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Abstract: To gain a more nuanced understanding of social mobility in a globalized world, in this 
article I suggest studying the link between social and spatial mobility by exploring social positions in 
relation to international migration. While migration is often portrayed as a gateway to social 
mobility, migration scholars have highlighted that transnational spaces and intersecting inequalities 
may shape social mobility in complex ways. However, little is known about the subjective 
experiences of spatial and social mobility. Therefore, based on a study of subjective social 
positions among people who have relocated to Germany, I discuss the implications for a research 
design that enables social scientists to assess social mobility in contexts of international migration 
and to explore the spatial dimension in shaping social mobility trajectories. Specifically, I will argue 
for linking empirical findings from narrative interviews with concepts of space, capitals, and social 
comparison as well as transnational and intersectional theories. As I will show, this way of inquiring 
into the social-spatial mobility nexus allows for investigating the complex ways in which spaces 
affect social mobility, and thus provides a promising gateway to better understand social mobility as 
a process shaped by both time and space.
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1. Introduction

Understanding social mobility has been a key pursuit in the social sciences as 
researchers seek to shed light on the dynamics of social structures and social 
inequality (HEATH & LI, 2024). Generally, social mobility describes the changes 
that occur in a person's position in the social structures of society that arise from 
unequal distributions of resources and opportunities, thus indicating a change in 
that person's ability to access and manage resources within that structure (ibid.). 
However, a key aspect that is often overlooked in the study of social mobility is 
the role of international migration in shaping social structures and people's 
positions within them (FAIST, FRÖHLICH, STOCK & TUCCI, 2021). Hence, 
despite growing levels of international movement and a range of research on the 
global dimension of societies and social structures, assessments of social 
mobility continue to be placed predominantly in the context of countries—a 
practice that has been increasingly criticized as methodological nationalism 
(AMELINA, BOATCǍ, BONGAERTS & WEISS, 2021; MILANOVIC, 2016). 
Outside of migration research, the study of social structures and people's 
movements within them thus largely lacks consideration of the spatial dimension 
of social mobility. Against this background, I consider that linking the study of 
spatial and social mobility would be a promising starting point for gaining a better 
understanding of the contemporary dynamics of social inequalities in an 
increasingly globalized world (MILANOVIC, 2016). Therefore, based on my 
research on the subjective social positions of people who have relocated to 
Germany, in this article I discuss implications for a methodology that allows for 
inquiry into social mobility in relation to international migration. [1]

Against the background of contemporary phenomena such as globalization and 
postcolonial critique, numerous researchers from various disciplines have 
emphasized that social inequalities are a multidimensional, complex, and 
inherently global issue (AMELINA et al., 2021; CHAKRABARTY, 2000; WALBY, 
2021). In this vein, migration researchers have argued for transnational 
approaches to conceptualizing societies and social structures with which they 
seek to account for the individual experiences and agency of people in an 
interconnected world (WEISS, 2021). Besides highlighting that social structures 
and mobility are by no means limited by country borders, migration researchers 
have also called into question the dominant notion of social positions as being 
determined by specific sets of socioeconomic variables (MANDERSCHEID, 2021; 
MAU & MEWES, 2008; RECCHI & FAVELL, 2011). Instead, they have shown 
that assessments of migratory movements and people's experiences bring to light 
the complex ways in which individuals interpret and experience social inequalities 
in different contexts (ANTHIAS, 2012; EVANS, KELLEY & KOLOSI, 1992). 
Therefore, cases of international migration provide a promising entry point for 
developing a more nuanced understanding of social mobility in times of growing 
international connectivity and intersecting inequalities (AMELINA, 2017). 
However, the links between social and spatial mobility continue to be a 
challenging topic of investigation (FAIST et al., 2021). [2]
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Against this backdrop, I engage in this article with the implications for a research 
design that enables social scientists to assess social mobility in connection with 
international migration and to explore the spatial dimension in shaping social 
mobility trajectories. Drawing on previous research and specifically my own study 
on social positioning as the process through which individuals evaluate their 
subjective social positions, I will highlight the potential of a grounded theory 
approach to investigating the perceptions of people who have experienced 
international migration using narrative interviews and coding techniques 
(CHARMAZ, 2006). As social mobility is an inherently quantitative field of 
research (NICO, 2021), I will therefore argue for qualitative methods that allow 
researchers to capture individual perspectives and experiences of social and 
spatial mobility. [3]

Following a brief account of the ways in which qualitative assessments in 
international settings have been shown to contribute to a more nuanced 
understanding of social mobility (Section 2), I will explain the use of space and 
capital as theoretical frameworks for conceptualizing social mobility in contexts of 
international migration (Section 3). Based on my study of 16 people who moved 
to Germany from various parts of the world, I will then discuss and reflect on my 
own process of sampling, data collection, and analysis to derive concrete 
implications for a study of social mobility that is sensitive to the role of space in 
shaping social positions (Section 4). In doing so, I will also show how theoretical 
concepts of social comparison (HYMAN & SINGER, 1968; MERTON, 1968), 
space, and capital (BOURDIEU, 1984 [1979], 1986 [1983]) can serve to 
incorporate spatial aspects into the study of social mobility, before concluding the 
article (Section 5). [4]

2. Linking Assessments of Social and Spatial Mobility 

In the social sciences, social mobility is usually understood as the movement 
between social positions in the social structure of society (HEATH & LI, 2024). As 
such, it refers mainly to the changes that occur in people's positions in the social 
structure over time. To examine social mobility, researchers usually start from the 
premise that social structures and people's positions within them are determined 
by the distribution of socio-economic variables. Consequently, people's 
movements between social positions are attributed to a change in these 
variables, often with reference to developments across generations (HEATH & LI, 
2024; MILANOVIC, 2016). [5]

However, as researchers have increasingly asked more open-ended questions in 
qualitative studies and begun to conduct cross-country comparisons, they have 
found that perceptions of social structures and the drivers of social mobility are 
not universal (EVANS et al., 1992; LINDEMANN & SAAR, 2014). In view of 
people's subjective social positions, scholars have thus highlighted that social 
mobility is importantly shaped by social norms and values (GOLDMAN, 
CORNMAN & CHANG, 2006; LINDEMANN, 2007; LINDEMANN & SAAR, 2014). 
As people position themselves by means of social comparison, their approaches 
to evaluating social mobility are strongly governed by the views and expectations 
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associated with selected reference groups (HYMAN & SINGER, 1968; MERTON, 
1968). Depending on the social context in which social comparison takes place, 
perceptions of social mobility can thus greatly vary (GOLDMAN et al., 2006; 
LINDEMANN & SAAR, 2014). In this sense, spatiality plays a key role in 
assessments of social mobility, as spaces may convey varying notions of social 
structure and positions within them (BOURDIEU, 1985). This raises important 
questions as to how social mobility unfolds as people move between spaces, and 
about the links between social and spatial mobility (FAIST et al., 2021). [6]

In the social sciences, social spaces as a framework for situating social structural 
analysis are often equalized with the geographical spaces of countries (NICO, 
2021). While this suggests that social mobility is bound by country borders, 
migration and transnational researchers have shown that social positions develop 
not necessarily just within countries (JONSSON, 2020; STOCK & FRÖHLICH, 
2021; WEISS, 2017). When individuals establish and maintain social relations 
with people in more than one country, these relationships can simultaneously 
serve as reference groups (ANTHIAS, 2016; BONFERT, BARGLOWSKI & 
FAIST, 2023). Against this background, transnational scholars have explored the 
transnational social spaces that emerge from these cross-border relations as an 
alternative unit of analysis to countries (GLICK SCHILLER, BASCH & BLANC-
SZANTON, 1992; LEVITT, 2004). In the context of social mobility, these spaces 
have been argued to shape perceptions of social positions in complex ways 
(NIESWAND, 2011; RYE, 2019; WITTE & SCHMITZ, 2021). GOLDRING (1999, 
p.164), for example, suggested that, 

"[...] the transnational social space, and the locality of origin, in particular, provide a 
special context in which people can improve their social position, make claims about 
their changing status and have it appropriately valorized, and participate in changing 
their place of origin so that it becomes more consistent with their changing 
expectations and statuses." [7]

However, scholars have also argued that social comparison with people in 
different countries promotes a "status paradox" with simultaneous and potentially 
conflicting social positions in different countries (NIESWAND, 2011; RYE, 2019). 
In the study of Central and Eastern European labor migrants in Coastland, 
Norway, for example, RYE (2019, p.38) found that a "dual frame of reference" 
promotes both "a downward social trajectory [...] and an upward social trajectory" 
in relation to the countries of origin and destination, respectively. [8]

In these works, researchers have especially emphasized the shift in reference 
group dynamics that occurs as individuals establish close relationships with 
people in more than one country simultaneously (LINDEMANN & SAAR, 2014). 
Because of the different values attached to the possible drivers of social mobility 
among different people, variations in reference groups thus also promote 
variations in social mobility not just within, but also across the geographical 
spaces of countries (GOLDMAN et al., 2006). It is precisely this change in the 
ways in which individuals engage in evaluating their own social position as they 
build and maintain relationships with people across spaces that has not received 
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much attention (FAIST et al., 2021). Instead, assessments of social positions and 
mobility continue to be largely associated with societies in terms of countries 
(NICO, 2021). Therefore, important insights can be gained by exploring the 
experiences of people who establish connections internationally as they move 
and resettle from one country to another. This way of linking assessments of both 
social and spatial mobility experiences provides a promising starting point for a 
better understanding of how spatial changes contribute to social mobility as a 
process that unfolds not only over time but also across spaces (JONSSON, 2020; 
LINDEMANN & SAAR, 2014; WEISS, 2017). [9]

3. Capturing Social Mobility in Relation to Migration

To assess social mobility as the movement between social positions across time 
and space, I suggest drawing on theoretical considerations from BOURDIEU 
([1979], 1985, 1986 [1983]). Based on empirical research, BOURDIEU proposed 
conceptualizing social structures in terms of social spaces that are structured 
along the distribution of capital. According to BOURDIEU (1986 [1983]), capital 
can take different forms, including economic, social, cultural, and symbolic 
capital. Social capital refers to the social relations through which individuals can 
access other forms of capital, while cultural capital includes incorporated 
knowledge and education, objectified goods such as books, and institutionalized 
forms such as degrees. Symbolic capital refers to the social recognition required 
for the conversion of cultural and social capitals into more tangible resources 
(ibid.). [10]

With this theory of capitals, BOURDIEU suggested that people's social position 
within a social space is determined by their abilities to use and transfer capitals 
into other forms that they consider relevant for achieving their life goals. 
Therefore, it allows for inquiring about subjective views towards the drivers of a 
person's own social mobility, as well as the potential changes to these views in 
relation to spatial movements. Accordingly, it also enables assessment of the 
social spaces in which individuals make their evaluations as they change their 
place of residence to a different country. Although social spaces are frequently 
equated with countries, BOURDIEU (1985, pp.723f.) proposed that social spaces 
be thought of as being "constructed on the basis of principles of differentiation or 
distribution." This constructivist perspective allows researchers to openly explore 
the spatial contexts in which people situate their own social position without 
presupposing the nature of the spaces involved. [11]

In migration and transnational research, scholars have commonly used national 
and transnational conceptions of space to show how they interact in shaping both 
access and evaluations of capitals in complex ways (FAIST et al., 2021; STOCK, 
2023; WANG & SHEN, 2023). Cultural forms of capital, for example, can be 
difficult to transfer and valorize across countries, as their value is strongly 
determined by social norms, expectations, and institutions (EREL, 2010; 
SANTOS, 2020). While this may cause people to obtain employment that is 
perceived as "low-status" in their country of settlement, the ability to live and work 
in that country can be associated with capital attainment in the country of origin 
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(KELLY & LUSIS, 2006, p.844). Consequently, people who move between 
countries are faced with varying logics of capital valuation, which also affects their 
own "socialised evaluation of capital" (p.845). [12]

Against this backdrop, researchers have emphasized people's involvement in 
transnational spaces as an important dimension in shaping capacities to validate 
capitals within and between countries (NOWICKA, 2013; RYE, 2019). NOWICKA 
(2013), for example, emphasized that degrees of transnational engagement are 
closely related to the convertibility of capitals between countries. Additionally, 
researchers underscored the impact of the structural conditions prevailing in 
people's countries of origin and destination and their embeddedness therein in 
determining opportunities for capital transfers (STOCK & FRÖHLICH, 2021). 
Furthermore, migration and transnationality have also been termed distinct forms 
of capital, which points to the value of being able to (not) move and maintaining 
transnational ties in accordance with a person's individual life goals (GERHARDS 
& HANS, 2013; TENEY & DEUTSCHMANN, 2018). [13]

Consequently, space has been shown to play a key role in shaping people's 
abilities to access and valorize capitals, while also affecting and possibly 
challenging the value attached to different forms of capital as determinants of 
social positions. However, these complexities are often overlooked in favor of a 
simplified portrayal of migration as a gateway for people to enhance and diversify 
their capital in a world of global inequalities (CHRISTIANSEN & JENSEN, 2019). 
Moreover, researchers have failed to explore how spaces are constructed and 
used for evaluating social mobility beyond the common focus on (trans)national 
spaces. Against this background, experiences of international migration provide 
an important contribution to a more nuanced understanding of the spatial 
dimension of social mobility (DE HAAS, CASTLES & MILLER, 2019). [14]

Therefore, I propose taking a bottom-up and agency-centered approach to 
investigating perceptions of social structures and social mobility based on the 
subjective interpretations and evaluations of people who have experienced 
migration (BASCH, GLICK SCHILLER & SZANTON BLANC, 2020; FAUSER et 
al., 2012; JONSSON, 2020). For this purpose, I consider BOURDIEU's (1984 
[1979], 1985, 1986 [1983]) concepts of capitals and space a useful starting point 
for conceptualizing the drivers and situatedness of social mobility, as well as their 
relationship with each other (REED-DANAHAY, 2020). While a transnational 
perspective will serve to capture the case of international migration to scrutinize 
the role of countries in determining social mobility, I will also argue for an 
intersectional perspective toward social mobility (COLLINS, 2000; CRENSHAW, 
1991; YUVAL-DAVIS, 2015). Rooted in feminist scholarship, the concept of 
intersectionality has been described as a standpoint theoretical approach to 
stratification theory. As such, scholars have argued for its value in assessing 
people's "positionings along socioeconomic grids of power; [...] people's 
experiential and identificatory perspectives of where they belong; and [...] their 
normative value systems" (YUVAL-DAVIS, 2015, p.94). Linking transnational and 
intersectional theories thus allows us to explore the individual ways in which 
people position themselves within and across spaces and in relation to the power 
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dynamics inherent in these spaces in the context of global inequalities (AMELINA, 
2017). [15]

4. Toward a Methodology for Assessing Social Mobility in Contexts of 
Migration

To gather new theoretical insights based on the standpoints of the people who 
participate in the research, grounded theory methodology provides a useful 
starting point (CHARMAZ, 2006; STRAUSS & CORBIN, 1998; TIMMERMANS & 
TAVORY, 2012). Taking a grounded theory approach means taking the 
narratives of the research participants as a point of departure to construct 
theoretical considerations through a circular process of collecting, analyzing and 
interpreting data (CHARMAZ, 2008). During this process, early findings serve to 
adapt and specify the research according to emerging themes and categories, 
allowing the researcher to select emerging points of interest for further 
exploration (EQUIT & HOHAGE, 2016; MEY & MRUCK, 2011). In the following 
pages, I will discuss and reflect on my study, in which I explored the links 
between social and spatial mobility using grounded theory methodology to derive 
implications and suggestions for future research on social mobility. After outlining 
the sampling strategy, I will reflect on the process of developing and adapting the 
methods for data collection. Finally, I will discuss the process of coding and 
analyzing the data in relation to the theoretical considerations of capitals and space, 
reference groups, transnationality, and intersectionality as outlined above. [16]

4.1 Theoretical sampling 

To develop a better understanding of the links between social and spatial 
mobility, I started from the premise that international migration is often associated 
with opportunities for an improved social position, especially when people move 
to more affluent countries. Therefore, I chose to explore the experiences of 
people whose migration might be similarly associated with an improvement in 
their social position. Being located in Germany at the time, I decided for practical 
reasons to focus on migration to Germany as an important destination country of 
international migration, especially for people who are seeking better opportunities 
and quality of life (OECD, 2023; STATISTISCHES BUNDESAMT, 2024). To 
narrow down the initial sample further without employing predefined variables, I 
used the Human Development Index (HDI)1 as a heuristic. Thus, I selected 
research participants based on their origins in countries with a relatively lower 
HDI score compared to Germany as their country of settlement. [17]

In the spirit of grounded theory methodology, I engaged in theoretical sampling 
techniques. This approach to identifying and selecting research participants 
suggests starting rather broadly with a range of different people and an open 
mind (GLASER & STRAUSS, 1967; MEY & MRUCK, 2011). Depending on the 
insights gained from coding and categorizing the data collected at this early stage 

1 The HDI is a measure of human development initiated by the United Nations Development 
Program (UNDP) based on assessments of people's abilities to live a long and healthy life, to 
access education and to obtain a decent standard of living (HERRE & ARRIAGADA, 2023).
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of the research, the researcher selects the subsequent research participants with 
the goal of maximizing opportunities to establish concepts and identify differences 
and similarities between them (STRAUSS & CORBIN, 1998). Following four 
exploratory interviews with people I recruited through convenience sampling in 
early 2020, I decided to concentrate on the experiences of individuals from my 
own generation, who were still in the process of building their adult lives as 
students and apprentices or recent graduates. At this point, snowball sampling 
(PARKER, SCOTT & GEDDES, 2019) provided a useful approach to participant 
recruitment, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic. Having focused on 
people with origins in African countries, I recruited four more participants from 
Syria and Ukraine as contrasting cases through a German scholarship network. [18]

According to STRAUSS and CORBIN (1998), the circular process of collecting 
and analyzing data comes to an end when the researcher reaches the point of 
theoretical saturation, i.e., when additional data collection is not expected to 
contribute new insights on already developed categories and theoretical 
considerations. Having narrowed down the study as outlined above, I now 
considered this point to be reached. These 16 participants' experiences provided 
the basis for exploring the complex ways in which spatial movements can shape 
social mobility trajectories (for an overview of the sample, see Table 1).

Table 1: Overview of research participants [19]

In view of the sample, it is important to note that all research participants were 
currently embedded in the German education system or labor market and, 
therefore, were in possession of a (temporary) residence permit. Moreover, given 
the information that they provided regarding their families' living and working 
situations in their countries of origin, their backgrounds could be largely described 
as middle-class. The decision to migrate was often made by family members or 
by the participants themselves in the hope of a better future. These specifics 
importantly shape the results, as insecurities related to residency and poverty 
were currently not an issue. Therefore, I consider further exploration of subjective 
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social positions among people with different trajectories and at different points in 
their lives an important contribution to the future study of social mobility. 
Additionally, including immobile people in the sample could provide a useful 
approach to gaining more nuanced insights on the roles of migration and 
transnationality and the spatial dimension of social mobility. [20]

4.2 Data collection: Assessing social positions in contexts of migration

To collect data on the development of subjective social positions in relation to 
migration, I chose interviews as a method to stimulate narrations about the 
understandings of my research participants and their evaluations of their social 
positions. Following the premises of grounded theory methodology, I thus sought 
to construct theoretical insights based on the ways in which my research 
participants evaluated their own social positions in an interview. Depending on 
their preferences, I conducted the interviews in either German or English. 
Although I had initially planned to engage more closely and longer-term with my 
research participants using ethnographic methods, the restrictions imposed 
because of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 required a change to digital 
interviewing using video calls. In the process of collecting and analyzing data, I 
therefore gradually adapted my strategy of asking questions and stimulating 
narrations both to the context of digital interviews and to the limitations that I 
encountered. [21]

4.2.1 Use and limitations of the MacArthur Scale of Subjective Social Status

At first, I was faced with the general challenge of finding a suitable approach to 
assessing subjective social positions in connection with migration without 
predetermining the meaning and determinants of social positions or emphasizing 
the person's migration experience. In search of inspiration, I found that 
researchers who previously inquired about subjective social positions had often 
presented their research participants with a visual image of a social structure and 
asked them to depict and evaluate their own location in this image (EVANS et al., 
1992; GOLDMAN et al., 2006). According to various scholars, a particularly 
useful image for qualitative research is the MacArthur Scale of Subjective Social 
Status, which resembles a ladder with ten numbered rungs (ADLER, EPEL, 
CASTELLAZZO & ICKOVICS, 2000; SINGH-MANOUX, ADLER & MARMOT, 
2003). As it does not contain any references to the specifics of social categories 
or space, I decided to try using this image in my interviews. [22]

To capture the development of social positions over time, I prepared a set of 
guiding questions as a basis for semi-structured interviews. Specifically, I 
included questions on 1. the social positions of my participants at present; 2. their 
social positions before moving to Germany; 3. their transnational involvement; 
and 4. their evaluation of the changes they had experienced regarding their social 
position. In this way, I hoped to gain insight into both the spaces in which they 
situated their assessment and the determinants that they considered relevant in 
shaping their social positions. Moreover, I aimed to ask more specifically about 
my participants' transnational engagement to gain insights on the possible role of 
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transnational social spaces and transnationality (NOWICKA, 2013; STOCK & 
FRÖHLICH, 2021). [23]

With these questions and an image of a ladder with ten numbered rungs, I 
conducted the first four interviews. After an introductory conversation, I used the 
MacArthur Scale as an entry point to the interview, which I introduced as one 
possible way of depicting society where people may occupy various locations, 
before asking participants to indicate and evaluate their own position. As I 
conducted and analyzed these first interviews, however, I realized that the image 
and my introduction of it as a visual depiction of society was immediately 
associated with countries, as they asked whether I was referring to their countries 
of origin or to Germany. Although I returned the question and asked them where 
they would position themselves, I found that I was unable to capture the spaces 
of social mobility beyond their geographical connotation. [24]

4.2.2 Toward a narrative approach 

To avoid predefining spaces in this way, I therefore decided to explore my 
participants' social spaces in the context of their own social realities. To this end, I 
excluded the MacArthur Scale from the following interviews and developed an 
interview guideline with which I could pursue a more narrative approach to 
interviewing (SCHÜTZE, 1982). Moreover, I avoided references to countries or to 
the term "society," unless my participants made these associations themselves. 
Instead, I phrased my questions about social positions in relation to the terms that 
they used in their interviews. In this way, I aimed to create a dialogue that "may 
help us understand how a phenomenon or particular life situation can be 
discussed, analyzed, and interpreted by the interview participants" 
(TANGGAARD, 2009, p.1511). [25]

Against the background of the first interviews, I decided to start the subsequent 
ones by asking my participants about their last big success. "Success" had 
emerged as a major category related to understandings of social mobility in 
previous interviews. This introductory question now served as a starting point for 
getting my participants to talk about their personal lives and the things they 
considered important. Second, I asked them whom they had first talked to about 
this success, before asking further questions about the people in their lives. As I 
tried to depict my participants' social environments in this way, I sought to gain an 
understanding of the social spaces at play (HYMAN & SINGER, 1968; 
KIESLINGER, KORDEL & WEIDINGER, 2020). Third, I decided to ask my 
participants directly what they personally associated with the term "social 
position." Based on their explanations, I then asked them to elaborate on their 
own position and paid attention to both what they considered to determine their 
social position and the people and places they referred to. [26]

As I analyzed these interviews, I found the narrative approach to interviewing a 
useful basis for exploring the frameworks and determinants involved in social 
positioning within and across spaces, which were rooted in the subjective 
understandings and estimations of every research participant with whom I was 
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able to speak (PRZYBORSKI & WOHLRAB-SAHR, 2014). As I will show in 
Section 4.3, this way of engaging with each participant's individual perspective 
allows for a nuanced analysis of social mobility, which I consider a promising 
avenue for further research in this field (CEDERBERG, 2017). [27]

4.2.3 Researching experiences of migration and Blackness as a white non-
migrant

The different interviews I conducted between early 2020 and 2021 each lasted 
one to two hours. Despite the obstacles that researchers have raised in relation 
to data collection from a distance (DEAKIN & WAKEFIELD, 2014; WELLER, 
2017), I was able to facilitate a relaxed and friendly atmosphere in which my 
participants were open to share their experiences with me. This is probably due to 
their personal acquaintance and familiarity with digital technologies and our 
similarities in terms of age, education, and life stage, as I was also enrolled at 
university when I conducted the study. However, the ways in which my research 
participants presented themselves and expressed their experiences was also 
importantly shaped by our differences, especially in terms of origin and skin color. 
In the spirit of a constructivist approach to grounded theory methodology, I aimed 
to take a reflexive position and continuously questioned my own position and 
perspectives as influencing factors on the research (CHARMAZ, 2006, 2011). 
Overall, it is important to note that global power hierarchies significantly 
contribute to the ways in which my research participants presented themselves to 
me, a white female researcher with no migration experience (NOWICKA & RYAN, 
2015). Consequently, their positioning during the interviews was shaped by the 
expectations and assumptions they associated with me. [28]

To critically reflect on this and to ensure that the perspectives of my participants 
were considered as much as possible in the research process, I initiated post-
interview conversations with Emmanuel and Gilbert.2 They both offered to discuss 
their interview experiences with me, which enabled me to ask them for their 
thoughts both on the interview and possible alternative approaches to asking 
questions and on the ways in which they would interpret their own responses. It 
was Emmanuel's reflection on his interview that initiated my decision to abandon 
the MacArthur Scale to better capture the spatial dimension of social mobility 
from my research participants' perspectives, and it was Gilbert who suggested 
asking directly about my participants' understandings of social position. This way 
of involving research participants in the research process allows for a critical 
reflection on researchers' assumptions and their role in shaping the research 
(BERGOLD & THOMAS, 2012). While the following depiction of my approach to 
conducting data analysis is thus naturally driven by my personal views, 
experiences, and prejudices, I made a conscious effort to continuously build on 
the interpretations and concepts used by my participants (CHARMAZ, 2011). [29]

2 All names used with reference to my research participants are pseudonyms.
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4.3 Analyzing data: Linking social and spatial mobility

In line with grounded theory methodology, I transcribed and coded each audio-
recorded interview before conducting the next. Using the computer program 
f4analyse, I started with initial line-by-line coding and gradually sorted and 
merged codes into categories by means of focused and axial coding (CHARMAZ, 
2006; GLASER & STRAUSS, 1967). Using abduction as a guiding principle, this 
data analysis process was inspired by the literature and theoretical ideas outlined 
earlier in this article (CHARMAZ, 2006; DUNNE, 2011). By linking the analysis of 
my participants' points of reference and their choice of capitals as social position 
criteria, I identified four main ways in which these aspects interact in shaping 
social mobility. In the following pages, I will demonstrate how analyzing the 
interplay between reference groups and capitals sheds light on this multilayered 
role that spaces can play in processes of social mobility. [30]

In view of the references that my participants made, I found that most of them 
used geographical spaces to situate their social mobility assessments. Thus, 
when describing the development of their social position, they often compared 
their position with reference to their countries of origin and settlement, 
respectively. However, looking at the capitals they used to describe their position, 
I found that these comparisons took different forms which illuminates different 
facets of the spatial dimension of social mobility. On the one hand, some 
participants evaluated their position by comparing their changed access and 
control over capitals before and after they moved to Germany. These participants 
identified certain capitals as determinants of their social position and pondered 
how their abilities to access and use them had changed since they left their 
countries of origin. This way of comparing geographically defined spaces in terms 
of countries resonates with the conventional notion of social mobility in terms of 
changed access to resources over time, where spatial movements to a different 
country may provide access to different resources (CHRISTIANSEN & JENSEN, 
2019; MILANOVIC, 2016). [31]

On the other hand, countries also served as points of reference for comparing 
different logics of capital valorization (EREL & RYAN, 2019; GOLDMAN et al., 
2006). In my study, this form of spatial comparison was linked to perceptions of 
varying social positions in different spaces at the same time, which is reminiscent 
of what NIESWAND (2011) termed the "status paradox." For example, 
Emmanuel, who had moved to Germany from Cameroon to pursue a Ph.D. in 
German philology, emphasized the unprecedented ways in which his skin color 
and gender became key interrelated factors determining his abilities to valorize 
his capital in Germany.

"I would say, the ways in which people perceive of me, is firstly as a Black person, a 
Black man, an African man, too. And then if you add things like being a doctoral 
student and so on, it becomes a bit more nuanced, I would say." [32]

From Emmanuel's perspective, the linkage between his ascribed ethnicity and his 
gender plays a major role in determining his social position in Germany. As he 
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argued, this link frequently caused people to think of him as a refugee and a 
criminal. Specifically, he considered this image as a "Black man" to limit his 
opportunities both to valorize and to accumulate new capital in Germany. In this 
sense, the combination of ethnicity and gender is essentially perceived as 
"blocking" the potential for social mobility in Germany. He also emphasized the 
amount of energy it took to unblock this potential, and the constant exertion from 
trying to valorize his capital by making people see beyond his outward 
appearance. In the face of these difficulties, he considered his social position to 
have diminished since moving to Germany. However, when comparing this 
experience in Germany with Cameroon, it becomes apparent that Emmanuel 
considered social mobility to unfold differently in different spaces.

"In Germany, skin color is a difference—something that really makes a difference. 
And at home, skin color does not come into play. But other things, entirely. [...] I think 
people [in Cameroon] actually perceived me as a person, as an individual and not as 
a member of an ethnic group. [...] And you could even imagine that, especially 
because someone is from Europe, that you can also improve your position in society 
a little. [...] So, when a Cameroonian came back home, I would imagine that their 
position, I mean other people's perspectives towards him, would change, in the sense 
of improve." [33]

On the one hand, Emmanuel emphasized that his social position in Cameroon 
was subject to the same achievements that he found so difficult to demonstrate in 
Germany, later referring specifically to his educational attainments and 
professional experience. On the other hand, he pointed to the ways in which 
moving to a different part of the world can become a distinct form of capital, 
where the ability to migrate may also affect social mobility (EREL, 2010). This 
points to the simultaneity of different forms of social mobility in different 
geographically defined spaces, commonly referred to as the "status paradox," 
which is shaped by the different ways in which capitals can be valorized and 
accessed within these spaces (NIESWAND, 2011; RYE, 2019). Similarly, various 
participants in my study described how accumulating cultural capital, including 
migration-specific capital, promoted an improved social position in relation to their 
countries of origin, while failing to do the same in Germany—a phenomenon also 
previously articulated in research, especially on skilled migration (EREL, 2010; 
KOFMANN & RAGHURAM, 2006). This highlights how intersecting inequalities 
play out differently in different geographical spaces and thus affect social mobility 
in diverse ways. Consequently, to better understand processes of social mobility, 
it is important to consider the countries at play within the global power dynamics 
that unfold in the face of international migration. As Emmanuel's example shows, 
in contexts of international migration, the ability to valorize and accumulate capital 
can be significantly altered by intersecting inequalities such as ethnicity and 
gender (YUVAL-DAVIS, 2015). In this way, the geographical spaces involved in 
migration play a relevant role in the emergence of a "status paradox" 
(NIESWAND, 2011). [34]

Yet another spatially comparative approach to social positioning was evident 
among those participants who used their countries of origin and destination as 
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points of reference for (re)evaluating their own views towards capitals. As they 
compared their perceptions now to when they had lived in their countries of origin 
a few years back, they identified more fundamental changes in how they defined 
their goals and the capitals they considered necessary for achieving them. 
Although these participants also placed their social position within their countries 
of origin and destination, they evaluated their social mobility in direct relation to 
their spatial mobility and how it had impacted their views. Here, social mobility is 
driven by changing considerations of what constitutes capital as a driver of social 
mobility more generally, rather than changes in access or abilities to valorize 
capital. This was evident, for example, in Gilbert's narrative, as he described how 
his initial goal of having a family of his own lost importance as he began to focus 
on professional goals when moving to Germany.

"If I had stayed in Cameroon, then I would probably have fulfilled 80 percent of the 
expectations that I used to have as a child. That means, if I had stayed in Cameroon, 
I would probably already have a child, at least, or maybe a wife. And, in my head, I 
would be older than I feel right now." [35]

This highlights how migration can challenge a person's views and subsequent 
approach to evaluating their social position. Despite the lack of a family, Gilbert 
considered his social position to have improved based on educational and 
professional criteria that had gained relevance to him. Similarly, various 
participants pondered how their personal views and goals in life had changed 
since they moved to Germany. This was largely attributed to their exposure to a 
different way of thinking associated with another country, with international 
migration representing a distinct resource that allowed them to consciously reflect 
on the meaning and value of capitals for them personally. Therefore, they found 
that they now also evaluated their social position differently, with their social 
mobility being largely subject to their changed views. [36]

These different ways of comparing countries of origin and settlement as distinct 
points of reference and spaces for situating evaluations of social mobility are 
importantly characterized by varying degrees of transnationality in the context of 
different experiences of intersecting inequalities (AMELINA, 2017; 
BARGLOWSKI, 2019; FAUSER et al., 2012). While the geographical spaces of 
countries serve as a basis for comparison and evaluation, the linkages that 
emerged between these geographical spaces as my participants moved from one 
to the other and the relational spaces that they produced play a key role in 
shaping the forms of social mobility outlined above (REED-DANAHAY, 2020). 
According to my findings, the "status paradox" based on varying logics of capital 
valorization in different geographical spaces in terms of countries is linked to 
comparatively high degrees of transnationality. Here, strong attachments to the 
country of origin stand in contrast to the inequalities experienced in the country of 
settlement. Thus, the emergence of the transnational social space in which these 
participants simultaneously experience conflicting abilities of capital valorization 
promotes perceptions of multiple social positions in relation to the geographical 
spaces at play. In the other two cases, comparatively lower degrees of 
transnationality were linked to stronger attachments to the country of settlement 
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and more coherent experiences of social mobility. The transnational space that 
emerged from these participants' simultaneous connections to their countries of 
origin and destination became a venue for the experienced changes regarding 
abilities to valorize capital, on the one hand, and perceptions towards the 
meaning and value of capitals, on the other. In this sense, transnationality may be 
both a cause and an effect of the ways in which people experience inequalities 
and subsequent difficulties within the geographical spaces of countries. [37]

Although the comparative approach to social positioning, with social positions 
associated directly with countries, was the most prominent in my study, I also 
found evidence for a form of social mobility that can be attributed more directly to 
transnational social spaces. This was the case among participants who evaluated 
their social position in relation to people rather than places, thus situating their 
evaluation in relationally defined social spaces (KIESLINGER et al., 2020; REED-
DANAHAY, 2020). Here, the choice of capitals for evaluating social positions did 
not follow any comparative logic, as was the case in the other interviews. Instead, 
participants who positioned themselves in this way identified a range of capitals, 
especially social and cultural forms, and evaluated their position based on their 
changed abilities to access and use these capitals over time. While the relational 
space was used for situating social mobility, space was here not argued to 
influence social positions in any specific way. In contrast to the comparative 
approaches to social mobility outlined above, this perspective is characterized by 
high levels of spatial mobility and transnationality. Consequently, transnational 
involvement can shape social mobility in numerous ways, which highlights the 
importance of future research on the role of both geographical and relational 
spaces in affecting social mobility trajectories (STOCK, 2023; STOCK & 
FRÖHLICH, 2021). [38]

5. Conclusion

While studies on social mobility continue to focus primarily on the changes that 
occur in people's social positions within countries (NICO, 2021), in this article, I 
have proposed a methodology for investigating social mobility in the context of 
international migration. Specifically, I have shown how studying subjective social 
positions by inquiring into reference group dynamics in relation to the selection 
and evaluation of capitals as the drivers of social mobility provides an opportunity 
to dive deeper into the complex links between spatial and social movements. 
Therefore, I highlighted that the experiences of people who have relocated to a 
different country provide relevant insights into the complexity of social mobility in 
a globalized world (FAIST et al., 2021). Based on a critical discussion of my 
research on the subjective social positions of people who had relocated to 
Germany, I discussed the methodological challenges and implications for the 
contemporary study of social mobility. To incorporate the spatial dimension and 
better understand how it affects processes of social mobility, I proposed 
conducting narrative interviews, which would help researchers to explore the 
spaces in which people encounter and situate social mobility and to identify which 
aspects they consider to be shaping their social position. Specifically, I suggested 
stimulating narratives that would allow research participants to describe their 
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social surroundings, as well as their own understandings and evaluation of their 
social position. To conceptualize the empirical findings, I proposed linking them 
with BOURDIEU's (1984 [1979], 1985, 1986 [1983]) theories of space and 
capitals, theories of social comparison and reference groups, as well as 
transnational and intersectional theories (GLICK SCHILLER et al., 1992; HYMAN 
& SINGER, 1968; YUVAL-DAVIS, 2015). [39]

This way of exploring social mobility allows examination of the complex ways in 
which social positions evolve, not just over time but also in relation to space. On 
the one hand, I have shown how spatial comparisons induced by international 
migration reveal a variety of ways in which both geographical and relational 
spaces shape social mobility by affecting not only access and control, but also 
perceptions toward capitals (EREL, 2010; GOLDMAN et al., 2006). While 
international movements may therefore initiate changes in these aspects and 
thus contribute to social mobility over time, they can also promote a "status 
paradox" with experiences of multiple social positions in different geographical 
spaces (NIESWAND, 2011). In light of reference group dynamics and capital 
valuations in comparative approaches to social positioning, this is especially the 
case when ascribed markers of social position gain relevance in shaping the 
experienced potential for accessing and valorizing capitals in the country of 
settlement (LINDEMANN, 2007; RYE, 2019; SANTOS, 2020). This points to the 
complex ways in which the power structures inherent in national spaces shape 
opportunities and reinforce inequalities (DE HAAS, 2021). Therefore, studying 
international migration contexts contributes significantly to highlighting the role of 
global power dynamics in affecting social mobility and experiences of intersecting 
inequalities (YUVAL-DAVIS, 2015). While fostering a positive image of affluent 
receiving countries such as Germany and subsequent portrayals of international 
migration as a pathway for improvement, global power structures also promote 
experiences of social exclusion by emphasizing various intersecting social 
divisions (ibid.). In my findings, experiences of a "status paradox" are closely 
linked to relatively high levels of transnationality coupled with strong notions of 
social exclusion in the country of destination. This points to the important links 
between transnationality and intersectionality in social mobility trajectories, which 
need further exploration in future research (AMELINA & BARGLOWSKI, 2018; 
ANTHIAS, 2012). [40]

On the other hand, I have also shown how the proposed methodology for 
studying the links between social and spatial mobility sheds light on another 
transnational dimension of social mobility in which social mobility is situated in 
relation to people rather than geographical spaces (SKLAIR, 2001; STOCK, 
2023). Thus, I also found that social positioning can take place without references 
to countries. In the absence of spatial comparisons, the choice and evaluation of 
capitals is directly related to people, thus emphasizing the relational element of 
space (KIESLINGER et al., 2020; REED-DANAHAY, 2020). Here, high degrees 
of transnationality are accompanied by high attachments to the transnational 
social space in which social mobility is assessed. [41]
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In the context of these findings, I consider qualitative assessments of the social-
spatial mobility nexus to offer a useful gateway to better understand social 
mobility as a process shaped by both time and space. To better discern the 
potential role of international migration and transnationality in social mobility 
trajectories, studying a range of experiences of people with and without histories 
of migration provides a promising venture for future research. While my study 
was importantly limited by restrictions to personal encounters, I would further 
argue for ethnographic research methods that enable greater and longer-term 
engagement with research participants to develop more in-depth insights into 
their lifeworlds (BEHRENDS, 2024). This way of investigating social mobility by 
inquiring into people's personal perspectives and realities can contribute relevant 
insights to the study of social mobility beyond predefined categories. [42]
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