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This article investigates the aspirations for adventure, cosmopolitanism and self-exploration among non-graduate EU migrants
from working- and lower-middle-class backgrounds. Drawing on interviews with Italians who moved to England after the 2008
economic crisis, and focusing on participants with vocational school diplomas, the article explores participants’ lifestyle
imaginaries, how these contextualise participants’ economic concerns, and how they are negotiated in classed, racialised and
gendered migrations. The findings reveal that these ‘other Eurostars’ come from class fractions endowed with relative, but
unequally distributed, economic security and lower institutionalised cultural capital. This has a significant bearing on their
motivations and experiences of migration, but without reducing them to mere economic instrumentalism. Indeed, participants
approach employment as a means of self-realisation and status distinction, following aspirations that the extant literature
ascribes to graduate migrants. The article contributes to lifestyle migration and intra-EU migration studies by revealing the
centrality of non-economic motivations among less privileged EU migrants and showing that individualisation, as a late-modern
project, is central to their migrations, but that it takes classed, racialised and gendered forms.
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This paper argues that EU migrants with working- and lower-middle-class backgrounds need to be situated more firmly on the
map of intra-European migration. It demonstrates that despite engaging in work that is classified as ‘low-skilled’ in scholarship
and policymaking (Moroşanu et al. 2019), such migrants are best conceptualised as engaging in lifestyle migrations.

Migration studies have increasingly problematised rigid distinctions between high-skilled and low-skilled, and lifestyle and
labour, migrations (Benson and O’Reilly 2015; King 2018). However, despite a longstanding debate on the limitations of
conceptual dualism (King 2002), the study of intra-EU migration remains organised around these oppositions, as demonstrated
by the continuing focus on low-skilled (but, frequently, university-educated) Eastern EU migrants and high-skilled, graduate
Western and Southern EU migrants (Vasey 2017; Hof 2019).

This paper problematises these distinctions by examining vocationally-trained Italians who moved to Britain after the 2008
economic crisis. High-school tracks are socially stratified across and beyond Europe (Ozer and Perc 2020), and students from
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working-class and ethnic minority backgrounds are overrepresented in vocational school tracks (Bonizzoni, Romito, and Cavallo
2016). Yet, research on low-skilled EU migrants rarely pays attention to these educational inequalities and their impact on
migrants’ motivations and experiences. Focusing on lifestyle in migration (Benson and O’Reilly 2015), rather than on lifestyle
migration as a fixed conceptual typology, this paper shows that late-modern pressures towards individualisation and self-making
are not exclusive to university-educated migrants, but take classed, racialised and gendered forms in less privileged migrations.

This article also contributes to long-standing debates about the relationships between social and geographical mobility in intra-
EU migration. It has been argued that ‘Eurostars’ are ambitious young people who engage in upward social mobility via university
education, as many come from provincial and lower-middle-class backgrounds (Favell 2008, 93; Kennedy 2010). Similarly, studies
of Eastern EU migrations show how high cultural capital, in the form of university education, shapes migrants’ aspirations and
social mobility strategies (Parutis 2014; Bobek 2020). Yet, some Europeans engage in intra-EU mobility without using university
education as a channel of upward social mobility (Varriale 2019), or, as I demonstrate below, they approach higher education
with insecurities connected with a lack of economic, cultural and social capital. These are the ‘other Eurostars’ discussed in this
article, who are arguably as ambitious as their more educated counterparts, but who come from fractions of the working and
lower-middle classes which maintain an ambivalent relationship with higher education (Triventi 2014). I will demonstrate that
they represent a ‘missing middle’ (Roberts 2011) in migration studies, as they are neither highly educated ‘middling
transnationals’ (Conradson and Latham 2005), nor migrants escaping socio-economic exclusion.

The paper is structured as follows. The next section situates the literature on post-2008 Southern EU migration in the context of
wider research on intra-EU migration, discussing how this work conflates non-economic drivers of migration with university
education. I then draw on the idea of lifestyle in migration (Benson and O’Reilly 2015) to develop the article’s analytical
framework. After a discussion of the article’s methodology, I analyse the biographies of participants who moved abroad in their
20s with non-academic high-school diplomas, and who are unequally positioned vis-à-vis racial and gender hierarchies. I thus
explore the salience of lifestyle aspirations among a diverse group of working and lower-middle-class migrants. I conclude by
outlining an agenda for future research.

Scholarship on post-2008 EU migration has partly reconfirmed earlier narratives of privileged, Western European mobilities, as it
shows that career and educational opportunities, rather than economic necessity, remain key motivations for migration among
graduate and high-skilled Southern Europeans (King et al. 2016; Bartolini, Gropas, and Triandafyllidou 2017; Herrero-Arias,
Hollekim, and Haukanes 2020). The desire for adventure and new experiences also emerges as an important motivation (Hof
2019), and while occupational insecurity is not absent from this literature (Varriale 2019), findings reveal migrants’ concern for
maintaining, or maximising, opportunities for self-realisation in the context of growing intra-European inequalities.

As recently argued by King (2018), this literature rarely engages with the concept of lifestyle migration, as this concept has been
associated with urban-to-rural retirement migrations in which employment figures as a ‘means’ to a better way of life, rather than
as an ‘end’ in itself (Benson and O’Reilly 2009). Yet, this concept has progressively been applied to a wider range of cross-border
mobilities (Benson and O’Reilly 2015), and lifestyle aspirations and imaginaries frequently contextualise concerns about
employment in studies of intra-EU migration. It is thus instructive to revisit some of this literature’s findings (across the Western–
Eastern disciplinary divide) to clarify how a focus on lifestyle in migration can remedy some of this literature’s blind spots about
the relationships between lifestyle, migration and social inequality.

Lifestyle migration scholars have highlighted the importance of migrants’ imaginaries about other places and regions, showing
how cultural understandings of ‘the good life’ inform migrants’ decision-making processes (Benson and O’Reilly 2009). Cultural
imaginaries also emerge as prominent in studies of intra-EU migration. Southern and Eastern Europeans associate Northern and
Western Europe with more meritocratic and tolerant societies in contrast to the corruption and provincialism of their home
countries (López Rodríguez 2010; Bartolini, Gropas, and Triandafyllidou 2017; Varriale 2021). Global cities like London, Berlin and
Paris attract migrants interested in experiencing their busy way of life and cosmopolitanism (Moroşanu 2013; Dubucs et al. 2016;
Quassoli and Dimitriadis 2019). However, it remains unclear how these imaginaries are negotiated in unequal migrations and to
what extent they are shared by migrants with different resources and social backgrounds. Indeed, university-educated migrants
remain central to this literature, with work on Eastern EU migration also privileging graduate migrants working in low-skill sectors
(Krings et al. 2013; Moroşanu 2013; Vasey 2017). The few studies focusing exclusively on non-graduate EU migrants do not focus
on inequalities within this group (Moroşanu et al. 2019).

The individualisation thesis is an important theoretical reference in intra-EU migration studies. EU migrations have been
conceptualised as ‘liquid migrations’ (Engbersen and Snel 2013) facilitated by freedom-of-movement rights, growing
globalisation and a process of individual ‘disembedding’ from structural constraints, like class background (Beck 1992). Work on
post-2008 EU migration suggests that more insecure labour markets have increased late-modern pressures towards
individualised, ‘do-it-yourself ’ biographies (Bartolini, Gropas, and Triandafyllidou 2017; Hof 2019), and while this ‘liquid’
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theoretical framing has been problematised (Bygnes and Erdal 2016; Herrero-Arias, Hollekim, and Haukanes 2020; Franceschelli
2020), it remains unclear to what extent the individualisation thesis applies to migrants with less economic and cultural capital.
Work on Western and Southern intra-EU migration presents high-skilled migrants as the ideal type of cosmopolitan movers,
driven by non-economic aspirations (Assirelli, Barone, and Recchi 2019, 6). Some work on East-to-West migrations suggests that
while economic gains might be more important for migrants without degrees (Krings et al. 2013; Parutis 2014), their migrations
do not exclude non-economic considerations (Moroşanu et al. 2019). Yet, both research strands rarely investigate how
participants negotiate lifestyle aspirations in unequal circumstances, both before and after migration.

These are important questions for lifestyle migration scholars, who have criticised the individualisation thesis. In their pioneering
article, Benson and O’Reilly (2009) used the concept of individualisation to explain the global circulation of cultural imaginaries
and their impact on migrants’ motivations. They theorised lifestyle migration as a project of self-realisation, given migrants’
strong emphasis on their individual motivations. However, they significantly departed from late-modernity theorists, who see self-
making as a normative pressure affecting all social strata (Giddens 1991; Beck 1992). They conceptualised self-realisation as a
privileged project requiring economic, cultural and social capital (Benson and O’Reilly 2009, 616–619). More recently, they have
approached privilege as gradational, rather than based on absolute differences, and as potentially co-existing with occupational
insecurity and intersecting inequalities (Benson and O’Reilly 2015).

In the remainder of this article, I expand this research agenda in relation to vocationally-trained EU migrants. I show that
aspirations for self-exploration, cosmopolitan distinction and self-realisation are central to their migrations, but that such
aspirations are negotiated in classed, racialised and gendered contexts. I adopt a broad definition of lifestyle migration, which
includes aspirations for self-making connected with both consumption and employment. As clarified by Giddens (1991:, 81–82):

Work strongly conditions life chances, in Weber’s sense, and life chances in turn is a concept
which has to be understood in terms of the availability of potential lifestyles. […] choices of
work and work milieu forms a basic element of lifestyle orientations in the extremely complex
modern division of labour [author’s emphasis].

I explore how the ‘availability of potential lifestyles’ remains significantly constrained by participants’ access to economic and
cultural capital, by their subjective sense of what is possible and legitimate – their classed dispositions and habitus (Bourdieu
1984, 109–112) – and by their position in racial and gender hierarchies. These structural constraints do not disappear after
migration, but are negotiated in relation to new social contexts or ‘fields’ (Bourdieu 1990, 66–68). Following recent work on
lifestyle migration (Benson and Osbaldiston 2016), I approach vocationally-trained Italians as a diverse group, exploring the
classed, racialised and gendered forms of their individualisation projects. I also develop further the idea of lifestyle as a ‘lens’,
rather than a ‘box’ (Benson and O’Reilly 2015). As I discuss in the empirical sections, economic and structural constraints (including
institutional racism) are far from absent from participants’ narratives. Yet, they co-exist with wider non-economic aspirations. The
article thus approaches lifestyle as a dimension of migration, rather than as a clear-cut migration category. This contributes to
King’s early plea about challenging conceptual dualisms in migration studies (2002) and to growing work on the role of lifestyle
aspirations in migrations motivated also by employment and economic necessity (Bott 2004; López Rodríguez 2010; Bobek 2020).

This article draws on 57 biographical interviews conducted with Italian migrants living in the West Midlands and London. The
research focused on Italians who moved abroad with unequal forms of capital, and this principle informed the construction of my
theoretical sample. I recruited participants who had different educational qualifications before migration: compulsory schooling
and vocational diplomas (25), academic diplomas (8), and university degrees (24). Both university and high-school choice are
socially stratified in Italy, with vocational high-school tracks (as opposed to ‘academic’ tracks) being more likely among children
of working and lower-middle class families (Triventi 2014). I used education prior to migration to capture classed differences in
economic and cultural capital. I then reconstructed participants’ migrant trajectories, focusing on how they mobilised unequal
resources (Erel 2010). As reported in Appendix A, the sample comprises 32 women and 25 men, who moved abroad between
their late teens and late forties. It includes 9 non-white participants (whose parents were first-generation migrants to Italy). The
majority spent between three months and ten years in Britain.

This article focuses on the experiences of 25 participants who left Italy with non-academic high-school diplomas. The analysis
also takes stock of 4 participants who moved abroad with academic high-school diplomas, but coming from working class or
socially mixed (and sometimes single-parent) households, whose experiences are comparable to those of vocationally-trained
participants (Caterina, discussed below, belongs to this group). As reported in Appendix B, the majority of vocationally-trained
participants had parents employed as manual skilled workers or small rural/urban entrepreneurs, with middle-school or non-
academic high-school diplomas, namely lower ‘institutionalised’ cultural capital (Bourdieu 1984, 13–14). This is broadly in line
with the social profile of the working-class and the (urban and rural) ‘petite bourgeoisie’ in Italy (Triventi 2014). Compared to the
employed, white-collar middle class, the petite bourgeoisie’s offspring is less likely to pursue academic studies (Triventi 2014,
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326). Indeed, participants who moved abroad with academic diplomas and university degrees more frequently had parents with
higher educational qualifications and higher-status white-collar, professional or managerial positions (Appendix A).

The parents of non-white participants frequently had higher institutionalised cultural capital, but they were predominantly skilled
manual workers or owned small businesses (Appendix B). All non-white participants had Italian citizenship, which the majority
gained when they turned 18 (see Hawthorne 2019, on Italian citizenship and institutional racism).

I adopted a semi-structured and open-ended approach to biographical interviewing (Favell 2008; Erel 2010). I started interviews
with a question about motivations for moving abroad and let participants develop their own narrative, probing for examples
when needed. To situate participants’ migrations within broader social biographies, or ‘trajectories’ (Bourdieu 1984, 109–112), I
also asked questions about their life before migration, which produced detailed narratives about their educational and
professional biographies. At the end of interviews, I asked participants about their parents’ work and education, if these had not
emerged during the interview (see Appendix C for interview topics and questions). I also remained in touch with some
participants after interviews, meeting them again or keeping in touch via social media, and taking fieldnotes about the unfolding
of their experiences abroad.

The concept of lifestyle emerged as relevant while analysing interview transcripts with NVivo. It became apparent that less
privileged participants were driven by aspirations that could not be reduced to economic considerations, even though
participants themselves stressed such considerations at the start of interviews (see next section). With the interviews progressing,
non-economic aspirations emerged as equally important to their migrations. Biographical interviewing is especially suitable to
explore how social and cultural structures impact upon individual biographies (Erel 2010). It is thus a method that can help
develop a lifestyle in migration approach. While analysing interviews, I used the concept of lifestyle as a ‘lens’ to explore the
relevance of non-economic aspirations in biographies which were significantly motivated by economic concerns. For this reason, I
start my analysis (in the first empirical section) exploring how lifestyle aspirations co-exist with participants’ structural concerns,
such as unemployment and institutional racism. I then proceed (in the second empirical section) with discussing how participants
developed their lifestyle aspirations before migration, focusing on their class milieux and the capitals they had access to in Italy. I
conclude (in the third empirical section) with discussing how participants negotiated lifestyle aspirations after migration, vis-à-vis
inequalities of class, race and gender. My aim is not to categorise participants into a ‘box’ (lifestyle or labour migration), but to
highlight lifestyle as a dimension of less privileged migrations. Furthermore, I analyse capitals as they emerge from biographical
narratives and as mobilised by participants in relation to specific contexts or ‘fields’ (Bourdieu 1990). Hence, while Appendix B
provides an overview of participants’ social position in Italy – using formal education, employment history and parents’ education
and professional position as proxies of cultural and economic capital (Atkinson 2010) – my aim is not a formal ‘mapping’ of
capitals before migration, but a qualitative exploration of how access (and lack thereof) to specific capitals shaped participants’
biographies and identities.

As anticipated above, participants did not shy away from discussions of structural constraints and economic necessity, I have thus
no reason to believe that their lifestyle aspirations were simply a product of the interview encounter. Moreover, the ‘reflexive’
nature of in-depth interviews usually advantages the highly educated (Atkinson 2010). It is especially relevant, thus, that
participants with lower educational capital still emphasised non-economic motivations for migration.

In line with other pieces of qualitative research, I use a select number of excerpts. My aim is to privilege analysis over description
and to generate theoretical insights, rather than to report frequencies. Nonetheless, the findings reported in this article apply
especially to participants who migrated in their 20s and early 30s (see also Varriale 2019). As I discuss below, older participants
were more explicitly concerned with securing economic and relational stability (though they were rarely motivated only by such
concerns). While a full discussion of older participants is beyond scope, I will discuss the role of age in sustaining participants’
lifestyle aspirations.

Participants were recruited through messages posted on Facebook groups and through snowball sampling. Interviews lasted
about two hours each. Given the time of interviews (2016–18), Brexit emerged as a topic of discussion, but most participants had
not yet changed their future plans in relation to it. I conducted the interviews in Italian and translated excerpts for this article.
Names and identifying details have been changed to protect participants’ anonymity.

Studies of post-2008 EU migration have found that while the economic crisis and experiences of unemployment can motivate
some graduate migrations (Castellani 2018), Southern EU migrants tend to present their migrations not as economically
motivated, but as engendered by a ‘moral crisis’ affecting Southern European societies in the form of corruption and lack of
meritocracy (Bartolini, Gropas, and Triandafyllidou 2017; Herrero-Arias, Hollekim, and Haukanes 2020; Franceschelli 2020). In my
research, participants with non-academic diplomas frequently presented their migration as economically motivated, especially at
the start of interviews. Yet, their narratives revealed a broader set of non-economic aspirations.

How lifestyle aspirations contextualise economic motivations



Before moving to Birmingham, Enzo had worked in a bar since leaving high school. When discussing why he moved to England,
he mentioned the impact of the economic crisis. The bar was struggling financially, and his wage had lowered from 700 to 500
euros per month (‘a compromise, it was already hard to keep my job’). However, he presented the crisis in moral terms too. It
meant ‘less work’, but it also revealed fundamental differences between Italian and British culture:

In Italy because of the crisis there is less work, there’s much more envy and, pardon my French,
throwing s[hit] on other people. Here there’s much more respect, everyone is on the same level, the
best ones will move forward, the others will stay behind. Other differences are the economic
treatment and, putting work aside, there’s much more respect in terms of government and lifestyle.

Enzo presents the UK as providing not only better ‘economic treatment’, but also a better ‘lifestyle’ connected with a more
‘respectful’, meritocratic mindset. This is a well-documented cultural imaginary among Southern European migrants, and while
the extant literature connects this narrative to graduate and high-skilled migrants in particular, it appears to be influential also
among migrants with less cultural and economic capital. Enzo moved abroad with a three-year vocational diploma and spent a
year and a half working as a bartender in Birmingham (before returning to Italy). He changed different jobs during this period,
but without any upward progression. His experience could hardly be linked to a narrative of upward social mobility.  However,
this was not the central topic of Enzo’s narrative. Notwithstanding references to the economic crisis, he presented his migration as
an escape from his hometown’s provincial mentality:

In Italy I worked in the bar of my small town, but I felt a bit constrained and suffocated […] It’s
a quite closed mentality, not the more open mentality of Milan, Rome, Naples, Palermo. It’s a town
with 20-25,000 souls, so there’s a lot of prejudice, arrogance, due to some people’s ignorance.

Enzo’s narrative resembles the narratives of escape from ‘suffocating’ provincial towns reported in studies of graduate migrations
(Favell 2008). However, while other studies explain such narratives as being connected to upper-middle-class backgrounds
(Assirelli, Barone, and Recchi 2019) or to university education (Kennedy 2010), Enzo had markedly lower institutionalised cultural
capital (compulsory education) and came from a single-parent, low-middle class household (his mum was a primary-school
teacher with a technical high-school diploma).

Like Enzo, Miriam had a three-year vocational diploma and initially presented her migration as linked to economic motivations.
She did not mention the 2008 crisis, but a year of unemployment (before moving to Birmingham) and a history of ‘odd jobs’ and
work on her family’s farm:

After school I did some odd jobs which I didn’t enjoy, like waitress, other things without
contracts, so … not much. That [working on her family’s farm] was my first official job, I did a year
and a half. After some months I left, and since then I’ve almost always been abroad, except the
year I came back from Australia [one year before moving to England], when I was at home doing
nothing really, I didn’t have any job.

While reconstructing her work experiences in Italy, Miriam revealed that England was her third long-term experience abroad,
after a year and six months spent, respectively, in Australia and Germany. Factory and warehouse work were the means through
which she sustained herself during these experiences, and while economic concerns remained central to her narrative, she also
mentioned different aspirations:

I always loved it [travelling abroad], to be honest. Before going to Germany I wanted to go to
Spain, then someone discouraged me, but this was someone who never put their nose outside home, and
had strong opinions, ‘that place is like that’, you know, stereotypes, so I gave up on Spain and
went there [Germany] […] I’ve always had a passion for languages, I’m passionate about Chinese, I
have a book which I used to study, I should start again, I was obsessed with China and places like
that […] But no, I never went anywhere [before Germany], my parents never took me on holidays […]
but I’ve always been like a free spirit, who likes moving around, and now that I’ve started I want
to see other places outside Europe.

Miriam’s experiences of mobility could be classified as ‘low-skilled’, if one focuses on the work she did as a migrant, or on her
institutionalised cultural capital (compulsory schooling). Nonetheless, her multiple mobilities were sustained by a fascination with
foreign cultures (‘China and places like that’) and a sense of herself as a ‘free spirit’, which reveals exposure to late-modern
discourses of individual freedom and anti-conformism (Korpela 2009). Indeed, she distinguishes herself from acquaintances who
‘never put their nose outside home’, mobilising a strategy of distinction between provincial stayers and cosmopolitan movers that
emerges from studies of graduate migrants (Kennedy 2010). Although Miriam did not have the cultural capital of graduates, she
shared their aspirations about international mobility as self-exploration and adventure. Indeed, consumption of different cultural
imaginaries, European (Spain) and non-European (China), predated her plans for mobility.
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These aspirations and imaginaries also emerge as important from the interviews with non-white participants, who frequently
connect concerns about unemployment to institutional racism. Andrew linked his decision to move to London with the economic
crisis. However, his fears about unemployment were exacerbated by being a black Italian (as he identified himself). He felt that he
would face a double disadvantage in the Italian labour market:

I was finishing high school, in Italy, this was when youth unemployment was very high […] I was
looking for jobs like warehouse worker, the classic waiter, things like that, but then, I don’t
know, in Italy, let’s say that it’s difficult when you come from another country and look for a
job. When they look at your CV and see a foreign name, it becomes … it doesn’t become a problem, but
they don’t know us well, Italy doesn’t know us enough […] and so they end up rejecting us, I mean,
they reject Italians who are white, so for sure. Many of us go abroad for this.

Andrew’s narrative progressively describes a ‘we’ that includes other ‘Afro-Italians’ (Hawthorne 2019), thus revealing how racial
inequalities shape their lives in Italy. Although the majority of participants associated Britain with a more open society, non-white
participants experienced this imaginary in a racialised way. For them, ‘open’ also meant the possibility of escaping the everyday
and institutional racism they experienced in Italy (which was widely reported during interviews). Nonetheless, Andrew carefully
qualified his position within this collective narrative. Later in the interview, he made clear that his move to London was not
intended as a one-way, non-reversible decision, which he ascribed to ‘families of black Italians’ and older migrants:

For 40-, 50-year-olds it will be difficult to come here, work and then move back, I don’t think
it’s going to be … because it’s too late, if you are young maybe you come here, do your experience,
when you get to that age and move to another country it’s definitive.

Moving to London for him was an ‘experience’, as he put it. I asked him to expand upon what he meant:

Experience like, seeing another world, how it sees you, learning English, which is a language I’ve
been told so many times it’s important as a child, and I wanted to learn it, at some point in my
adolescence I told myself, ‘No, I have to learn it’, so I moved also for that, the linguistic
experience, work and all that.

Although ‘work’ remained an important motivation for his migration, seeing ‘another world’ and learning English (which his
Ghanaian parents had always stressed was important) emerged as equally important drivers of Andrew’s ‘experience’ abroad.
Moreover, his ambivalence towards ‘family’ migrations suggests that he saw youth as a life stage during which open-ended,
‘liquid’ migrations are more desirable and socially acceptable (Varriale 2019).

Indeed, it was especially participants in their 20s and early 30s that emphasised the temporary and expressive character of
migration. Older vocationally-trained participants stressed material and relational constraints more forcefully. Giacomo moved to
England in his mid-30s after his partner (a nurse) relocated there. When I asked about his motivations, he explained that the
supermarket where he used to work unexpectedly ‘fired everyone’.

Elena [his partner] was already here [UK], I had a job, so I told her ‘you go first’, we’ll see how
it goes, then things got … let’s say that I got fired at the right time.

Giacomo had spent a decade working in supermarkets under precarious contracts, and made very clear that, aside from his
partner, he had no emotional investment in the UK. His migration was not connected to the cultural imaginaries and sense of
agency evoked by younger participants. Nonetheless, before working in supermarkets he ‘had a good job [sales agent for a small
publisher] and travelled like crazy […] I worked 8 months, then I took my car and went travelling for 3 months’. He had spent
summers in Germany, Malta, Spain and France. As I discuss next, vocationally-trained participants engaged in significant forms of
transnationalism in Italy.

Overall, curiosity about the lifestyles promised by different (culturally mediated) destinations and ideas about migration as a
form of self-exploration and cosmopolitan distinction represent the context in which participants, especially younger ones,
evaluated concerns about unemployment, the economic crisis and, for non-white participants, institutional racism.

Participants’ narratives suggest that their migrations were informed by ‘identity-making projects’ that are similar to those of
graduate migrants (Benson and O’Reilly 2015, 4), at least in terms of underlying aspirations and imaginaries. This begs the
question of which social forces and forms of capital made such aspirations accessible to participants. This is an important
question, given that intra-EU mobility and other cross-border practices (like holidays abroad) remain significantly correlated with
university education and upper-middle-class backgrounds among Southern Europeans (Recchi, Favell, and Apaydin 2019).

Like Giacomo, other vocationally-trained participants mentioned occasional holidays abroad. These experiences reveal the
centrality of tourism in shaping idealised images of other places, which can facilitate later lifestyle migration (Benson and O’Reilly
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2009). Tourism abroad was sufficiently formative to generate curiosity among participants, like Pietro, who had little experience
of international mobility before moving to London. He visited Berlin with his sister while on holiday and was impressed by ‘the
city, the lifestyle, the possibility of growing up professionally’. I asked him to expand on what he meant by ‘lifestyle’:

The city was … busy [in English], I liked how the society moved in the metro. Being young, 17–18
years old, having never been abroad, or maybe once, and seeing a much bigger city than my hometown,
it enthused me.

Pietro recalls an urban imaginary of ‘busyness’ and economic dynamism. He eventually moved to London, because, while looking
for jobs in Berlin through the Internet, he discovered that his family, which owns a small restaurant in Italy, had contacts with
restaurant owners in London. He thus had access not only to the economic capital to afford international tourism, but also to
transnational social capital connected with his parents’ work in hospitality. In contrast to other middling transnationals
(Conradson and Latham, 20105 [Q4]), Pietro had little interest in further education: he did three years of professional high school,
and after five years working as a chef in London (and elsewhere in Europe), he was convinced that ‘you need to gain experience in
the field, there’s no degree that helps with that […] In my field you can learn something from dishwashers too.’

The transnational embeddedness of the hospitality sector emerges as a significant institutional mechanism supporting
participants’ aspirations, especially for those who attended vocational schools that train workers for the tourism industry. These
mentioned language skills and international experience as important to their professional ambitions. Daniel, a black Italian,
clarified this while explaining why he moved abroad:

In Italy I worked as a chef during the summer season and went to school during the winter, but when
I finished school there wasn’t much work, so I decided to come here as an experience, to learn some
culture and maybe to finish my studies here and then leave England. I’m here just as a visitor.

Like Andrew, Daniel described his move abroad as a temporary ‘experience’, even though he mentioned unemployment as a push
factor. He also explained that he was moving abroad to ‘learn some culture’: he was considering a BA in Management and
Hospitality (with some uncertainty, as I discuss later) and further work experience abroad. He wanted to ‘travel around, get some
experience working as a chef’ and ‘learn something from each country’. Daniel’s migrant background likely contributed to his
views about the importance of cross-cultural learning. However, cross-cultural skills were also emphasised by his school. During
his final year, he was sent to an international conference in Bulgaria to work with chefs from other countries (‘there were Turkish
people, people from different nationalities, it was an event’). Other participants who studied tourism mentioned English and other
foreign languages as a compulsory part of their school curriculum.

From Daniel, Pietro and others’ accounts, the hospitality industry emerges as a transnationally embedded ‘social field’ (Bourdieu
1990, 66–68). This makes aspirations for English proficiency and international experience dependent not just on university
education or socialisation within middle-class milieux, but also on participants’ embeddedness within a transnationalised (but
predominantly working-class) educational and professional sector. This is a significant finding, as transnational embeddedness is
frequently associated with high-skilled professions (Assirelli, Barone, and Recchi 2019; Hof 2019). Moreover, participants did not
necessarily become involved with this field following their parents’ professional path (like Pietro). As showed by Appendix B,
social reproduction occurred along broader lines of cultural and economic inequality: participants’ parents frequently had careers
which did not require high-school and university qualifications. While this affected participants’ educational and professional
paths (as I discuss below), the hospitality sector appears to promote transnational mobility via institutionally-specific
mechanisms, such as internationally-oriented forms of vocational education.

Other participants were similarly exposed to Britain (and other possible destinations) through consumption of non-national
popular culture. Claudio’s parents were agricultural producers. He had a technical school diploma and, before moving to London,
worked as a mechanic in his hometown. When we met, he had spent eight years working as a mechanic in England, and while he
described his hometown as ‘provincial’ during the interview, it was not excluded from cultural globalisation. The Italian version of
MTV was being broadcast by the time he was a teenager, and he developed an interest in Anglo-American rock, which
contributed to his fascination with England:

Claudio: English was [important], I mean I listened to rock music, I wanted to understand what they said, and then Alessio [a
friend], he’s also been important in convincing me to move abroad, something I’ve never regretted, to be honest.

Author: How did he convince you?

Claudio: The stories he told me, about what happened in London, how the culture was, how things worked, the work
opportunities I could have. A different story, really a different story … being independent, a new challenge.
Claudio’s interest in pop music contributed to his curiosity about Britain, which was reinforced by his friend’s tales about another
‘culture’ that promised ‘a new adventure’, the possibility of ‘being independent’ and incomparable ‘work opportunities’.

Participants’ social milieux were significantly embedded in transnational forces, which gave them access to images of ‘the good
life’ (Benson and O’Reilly 2009) promised by different destinations. Participants did not belong to the upper-middle classes or the



culturally rich middle classes (Recchi, Favell, and Apaydin 2019), and limited access to cultural capital within their families shaped
their habitus towards higher education (as I discuss next). Yet, their backgrounds provided significant economic security:
participants like Enzo and Miriam, discussed in the previous section, mentioned the economic support of their parents, while
others mentioned experiences of tourism abroad. Economic security emerged as unevenly distributed, especially among older
participants (who could not always count on family support) and non-white participants, who were sometimes hosted by relatives
or friends abroad. Yet, non-white participants shared with their white co-nationals a young age and freedom-of-movement rights.
Hence, they could still approach intra-EU mobility as an open-ended ‘experience’, rather than as one-way migration.

Overall, it was participants’ location among the economically secure but educationally disadvantaged fractions of the working
and lower-middle classes – what Roberts (2011) defines as a ‘missing middle’ between university-educated professionals and
economically-excluded fractions of the working-class – which made ideas of self-exploration and anti-conformism legitimate
and ‘realistic’ to participants. Individual self-making, as a late-modern imperative, remained accessible to their subjective sense of
possibility (Bourdieu 1984). It is also this position, however, that differentiate their experiences from those of graduate ‘middling
transnationals’ (Conradson and Latham 2005). Indeed, experiences of consumption, work and education after migration reveal a
more pronounced influence of social inequalities.

Although participants benefited from some economic security, transnational connections and other relative privileges, they still
needed to work after migration, and, like other lifestyle migrants, they had to negotiate their imaginaries and aspirations in new
social contexts (Benson and Osbaldiston 2016). As I discuss in this section, desires for adventure and self-exploration were
frequently constrained by full-time work in hospitality and other low-status sectors, which also exposed some participants to
gender and racial inequalities. Furthermore, while participants’ professional aspirations were not reducible to purely economic
concerns, they remained informed by their class habitus, as well as constrained by limited economic and cultural capital.

The hospitality sector’s long and unpredictable work shifts could limit participants’ desire for new experiences. Caterina, who
spent almost two years in Birmingham, left her first waitressing job because she ‘couldn’t have a life’, as it left her with little time
and energy for herself. She quickly found a new waitressing job, which provided more flexibility and time to arrange trips within
Britain and Europe:

I have this huge passion for travelling and on Monday and Tuesday I’m off [in English] and will go
to Paris, Wednesday I was off and went to Stratford[-upon-Avon]. Whenever I can I try to get out of
Birmingham and travel as much as possible.

Like other participants, Caterina fulfilled her appetite for new experiences within the constraints of hospitality work. However, the
new job brought her into contact with a manager who would ‘control everyone’s lives’, and her account revealed the gendered
dimension of these new relational dynamics:

Your business is how I work, not my private life, and where I work now, the manager … sexual jokes,
shit like that, so I want to change, I don’t like it.

Caterina was not the only female participant to report experiences of gender inequality in the hospitality sector. Moreover,
gender hierarchies informed the social dynamics of her leisure. She discussed how the friends she made in Birmingham judged
her for hanging out with ‘too many’ boys, thus stigmatising a project of migration which, during the interview, she had presented
as informed by ideas of independent and modern femininity:

I make friends with everyone, speak with everyone, hug everyone, it’s my personality, but I
struggled because many people  …  I’ve met mostly people from South Italy, so maybe they’re more  … 
close-minded? […] In England you can have a boyfriend and go out with as many friends as you like,
it’s normal, you do it in Italy and you are an easy girl.

Caterina’s narrative reveals how women’s projects of individualisation remain subject to enduring gender inequalities (Beck 1992,
103–126). Her experience also reveals intersections of gender, class and ethnicity. Long work hours (and some insecurity about her
English skills) limited her access to non-Italian social ties. At the same time, this situation confirmed the notions of Northern
‘modernity’ and Southern ‘backwardness’ that drove her migration.

Work also exposed some non-white participants to experiences of discrimination. As discussed earlier, Daniel moved abroad to
develop cross-cultural experience working as a chef. During his first year in Coventry, he took various jobs through work agencies
and presented these experiences both as not in line with his professional identity, and as experiences of racism, a word he used to
introduce the following episode. He explained how a supervisor targeted him, complaining repeatedly about his work:

She said, ‘This guy needs to be fired’, stuff like that, and I told her, ‘You can fire me, but
trust me, it’s not over, because I won’t let you get away with it, because you always do it.’ It
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can happen once, twice, but after a while it’s a habit, you can see it […] I am not a manual
worker, I am a chef. She hasn’t studied, so she has to be careful when she talks with me.

Daniel’s narrative shows how racism can continue to haunt the lifestyle migrations of non-white Europeans (Benson and Lewis
2019). It also reveals the aspirations (and status hierarchies) that shape participants’ relationship with work. These are not
captured by broad skill-based distinctions, and they can mean that experiences of lower-status work are at odds with a person’s
professional identity. Daniel was a trained ‘chef’, not a ‘manual worker’. For him, working as a chef abroad meant becoming
someone with ‘culture’ (as discussed earlier). It was a lifestyle identity endowed with a sense of cosmopolitan distinction.

The possibility of moving towards more self-fulfilling employment was significantly shaped by participants’ access to cultural,
economic and social capital, and while many participants experienced occupational mobility (Parutis 2014), this process did not
simply depend on their individual agency and ‘hard work’ (Varriale 2021). Andrew, the black Italian introduced earlier, was
working in a warehouse when we met, and was experiencing significant restrictions to both his leisure and future plans:

In Italy I did loads of stuff – acting, football, school. Here things have reduced a bit because of
work […] Maybe I go out for drinks on Saturday night, you have your night out and that’s it, then
Monday back to work, the usual stuff. It’s a routine.

During the interview, Andrew explained how ‘acting’ was central to his project of self-realisation. He had discovered acting
during high school, as his vocational programme offered theatre workshops as an extracurricular activity. Since then, he had seen
acting as a means through which he could change the representation of black Italians:

Andrew: I’d like to make movies in England.

Author: Movies?

Andrew: In England, also in Italy, but also in English here, I’d like to make movies both in Italian and English, even though I know
it’s difficult […]. Since my fourth high-school year, when I got into theatre, I’ve thought about making a movie on the reality of us,
black people in Italy, because the things I told you maybe you didn’t know them.
Andrew’s aspirations for self-realisation had little to do with his ‘routine’ job. Yet, becoming an actor in London entailed risky
economic choices and dealing with a lack of familiarity with higher education and London’s cultural industries. When we first met,
he was not sure if he wanted to enrol on a BA in Film Studies or a more practice-oriented programme. One year later, he was still
ambivalent about the possibility of investing money in further education. As he explained in a conversation that I recorded via
fieldnotes:

Andrew: I have been a bit confused, what did I tell you?

Author: I remember you weren’t sure about which programme to choose, you wanted to do film studies?

Andrew: Yes, but that wasn’t the only problem.

Author: Did you want to do a practical or more theoretical programme?

Andrew: Practical, for sure. But it’s a lot of money, and I think you can learn on your own without studying. If you get in you might
meet some people, that would be important. But I’m not sure.
Although several participants with non-academic diplomas did not show any interest in tertiary education (see also below and
Appendix B), those who considered it had significant doubts. Andrew recognised that the right programme could help him
develop valuable connections (‘you might meet someone’), but the economic costs and some diffidence towards the ‘practical’
utility of an expensive education made him ambivalent. Similarly, Daniel was considering higher education to get away from
lower-status temporary work and, in the longer term, to enable him to take more managerial roles in the catering sector.
However, he was unsure about which degree would be most suitable:

Daniel: I need to figure out what degree I would really like […] I need to check online, find someone who knows more about it.

Author: You mean universities’ web pages?

Daniel: They are not clear, they explain things in general, but I want to know exactly what I am graduating in. I don’t want to
waste maybe a year and realise that I don’t like it, and then change it and wait another three years before finishing.
Lack of connection with ‘someone who knows more about it’ and uncertainty about how university education would work in
practice were central concerns for Daniel and Andrew. Research on educational inequalities has shown that first-generation
university students express similar ambivalence, as the university experience is absent from their family background (Romito,
Pilutti, and Contini 2020). For vocationally-trained participants, this lack of ‘inherited’ cultural capital (Bourdieu 1984, 80–81)
frequently translated into university drop-out in Italy (see Appendix B). Others waited some years before enrolling in a
programme in the UK (for which they took on loans), and only a minority (like Andrew) approached professional fields, such as
the arts, which required longer-term economic investment, familiarity with institutionalised forms of culture (Bourdieu 1984), and
hence a stronger break with their habitus and subjective sense of possibilities. Others still had no interest in higher education.
Pietro and Claudio, discussed in the previous section, developed careers (without degrees) in the hospitality and car mechanics
industries. Enzo and Miriam, discussed earlier, had developed a sense of themselves as not ‘good enough’ for studying and



considered their education ‘finished’ with compulsory schooling.

Overall, participants’ aspirations for self-exploration and self-realisation were negotiated vis-à-vis different structural constraints
after migration. Low-status work in hospitality and other sectors presented classed, gendered and racialised challenges, and long
work hours significantly limited possibilities for new experiences. Participants’ professional aspirations were much more complex
than the low-status work they needed to do, as they were connected with both personal aspirations and broader status
hierarchies. Yet, participants’ relationship with work and education remained informed by classed dispositions and was limited by
available resources. Participants’ post-migration lives thus unfolded vis-à-vis specific (and intersectional) structural challenges.

This article has problematised distinctions between high-skilled and low-skilled, and labour and lifestyle, migrations,
investigating the aspirations for adventure, cosmopolitanism and self-realisation of a scantly researched group of mobile
Europeans: vocationally-trained Italians. I have adopted a lifestyle in migration approach to reveal the imaginaries of these ‘other
Eurostars’, the similarities between their aspirations and those of graduate migrants, and the classed, racialised and gendered
ways in which they experience lifestyle migration and individualisation.

Using the concept of lifestyle as a ‘lens’, rather than a ‘box’ (Benson and O’Reilly 2015), I have highlighted how lifestyle aspirations
and structural constraints, like unemployment and discrimination, co-exist in participants’ narratives, how participants’ social
location in the economically secure but educationally disadvantaged fractions of the working and lower-middle classes shaped
their access (and lack thereof) to specific forms of capital in Italy, and how their experiences of migration were shaped by
inequalities of class, race and gender. I have also stressed that young age acted as an important enablement of participants’
lifestyle migrations, as older participants faced more pronounced material and relational constraints (see also Varriale 2019).

Methodologically, I have used Bourdieu’s concepts of capital(s), habitus and field to explore how participants accessed specific
resources at different points of their biographies and how, after migration, they mobilised these resources in relation to new
social fields. I adopted a biographical approach to Bourdieu’s concepts (Erel 2010), which is especially suitable for a study of
lifestyle in migration. Future work should continue to explore the relevance of lifestyle imaginaries and aspirations in different
forms of labour-related migration, rather than approaching lifestyle and labour migration as mutually exclusive ideal-types.

An obvious limitation of this article is that my findings are suitable for theoretical, rather than statistical, generalisation.
Furthermore, for reasons of space, I could not fully analyse how lifestyle shapes the migrations of older vocationally-trained
participants, and how race and gender inequalities are experienced by participants who migrated after university. These remain
important directions for future research.

The article makes several contributions to lifestyle migration, intra-EU migration and migration studies more broadly. First, it
provides a nuanced analysis of migrants’ relative privilege and its intersectional dimension (Benson and O’Reilly 2015), showing
that ‘low-skilled’ migrants are a highly diverse group, with individuals who are unequally positioned vis-à-vis class, race and
gender hierarchies. These intersections should be explored more extensively in future research on less privileged lifestyle
migrations across and beyond Europe.

Second, I have shown that participants’ class background had a significant bearing on their biographies of migration, in terms of
both the capitals they had access to, and enduring classed dispositions. Future work on intra-EU migration should explore further
the links between social and geographical mobility, a topic which, despite important contributions (Favell 2008; Assirelli, Barone,
and Recchi 2019), remains centred on (white) graduates. Future research should also use biographical analysis to explore how
migrants with unequal resources develop longer-term trajectories in single or multiple destinations, engaging with questions of
integration that remain beyond this article’s scope (Dubucs et al. 2016).

Third, future research should continue to explore the relationship between lifestyle and work, as the latter is rarely disconnected
from considerations about identity-making and quality of life (Giddens 1991). Indeed, migration scholars will need to address the
impact of Brexit and Covid-19 on less privileged EU migrants and their lifestyle aspirations, as we know little about how these
social, economic and policy transformations have impacted (and will continuate to impact) on less privileged migrations.

Note
1. Enzo’s investment in the notion of meritocracy could be a defence mechanism towards the experience of social immobility:
a way of maintaining a sense of ‘normalcy’ vis-à-vis the challenges of migration (López Rodríguez 2010). However, the idea of
meritocracy was widespread among participants, including those who experienced smooth occupational mobility. It is thus
difficult to connect it only with experiences of downward social mobility (see Varriale 2021).
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