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Transferring skilled careers internationally is a pressing issue, not least because migrant 
careers are often stymied by various boundaries. These boundaries combine to affect 
migrants’ labour market trajectories and calls for more boundary-focussed scholarship have 
been made (see Inkson et al., 2012; Rodrigues et al., 2016). For example, migrants often must 
navigate complex, lengthy and costly administrative procedures to win legal rights to work in 
the host country – usually in form of visas, work permits, relevant and recognised certificates 

and other credentials (Csedo, 2008; Pearson et al., 2012). At the same time, their skills and 
expertise are often discounted by local employers who may have imperfect understanding of 
their value (Nowicka, 2014; Almeida et al., 2015). Further, migrants can be penalised because 
of their country of origin, ethnicity, class, accent or event names (Nowicka, 2014; Ebner and 
Helbling, 2016).  
Whereas boundaries affecting migrants’ careers and their relative positions in the host labour 
markets are relatively well-studied, accounts of how migrants reach their positions and how 
their experiences differently influenced by boundaries at different stages are conspicuously 
rare (for an example see Liversage, 2009).  
For this study, we analyse 47 semi-structured interviews with skilled migrants in the North-

East of England. The interviews provided rich retrospective insights into our respondents’ 
migration and employment histories, as well as various obstacles they encountered. We 
explored distinct boundaries the respondents faced when entering the host labour market 

(getting in) and when advancing their positions in the labour market (getting on), as well as – 
in some instances – when considering exiting the labour market (getting out). Our analysis 
paid specific attention to migrants’  participation in different sectors of the labour market, 

their positions within the occupational hierarchy and individual aspirations, plans and 
satisfaction.  
The analysis is still ongoing but has revealed five categories of skilled migrants’ labour market 
positions and trajectories that led to these positions. [1] Inactive – those who do not enter 
the primary skilled labour market but also have little desire to do so. Instead, they find 
employment in jobs they are overqualified for or opt for periods of voluntary unemployment 
in search for better work-life balance and more personally meaningful pursuits. This category 
includes mainly women who are not primary breadwinners in their families. [2] Foreign – 
migrants who capitalise upon their foreign cultural capital either within the core labour 
market or in more niche ethnic enclaves. Many in this category became employed for their 
in-depth knowledge of foreign (usually their home) countries and/or proficiency in foreign 
(usually their native) languages. [3] Professional - these migrants, usually educated in the UK, 
occupy positions commensurate with their degrees and experiences and compete with 
indigenous workers to advance their positions further. Yet, the opportunities to progress 
often depend on cultural and professional assimilation and are not guaranteed. [4] Frustrated 



– these migrants successfully entered the professional labour market, but their progress has 
stalled and opportunities to progress appear to be very limited. This group included non-

White respondents all of whom were planning to exit the UK labour market. [5] Elite – these 
migrants occupy distinctive top-class positions, thanks to their advanced and internationally 
recognised skills and expertise. Prior to relocation to the UK, they tended to hold high-profile 
positions in highly reputable companies abroad which enabled them to take positions 
superior even to indigenous leaders and managers.  
Our analysis is still in progress, but the findings are important for understanding skilled 
migrants’ experiences. It emphasises that skilled migrants should not be treated as a 
homogenous group of workers as their experiences are very differently affected by contextual 
barriers. Furthermore, our empirical results reveal that boundaries migrants have to deal with 
when entering the labour market and advancing their positions within it are analytically 
different and entering the host labour market does not guarantee further progress. We also 
demonstrate that migrants have different goals and aspirations and not everyone aims to 
occupy a top-level position (see Pearson et al., 2012). These findings have emancipatory 
potential as they uncover migrants’ personally meaningful objectives and current obstacles 

they face. The results have implications for migrants themselves in equipping them with 
better knowledge of how to navigate the host labour markets and for organisations and policy 
makers interested in reducing the potential ‘brain waste’ that results in underoccupation and 
underutilisation of migrants’ skills.  
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