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Stratification mechanisms in labour 
market matching of migrants

Merve Burnazoglu*,

I aim to challenge the standard framework in which systematic exclusion is mistakenly 
characterised as only a frictional phenomenon that fails to be captured in migrants’ 
labour market matching mechanisms. Societies organise and rank people in a hier-
archical way, not only in terms of individual differences and characteristics but with 
respect to social groups and categories of people. These macro patterns systematic-
ally subject some migrant groups to different forms of exclusion. Social stratification, 
explained in terms of social identity-based institutional structures, organises labour 
markets into different destinations like clubs with sharply different sets of opportun-
ities. It functions like a trap for migrants: it reinforces itself by reproducing systems 
of exclusion and creates dilemmas for migrants. Can migrants organise themselves 
to avoid such traps? I show that exclusion is endogenous to employment as a type of 
good in the standard goods typology. Treating different types of employment oppor-
tunities as being like clubs, I investigate how migrants join or create alternative em-
ployment clubs as a response to real or perceived exclusion from native employment 
clubs. If these alternative clubs are ‘sticky’ and discourage migrants from trying to join 
natives’ exclusive employment clubs, the trap becomes inescapable. For migrants to 
escape the stratification trap, employment should be seen not only as an investment 
but as a collective action problem structurally targeting exclusion.
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1.   Introduction

European Union policy institutions consider integrating migrants costly but an invest-
ment that benefits host countries in the long term.1 Employment is widely acknowledged 
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1  An explanation of the terms ‘migrant’ and ‘native’ is necessary. There is no universally accepted definition 
for ‘migrant’ at the international level (United Nations, 2019). Every collective term carries the risk of wrongful 
and even harmful generalisation and does not do justice to the growing diversity between migrants (Bovens et al., 
2016). For instance, the term ‘host or receiving country’ is very often used but it implies a particular relationship 
between migrants as ‘guests’ and others as ‘hosts.’ The term ‘native’ can imply colonial constructions or indigenous 
people depending on the context in which it is used. One of the main points of this paper is that exclusion operates 
in degrees and in different forms. To embrace these various degrees and forms, the paper employs broad definitions 
of ‘migrant’ and ‘native’. The term migrant should be understood as the excluded racial or ethnic group with a mi-
gration history. The term native should be understood as the dominant racial or ethnic group of the country which 
is in position of excluding migrants. For instance, in the Netherlands, the operative taxonomy had until recently 
been autochtoon, meaning white ethnic Dutch, and allochtoon, meaning foreign birth and their descendants, which 
distinguishes westerse allochtoon (Western foreign born) from niet-westerse allochtoon (non-Western foreign born) 
(Yanow and van der Haar, 2013). In the context of this paper, the latter is the group that faces most exclusion.
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as one of the best instruments for migrants having better lives and thus a core part of 
their socio-economic integration into host societies (Council of the European Union, 
2004; OECD/European Union, 2014; European Commission, 2017). Employment in 
integration policies, then, is a good in that it represents a means for integration and it is 
expected to turn integration costs into an investment for host countries.

How are migrants doing in terms of this employment good? Recent studies show 
that they are doing well but not as well as natives (Grubanov-Boskovic et al., 2017; 
OECD, 2018A, 2018B, 2019).2 Why do migrants not match up with available em-
ployment opportunities even if their relocation was expected to provide them with 
such opportunities? What underlies the persistent gap between migrants and natives’ labour 
market outcomes? Is it only individual human capital differences, or is there also something 
more systematic and structural that causes and reinforces differences in outcomes? These 
studies argue that there is much left unexplained even after controlling for skills, 
education, and experience (Grubanov-Boskovic et al., 2017; OECD, 2018A, 2018B, 
2019). Policies that aim to facilitate matching and overcome coordination problems 
are often based on observable skills. But the reason may be beyond observable differ-
ences in skills.

European institutions have begun to employ a new integration narrative, namely 
‘inclusive integration’ that recognises the need for a broader understanding of integra-
tion beyond the reach of skills (e.g., European Commission, 2019). This relies on in-
dividual level solutions and the investment understanding that migrants’ employment 
is an integration good. But can it help explain enduring macro patterns in society that 
individuals encounter not necessarily due to their individual characteristics but due to 
their being members of certain social groups such as migrant, race and gender?

I argue that a systematic factor that remains unexplained both in the recent studies 
of migrants’ labour market performance and in the EU ‘inclusive integration narrative’ 
is social stratification.3 Social stratification has various definitions and explanations 
in social science and particularly sociology. A simple description is that societies or-
ganise and rank people in a hierarchical way, not in terms of individual differences in 
skills but with respect to groups and categories of people. In this paper, building upon 
Stratification Economics, I explain stratification in terms of social identity-based insti-
tutional structures.

My position is that stratification explained by social group identity dynamics gener-
ates a more realistic assessment of human capabilities in addition to individual skills and 
provides a systematic explanation of institutional structures which subject migrants to 
various forms of exclusion. Social stratification, in the form of exclusion or a perception 
of exclusion from opportunities, is a systematic sorting process that modifies labour 
market matching. Exclusion can occur either as an unexplained part of the differences 
between migrants and natives or as nested in the explained factors operating at different 
levels and layers of socio-economic systems. It is not, therefore, only employment based 
on individual skills that is instrumental to integration as the EU emphasises. Access to 
being employed, the type of employment available, and the perception of this access ir-
respective of social group identities are key factors for this good of integration.

2  The paper aims to examine general conceptual lines. Nevertheless, it is produced from a perspective of 
the Western European experience and policy. Hence most of the examples and data are about Europe and 
produced by European Institutions.

3  Franklin Obeng-Odoom endorses this in his recent book (2022, p. 4) by problematising that ‘(…) global 
migration is commonly linked to “growth,” not inequality, and certainly not to social stratification’.
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Stratification functions like a trap for certain groups of people, particularly migrants. 
It reinforces itself by reproducing systems of exclusion and creates dilemmas for mi-
grants. For instance, migrants need employment to integrate, but they need integra-
tion for better access to employment and being employed. Education is one of the key 
determinants for employment, but difficulties in finding employment limit access to 
education (OECD et al., 2016). Can migrants organise themselves to avoid such traps? 
What kind of institutional arrangements might turn the trap-like scenario into a circumstance 
in which integration is not only beneficial for them and society but also results in more equal 
and just opportunities for migrants?

In this paper, then, I aim to challenge the idea that skills-based matching explains 
migrants’ labour market integration. In the second section, I review the standard 
search and matching framework to analyse migrants’ predicted labour market per-
formance. In this framework, systematic exclusion is mistakenly characterised as 
only a frictional phenomenon that fails to be captured in matching mechanisms. 
The third section explains social stratification in terms of how social identity-based 
institutional structures systematically subject migrants to different forms of exclu-
sion. I show that exclusion is endogenous to employment as a type of good, using the 
standard goods typology to classify different types of employment goods. Exclusion 
in this account occurs not solely at the individual level but is constantly reinforced by 
how institutions affect different social groups. The fourth section discusses whether 
stratification is an inescapable trap for some social groups. I treat different types of 
employment opportunities as being like clubs and investigate how migrants join or 
create alternative employment clubs as a response to real or perceived exclusion from 
native employment clubs. If these alternative clubs are ‘sticky’ and discourage mi-
grants from joining natives’ employment clubs, the trap becomes inescapable. This 
then suggests the failure in migrant integration through the labour market is a col-
lective action problem associated with how societies organise labour markets into 
different destinations or clubs with sharply different sets of opportunities. The fifth 
section closes the paper, discussing how for migrants to get out of the stratification 
trap, employment should be seen not only as an investment but as a collective action 
problem about exclusion.

2.   Frictional understanding in migrants’ labour market matching

Let us start with the standard economic answer to the question: What underlies the 
persistent gap between migrants and natives’ labour market outcomes? Migrants’ perform-
ance in labour market is traditionally analysed using the human capital approach to 
explain earnings in terms of skills (see Mincer, 1958; Sjaastad, 1962; Becker, 1964; 
Chiswick, 1978). The approach transfers individualistic maximisation-seeking behav-
iour from immigration to integration theory by assuming migrants are investors in 
human capital.

Search-and-matching theory in economics, on the other hand, helps explain how job 
seekers match open vacancies based on their preferences and characteristics, especially 
in the human capital terms. Migrants’ matching with jobs can be explained with a 
similar logic (e.g., Burnazoglu, 2021). Figure 1 has three job-seekers that are denoted 
as A, B and C and three job vacancies that are D, E and F. The job seekers can be mi-
grants or natives. The letters between brackets indicate skills and characteristics that 
job seekers have and the skills and characteristics needed in the vacancies they seek. 
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The dotted lines show potential matchings. The stable matching scenario is shown by 
thick lines: Job-seeker-A matches with Job-D, B with F, C with E.

In a perfect labour market, migrants would have well-identified skills, and vacancies 
would have well-identified skill requirements. Perfect information would assure that no 
hidden or implicit preferences dominate matching. The market would eventually settle 
down to an equilibrium where every job seeker migrant matches with a job appro-
priate to their skills. The primary aim of integration policies in this world is to facilitate 
matching, for instance, by helping the recognition of skills and mediating between mi-
grants and jobs (Burnazoglu, 2020). This approach is in line with both the neoclassical 
and human capital approach to migration that values skills over other characteristics. 
It tends to ignore power relationships in societies that are embedded in economies.

This perfect world is, however, far from reality. Labour markets are imperfect, per-
haps even more imperfect for migrants than for natives. Recent reports show persist-
ence of wage gaps between migrants and natives (Grubanov-Boskovic et al., 2017; 
OECD, 2018A, 2018B, 2019). Though there is increase in migrants’ employment rates 
overall in OECD countries, they still display lower employment rates than natives. 
Specific migrant groups are reported to perform well; however, contrasting cases are 
present and persistent for some migrant groups. Migrants are concentrated in low-
skilled occupations, despite their relatively high educational levels; they don’t always 
work in jobs appropriate to their skills; and they are more often over-qualified for jobs 
than natives (Grubanov-Boskovic et al., 2017; OECD, 2018A, 2018B, 2019).

The lower labour market performance of migrants is often explained by observed 
skill differences.4 Yet these reports also argue that there is much more left unexplained 
after controlling for skills, education and experience. OECD (2018A) reports that, for 
over-qualification, only one-fifth of the differences in rates is explained by skill differ-
ences. In a meeting organised by the European Commission on ‘Sustainable Inclusion 
of Migrants into Society and Labour Market’ in April 2019, it is argued that formal 
education does not guarantee migrants’ inclusion into the labour markets (European 

Fig. 1.  Perfect labour market matching.

4  Econometric studies apply methods such as difference-in-difference or Oaxaca decomposition that have 
their merits in making measurement possible and, therefore, discrimination visible. However, these methods 
can measure only a part of discrimination depending on the controlled dimensions of skill differences be-
tween groups. The results are often criticised for not being able to measure details of the dimensions such 
as in the case of education not only number of years but also quality, or, not only experience but also 
motivation.
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Commission, 2019). In addition to lacking language skills and difficulties with skills 
identification, migrants and particularly refugees, encounter cultural differences, dis-
crimination and also legal obstacles and mental health problems as barriers to entering 
the labour market (European Commission, 2019, p. 5). On the other hand, the European 
Commission’s Joint Research Center reports that the substantial differences in inte-
gration outcomes according to regions of origin of immigrants persist through time 
even after controlling for education (Grubanov-Boskovic et al., 2017). This is mostly 
explained by trends attributed to origin countries such as the migration types that the 
country tends to produce. But they also mention, without further investigation, that 
there can be historical, cultural and socio-economic reasons that lead to different social 
network effects and possible discriminatory attitudes by employers against migrants 
from particular regions. Gary Becker’s (1971 [1957]) model explains all these discrim-
inatory attitudes as a matter of employers' or customers' tastes and preferences against 
people from certain groups that would impose a cost and, therefore, likely to disappear 
in long run. But why and how do such prejudices exist and persist?

Factors that are not or cannot be included in the basis for matching remain unex-
plained by the theory and fall into a category called frictions. Petrongolo and Pissarides 
(2001) famously argued that search and matching theory offers an attractive way of 
examining markets with frictions. The usefulness of the theory is due to its empir-
ical relevance for capturing actual matching events in the market and pointing out 
the influence of frictions on equilibrium that derive from information imperfections, 
heterogeneities and other similar factors. However, matching models capture the ef-
fects of frictions without fully explaining their sources and are, therefore, metaphoric-
ally called a black box (Petrongolo and Pissarides, 2001).

In this search and matching understanding, migrants’ integration through employ-
ment is a phenomenon with frictions. In contrast to the perfect labour market scenario 
depicted in Figure 1, mismatches such as the ones in Figure 2, where job seeker A does 
not match with jobs that correspond to some of their skills, occur in real markets, be-
cause their potential ties are cut for some reason. The black box of matching needs to 
be opened; that is to say, one needs to go further and see what the sources of frictions 
in integration are, especially when these frictions occur continuously and systematically.

European institutions try to open the black box by recognising dimensions of in-
tegration beyond skills that foster, what they call, ‘mainstreaming migrants’ through 

Fig. 2.  Imperfect labour market matching.
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inclusive integration policies. In the recent European Commission meeting on the 
sustainable inclusion of migrants, Marianne Thyssen, European Commissioner for 
Employment, Social Affairs, Skills and Labor Mobility, said, ‘For a cohesive society, we 
need those that do stay in the EU – refugees, migrants and their children – to partici-
pate fully in economic, cultural and social life. In an inclusive society, we cannot leave 
anyone behind. (…Inclusion measures should be seen as an investment rather than 
cost,) an investment that pays dividends for the economy and for society’ (European 
Commission, 2019, p. 4). This institutional view and understanding puts migrants’ 
broad participation under the spotlight and shows that migrants are more than just 
workers or migrants, as Western European host countries had failed to see when they 
received ‘guest workers’ in their post-war recovery processes.5 Migrants’ integration 
has now an investment narrative rather than only a cost one. Different from the human 
capital approach, which expects migrants to see integration as an investment, now the 
host countries see integration an investment by channeling public funds towards mi-
grants’ inclusion.

Integration factors other than education and skills, such as inclusion, deserve in-
vestigation. Job seekers and vacancies do not match solely based on the skills that 
job-seekers have and those that vacancies seek.6 People’s social characteristics can de-
termine the basis for matching in addition to those explicitly stated in vacancies. Such 
obstacles at different level and layers of socio-economic systems may remain present 
though they are hard to observe with available data and analyses. Therefore, it is not 
only human capital-based employment that is instrumental to integration; social access 
to being employed is also a means to integration. To elaborate on both the individual 
differences of migrants and access to employment, we need a structural approach to 
employment such as stratification theory offers; and, seen as requiring investment, a 
structural approach to employment as a good.

3.   A structural approach to group-based inequalities in labour markets

The EU institutional approach partially recognises migrant characteristics beyond 
skills but does not seem to fully recognise that the matching problem goes beyond 
individuals and the reach of the investment concept. One cannot ignore the social 
barriers to labour markets which individual migrants face. One also needs to under-
stand group-based exclusion and inequalities that come from individuals’ identifi-
cation with social groups that operate beyond individual preferences, choices and 
actions.

Stratification economics is a subfield in economics that emphasises group-based in-
equalities (Darity, 2005; Davis, 2015; Obeng-Odoom, 2018, 2020A; Seguino, 2019; 
Burnazoglu et al., 2022A, 2022B). It can serve as the missing link in understanding 
migrants’ integration through employment, understood as a good. I first give a more 
complete definition for the type of stratification with which this paper works. Then I 
investigate specific exclusion mechanisms by revisiting the employment good within 
the goods typology.

5  Journalist Max Frisch said, ‘We wanted a labor force, but human beings came’ (1965) in the aftermath 
of Europe’s guest worker experience for its postwar recovery. The original quote in German is ‘Wir riefen 
Arbeitskräfte und es kamen Menschen’ as cited in Sunata, (2011). To the day, this quote has served as a 
slogan to emphasise that migrants were not just machine-like workers from which countries can benefit and 
then expect them to leave without any social consequences when they were no longer needed.

6  For further discussion, see Burnazoglu (2020, 2021).
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3.1   Stratification: Social identity-based institutional structures

Social stratification occurs when societies organise and rank people in a hierarchical 
way, not as a reflection of individual differences but with respect to their social group 
membership and categories (Massey, 2007). I explain stratification in terms of social 
identity-based institutional structures, which allows me to examine a rich array of in-
stitutional mechanisms influencing people’s opportunities and actions.7

Institutions are systems of social rules embedded in society (see Hodgson, 2006). 
Rules can be formal and informal. Informal rules are dos and don’ts for individuals 
(Crawford and Ostrom, 2005), and ‘prescriptive requirements’ (Ostrom, 1986, 1990, 
p. 126). In brief, they are working rules (Commons, 1957; Ostrom 1986), ‘ruling-in’ 
some behaviours and ‘ruling-out’ others (Ostrom, 1990).

Migrants, as any individuals, categorise the world around themselves and identify 
with some social categories, defined as social group identities.8 Social identities op-
erate like institutions that impose rules like prescriptions that must be satisfied to be 
a member of a group. Identification with a social group category such as an ethnic, 
gender, religious or an ideological one influences and generates reference points for 
migrants’ perceptions, behaviours and actions with respect to the shared normative 
understanding of the group (Darity et al., 2006). Therefore, migrants’ seemingly in-
dividual preferences are framed, though in different degrees, by the norms of groups 
with which they identify (Davis, 2005, 2011).

Migrants are members of social groups that they identify with (Kirman et al., 2007). 
This membership links them to a relative group position in a social hierarchy (Darity, 
2005; Darity et al., 2014). We should note that the purposeful identification and mem-
bership that comes with it is just one side of the coin. The other side has a different 
story: independent of persons’ own identification with social groups, other persons 
can see them as members of certain groups and categories. For instance, migrants 
may purposefully identify with being a migrant and bind themselves by the rules that 
migrant groups have, such as not following some of the native customs. But even if 
they don’t, natives may still believe or assume they do. So, the identification does not 
have to be performed just by the person; even physical characteristics such as the skin 
colour may push the person to belong to a certain reference group such as a racial 
group and to have characteristics that come with that group.

Stratification economics proposes a fundamentally different understanding of 
market mechanisms from that of the mainstream economics. John Davis (2019) con-
trasts stratification economics with Gary Becker’s analysis of how discrimination in 
labour markets should ultimately disappear because it is incompatible with competi-
tive labour market forces. This comparison shows fundamental differences between 
mainstream and stratification economics in terms of their individual conceptions, dis-
courses, normative scopes, understanding of competition and treatment of conflict. 
Based on this contrast, I distinguish two fundamentally different views of migrants’ 
labour market integration in Table 1. Although there exists a wide literature in migra-
tion studies, sociology and social psychology emphasising social aspects of migration 

7  This definition of stratification embraces and explains ‘systemic racism’. It is, however, not limited to it 
as different forms of discrimination with regard to strata can be based on other things than race.

8  I should emphasise that focusing on migrants rather than natives is purposeful. Everything about social 
groups as institutions applies to natives as well. However, I’m more interested in migrants’ perspective when 
they are facing exclusion, not the perspective of natives, which is the main source of exclusion.
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and integration, the recent EU policy on migrants’ integration relies on a mainstream 
economics understanding.

In the mainstream view, migrants are relatively atomistic individuals whose behav-
iours can be known and adjusted. The policy discourse for this individual concep-
tion tends to ignore migrants’ agency and calls for private, but mostly institutional 
investment by member states and the EU. Stratification economics, in contrast, does 
not analyse the individualistic migrant whose behaviour adjusts when there is enough 
investment. It avoids both ontological and methodological individualism and is crit-
ical of standard economics’ rationalising attitude (Obeng-Odoom, 2018). Rather 
than focusing on individual experiences, stratification economics analyses the roots of 
enduring exclusion and inequalities associated with relationships between social iden-
tities and institutions.

The mainstream view of integration assumes migrants compete with natives in host 
country labour markets, and any discrimination that they face is supposed to be ad-
dressed at individual level. Stratification economics, on the other hand, assumes that 
individual level solutions do not reflect the macro mechanisms which inform indi-
vidual situations. Markets, and labour markets in particular, are stratified by, for in-
stance, race and gender. Differences in labour market outcomes in part come from 
enduring stratification mechanisms (Darity, 2005; Hamilton et al., 2011), which then 
can perpetuate stratified structures in other markets or walks of life as well (Darity et 
al., 2014). Moreover, group conflicts are not spelled out openly but are often ignored 
in the mainstream view. Individual conflicts fall under the standard matching view’s 
frictions explanation and need no attention. Recent upheaval of racism discussions in 
the USA and some other parts of the world clearly demonstrate and remind the world 
of the actual ongoing and consistent conflict.

Stratification economics argues that social identities generate a basis for inequal-
ities and conflicts. The recent Human Development Report (UNDP, 2019) shows that 
inequality tracks differences between social identities such as gender, race, ethnicity, 
religion, caste, class and sexual orientation. Presenting a wide array of evidence and 
recent data on social identity-based inequalities, the Report argues inequality ‘arbi-
trarily marks some social groups as superior to others in the opportunities they enjoy, 
the powers they command and the respect others owe them,’ and adds that ‘under 

Table 1.  Two views on migrants’ labour market integration

Concepts Mainstream view of migrants’ 
integration 

Stratification view of migrants’ 
integration 

Individual 
conception

Atomistic individuals with adjustable 
behaviours

Social individuals reflect group 
prescriptions

Discourse Private and institutional investment Private–public collaboration 
combined with collective action

Competition Between individual migrants and natives Several layers including between 
individual migrants and natives 
and between groups

Conflict Not fully explicit, assumed avoidable Explicit and central
Normative scope Emphasis on the efficiency in host 

labour markets with partial 
recognition of broader participation

Broader participation in labour 
markets with attention to 
fairness, equal access, rights etc.
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such conditions members of subordinated groups lack effective means to vindicate 
their human rights, even in states that legally acknowledge these rights’ (UNDP, 2019, 
p. 89).9 The Report does not use the stratification concept explicitly but discusses the 
enduring and pattern-like characters of inequalities. Obeng-Odoom (2020A, 2020B) 
argues that UN organisations limit discussion of inequalities to the issues of measure-
ment, data, development goals, and, as the 2019 economics Nobel Prize shows, experi-
ments. Social stratification, that is, enduring mechanisms that operate systematically 
to reinforce social identity differences, reproduces similar outcomes to those of in-
equality that are analysed extensively in the Report. The difference is that stratification 
is a structural explanation that does not limit these inequalities to existing inequality 
measurements. Instead, it places the dynamics of social strata in society at the centre 
of the analysis. In a stratification understanding, the problem starts with how social 
stratification affects access and opportunities for people; thus, with power imbalances.

As a last point of comparison, the normative scope of the mainstream migration 
policy is limited to efficiency and investment in labour markets just as is mainstream 
economics. The European Commission’s inclusive integration narrative (2019) 
emphasises the necessity of migrants’ broad participation in society. However, it is 
still motivated by the efficiency in labour markets in the context of an aging society 
in Europe. It seems that the European policy aims to convince actors to invest in mi-
grants’ integration based on the expectation that they will pay back this investment by 
providing the necessary labour force. The stratification understanding proposes a shift 
in motivation from efficiency to fairness, equal access and rights.

Given the contrast between stratification and mainstream views on migrants’ inte-
gration, I conclude that current integration policy employs a limited perspective. The 
stratification perspective, in contrast, has a fundamentally different position, discourse, 
normative scope as well as an emphasis on conflict. To understand how this modifies 
labour market matching for different groups, the role of conflict should remain on the 
table and exclusion be given a structural analysis. The standard goods typology in eco-
nomics offers a structural analytical approach with which we can do this.

3.2   Exclusion as seen in terms of the goods typology

In line with the EU’s view of integration as an investment, migrants’ employment can 
be seen as an integration good. However, not all have equal access to it through labour 
market matching due to factors such as exclusion based on group identities. Societies 
organise labour markets into different destinations with sharply different sets of op-
portunities, and thus migrants into different integration paths (Burnazoglu, 2021). 
These destinations are taken by groups of migrants, not individual migrants only. As 
Obeng-Odoom (2022) argues, migration is not about individual choices alone but is 
shaped by variety of institutions. This does not include the reason for migration only 
but also post-migration processes. Rejecting the standard explanation that emphasises 

9  The Report gives some valuable key messages about inequalities of the twenty-first century: (i) 
Disparities in human development remain widespread; (ii) A new generation of inequalities has emerged; 
(iii) Inequalities accumulate through life and reflect deep power imbalances; (iv) Assessing and responding 
to the new generation of inequalities require a revolution in metrics; (v) Inequalities can get redressed 
through action now before imbalances in economic power are politically entrenched. These messages call 
for attention to social-identity based inequalities that result from power imbalances and goes beyond the 
standard understanding of income inequalities among individuals. The Report also emphasises overlapping 
and intersecting identities in research and policy because different forms of exclusion can be associated with 
different identities (p. 153).
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integration in terms of human capital, integration should be seen to result from the 
interactions of rules, settings, and individuals built around social group identities.

What kind of good, then, is employment when social identities generate the basis 
for institutional structures? The standard goods typology describes different types of 
goods in terms of excludability and rivalry. It originates in Samuelson’s (1954) two-
fold division between public and private goods on the southwest-northeast diagonal 
and was further developed using James Buchanan’s club goods (1965) and Elinor and 
Vincent Ostrom’s common pool goods (1977) on the northeast-southwest diagonal, 
as shown in Figure 3.

This typology accounts for exclusion endogenously and thus offers a broader explan-
ation of sorting mechanisms that determine different types of employment goods for 
migrants and natives.10 These mechanisms can be understood in terms of institutional 
structures that create different employment opportunities and outcomes in a system-
atic fashion. To explain how different people get different types of jobs, I follow Davis 
(2019) to focus on the distinction between the common pool goods and club goods.11 
Davis characterises clubs as a set of exclusionary practices and institutions that sys-
tematically discriminates against certain groups of people. These practices occur in 
the form of discrimination in employment, housing, education, health facilities etc., 
against some ethnicities, among other characteristics. Club-like institutions, in which 
the privileged enjoy membership, segregate other people into common pool type path-
ways. Common pool type locations are, then, places to which neoclassical theory’s 
scarcity principle especially applies, and where people face economic vulnerability, 
uncertain income and limited ability to accumulate wealth (Davis, 2019).

Each migrant is supposed to have the same opportunity as a native to become em-
ployed. If this is true, and if migrants share employment opportunities with natives, 
employment can be understood as common pool resources type of good, that is, a good 
that is rival but non-excludable. The common pool resource destination is representa-
tive of employment opportunities for migrants in general and for some natives.

When employment opportunities are limited for migrants, to the extent that there is 
some degree of exclusion and this exclusion, though implicit, concerns mostly certain 

Fig. 3.  The typology of goods.

10  Employment is usually competitive; not everyone who applies for a job gets it. Employment opportun-
ities can also be specifically designed for migrants. In this case, migrants do not share the same opportunities 
with natives and thus they do not compete with them. Other times, however, they do share employment 
opportunities with natives. Search and matching theory explain competition in terms of skills when job-
seekers compete for the same vacancies or when vacancies compete for the same jobseekers. But the idea of 
competition does not capture the role played by mechanisms of structural exclusion affecting social groups.

11  The common pool resource concept is mostly used for natural resources, but it is also applied to 
non-natural and non-material goods. See for instance Anderies and Janssen (2013) for an analysis of know-
ledge as common pool resource.
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groups of people, employment acts like a club good for some, namely natives. Those who 
can exit common pool circumstances effectively do so by satisfying some integration 
criteria for club-like employment situations, as reflected in a move from the common 
pool area in right bottom of the typology towards to club area in the upper left as seen 
in Figure 4. Mügge and van der Haar (2016) argue that European Nation states and in-
stitutions act as clubs by defining immigrants to regulate who can enter their territories 
and under what conditions. Kolb (2008) sees states as acting as clubs in their selection 
of certain types of migrants. Schmidtke (2012) suggests excludability is a result of a 
‘utilitarian logic’ in countries with regard to country-wise economic competition. These 
approaches focus on host countries as clubs mostly in the pre-migration process and 
during the selection of migration profiles in policy making. However, post-migration 
processes and employment also give examples of club-like exclusionary mechanisms.

What are these exclusionary mechanisms? Exclusion can be in different forms and de-
grees. It is often caused by natives and other times self-imposed and perceived by immi-
grants. Its influence can be hidden in and underlie other factors. While standard search and 
matching frictions measure skills with current decomposition methods, migrants’ implicit, 
unexpressed or hidden characteristics can influence interpretation of skills significantly.

For instance, job vacancies express what they specifically look for but do not express 
what they do not look for or do not prefer. Let us assume that c is the characteristic 
being a migrant. Then the one that has c, job-seeker-A, is a migrant and B and C are 

Fig. 4.  The move from common pools to clubs.

Fig. 5.  Exclusionary vacancies with implicit lists.
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job-seeker natives. Vacancies can be exclusionary if they have an implicit list that in-
cludes binary expressions such as ¬c (non-c), which, in this simple example, means 
non-migrant. As shown in Figure 5, this creates another parallel set of vacancies, with 
different lists that make them exclusionary. In the case in which c indicates the char-
acteristic of being a migrant, and ¬c is in vacancies’ implicit lists, jobs actually exclude 
the job-seeker with c, who is a migrant.

One of the main findings of a recent report by the European Commission’s Joint 
Research Center shows substantial differences in integration outcomes across origin 
countries of immigrants even after controlling for education (Grubanov-Boskovic 
et al., 2017). While immigrants from North America and Australia in Europe have 
higher rates of employment than natives, those from North Africa and the Middle 
East have the lower employment rates. This is often explained by the characteristics of 
the origin countries such as the migration types that a country produces, connected 
with human capital differences such as highly skilled migrants, labour migrants and 
migrants through family reunification or refugees. Family reunification and seeking 
refuge is more common to migrants from North Africa and the Middle East while 
North American and Australian migrants are mostly highly skilled. This view is in 
line with the statistical discrimination account (Arrow, 1971, 1973) that explains fric-
tions in matching to result from the recruiter’s reliance on guesses about a job-seeker 
by using their identities as proxies for unobserved skills. It is different from Becker’s 
(1971 [1957]) taste-based discrimination in that statistical discrimination is not based 
on the taste of the recruiter but the information they have. However, both accounts 
imply an individualistic and accidental type of discrimination that would eventually 
disappear in the market; therefore, they both fail to explain the persistence of group-
based exclusion. As stratification literature shows, the exclusion can have a structural 
and functional role in preserving hierarchy of social groups based on identities (Darity 
and Mason, 1998; Bertrand and Mullainathan, 2004).

Many other studies show connections between the characteristics of origin coun-
tries and integration outcomes. Based on a field research survey in Istanbul, Bagce and 
Yilmaz (2020) show that ethnic background serves as a more dominant explanation 
for integration than human capital endowments. In their study that uses an ‘ethnosizer’ 
measure, Georgians, although the third closest ethnicity to Turkish society, suffer the 
largest wage gap and are exposed to the highest discrimination in the labour market 
together with Afghan and Pakistani refugees. Arabs, on the other hand, are labelled as 
separated, but have the lowest wage gap and, surprisingly, declare not to be exposed to 
discrimination at all.

Matching based on implicit characteristics, then, suggests that migrants from cer-
tain origin countries are filtered out of certain types of employment when employment 
opportunities are seen to be like club goods with implicit exclusionary mechanisms. 
Migrants, located in common pool type employment situations by default are in a dis-
advantaged position in comparison to natives and perhaps with migrants from other 
origin countries. One should remember that exclusion can occur along different iden-
tity lines and through different mechanisms in different contexts. When different group 
identities and contexts come into play, the mechanisms and outcomes differ. Our ex-
ample is about migrants’ origin countries; however, other dynamics with respect to 
race, ethnicity, and gender occur as well and determine the mechanism and thus the 
outcome.12 For instance, a wealthy white man from the Global North would not face 
exclusion in a native labour market in the Global South as much as a Global South 
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black woman would in the native labour market in the Global North. This article 
employs a simple distinction about migrants and natives at the expense of such com-
plexities to be able to identify general mechanisms for migrants, which can then be 
considered for the interaction of different identities in different contexts.

Exclusion is not necessarily purposeful; it can also be unintended. As an example 
of unintended exclusion, many migrants, particularly refugees, do not bring their dip-
lomas and documents with them; therefore, they cannot document their skills to the 
potential recruiters. Employers may also be uncertain about migrants’ skills obtained 
elsewhere (OECD, 2018B). Migrants’ skills are also not fully transferable into the 
European standards (Burnazoglu, 2020). In this case, migrants’ integration goods, that 
is the employment opportunities as defined in this paper, are limited. They accordingly 
tend to be discounted due to their misidentification and mismatch with wrong jobs.

European institutions have set up programs and tools that can be helpful for the 
identification of skills and coordination of job-seekers and jobs, such as the EU Skills 
Profile Tool of the European Union that was launched in 2017. By ‘making skills more 
visible and comparable,’ (European Commission, 2016, p. 3) these tools aim to facili-
tate migrants’ access to employment. Burnazoglu (2020) argues that policy tools such 
as the EU Skills Profile Tool may help identification by mediating between refugees 
and their workable profiles. This mediation involves turning unidentifiable refugee 
characteristics into identifiable ones which can be used in labour markets. However, 
the ways in which this Tool is designed acquire a normative character since the profiles 
that are the outcomes of the Tool are of a certain type that sorts migrants towards cer-
tain labour market destinations. Sorting migrants in order to solve the identification 
problem should then be understood as a form of exclusion that is not necessarily pur-
poseful but can, nevertheless, lead to exclusion. A similar mechanism occurs in the use 
of algorithms in, for instance, job matching. Even if the design of a matching algorithm 
does not have an explicit purpose of excluding certain profiles, embedded judgements, 
and use of proxies in its design can nevertheless lead to sorting individuals into rela-
tively advantaged or disadvantaged places; a mechanism which we can call Algorithmic 
Stratification (Burnazoglu, 2022).

Such seemingly unintended sorting places migrants in common pool type locations 
because common pools are where anyone with a migrant identity falls by default. The 
case of migrants fits Davis’ characterisation of common pool type locations as places 
where people face economic vulnerability, uncertain income and limited ability to ac-
cumulate wealth. As listed among ‘Relative Uncertainties for Migration by 2030,’ mi-
grants in common pool type locations face social uncertainties such as ‘public response 
to growing cultural and ethnic diversity’ and ‘inequality within and across member 
states (class, gender, ethnic, residence status); political uncertainties such as ‘levels of 
xenophobia, islamophobia and racism,’ and economic ones like ‘structure of labor de-
mand’ (European Union, 2018, p. 20).

The institutional barriers that migrants face when trying to join a club setting are 
established by social rules similar to norms and prescriptions of groups that coordinate 
human behaviour and lead it into recognisable behavioural patterns. These elements 
have different degrees of force which would explain why behavioural patterns emerge, 
persist, and evolve, and also how easy or difficult it is for migrants to adapt to the 
groups they wish to join. When migrants try to enter a labour market organised in 
a club-like way, they become subject to institutional forces that define the terms of 
entry (Burnazoglu, 2021). Integration processes move migrants into established social 
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systems which accept migrants’ agency in a very limited way (Burnazoglu, 2021). 
Migrants’ integration into established social systems, in our case, into labour markets, 
are thus surrounded with social rules and mechanisms that cannot be easily satisfied 
and handled by migrants.

4.   Stratification traps

The previous section argued that enduring disparities in migrants’ labour market per-
formance result in part from exclusion mechanisms for the employment good in social 
identity-based institutional structures. Stratification functions like a trap for migrants; 
it reinforces itself by reproducing exclusion and causes dilemmas for migrants about 
integration. I suggested that mainstream’s skills-based labour market matching and 
integration as an investment further deepens this trap. How does the stratification trap 
function?

4.1   Labour market commons as institutions for collective action

Arguably the best known trap-type analysis is introduced by Garret Hardin (1968) 
as the tragedy of the commons to explain over-exploitation of common pool resources. 
Hardin is also known for a tragedy of migration type approach.12 However, in his 
classical tragedy of the commons, the problem concerns governing natural resources; 
people need resources to maintain their livelihoods, but because nothing limits access 
to those resources, they are over-exploited. In the migrants’ case, this tragedy about 
over-exploitation is similar to being caught in a social stratification trap that ensures 
migrants will fail to close the gap between their labour market outcomes and those of 
natives.

Akbulut (2017) argues that the solution for Hardin lies in centralisation or privatisa-
tion; however, the works of others such as Ostrom (1990, 1994, 1999, 2005); Berkes et 
al. (1989); Berks (2009); Agrawal (2003); and Wade (1987) involve solutions without 
choosing between the two. Among them, Elinor Ostrom proposed a fundamentally dif-
ferent view of common pool resources than Hardin’s tragedy. Instead of sticking to un-
alterable tragedy scenarios, Ostrom analysed the dynamics of governance for common 
pool resources and institutions for collective action. Similarly, instead of seeing la-
bour market mechanisms as unalterably leading to stratification and the remedy in the 
over-optimistic investment view, I suggest we see them as a collective action problem.

Ostrom argues that Hardin’s tragedy and seeing natural settings as tragedies of com-
mons make people ‘helpless individuals caught in an inexorable process of destroying 
their own resources’ (1990, p. 8), “(…) in a trap from which they cannot escape (1990, 
p. 14). Ostrom rejected this idea of helpless individuals, and her rich insights into the 
human capabilities call for changing institutions. She emphasised in her Nobel Prize 
lecture: ‘The humans we study have complex motivational structures and establish di-
verse private-for-profit, governmental, and community institutional arrangements that 
operate at multiple scales to generate productive and innovative as well as destructive 
and perverse outcomes (North 1990, 2005)’ (Ostrom, 2010, p. 641).

12  For an account of the inter-relation of migration and identity as well as how it is (or not) conveyed in 
different approaches from mainstream economics to Marxist political economy, see Obeng-Odoom (2022).
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Farjam et al. (2020) define commons as governance regimes set up to coordinate 
the exploitation of resources by different users. The concept often implies a social di-
lemma and conflict between individual self-interest and collective interest outcomes 
(Ostrom, 1998). Institutions understood as systems of rules can overcome the tragedy 
of commons and lead to collectively beneficial outcomes (North, 1990; Ostrom, 1990, 
2005; Farjam et al., 2020). Ostrom argued that ‘the capacity of individuals to extricate 
themselves from various types of dilemma situations varies from situation to situation’ 
(Ostrom, 1990, p. 14). In some situations, individuals may have sufficient autonomy to 
craft their own institutions (Ostrom, 1990, p. 60).

There are many diverse situations and mechanisms behind migrants’ integration 
in the labour market, which interestingly have not been connected to institutional 
explanations for collective action problems. However, migrants can make use of their 
social group identities to collectively organise their access to labour market opportun-
ities. In the common pool type situations that Ostrom emphasises, in contrast to the 
cases where Hardin’s tragedy applies, individuals possess social capital, which as part 
of their social group identity helps them organise communication (Ostrom, 1990, p. 
184). Social norms, for example, can determine the success or failure of common pool 
resource management. In the case of migrants’ integration, people’s social identities 
connect with social group norms, provide possibilities for migrants’ survival solutions 
in the presence of excludable goods, and, therefore, make a significant contribution to 
our understanding individuals’ capacities with regard to their social group identities. 
We can then rephrase the question of whether migrants can escape the migrant trap 
as: Can migrants overcome social stratification by organising themselves to compensate for 
exclusion-led failures by changing institutions?

4.2   Institutional change from common pool situations to clubs and the persistence of 
‘sticky’ clubs

With exclusion from native employment clubs, migrants can organise themselves and 
create their own employment clubs by making use of their social identities. When they 
cannot get through the filters of a native situation (see club-1 in Figure 6), they may 
form or move to alternative migrant club situation- club-2 in Figure 6 – to lower 
their employment search costs and reduce transaction costs, improve their bargaining 
position, and share the risks that they face in labour markets. These alternative club 

Fig. 6.  Two-clubs society.

13  Some suggests alternative clubs to be a sub-area still in the common pool zone. This would be the case 
if alternative club is fragile and short-lived. However, alternative clubs are often long-lasting and develop 
their own exclusion mechanisms against outsiders as a way to survive. Ethnic diasporas are good examples 
of such long-lasting, exclusionary, and strong ethnic clubs.
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situations also create a certain level of exclusion to outsiders and can be durable and 
long-lasting.13 They can be migrants’ survival solution to compensate for their disad-
vantageous positions. These alternative clubs function similarly to the native club. The 
norms of these clubs improve migrants’ opportunities for better lives as they under-
stand it.

The alternative club solution would be an example of a change in institutional lo-
cation as the rules of the game are different according to the norms of the club they 
enter. Social identities are the basis of moves from common pool situations to these 
alternative survival clubs. This involves a change in institutional location affecting how 
migrants behave, make decisions and interact with other migrants and natives. By 
moving from the common pool situation to these alternative clubs, migrants change 
their opportunities by entering a less competitive situation, at least, in short term in the 
form of a social capital membership/endowment. Migrants often benefit from being 
members of these alternative clubs. With these new endowments, they may refrain 
from leaving a club that they matched and trying to enter a new one. We can call this 
stickiness of clubs that indicates their institutional persistence.

The social dilemma, however, not only exists for common pool resources when they 
are highly rival and non-excludable as the typology suggests. Club-like cooperation can 
be problematic in the long run in both clubs and at whole-society levels. At the club level, 
cooperation can be problematic due to the downsides of club dynamics and outcomes. 
Portes (1998) describes four possible negative implications of social capital: groups with 
strong ties tend to exclude outsiders; excessive claims and pressing social obligations may 
undermine individual initiatives; membership may restrict individual freedom; downward 
levelling norms, rather than communal success stories, push individuals away. Referring 
to Portes’ implications, de Haas (2010) emphasises a need for more nuanced view of the 
positive but also negative sides of migrants’ social capital. The use of social capital, in our 
case the capital that comes from social identities, can be useful for some reasons. However, 
it can also be among the factors that impede migrants’ integration and eventually lead to 
the breakdown of migration systems (de Haas, 2010) due to the stickiness of clubs.

There is a broad social capital literature that goes hand in hand with these up and 
down sides of social group dynamics. Giving an excellent account of some of these 
theories and applications, Andriani and Christoforou (2016) refer to the distinction 
between three types of social capital: bonding social capital that refers to ties within 
groups, bridging social capital that refers to links across groups, and linking social cap-
ital that brings social groups together at the levels of policy and/or power position 
(Woolcock and Narayan, 2000). They endorse the literature about bonding social cap-
ital that can help group members bond and deal with socio-economic problems. In 
this paper, the concept of bonding social capital is parallel to migrants’ alternative club 
forming. However, as Andriani and Christoforou argue, when these groups are exclu-
sive and closed, members can get trapped in disadvantaged positions due to power 
imbalance with other groups. This is in line with the sticky clubs idea that is considered 
to perpetuate power imbalances between migrant and native groups. They suggest that 
bonding social capital may help group members ‘get by’ but make it less likely for them 
to ‘get ahead.’

When migrants’ survival needs turn them to alternative clubs, the dilemma remains 
at the society level too. Society now contains parallel and segregated migrant and na-
tive clubs, solidifying stratification in the society even further. Certain people go to cer-
tain places for survival reasons; when those places are sticky and persist, more people 
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may go to those places for the same survival reasons. These new clubs may lead to 
new power relationships within groups and contribute further to the reproduction of 
a stratified society. Therefore, migrants’ social dilemma expands on the societal level.

5.   Escaping the trap?

The main focus of this paper has been how social stratification acts as a trap for mi-
grants. I criticised the standard search and matching theory that emphasises labour 
market frictions but does not explain the mechanisms behind them. I described the 
perils of the investment narrative to migrants’ integration which emphasises integra-
tion as a good without addressing the exclusion mechanisms that undermine it.

I then suggested we approach migrant integration from a fundamentally different 
perspective: stratification as social identity-based institutional structures that drive and 
therefore explain the labour market mechanism for the diversity of agents and situations 
they face. What determines behaviours and outcomes in post-migration processes, then, 
depends on dynamics that cannot be reduced to a simple approach that concerns only 
pecuniary, stable, isolated, intended and purely individual motivations. The goods typ-
ology is an extremely useful analytical tool for endogenising exclusion and, therefore, for 
focusing on long overlooked power dynamics in seemingly neutral and ‘just-frictional’ 
labour markets. This approach explains integration dynamics within countries and why 
migrants do not always match the seemingly available opportunities even when their 
relocating was expected to provide them with such opportunities. Emphasising power 
relationships, it brings conflict into our analyses as a principle rather than as a friction.

I suggested we employ a trap-like analysis where people face inalterable social di-
lemmas governing their resources. I discussed Elinor Ostrom’s groundbreaking turn 
in thinking about the commons in treating them as institutions for collective action in 
which people are not passive agents but can organise themselves to govern their com-
mons both for individual and collective benefits. Having made employment a common 
pool good and therefore explained institutions in terms of collective action in labour 
markets, I argued that a migrants’ survival solution in the form of creating alternative 
clubs does not solve the problem at the whole society level. The stratification trap re-
produces migrants’ position often subject to unequal and unjust outcomes in society, 
which goes beyond Ostrom’s reach.

What is missed in Ostrom’s explanations is an emphasis on the varieties of con-
flicts that arise from structural power relationships. Bengi Akbulut (2017) argues that 
Ostrom’s approach is ground-breaking regarding the governance of common pool re-
sources, however, in a way that has much in common with Hardin’s approach as it em-
ploys methodological individualism that implies individuals’ strategic interactions are 
a response to economic and social incentives to find a solution. This is in line with the 
mainstream tendency to mistreat social capital as an individualistic concept. However, 
as Asimina Christoforou (2013) argues, when the ‘social’ in social capital is under-
stood as social embeddedness, it can and should address political aspects of human 
agency. Akbulut continues suggesting that Ostrom’s approach operates in a ‘sterilized 
fashion’ that does not capture broader historical processes of capital accumulation and 
power relations (2017, p. 395). She argues that Ostrom’s approach cannot address 
intensifying dimensions of inequalities and the dynamics that shape them, which the 
Marxian political economy and especially feminist ecological economists such as 
Agarwal (2001) can. On the other hand, Ben Fine (2010, p. 584) criticises Ostrom 
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saying ‘her analysis, like that of mainstream economics, is silent about class, power, 
and a specification of capitalism and its history. Conflict barely makes its way onto her 
agenda, which prefers neutral references to universals—such as boundaries, congru-
ence, sanctions, rights to organise and so on—with which mainstream economics is 
more than comfortable, if slightly unfamiliar.’

Stratification economics can fill the gap by providing a crucial link connecting the 
types of goods, inter and intra group dynamics, and a structural identity-based ex-
planation for reinforcing power imbalances. It endorses the need to rethink not only 
the commons but the thin link between commons and club goods that highlights the 
question of structural exclusion mechanisms. It reminds us that social group clubs rely 
on the accumulation of different types of capital that create persisting social, economic 
and political trap-like structures. Bourdieu (1986) explains how these structures can 
be reproduced in variety of ways through different institutions in society. He stresses 
that the dominant groups reproduce these structures thanks to their possession of 
richer endowments and capital. Stratification economics adds to this an emphasis on 
identity and excellent range of evidence showing how dominant social groups particu-
larly along the lines of race, gender, and their intersections maintain the hierarchy of 
groups. The type of collective action suggested in this paper then endorses structural 
solutions to structural power asymmetries, diverging from that of Ostrom’s individual-
istic actions and group actions reduced to individualistic motivations.

How then can not only migrants but society escape the stratification trap? Put differently, 
how and with which institutional settings and arrangements can migrants and natives or-
ganise and govern labour markets for the benefit of society in a way in which integration is not 
only beneficial but also results in more equal and just opportunities?

The key step, I believe, is that labour market matching be freed from stratification’s 
systematic sorting by social identities. For this, matching needs to unpack its skills em-
phasis and focus on changing forms of exclusion and power relationships. Economics’ 
obsession with data, prediction, and therefore measurability goes hand in hand with 
its inability to frame and handle structural inequalities and injustices. Single measure 
quantification becomes ‘an albatross around the neck of social reality’ (Obeng-Odoom, 
2020B, p. 6) with the faith in prediction becoming the new economic religion (Cobb, 
2019; Nelson, 2019). The same applies to the decomposition methods that save dis-
crimination from the matching approach’s frictions to an extent. Nevertheless, the 
non-measured isn’t nonexistent; it does not disappear from the social reality. And, the 
method is political; ignorance of ‘non-measurables’ can no longer be legitimised.14

In capability terms, migrants should catch up with basic capabilities such as having 
equal access to health and education but also acquire enhanced ones such as having 
access to high positions in jobs, while also having the right to not need to be constantly 
improving themselves as natives have. Improvement should not be a duty on the shoul-
ders of migrants to show that they deserve to be in a host country. What is needed in-
stead is empowerment for people to have choices, not only migrants but also natives, 
particularly those who cannot join clubs of any kind but remain in common pool type 
settings for reasons other than race and ethnicity.

14  Postcolonial and feminist scholars have accelerated finding new ways to show patterns of those ‘non-
measurables’. For instance, Gloria Wekker (2016), a.k.a. ‘Holland’s Angela Davis’, on everyday racism in the 
Netherlands by her ‘White Innocence: Paradoxes of colonialism and Race,’ or Criado-Perez (2019) by her 
‘Invisible Women: Exposing Data Bias in a World Designed for Men.’
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To emphasise the balance between the two types of social capitals, bonding and 
binding, Andriani and Christoforou (2016, p. 12) refer to the work of Woolcock and 
Narayan (2000) about the role of social capital in poverty transition mechanisms. The 
final mechanism they refer to is particularly relevant for this paper: ‘In order to escape 
from this bonding trap, members try to build a more diversified network, creating ties 
with members belonging to other groups. This increases the level of bridging social 
capital and thus raises economic opportunities.’ This balance is crucial to determining 
the type of group dynamics and outcomes that can result in either entrapment or 
empowerment.

How and who should empower people are difficult questions. European integration 
policies suggest both the state and the market matter for empowerment. Contrasting 
central regulation and market solutions about how to best govern common pool re-
sources, Ostrom proposed a third way ‘neither the state, nor the market,’ and illus-
trated diverse collective action solutions beyond the classical dichotomy of states and 
markets (1990, p. 1). I suggest that both state and market actions should share the 
primary aim of not taking migrants and natives’ agency out of the picture. The simplest 
suggestion would be a negative action: not impoverishing and dehumanising people 
by thinking of migrants in binaries of being very vulnerable or very dangerous bodies, 
rather than their real and changing capabilities (Einashe and Rouche, 2019). Also, 
extra attention needs to be paid to the metaphors used in media, labour markets, and 
policy. Migration policy and also public images heavily rely on metaphors or beliefs 
about migrants (Burnazoglu, 2020). However, some of these, such as the investment 
narrative that creates expectations, may also dehumanise migrants who are continually 
obliged to prove their use to host societies. When this view of the world is used as the 
foundation for policy advice or private action, the outcome can be unhelpful or, even 
if unintendedly, harmful.

Dialogue between different actors, on various levels, and in various domains should 
remain on the table. Both the state and the market need to support migrants and na-
tives’ empowerment to create and develop institutions. Many countries, such as the 
Netherlands, have cut their support for the civil society for what they call ‘mainstreaming 
integration’,15 but third parties such as civil society may still have an immense, if not 
the biggest, role for empowerment in local contexts.16

Migration is the new normal of our world (Obeng-Odoom, 2022). Migrants’ moves 
and reactions to them by natives will continue and have an increasing importance in 
mixed societies. Being aware of the complexity, multiple levels and dimensions in la-
bour markets that are embedded in society and where people interact with each other 
beyond skills, we need a constantly on-going conversation to make sure ‘(…) today’s 
inclusion will not be tomorrow’s exclusion’ (European Commission, 2019, p. 23). This 
requires continuous courage and efforts to track systematic persistence of exclusion 

15  European website on integration: https://ec.europa.eu/migrant-integration/governance/netherlands
16  Recently a project that aims to bring civil society and research on migrants’ integration together has 

been granted by EU Horizon 2020. Partnering research institutions and civil societies from Italy, Spain, 
Poland, Netherlands and Germany, the ‘Welcoming Spaces’ project aims to contribute to solutions for two 
big societal challenges: revitalizing shrinking areas and hosting non-EU migrants. The project advocates for 
native-migrant engagements to co-create local communities that are beneficial for both natives and new-
comers, instead of using budgets to keep migrants away by ‘protective’ border policies. The project promises 
to make collective action cases visible, by which, in relation to this paper, migrants and non-migrants can 
collectively alter reproduction of a harmful stratified society. One challenge that remains to this project, 
however, is again the problem of agency. The analysis in this paper can serve as a reminder of the pitfalls 
of pragmatic approaches, such as the EU’s investment approach, in supporting revitalizing shrinking areas.
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and find ways to break social identity-based stratification, even if this may benefit some 
groups or countries in the short term.
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