a complete absorption into
a new society is tempered by describing a process of becoming increasingly similar, but
allowing for differentiated levels of voluntary absorption (Brubacker, 2001). The con-
cept of segmented assimilation was introduced by Portes and Zhou (1993), a paper cited
8577 times according to Google Scholar, and is still a seminal text in migration studies
today. Segmented assimilation focuses on the outcomes of the children of immigrants,
the second but also subsequent generations. Differentiated outcomes to assimilation are
offered: upward assimilation, downward assimilation, and upward mobility that allows
for a bicultural approach to assimilation. However, this approach has been criticised for
confounding the processes of assimilation with its consequences (Xie & Greenman, 2005)
and the theoretical definitiveness of downward assimilation, which does not hold empir-
ically (Vermeulen, 2010). Alba and Nee (2003) argue in the same line of critique, that in
the long run, classical assimilation is still the major outcome of immigration, especially
in the second and third generation.

While assimilation and segmented assimilation has dominated US-based studies of
migration, integration has been more widely used in European research (Bartram et al.,

2014).

Integration

The concepts of assimilation and integration share a fundamental understanding of struc-
tural and cultural assimilation into a national host society to different degrees. Both share
the idea of structural assimilation into labour and housing markets, acquiring the national
language and accessing relevant education opportunities in a new country of residence.
The starting assumption is that migrants make a permanent move, where their children
will become citizens of their new ‘home’ (Joppke & Morawska, 2002). Both concepts
also share a functionalist logic in which society is thought to be composed of a complex
system of differentiated parts, held together by shared abstract values and dominant main-
stream norms of behaviour, into which migrants can be and should ideally be socialized
into, if they are to prosper and the broader population is to benefit from their arrival
(Portes & Rumbaut, 1996).

Through the lens of integration, migrants aim to achieve social membership, even a
certain level of equality with the native population, without necessarily having to disen-
gage entirely from their ethnic distinctiveness (Ager & Strang, 2008). Integration empha-
sizes the mutual accommodation and inclusion of migrants into the host society (Esser,

2004; Parsons & Smelser, 1956; Penninx & Garcés-Mascarefias, 2016). Critically, integra-
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tion ‘acknowledges that there is a dialectical exchange between the immigrants and their
new home country, which results not only in changes within the immigration population,
but also within the host country’ (Ghaffar-Kucher, 2006: 4), yet the emphasis remains on
migrants seeking to become integrated.

Integration is also a concept that has been widely used in research — a search for ‘inte-
gration migrants’ resulted in 8,740 publications on Web of Science (8,782 on Scopus and
68,347 on JSTOR). Yet, the concept has been widely criticised — with similar challenges
as those levelled against the concept of assimilation — such as the functionalist and static
understanding of a host society and the incoming group of migrants. Another central
challenge is how processes of integration can simultaneously shore up the ability to pre-
serve cultural diversity (Anthias, 2013). This speaks to a more fundamental critique of
articulating how a concept so steeped in a normative expectation such as integration (and
the understandings promoted by public discourse) can simultaneously make room for an
analytical framework or capturing the empirically constructed experiences of migrants
(Favell, 2005; Rytter, 2019; Schinkel, 2018).

Just as proponents of the concept of assimilation have developed it further to increase
its nuance, so too have scholars of integration. Klarenbeek (2019) constructs the idea of
‘relational integration’, while Spencer and Charsley (2021) argue integration can capture a
more fluid and two-directional process, that does not presuppose an end point, but seeks
to describe the interactional processes between individuals and between individuals and
institutions over time, which may be objectively measurable but must also be subjectively
captured (see Klarenbeek, 2021).

How might the newer articulations of assimilation and integration capture the experi-
ences of HSM? First, integration and assimilation largely presume permanent settlement
in a new country and that second and subsequent generations will stay. Such a uni-direc-
tional engagement with temporality does not fit all migrant categories, especially HSM.
HSM may be continuously mobile for work, and even if this is not an expected state
of being, their qualifications and expertise mean they can reasonably easily find work
elsewhere. A recognition of their worth — by HSM themselves but also by employers —
means HSM have high expectations of the conditions in which they are willing to live and
work (Nohl et al., 2014; Harvey & Beaverstock, 2016) and will often consider to move if
their economic and social circumstances are not considered good enough (Favell, 2008;
Kofman, 2014; Wallinder, 2019;). Second, HSM have been found to hold on tightly to their
sense of national and cultural identity (Yemini et al., 2020), as well as regularly seeking
out social connections to people ‘like us’ (Duru & Trenz, 2017; Favell, 2005) — other HSM

who do not necessarily share the same ethnic or cultural background but similar levels of
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education, professional recognition and expectations around mobility for work. Thus, the
characteristics of HSMs mean that they are unlikely to have a strong desire to integrate
into a new society with a long-term goal. Their socio-economic and cultural privileges
also ensure they have significantly more agency to carve their own approaches to building
a life in a new place, on their own terms (Dubucs et al., 2017). Therefore, we argue that
assimilation and integration processes do not capture HSM aspirations, positionality and

potential multiple moves accurately enough.

Macro concepts of migrants’ daily lives

Transnationalism

One critique of concepts such as assimilation and integration is their focus on the ‘nation
state’ as a central organising structure (Amelina et al., 2012; Beck, 2000; Wimmer &
Glick Schiller, 2002). In this framing, ties to the countries of origin are, if not severed, at
least pushed into the background. But research has highlighted frequent and strong ties
to a ‘homeland’ as well as relations to others in diasporic communities around the world
remain (Kelly & Lusis, 2006; King & Christou, 2011). Transnationalism is therefore now
understood as a central organising principle for migrants. In a very broad sense, transna-
tionalism refers to ‘the cultural, economic, and political linking of people and institutions
[that] de-emphasizes the role of geography in the formation of identity and collectivity
and creates new possibilities for membership across boundaries’ (Pries, 2005, p.170). Due
to advancements in technology that make travel and communication more affordable,
migrants are increasingly able to engage with people and institutions in their country of
origin and elsewhere (Levit & Schiller, 2004). Transnational agents think, orientate, act,
and move across national borders, and therefore create a relational—not physical—space
that is much more shaped by its members, their social and cultural connections, and their
daily lived experiences than by national horizons. They are therefore not fixed to one tem-
poral or spatial location (Amelina, 2013). Transnationalism, as a concept that constructs
migrants as (highly) mobile, less fixed and globally well-connected, makes it an obvious
choice for HSM research (Beaverstock, 2005; Lam & Rui, 2023; Maslova & Chiodelli,
2018; Roohi, 2017).

Its prevalence in the field of migration studies can be seen in the number of Google
Scholar citations of one of its key publication by Vertovec (2009) — 3523; as well as in the

1964 results for ‘transnationalism migrants’ in titles and abstracts on Web of Science (1890
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on in Scopus and 8100 on JSTOR). Transnationalism as a concept in migration studies
raises several questions. One is whether this is a relatively new social phenomenon or
whether it is has always been a key facet of social relations and broader structures con-
necting people (Foner, 1997). A second question relates to whether it can be integrated into
an analytical framework examining processes of, for instance, integration and assimila-
tion, or whether this captures an entirely different set of structures (de Jong & Dannecker,
2018; Portes et al., 2017). A third issue is how to combine transnationalism with the fact
that access to social provisions, citizenship rights, and social class locations continue to
be largely structured within nation-states (Reed-Danahay, 2017; Schéfer, 2023). These
critiques suggest that as a concept on its own, it does not have the analytical purchase to
fully make sense of migrants’ experiences when they cross borders and start to live some-
where new. Transnationalism is unable to take into account existing power relations and
forms of stratification between groups inside nation state contexts. HSM can certainly be
understood as transnational subjects — who assume a certain level of transnational mobil-
ity as being integral to their life trajectories, who maintain social relations across different
parts of the world, who have more fluid engagements with their identities and their sense
of belonging (Yemini et al., 2020). But this does not facilitate a strong enough analysis of
how they tackle negotiating their social position in new countries of residence, and what

may foster or constrain the development of deeper relations and connections there.

Superdiversity

Superdiversity is another, relatively new concept, that seeks to better capture societies
today as migration has become the norm, thereby increasing the complexity and diver-
sity of groups living alongside one another. Traditionally, categories of difference arising
from migration have focused on race, ethnicity, and nationality, but some scholars now
argue that familial and community structures require more intricate lines of differentia-
tion to fully capture the make-up of places today, especially those shaped by mass migra-
tion (Blommaert, 2010; Wise & Velayutham, 2009). Superdiversity highlights the fluidity,
heterogeneity, and hybridity of contemporary societies, where individuals and commu-
nities are simultaneously shaped by multiple layers of identity and experience (Vertovec,
2007). Beyond the traditional categories of diversity, superdiversity recognizes that mod-
ern societies are also differentiated along a wide range of intersecting factors, such as
legal status, migration pathways, language proficiency, multiple origins, religion, edu-
cation, occupation, and transnational connections. These factors contribute to the crea-

tion of highly complex and dynamic social landscapes, where the urban space is often a
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place that both large immigrant groups but also smaller, less visible, communities live in,
resulting in a mosaic of diverse populations (Vertovec, 2011). If we accept such a descrip-
tion as accurately capturing many places today — the idea that people can become assim-
ilated or integrated into a dominant culture of one society makes little sense (Meissner &
Vertovec, 2016). Therefore, superdiversity rebuffs assimilation as out of date with current
reality in immigration receiving places. Concepts like integration or assimilation less
accurately reflect processes taking place when the amalgam of many cultural influences
in one place replaces a homogenous majority culture (Crul, 2016). Superdiversity allows
for migrants, including HSM, to keep their known ways and habits without thinking too
much about changing or adapting themselves towards a new environment, because the
new environment accepts them as they are (Crul, 2016).

The most seminal publication on superdiversity is arguably Vertovec (2007), who
developed the concept. This paper alone has over 8000 citations according to Google
Scholar, not including follow-up publications further extending the concept. It has
become one of the most cited and read articles in the leading migration studies journal
Ethnic and Racial Studies. Web of Science lists 115 publications that mention ‘superdiver-
sity migrants’ in their titles or abstracts (130 on Scopus and 328 on JSTOR). Superdiver-
sity explicitly acknowledges the high degree of heterogeneity among migrants — in both
individual migrant’s identities but also in the social relations within and between migrant
and other groups. Such a focus on fluidity, dynamism and variance means it is perhaps a
concept that lacks a degree of clarity and precision when seeking to apply it to describe
and understand migrants’ lives when they move to a new place (Grzymala-Kazlowsk
& Phillimore, 2019). Forms of social mobility, attachment and mutual recognition, and
relations of inequality are harder to scrutinize if superdiversity overshadows everything
(Arnaut & Spotti, 2014; Makoni, 2012). Lines of differentiation are mainly addressed in
a horizontal and not vertical perspective, including the tendency to ignore majoritarian
discourses and cultural dominant groups as well as social-class inequalities (Alba &
Duyvendak, 2019). Further, superdiversity does not accurately describe all parts of the
world where migration flows are found, especially more rural areas (Boese et al., 2022) or
more homogenous societies (Koskela, 2021).

In relation to the concept’s applicability to researching HSM, superdiversity funda-
mentally questions the act of labelling high-skilled professionals who have been mobile
for work into a boundary category — as factors such as ethnicity, nationality, but also
legal status, biographies of mobility, transnational social networks are seen as structuring
mechanisms we need to apply to all migrants and residents of a place, and superdiversity

challenges the act of grouping people too tightly on a small number of characteristics. The
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concept may perhaps accurately describe some contexts to which HSM move (though not
all move to superdiverse urban centres — as Ploger & Becker’s 2015 research in Germany,
for instance, reminds us), but it lacks the analytical structure for examining how people
create new lives in new places along the various dimensions highlighted by the concepts
of integration and assimilation, such as residential, work, education, political and so forth
(Ager & Stanger, 2008). This is the same criticism as that that can be levelled at the
concept of transnationalism. Both concepts are central to studying the social realities of
receiving countries and societies to which HSM migrate but are not in and of themselves
enough for our purposes — to describe and understand the experiences of HSM when they

move across borders to new places.

‘New’ concepts in the field

Embedding

The concept of embedding was developed from the original ‘embeddedness’, which
focuses on social relations as both the main driver but also constraint for economic agency
by individuals and institutions (Granovetter, 1985). However, this approach was criticized
for lacking in clarity and precision, making it impractical for application in empirical
research (Hess, 2004). In response to the critique, the concept of ‘embedding’ was pro-
posed by Ryan and Mulholland (2015). The centrality of this book chapter is highlighted
through its 92 recorded citation on Google Scholar, and further underlined by subse-
quent works of the authors on embedding that have to date received 218 (Ryan 2018) and
92 (Ryan & Mulholland 2015) citations. The Google Scholar search for ‘Ryan Mulholland
embedding’ shows 3800 contributions that cite the authors and their concept (for an over-
view: Grzymala-Kazlowska & Ryan 2022). Furthermore, Web of Science produces 1,401
results for ‘embedding migrants’ (168 on Scopus and 3,560 on JSTOR).

Embedding focuses on how migrants engage with ‘the people and places that make up
their social world” (Ryan & Mulholland, 2015: 136). The concept emphasises a dynamic
interplay between people, institutions and the flow of resources across these connections.
Embedding seeks to capture both structural and subjective associations and acknowledge
how these can change in various ways over time (Mulholland & Ryan, 2022). Embedding
includes the various dimensions which assimilation and integration focus on — such as
work, residential spaces, ethnic and/or communities and so on, while also promoting a

multi-scalar framework where embedding might happen in local, national and/or trans-
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national spaces. Unlike segmented assimilation which arguably expects the outcomes of
finding your footing in a new place to result in a particular direction of social mobility
and attachment, embedding allows for different degrees of embedding to occur across
the various dimensions, and the possibility that these might change. Embedding is under-
stood as a positive subjective state, encompassing feelings of attachment, identification,
and participation in different areas of life within a new place, suggestive of a sense of
familiarity, connection, belonging and trust to the local culture and practices (Ryan, 2018).
Furthermore, it is assumed that over time when migrants establish more connections,
acquire local knowledge, and engage in social and economic activities that they are likely
to become increasingly embedded. Though, as Ryan & Mulholland’s (2022) work with
French high-skilled professionals in Brexit Britain suggested, processes of dis-embed-
ding are always possible.

The concept has already been relatively widely taken up within migration studies —
looking at the citations of this recently published work. Harder to find are any critical
engagements with the concept. Embedding offers a ‘multi-speed, multi-depth and mul-
ti-directional” (Grzymala-Kazlowska & Ryan, 2022: 4) framework for understanding how
migrants experience life when they move across borders. While the structural dimen-
sions shaping the spaces in which embedding may be experienced is acknowledged, the
focus is largely on the migrant as agent and their negotiations of connections. There is
arguably an assumption that an attachment is being sought, though securing this is not
always guaranteed. Thus, the migrant may not achieve the level of embedding wished for
because certain structural challenges exist (changing immigration policy, for instance) or
particular social connections may not be realised. However, the ways in which migrants
may alter the structures and social relations governing these various dimensions of life
(the labour market, residential communities, particular ethnic networks etc.) have not, to
date, been a focus of theorising practices of embedding. For our objective of finding a
concept that best captures the experiences of HSM, this is a disadvantage. Our starting
point for the definition of HSM is that they expect recognition of their skills and worth
and that they have the social class background to create their own spaces for embedding.
An emphasis on the reciprocal nature processes of embedding, where spaces that bind
people and facilitate recognition of all parties are made visible is necessary. These can
be processes that take place at the micro-level, but may also result in larger changes to
structures (workplace policies and cultures, education and social services provision, new
urban offerings and so forth). This may be a future direction theorisation around embed-
ding could take.
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Anchoring

Like embedding, anchoring has its roots in Granovetter’s (1985) embeddedness. However,
Grzymala-Kazlowska (2016, 2018) has developed the concept to have a stronger emphasis
on migrants seeking out sources of security and stability, rather than seeking to capture
the flexibility and fluidity behind the idea of embedding. Anchoring searches for existing
structures and institutions to establish both a psychological feeling of safety and socially
networked series of footholds, among others, as migrants try to find a way to establish
themselves in a new place. Anchoring seeks to re-balance the focus on identities, integra-
tion and social networks by also including insights into the psychological and emotional
aspects of negotiating possibilities and constraints post-migration. Grzymala-Kazlows-
ka’s key paper from 2016, introducing anchoring, is cited 153 times according to Google
Scholar, while the search combination for ‘anchoring Grzymala-Kazlowska’ produces
257 results on Google Scholar. A similar search for ‘anchoring migrants’ on Web of Sci-
ence shows 290 publications (78 on Scopus and 2,338 on JSTOR). This is not very high
yet, especially when compared to the use of embedding. However, Grzymala-Kazlowska
has worked with Ryan to explore the commonalities between anchoring and embedding,
and Grzymala-Kazlowska has co-led one of the special issues re-examining key concepts
to understand post-migration experiences — making this concept, in our view, relevant to
engage with.

Although social networks are an important part of anchoring, the concept seeks to
move beyond social network analysis and concepts of social capital, currently so promi-
nent in migration studies, by focusing on the interactional and cognitive rather than purely
structural elements of social integration (Soeffner & Zifonun, 2008). Anchoring can be
defined as the act of discovering meaningful references and grounding points that help
migrants regain their socio-psychological equilibrium in unfamiliar environments and
establish their subjective and objective presence within the host society (Grzymala-Ka-
zlowska, 2018). Those ‘anchors’ allow migrants to function by facilitating their sense of
belonging, which in turn enables agency. Anchors come in various forms — objective or
external, such as legal and institutional, economic, spatial resources; as well as internal or
subjective, such as personality traits, self-belief, individual values (Grzymala-Kazlowska,
2016). Some anchors are easily transported and moved between places, while others are
more fixed, tethering someone to where they were previously located and thereby poten-
tially limiting their ability to fully embrace a new location (Maxwell et al., 2024; Schifer,
2023). Due to the concept’s approach to settlement as processual, uneven and relative it

allows for the possibility of un-anchoring as well (Grzymala-Kazlowska, 2018). The pos-
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sibility of un-anchoring is particularly important in the context of highly skilled migrants,
who potentially will move again, and therefore have different approaches to the forms of
anchoring and stability being sought out in each new place.

‘A potential critique of the theory is that the possible limitless range of anchors could
make it too general and thus reduce its utility.” (Grzymala-Kazlowsk, 2016: 1135), the
author herself offers. This makes it challenging to delineate what a ‘anchor’ might be —
its properties, the interaction between different ones, and so forth. Grzymala-Kazlowsk
(2016) proposes that future empirical work needs to begin the process of enumerating and
categorising anchors, helping to subsequently establish a stronger definition of the con-
cept (just as Ager & Strang, 2008, have done for the concept of integration, for instance).
A second critique we can see of anchors is that while they allow a connection to be formed
to a community or a space, this does not equate with becoming part of those entities and/
or altering them through HSM influence. More work is needed to understand how identi-
ties and relations of belonging are made possible through different anchors, and in what
ways anchors drive agentic practice.

While more classical concepts in migration studies such as assimilation and integra-
tion are felt to be too rigid in terms of the ways outcomes of ‘successful’ assimilation or
integration are understood (i.e. in relation to the nation state’s pre-existing structures),
newer concepts like anchoring might have the opposite critique levelled at them of being
too flexible, open-ended and non-directional. In the case of HSM, while embedding and
anchoring may capture the nature of their mobility, identities and social connections more
accurately, these concepts do not allow us to adequately position them within the societal
structures that shape social relations, possibilities for social mobility and so forth, in the
new places they move to. Here the more structural and functionalist starting points of

concepts such as assimilation and integration would be useful to engage with alongside.

Contributions and shortcomings of established concepts in migration
studies for the research of highly skilled migrants

Our paper has sought to review which key concepts within migration studies — focused on
describing and understanding migrants’ experience when they move across borders to a
new place to live and work — could most accurately capture the specific practices of HSM.
HSM are a growing sub-group of migrants whose characteristics mean that currently used

concepts in the field may not precisely enough capture their experiences. The classical
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concept of assimilation and integration have been criticised for 1) assuming permanent
settlement in a new place and ii) being too closely focused on structures within the nation
state. Meanwhile, the macro concepts of transnationalism and super-diversity should be
integrated into an analysis of migration experiences in the current era, but as concepts are
not specific enough to help map out experiences of HSM when they move across borders.
The newest conceptual contributions are able to integrate a focus on transnationalism and
super-diversity, as well as challenge the critiques levelled at more classical terms as being
too rigid due to their functionalist and structuralist influences. However, the issue for
concepts such as embedding and anchoring then becomes how to tie the fluid and agentic
nature such processes invoke while situating them within the structures that do govern
social position and possibilities for social mobility within new spaces. We suggest that
HSM, even if they do not see a new place of residence as permanent, will be seeking to
evaluate how a relocation has the potential to offer them the necessarily possibilities for
establishing a social position for themselves that is in line with, and will move themselves
towards their imagined future trajectory, social status, and sense of identity. This social
positioning work may be within broader national structures as emphasised in research
that draws on assimilation and integration, or it may be in more specific sets of structures
— the ‘expat bubble’ or other highly-skilled and -resourced professionals (as our analy-
sis (Schifer & Maxwell, 2025) of neighbourhoods chosen by HSM highlights). Further,
HSM will have an expectation that the structures within which they situate themselves
will have the potential to be influenced by their presence, their demands, their contribu-
tions (within the workplace, their local communities, the educational provision children
attend, leisure activities they pursue and so forth).

In the landscape of migration research, concepts such as assimilation, integration,
transnationalism, superdiversity, embedding and anchoring have guided our understand-
ing of how migrants interact with their new environments. These frameworks have been
instrumental in unpacking migrants’ social, cultural, and professional trajectories, espe-
cially after their initial move. Yet, despite their analytical strengths, these models often
fall short when applied to the specific experiences of HSM, who rarely settle in a singular
fashion or remain tethered to one place, employer, or nation-state. Instead, their migration
is often relatively continuous, oscillating between opportunities, obligations, and aspira-
tions.

Our critical engagement with, and assessment of current concepts available to us for
theorising the experiences of HSM highlights there is a need for continued development
of these or perhaps the need to develop a new concept for our purposes. Given this defi-

nition of HSM and their specific position, resources, demands and needs, highly skilled
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migrants should be studied through a theoretical concept that takes into consideration the
particular femporality inherent in this group’s lives (as anchoring and embedding take into
account). By their fundamental construction, members of the HSM group may not stay in
the same place for too long and therefore are not necessarily subject to one nation-state’s
structures long-term. Furthermore, HSM’s relations to spatiality are often different, as
they usually enjoy privileged opportunities of regularly travelling abroad, understanding
themselves as global citizens or as people with a right to be mobile for work, and occupy-
ing space that potentially transcends national borders (as the concepts of transnationalism
and superdiversity emphasise). In addition, their skills should be reflected in an appropri-
ate conceptual approach, as their skills and expertise are in demand and often internation-
ally transferable, thus giving them more choice in terms of migration (than assimilation
and integration give consideration to). This is also reflected in the privilege they enjoy
compared to other migrants due to the higher demand and perceived contribution they
are seen as offering industries and economies around the world. Overall, this allows for
greater agency, which should be adequately reflected in new conceptualisations that seek
to study HSM’s experiences — agency to make demands of a new place, agency to leave
when they no longer feel satisfied with their lives in one place. The agentic positioning
and relational work undertaken by HSM and those spaces they encounter and develop
relationships within, needs to be captured by new work in the field.

HSM, however, also share characteristics with other types of migrants that also need
to be reflected in such a new theoretical development. These include, first and foremost,
structural barriers and patterns that influence and shape contemporary HSM in the same
way as other forms of migrants, for example the barriers to obtaining permanent resi-
dence or citizenship imposed by nation states, or the restrictions to accessing welfare
services that are often in place. Furthermore, structures that are not necessarily legal but
can be experienced as everyday forms of discrimination and disadvantage through pro-
cesses of othering and racialisation need to be integrated into a relevant conceptualisation.
Third, the need and desire for recognition (Honneth, 1995) binds and does not separate
HSM from other migrants and should also be included as a core element in an extended
conceptualisation that seeks to capture the experiences of HSM post-mobility. Finally,
questions about whether and how HSM can practice forms of social mobility, ensure
social reproduction for their family, or whether they experience loss of position within
not only an economic but also a symbolic order (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 2013) are critical
concerns for HSM as much as for other migrants.

Additional to these dimensions which a conceptual framework for analysing the expe-

riences of HSM (temporality, spatiality, skills, privilege, agency, structural barriers, rec-
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ognition, social (im)mobility), we propose that the inclusion of theoretical influences and
empirical findings from neighbouring fields of research could be useful for this theoretical
work. In the business and management literature, there is a lot of research on the ‘incor-
poration of skills’ as a necessarily reciprocal process, where both the HSM and the com-
pany work towards a mutual process of understanding and engagement (van Riemsdijk
et al., 2016). This perspective could also be useful for sociologically informed migration
researchers, as it shows how post-migration settlement and the creation of mutually ben-
eficial spaces in the professional sphere (specific workplaces, but also in the wider labour
market) must sit alongside an examination of HSM experiences in the personal-private
sphere. Thus, experiences across both work and private life are likely to influence each
other in various ways.

Up until this point, we have provided a necessary, hitherto missing, critical overview
of how currently existing commonly used concepts might be able to capture the expe-
riences of HSM. A rigorous conceptual critique is a necessary first step to begin further
development of theory in this subfield of migration studies — focused on highly skilled

migrants.

Filling the gap with a new concept?

Based on the identified contributions, but also shortcomings, of existing concepts on
migration and experiences after migration, and with the help of our empirical data, which
combines insights of HSM professional and personal trajectories, alignment and adjust-
ment processes, we propose an extension to the way of thinking about and capturing HSM
experiences. We want to emphasize the positioning and relational work done by HSM in
the spaces they occupy. These spaces can either be larger structures, specific institutions,
communities, or networks of individuals. As with embedding, the emphasis is on the
dynamic process, where HSM expect a degree of reciprocity in their interactions. We
also need to be able to capture changes over time and take a broader life course perspec-
tive, given their potentiality and expectation of mobility for work inherent in their status.
These expectations are made possible by HSM resource endowments. Analysis needs to
consider the many dimensions that constitute an HSM life (work, family, social, neigh-
bourhood etc.), and how embedding or dis-embedding in one area of life may influence

their sense of embedding or dis-embedding in another.
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Inspired by newer concepts of embedding and anchoring, we have chosen to work
these into a way of understanding HSM across the life course — capturing, we argue, the
temporality and spatiality of their existences more deeply and accurately. To do this by
working with the image of orbital satellites. The concept of satellite migration offers
a way through which to understand the complex, multi-sited, and professionally driven
trajectories of HSM. It bridges two dominant literatures—migration studies and manage-
ment & organization (M&QO)—and speaks to their shared concern: how highly skilled
migrants navigate, resist, and are shaped by multiple contexts over time. The satellite
migration model builds upon ‘multinational migration’ (Paul & Yeoh, 2021) and embed-
ding by incorporating both structural factors (e.g., company, country, policy environments)
and subjective experiences (e.g., belonging, career satisfaction, recognition). This allows
us to acknowledge migration as continuous movement instead of a one-time relocation
from A to B, by individuals who are very adept are moving regularly (Schifer, 2022). At
the same time, it pays attention to the fluctuating character of closeness and distance (or
embedding and dis-embedding) in the process of migration. It especially considers the
unique agency of HSM, whose high levels of education, strong global networks, and the
demand for their skills and experience across knowledge economies, affords them greater
potential for mobility, and confidence to demand recognition, than other migrant groups.

Borrowing metaphors from astrophysics, satellite migration conceptualizes HSM as
orbiting between gravitational fields—each comprised of a unique configuration that is
determined by the specific company and position their move into, and the broader struc-
tures of the city/country to which they move. These fields then exert varying degrees of
gravity, understood as the strength of the social and professional embedding an HSM
experiences. Their paths—orbits—can widen or contract based on how embedded they
feel in their current location and job. The more embedded they are, the tighter the orbit;
the more dis-embedded, the looser their connection—and the closer they move to being
taken up by an escape velocity. The escape velocity is the threshold at which the HSM
decides to or feels compelled to leave one gravitational field for another. Importantly,
gravity is not experienced uniformly. For example, in our research, HSM in company
cultures that are felt to be inclusive often report a stronger sense of professional embed-
ding—even if their social integration outside of work remains relatively weak. Conversely,
migrants who find ideological alignment with national values (e.g., free access to educa-
tion, a strong commitment to gender equality — examples from our research in Denmark)
may feel socially embedded, even if the companies they work for fail to recognize their
contributions to the extent that an HSM feels they should. Over time, these tensions accu-

mulate and, in some cases, lead to being swept up by the pull of the escape velocity out
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of a particular gravitational field, leading to the HSM deciding to leave that company and
that country for a new destination. This is not always the of result of a crisis; sometimes it
driven by ambitions not being met, new opportunities being offered, or specific moment
in time of their life course (children transitioning to a new stage of their schooling, elderly
parents becoming unwell, an intimate partnership breaking down).

Using the idea of a satellite migrant recognizes that while HSM may appear to be glob-
ally mobile, their decisions are never made in a vacuum. Their lives and future plans are
shaped by the push and pull of company culture, career prospects, bureaucratic regimes,
accessibility to work and social environments limited by language, family obligations,
and ideological alignment with national values (e.g., support for welfare, commitment
to sustainability, cultures of inclusion). These produce complex contexts that the satellite
migrant navigates and determines whether they wish to stay or leave. One of the model’s
central pillars is the dual recognition of structure and agency within multiple migration.
Satellite migrants are neither entirely tethered to one place nor fully free-floating. They
maintain what can be called strategic distance—a form of dis-embedding that allows for
ongoing evaluation of potential moves. Some resist full social embedding (e.g., language
acquisition, local friendships) to retain mobility; while others find themselves unable
to embed due to social exclusion or bureaucratic obstacles (e.g., naturalization policies,
banking restrictions for non-EU citizens).

The satellite migration model advances a new grammar for studying high-skilled
migration. It accommodates multiple moves, hybrid identities, professional aspirations,
and contextual dis-embedding. Crucially, it provides a structured way to analyse the inter-
play between companies and countries in shaping migrant trajectories—not just as origins
or destinations, but as gravitational fields that attract, hold, or are forced to release skilled
professionals. In doing so, the concept of satellite migration extends and engages directly
with the theoretical and empirical gaps left by previous models. It opens up space to
understand not just where migrants go, but why they orbit certain places and what forces
them or ‘encourages’ them to leave. It also bridges disciplinary divides between migra-
tion sociology and M&O studies by showing how organizational and societal embedding
jointly define migrant experiences. As migration becomes less about settlement and more
about continuous navigation, satellite migration provides the analytical tools to chart
these orbits. It is a concept born out of empirical richness, theoretical synthesis, and the
urgent need to better understand the mobile lives of the world’s highly skilled profession-

als.
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