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Abstract 

The role of the ethnic economy in immigrant arrival and adaptation has been studied extensively with regard 

to unskilled or low-skilled migrants. However, their role and function for skilled migrants is less well 

understood. This research explores the use of ethnic economies for 20 Italian skilled migrants in Britain 

during the cost-of-living crisis (2021-2022). Our research offers two key insights. First, we find that skilled 

migrants utilize the ethnic economy within London to secure housing and employment. In line with 

experiences of low-skilled laborers, skilled migrants are limited in their ability to improve their economic 

or social position due to employment conditions. Yet, we find their dependence on the ethnic economy in 

this case was undone by the unusual extension of social welfare during COVID-19 to migrants. The British 

government provided furlough—80% payment in lieu of working—to all eligible workers in the country. 

This contravenes their normal ‘hostile environment ’policies towards migrants, which exclude them from 

accessing public funds. Their inclusion in this program allowed Italian skilled migrants the time necessary 

to invest in capital acquisition through education and network building. This was, in turn, leveraged into 

better-paying work which matched their skills outside the ethnic economy. 
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Introduction 
According to the Office for National Statistics (ONS), the number of Italians in Britain has more than 

doubled in the last decade. More than 600,000 Italians filed for the post-Brexit settlement scheme, 

representing 5.7 percent of foreign-born residents, and the fifth largest group by nationality (Vargas-Silva 

& Rienzo, 2022). Italians are concentrated within London—approximately half—where they are the largest 

group of foreign nationals (Kantor, 2023).  

The attributes of this more recent group of Italian immigrants differ from historic flows of Italians in 

intention, scale, age, and skills. Italian immigrants began arriving after World War II. This group was 

historically low-skilled, from southern Italy, and settled in smaller British industrial towns. There, they 

formed ‘tight knit’ Italian communities, characterized by both ethnic and economic enclaves (Guzzo, 2024). 

In contrast to the low-skilled former immigrants, contemporary Italian immigrants arriving post-2008 

financial crisis are more diverse in terms of skill and education and include low, medium and high skilled 

workers from across Italy. These recent waves are also characteristically more temporary, exhibiting back-

and-forth migration, enabled by the immigration policies of the European Union. This group tends to be 

concentrated in and work in London across more sectors than their predecessors, namely hospitality, 

finance, and economics (Guzzo, 2024).  

Contemporary migration policies globally favor skilled migrants, offering privileged access to entry and 

employment (Boucher & Cerna, 2014; [Author]; European Commission, 2018; Olsen-Medina & Batalova, 

2020). These policies favor skilled migrants based on the assumption that skilled migrants serve as engines 

of economic growth, innovation, entrepreneurship and productivity (Nathan, 2014) and that skilled migrants 

can and will integrate economically, continuing their careers in reception states (see Hercog, 2017 for 

discussion). Yet, most work on longitudinal employment outcomes of migrants is of low or unskilled labor 

migrants, or refugees ([Author]), and to a lesser extent of skilled male migrants (Spadavecchia, 2021; see 

Shirmohammadi et al., 2019 for exception). Our understanding of the longitudinal outcomes of skilled 

migrants’ living and working experiences is less well understood.  

    To that end, this research explores the experiences of contemporary skilled migrants from Italy living in 

Britain. We specifically address the research question: How did the COVID-19 pandemic impact the 

housing and employment experiences of Italian skilled migrants in London? Findings are based on the 

analysis of 20 interviews held in 2023 with Italian immigrants who arrived during the Brexit period 

(primarily 2017). Our key finding is on the positive impact of the interventions of the British government 

due to the coronavirus pandemic and the cost-of-living crisis. We find that the government’s pandemic 

interventions allowed Italian immigrants to improve their education and living conditions. They capitalized 

on these improvements to move from jobs within the ethnic economy in hospitality and largely catering, 

into more administrative and scientific positions within their fields of interest, often with universities. 

Analysis indicates that the ethnic economy (Logan, Zhang & Alba, 2002) initially trapped migrants in 

grueling jobs with irregular hours that they struggled to manage alongside their schooling; yet with the help 

of the government’s COVID-19 support, Italian immigrants experienced increased economic stability, and 

many moved into jobs more aligned with their education and career aspirations. We distill housing and 

employment experiences into four stages in line with the common pathways taken by interviewees and 

describe the factors influencing individual progression. 

We place these findings within the ethnic economies literature, offering novel insight into the role of 

ethnic economies in the outcomes of skilled migrants. In particular, analysis identifies dependence on ethnic 

enclaves in the initial phase of settlement but highlights the ways in which inclusive governmental programs 

can undo the ‘trapping’ effect of economic enclaves for skilled migrants. As such, our key contribution is 

to our understanding of the use of ethnic economies by skilled migrants and the comparative use of the 

ethnic economy by migrants under hostile versus more hospitable policy conditions.  



 

 

Following this introduction, the paper is organized as follows: Section 2 contextualizes the research, 

providing an overview of contemporary migrant settlement patterns in Britain, the case of skilled Italian 

migration, and the impact of the cost-of-living crisis and the COVID-19 pandemic. Section 3 situates the 

research within the context of the ethnic economy literature, while Section 4 outlines the research 

methodology. The subsequent section presents the findings and analysis, followed by a conclusion. 
 

Contemporary migrant settlement patterns in Britain: The case of skilled Italian 

migration, COVID-19 pandemic and the cost of living crisis 
In the last few decades, there has been a notable increase in intra-European migration, and London has 

become a popular choice for many young graduates and early-career professionals (D'Angelo & Kofman, 

2017). Among European cities, London has one of the highest proportions of immigrants and second-

generation residents. As of the 2021 census, a significant percentage of London's population comprised 

non-British born usual residents (40.6%), with a notable portion originating from Europe.2 

The housing market in London is challenging due to cost, demand and accessibility, which has only 

been exacerbated by the pandemic (Halifax, 2023). This creates challenges in accommodating the city's 

diverse and growing population. Large numbers of international migrants, including both wealthy 

individuals and low-wage workers, contribute to this polarization and put pressure on rental and property 

prices (Rae & Sener, 2016). Most of the immigrant population live in private rental housing, with much 

lower access to owner-occupied and social housing than British citizens. Around 80% of recent migrants 

(in Britain for less than five years) were in private renting (Fernandez-Reino & Vargas-Silva, 2022).  

The effect of the housing costs and demand on migrant living is to increase the density of housing within 

units and between neighborhoods. Migrants in London tend to share apartments with other adults (Maslova 

& King, 2020). Single and younger migrants can rarely afford to live alone and therefore concentrate in 

multi-occupancy flats and house shares (Maslova & King, 2020). There are neighborhoods where the 

foreign-born population comprises over 50 percent of the population as a result of this trend (Meen et al., 

2016 in Maslova & King, 2020). This includes migrants from ‘wealthier’ nations as well as developing 

economies (ibid.).  

According to the ONS, the number of Italian-born individuals residing in Britain has more than doubled 

in the past decade. As of 2021, there were 280,000 Italian-born residents in Britain, representing a nearly 

40 percent increase from 2016, the year of the Brexit vote. ONS data indicates that around half of the Italian 

population in Britain is concentrated in London, making Italians the most prevalent foreign nationality in 

the capital, surpassing both Indian and Polish populations (Cuibus, 2023).  

Italian migration to Britain is driven by the search for better job opportunities, higher salaries, and a 

perceived more cosmopolitan culture, among many other draws (see Guzzo, 2022; King et al., 2016). While 

the British economy faces its own challenges, it is still seen as more attractive than Italy, where 

unemployment is high, wages stagnate, and there is limited and sporadic economic growth. As of September 

2022, the number of Italians in Britain peaked with over 600,000 Italian citizens applying to the EU 

Settlement Scheme. This scheme allows EU citizens to continue living in post-Brexit Britain, and the 

number of Italian applicants is the largest among Western European countries.3 

Most Italians in the recent migration waves are young Italians, many of whom are students, as with the 

interview pool (McKay, 2015). Concentrated in London, the cost of living is high, especially in 

 
2 See 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/bulletins/in

ternationalmigrationenglandandwales/census2021. 
3 See https://www.tradealgo.com/news/despite-brexit-italians-flock-to-london. 



 

 

juxtaposition to Italian standards. Housing costs combined with the school enrolment fees require that most 

young people work and share housing, often in low-quality flats (McKay, 2015).  

The quality of work available to this group—typically in possession of some schooling and often 

advanced degrees—is often not commensurate with their income or education (McKay, 2015). As a result, 

many rely on their Italian networks and dual language skills to find work within the hospitality industry 

(Guzzo & Pepe, 2023). These jobs typically pay minimum wage, require long work hours, and rarely offer 

opportunities for upward mobility, given the highly structured nature of the work (Guzzo & Pepe, 2023). 

 The rising cost of living in Britain began to escalate sharply in 2021, far exceeding household incomes; 

this period is referred to as the ‘cost of living crisis’. In October of 2022, the annual inflation rate reached a 

41-year high of 11.1%. Inflation particularly affected the ‘affordability of goods and services’ for 

households and co-occurred and was interlinked with steep increases in energy and fuel prices (Harari et 

al., 2024). For instance, food and drink prices in 2023 were 19.1% higher in March than they were a year 

prior, and mortgages and rents both increased. The sharp increase in the cost of living was driven by the 

global pandemic and the related supply chain disruption, and the cost of energy and fuel caused by the 

Russian invasion of Ukraine. This was further impacted by the reduction in real household disposable 

income or the aggregated post-tax income across households adjusted for inflation. Real median household 

incomes decreased 1.5% after housing costs. Individuals had less disposable income, which meaningfully 

negatively impacted their spending choices, including a reduction in the use of electricity, reliance on public 

welfare, and spending less (Harari et al., 2024).  

In turn, the British government enacted several measures intended to protect households, including the 

Household Support Fund, the Energy Price Cap, the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme (CJRS), the 

Coronavirus Statutory Sick Pay Rebate Scheme (Pope & Hourston, 2022). The coronavirus or pandemic 

interventions were designed to provide financial support to households and businesses against the effect of 

the restrictions imposed by the government on financial well-being. The CJRS was a furlough program 

which paid 11.7 million people (of 28.7m people eligible), in essence, to not work. These individuals were 

‘paid 80% of the wages ‘and ’remained attached to their employer but could not work, up to a limit of 

£2,500 per month.’ Self-employed individuals had a parallel scheme, and the government ‘topped up’ the 

amount given to those unemployed or under-employed by 20 pounds through Universal Credit (Pope & 

Hourston, 2022). 

The coronavirus interventions were novel in that they were universally available. This contravenes the 

state's general policies, which are described as intentionally hostile to migrants (Bowling & Westenra, 

2020). These hostile policies are designed to deter dependence on the state and encourage financial 

independence. The British Government maintains that “The expectation of the UK Government is that in 

general migrants coming to the UK should be able to maintain and accommodate themselves without 

recourse to public funds” (UKVI, 2023). Therefore, policies limit the access of most migrants (with 

exceptions, for instance, for permanently settled migrants and humanitarian migrants) to most public 

benefits and governmental programs (e.g. Universal Credit) for temporary migrants (ibid).  

   In sum, the severity of inflation caused a cost-of-living crisis for individuals and families, with substantial 

impacts on their ability to afford housing, pay for energy, and pay for basic expenses. This, in turn, triggered 

the government to intervene, which they did by issuing protective interventions designed to reduce the risk 

of disease as well as stabilize economic loss caused by closing the economy. These interventions were 

uncharacteristically universal and provided a degree of protection and financial liberty for migrant families. 

 



 

 

The role of the ethnic economy and ethnic enclave  
An ‘ethnic economy’ and ‘ethnic enclave economy’, are sociological terms that emerged to capture two 

related but distinct phenomena. Bonacich and Modell developed the term ‘ethnic economy’ to encapsulate 

self-employed individuals with co-ethnic employees within a city, region or nation (see Light, 2005 for an 

overview). This definition does not include locational clustering of ethnic businesses within the city, or 

businesses which are owned by ethnic minorities but not staffed by their co-ethnic peers. Portes and Jensen 

added to this definition the concept of locational clustering becoming a ‘concentrated network of ethnic 

firms’ that creates ‘jobs and opportunities’ (Portes & Jensen, 1992).  

The type of opportunities available within both ethnic economies and ethnic enclave economies are 

described as more limited based on dual labor market theory: “disadvantaged groups are locked into an 

inferior, secondary labor market that does not offer access to the more desirable jobs in the primary sector 

of the labor market” (Beck, Horan, & Tolbert, 1978; Tolbert, Horan, & Beck, 1980). Migrants concentrated 

in the secondary labor market are typically paid less, may be casualized, and require “long and irregular 

working hours, and unfair dismissal” (Lewis et al., 2015). Temporary migrants are less likely to organize 

or self-advocate lest they risk deportation, retribution, or abuse. They are also less likely to be in a sector 

with labor organization or unions ([Authors]). This means that they frequently do not benefit from 

unionization, such as through attaining secure positions, wages, and benefits. Because they do not compete 

with mainstream employers, wages are lower and working conditions poor. The result is that migrants 

experience economic precarity, which shapes housing conditions and continued use of/reliance on social 

networks/enclaves. 

There are two competing hypotheses regarding ethnic economies and ethnic enclave economies. The 

first is that enclaves provide an initial landing pad for immigrants. They offer a source of employment and 

a peer network that provides support (financial and social). In this view, enclaves play a positive role in 

assisting new immigrant populations in the initial period post-arrival (Chiswick & Miller, 2005; Crowder, 

1999; Zhou, 1992).  

The competing hypothesis is that the use of ethnic enclaves and ethnic economies limits opportunities 

for economic or social integration, particularly over time (Alba & Nee, 2005; Majka & Mullan, 2002). 

Employment opportunities are limited to ‘dead end’ and low-wage jobs within ethnic economies. This is 

explained by the quality of information contained by members—structurally excluded from the primary 

economy, they exist as a separate economy with no upward mobility (Chiswick & Miller, 2005; Glaeser & 

Vigdor, 2008; Portes & Jensen, 1989). Socially, individuals using ethnic enclave and ethnic economies 

have limited opportunities to form connections outside of their ethnic network, ultimately restricting the 

sources of information available to them, whether about jobs, housing, or other opportunities (Bevelander, 

Hagstrom & Ronnqvist, 2009).  

There are expected differences in by-group comparisons wherein less skilled migrants are expected to 

rely less on enclaves than skilled peers. However, skilled migrants experiences are less analyzed than low 

skilled or humanitarian migrants (see Damm, 2009 & Zaban, 2022 for exception) and therefore less 

information is available about the use or utility of enclaves to skilled migrants. The existing work suggests 

that enclaves are insignificant (Damm, 2009) for skilled migrants or used for locational but less employment 

decisions (Zaban, 2022). However, the effects of enclaves are mediated by the presence and role of 

institutions and other factors, making it difficult to measure their causal impact. 

Differences in the effect of use are explained by structural inequalities mediated by differences in the 

population in question and the ‘quality’ of the enclave ([Author]; Schuller & Chakraborty, 2022). 

Differences in outcomes can be explained by access to assets, race or ethnicity and the location of the 

enclave (Crowder, 1999; Logan, Zhang & Alba, 2002; Zhou, 1992). Groups benefit from participation if 

their opportunities in mainstream society are more limited (Crowder, 1999; Hagstrom, 2009; Portes & 



 

 

Zhou, 1993; Zhou, 1997). There is evidence that the benefits of enclave residence most impact low-skilled 

laborers in terms of increasing income and access to employment (Shuller & Chakraborty, 2022). Yet, these 

benefits are time delimited; continued residence in an enclave may reinforce the marginalized position of 

refugees or immigrants over time (Bevelander, Hagstrom & Ronnqvist, 2009). The effects for high-skilled 

migrants are somewhat ambiguous, but empirical evidence suggests that the enclave participation does not 

offer the same positive effects: enclave residence may negatively impact job prospects and income (ibid.). 

The quality of information and type of job available within an enclave may be stabilizing initially but is ill-

suited for upward mobility of migrants in general.  

It is difficult to determine the cause and effects of ethnic enclaves on employment or income given the 

interrelated structural factors that shape opportunity in host societies for immigrant groups. Shuller & 

Chakraborty (2022, p.3) summarize: 

 

[...] immigrants with relatively unfavorable labor market skills […] would in all probability have 

difficulties in integrating into the host country labor market anyway, irrespective of whether they reside 

in an enclave or not. On the other hand, highly-motivated immigrants might move out of enclaves. 

Consequently, a naïve comparison of immigrants’ labor market success, inside and outside enclaves, 

cannot determine whether living in an enclave actually causes adverse labor market outcomes. 

 

The larger societal conditions shape opportunities for skilled migrants in employment and housing 

sorting. Whether they live in an enclave or work in an ethnic economy or not, their assertion above 

emphasizes that migrants are likely to face limitations on their options in the labor market be it from 

discrimination or lack of transferrable capital. Thus, determining whether the enclave represses opportunity 

or not is difficult to determine.  

This is particularly true in a place with hostile environment policies designed to exclude migrants 

(Cinalli, 2017; Cinalli & Giugni, 2011). Hostile environment policies are designed to deliberately deter 

settlement and inclusion, and do so by limiting access to public welfare, rights, and denying territorial 

access (Bowling & Westenra, 2020). Arriving immigrant groups are often ineligible for state entitlements, 

or the entitlements are conditional upon aspects of status, for instance, on the length of residency (Anderson, 

2008; Anderson & Andrejsavic, 2008). Restrictions on access to entitlements associated with status means 

that migrants are more likely to lack a social safety net and have fewer resources to fall back on and fewer 

forms of protection (Anderson & Andrejsavic, 2008). Thus, returning to Shuller and Chakraborty (2022), 

it may not be that the information contained within the enclave is driving poor employment outcomes, but 

the structural factors inherent in migration policy that influence the options available to migrants more 

generally. 

Thus, this research explores how the use of the ethnic economy changes with structural changes in the 

provision of aid by the state. Chiefly, when the state included migrants in mainstream pandemic relief, they 

improved their employment prospects. This, in turn, allowed them to become more financially secure. 

 

Methods 

The findings of this study are derived from a qualitative study conducted in Britain. This project 

encompasses a broader exploration of several dimensions of discrimination among precarious subjects, 

including migrants, the unemployed, the elderly, fragile people, and youth. The interviews with 20 skilled 

Italians living in London serve as the basis for the analysis presented herein. The ages of interviewees 

ranged from 23 to 40. Fifty-five percent were male interviewees and forty-five percent were female. The 

interviews were conducted in 2022.  



 

 

 Snowball sampling, which relies on insider knowledge to identify participants, was employed. We are 

aware of the pitfalls associated with this technique, such as the risk of over-sampling well-connected 

migrants. To reduce distortion, we recruited potential migrants through different gateways, including 

previously established personal contacts and announcements on the Facebook page and other social 

platforms for Italians. This diversity of gateways reduces the problem associated with this method and 

subsequently improves the quality of the data gathered ([Author]). 

The interviews were conducted online due to COVID-19 restrictions and were 30-50 minutes long on 

average. Interviews were recorded and transcribed with the participants’ permission. Interviews were 

translated by the research team. These transcribed transcriptions were manually coded using inductive 

thematic coding. Here, content analysis was used to analyze the qualitative results. This analysis helped the 

researchers in grouping, comparing, and examining the study's findings. As examined below, our analysis 

delineates the experience of Italian skilled migrants to Britain in four stages based on the pattern of themes 

that emerged from the coding and analysis process. The names of the research participants were assigned 

pseudonyms to ensure our informants’ anonymity. Shared themes are explained and illustrated using quotes 

from the texts. 

A note on terminology regarding skilled migrants. The authors recognize that the term ‘skilled migrant’ 

is a contested term which has broad differences in definition and application in policy (see [Author]; Yeoh 

& Ramdas, 2014). For the purposes of this research, we use the definition provided by the International 

Labour Organization (ILO). ILO evaluates the level of skill based on educational attainment, ‘skilled or 

high skilled work is “based on the level of education attainment, highly-skilled workers” are assessed at 8 

levels and ascend from tertiary education to doctoral or equivalent” (ILO, n.d.). Those interviewed here had 

received high school diplomas prior to moving (except one who attended boarding school in Britain) and 

most had higher education before migrating, which they continued to pursue upon arrival. Five had master’s 

or doctorates. 

 

5. Findings and analysis: stages of Italian experience and the pandemic’s impact 
Our analysis delineates the experience of Italian skilled migrants in Britain by distinguishing four stages 

based on the pattern of themes which emerged from the coding and analysis process. The four stages 

emerged from the thematic analysis and capture the broad economic progression of individuals within the 

structural realities of their migratory experience. We see the initial period of settlement associated with the 

use of a landing pad and ethnic economy for job search. This period involved room sharing and doubling 

up in often low-quality housing. The findings indicate that the initial entrapment created by the constraints 

of the ‘ethnic economy’ trap was able to be ‘undone’ by the furloughing program. While temporary it was 

enough to help stabilize individuals, permitting them to engage in schooling and find work more in line 

with their career aspirations.   

Of the population of interviewees, 80% started in hospitality jobs found upon arrival, and 20% came 

with contracts secured prior to arrival (including healthcare and a casino). Of the first group, one student 

had arrived as a minor and enrolled in boarding school. At the end of the project, 80% had completed some 

form of additional education and moved up, while 20% were still pursuing school. Two people used their 

degrees to work in hospitality management—one doing accounting for a shop, another administrating a 

beer shop. The remainder were working in a range of fields including engineering, music, and real estate. 

 

Image 1. Housing and Employment Pathway and COVID-19/Cost of Living Impact   



 

 

 
 

Phase 1: Structural factors that lead to work in the Italian catering sector and the conditions therein 

The skilled migration literature suggests that at least for some highly skilled migrants not entering with 

a skilled visa, but rather entering with a student or temporary visa causes wage and occupational devaluation 

or depreciation (Lowell & Avato, 2014). We suggest that this is the case here—because Italians entered 

through these routes they were more likely to be reliant on ethnic networks and an economic enclave to 

find initial housing and employment. The London based Italian ethnic economy referred to here is 

dominated by catering, pizzeria, or restaurant work. The ethnic economy emerged in the 1950s and 1960s 

and has traditionally been staffed through chain migration – the use of social networks to find work and 

migration opportunities (MacDonald et al., 1964).4 In London, Italians this is further encouraged as there 

are comparatively more opportunities there driven by migratory connections. 

These connections fostered settlement patterns; skilled Italians in the interview sample who moved to 

Britain were supported by an Italian economic enclave, or recruitment agencies in Italy that recruited in 

bulk, and found them work. In some instances, jobs were procured prior to arrival.  This was a common 

pathway, where work was identified via a social network based on what was available rather than skills 

match. Roberta, for instance, followed her boyfriend, who left before her. He found work for both, and once 

it was secured, she joined him.  

 

My story was that my boyfriend left first, and after a couple of months, when I had the job secured, 

I left too. So, I calmly arrived, found this job and started working. (Roberta) 

 

In other cases, individuals arrived and searched for skilled labor before consigning themselves to the 

Italian ethnic economy. This was the case for David, who had a degree in engineering. He had hoped to find 

work within his field and arrived having saved money to give himself time to find engineering work. Unable 

to do so, and having expended his resources, he turned to the field of hospitality and specifically work in 

the Italian ethnic economy, 

 

I remember that it was very easy to find a job; I spent the first few weeks trying to send—because I 

studied engineering, I spent them sending resumes as an engineer, looking for a job more in my 

sector. After a couple of weeks, I still hadn't found anything, and given the cost of living I said that 

in the meantime I'd look for at least a temporary job in the restaurant industry since it's very easy. 

It took me a morning of walking around restaurants and bars... in a city like London, hospitality 

jobs are very easy to find, and it took me a morning. The pay at the time was £ 7.50 an hour, which 

I think was the minimum. (Davide) 

 

 
4 There is a good discussion of historical ‘chain migration’ in previous waves of Italian migration that can be found 

here. 
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This dependence on the ethnic economy for labor can lead to a mismatch between skills and preferences. 

Interviewees in this sample moved not to work in catering or restaurants but rather for school or aspirations 

of upward mobility. Working the hours demanded by catering came to exact a toll on them physically but 

also can negatively impact career aspirations. Tito, for example, attempted to balance university with work 

at a pizzeria. Schooling lasted from approximately 9:00 am to 12:00pm and was followed by work from 

15:00 till close. Tito found this exhausting and eventually lost the job, because he could not keep up, 

 

When I was a waiter in a pizzeria, I went to university from 9 in the morning to midday, then I 

started work at 3, and I stayed at work until midnight. I got fired after 7 months. I'd rather not be 

able to pay the rent and still be alive than die or kill myself to maintain these rhythms and go crazy. 

(Tito). 

 

Wages in the hospitality industry in London are insufficient on one salary to cover the cost-of-living 

expenses causing interviewees to work longer shifts and further limiting non-work activities, including 

school, socialization, and relationship building. Working longer shifts disrupted opportunities for social and 

spatial incorporation as the experiences of Tito above and Linda below demonstrate. In working in catering, 

Linda worked exclusively with other Italians. There they socialized, used Italian, and worked long hours. 

This limited her contact with non-Italians, her ability to attend school, and her acquisition of relevant social 

capital. Because of the social parameters of the work within the Italian catering industry, she felt constrained 

in her ability to negotiate these aspects of work-life balance.  

There were also implications for pay resulting from the reliance on the ethnic enclave and the 

substitutability of Italian labor. Linda, quoted below, describes times when she was either unpaid or 

underpaid. We quote at length from Linda as she covers many of these topics in-depth,  

 

I arrived and immediately looked for work; the fastest thing I could do was in catering, so I started 

working as a waitress, but I also had a second job at the university In catering, it would be from 45 

hours upwards, and therefore I worked 45 hours if not more and always, so there was no period in 

which I didn't work, and then I changed several jobs in catering […] at the time catering didn't pay 

a lot. Unfortunately, there are many businesses that don't pay you the minimum …wage, and they 

pay you less and less. I [don’t] really like saying that, but I swear to you that all the businesses run 

by Italians in London in the catering sector, if they know that you are Italian it really is your first 

experience there, they really exploit you a lot. 

 

The first job […] I left after two weeks this Italian but really luxury job in the center, where they 

paid me by check, of course, and if at the time the minimum wage was 8.50 […] but they paid me 

not by the hour but by shift […] if you did a mathematical calculation, it would have been around 

£5 and a half 6 an hour. Working in the restaurant industry full of Italians, it was very common 

when the shift was over, that is, you leave...it’s not like you go home straight away. The next day, 

you wake up, that is, you sleep for three hours, you wake up, you go to work, you study, it was really 

a lot, a lot, and I didn't have much time to do anything else. (Linda) 

 

Linda’s experiences suggest that for her, the ethnic or social network-based relationships contribute to 

employment informality, which in turn leads to underpayment. Yet, interviewees like Linda’s case felt 

limited in their ability to challenge the conditions of work, as the network is a closed network, and they 

were concerned that complaints would impact future opportunities. When asked about whether interviewees 

would pursue renumeration for underpayment, or in one case compensation for physical abuse within a 



 

 

workplace, individuals said no. The resolution would take too long to come, and no one else in the ‘Italian’ 

network would hire them. The following quote spoke of the fear of retribution felt by an employee and the 

impact it had on his subsequent decision not to report on his boss’s abuse, 

 

They tell me, why didn't you sue them? What do I do? [They would] fire me, and I also have to pay 

the lawyer, and then they don't hire me in any other restaurant anymore because I'm the one who 

sued the boss. 

 

The dependence on the economic enclave is both supportive and limiting in terms of the types of jobs, 

working conditions, and pay. Cultural norms around workplace behaviors further impact mobility within 

the economic enclave. 

 

Phase 2: Precarity and methods of stabilization in a hostile environment: house sharing and relocation to 

periphery 

The wages within this sector were insufficient for a full-time schedule to cover the cost of living in the 

city. As a consequence, individuals lived in housing that was older, with signs of mold and rodents. They 

doubled up in these units with other Italian migrants. Often these roommates were located prior to arrival, 

in most cases, or linked up with overtime within the London network. 

 

Most remarked that all housing in London was disappointing. The conditions were ubiquitous, but 

explained by conditions of life in London (e.g. weather), 

 

Unfortunately, mold is always there in England because it is the most humid country. There is no 

air there, only water. There are mice, oh god, thank God, they aren’t in our apartment, but they are 

in the walls. We hear them scratching […] ok I know that eighty percent of English houses have a 

mouse problem, so it is a very common problem but damn! […] In general, the heating and the 

insulation of the house is a disaster. (Alessandra)  

 

Yet, the degraded conditions were expensive. Given housing costs in London and COVID-19’s impact 

on the cost of living combined with inflation, it is unsurprising that housing was shared and expensive. 

Costs ranged from £250 to £400 per person per room. While individuals interviewed thought it was 

reasonable given the cost of living in the city, it was high in comparison to southern Europe and non-London 

sites. For instance, Alessandra reflected, ‘But on the other hand, when you move from another city, 

especially from another Italian city—well, Milan is expensive in itself—but still you say, am I really going 

to pay this price?’ (Alessandra). Interviewees remarked they arrived under the assumption that their wages 

would cover the cost of living. However, living costs exceeded wages, driving their reliance on shared 

housing and an increase in the number of hours worked. Alessandra commented on the cost of living and 

the deduction in wages,  

 

At the beginning, I look at my friends who also work in Italy I say, ‘Oh well I'm a waitress, and I 

earn as much as a person who has two degrees working as an Assistant Producer in a company that 

does advertising’ or like another friend of mine who works from land lease and does an internship 

and earns the same…Then little by little you realize that you are actually earning like this because 

living here is a drain, that is, really if you are not careful it will easily cost you a thousand pounds 

just in living leaving aside everything, the rent, the bills because here it costs to do everything, 

transport is a shocking thing, to go to work. I sometimes take the subway, and the journey costs me 



 

 

3 pounds and 20, so consider 3 pounds on the way out, £3 and 20 on the way back, it costs you £7  

a day. (Alessandra) 

 

The cost of living in London with wages earned in the catering industry made economic stabilization 

difficult. Commonly employed coping mechanisms included working longer hours, as referenced above, 

and doubling up in house sharing. In shared units, individuals shared rooms, not just houses. These homes 

were not in the city center and were instead located commonly in Zone 2, 3, or 4 (of 6 transport zones).5 

Interviewees shared accommodation which prevented individuals from being completely peripheralized—

they were able to maintain relatively normal commutes of 30 minutes to 45 minutes.  

The combined cost of housing and low wages shaped interviewees’ housing experiences characterized 

by house and room sharing. Alessandro’s housing trajectory is a typical experience of interviewees. He 

initially came with three peers. They shared a house and its amenities for several years. This allowed them 

to save money and cover costs. After this point, Alessandro moved into improved housing with a girlfriend, 

where there was only one bedroom but which they split. Finally, he moved close to the university—after 

COVID-19—and now has a shared home with 7 others. This place has more people, but now that he works 

at the university (and studies), it is his priority to be close, and he can do so.  

 

We had a house, there were four of us, always in the same one. There were four of us and we had 

a three-room house, we used one of the rooms as a study and shared it. That is, it was a long and 

quite intense period. [Did you share the two rooms?] Yes, two in one room and two in another 

room. [So maybe you even amortized the cost like this?] Yes, exactly, but there was no pre-pay 

level anyway, which is very rock and roll. It was also a way to pay less, for sure. It was a way to 

pay less. 

 

Now it’s changed, then I spent a year with my girlfriend, and then we shared a room, plus we had 

a living room and kitchen together, and now I live alone near the university. The university's 

priority [is that] I am very close, in a shared space room anyway […] I live with 7 other people 

(Alessandro). 

 

Others used the ethnic or social network to find housing, preferring to use the network rather than to use 

the agents or brokerage firms that others in London relied on to find housing. This helped them control the 

cost and quality, as Linda remarks the housing brokers drove up costs, 

 

So, at the time, you also had to pay for the agency's fees, so if you entrusted yourself to an agency 

and they found you a home, you paid the agency. Later in 2020, this thing was completely removed 

because it happened that many agencies found you ugly houses, that is, they were in horrendous 

condition. (Linda) 

 

It is, however, another example of how Italians used the enclave network relationally. While the use of 

the ethnic network for locating housing did not result in their spatial concentration, the network did  

influence their distribution, leading to clustering on the individual level and impacting the apartments 

chosen.  

 

 
5 See https://londonpass.com/en/london-transport/london-travel-zones. 



 

 

Phase 3 and Phase 4: The pandemic and state interventions: counteracting precarity through universal 
assistance 

COVID-19 occurred for most interviewees about three years after their arrival in London. Most were 

working in catering/hospitality and enrolled in school simultaneously. As they described in interviews, they 

struggled to pay their bills, and, mentally, with the toll of the balancing act created by the living and housing 

situation. Some received help from their parents and others had loans to pay for their schooling costs. Even 

with external supports, the situation was precarious and drove many to travel back and forth to Italy 

intermittently.  

This situation changed when COVID-19 occurred in perhaps unexpected ways. Individuals initially 

were concerned that they would lose their jobs due to the reliance on public consumers in the 

hospitality/catering industry. Yet, the decision to offer a furlough program and to include the migrant 

population as eligible shifted the calculus. Britain instituted the furlough program 20 March 2020 that paid 

individuals 80% of their total wages to remain at home; it was offered in some variation for 18 months 

(until September 2021). Suddenly, individuals were financially able to concentrate on reskilling or finishing 

their degrees. Mauro talks about the financial impact the decision had on his career,  

 

I was in a pizzeria for a year and then the pandemic hit and there was a bit of a mess, because I 

continued to work, but I still got money by not working, because there was a scheme called 

furlough. They gave us 80% of our full salary amount. That for me was actually a hand from heaven, 

because I started university in that period, so I was getting 80% of a full-time job and I had all the 

time to study good or bad, so it was an incredible year. Last year I started freelancing, because 

thanks to university I had friendships and connections that led me to do what I wanted to do, which 

is to do a job, to study, to work in a studio […]. As a freelancer, I can manage my time a bit as I 

want. (Mauro) 

 

Mauro emphasizes how the furlough period also enabled social proximity to non-Italian peers, opening 

the doors to new connections. In turn, he leveraged these to find a job in a field he wanted. He has 

successfully navigated the transition to a professional occupation of his choosing. 

In another case, Sara was working in a casino which was closed by the pandemic restrictions. 

 

Practically, I worked at the casino; it was closed obviously. Many businesses were closed, but we 

received it was called furlough, that is, the government gave money to the companies to pay the 

employees and we were paid at the 80% of what was our annual or monthly salary. So, I had money 

coming in and more so when you are a student the State also gives you money to live on, so I had 

a double income, so on an economic level, I didn't suffer. 

 

I was a little scared because, in any case, the sector I worked in was one of the sectors most affected 

by COVID-19. Yes, it certainly gave me a bit of anxiety and stress because it was closed for a year 

and a half, two years and it wasn't clear how the business would react. We had meetings with the 

general manager where he said that some cuts were going to be made due to this extended closure 

and not being able to generate revenue for the company. But on the other hand, I felt quite confident 

because I was undertaking a course of study. I was still training. I think I used the period that I 

stayed at home well, because I updated myself, I studied a lot. I also studied things for my personal 

interest such as investments. (Sara) 

 



 

 

Sara explained that since the pandemic she has been financially secure. She was able to leverage that 

time to improve his marketability. People used the opportunity for ‘future building’ and were able to take 

advantage of the freedom from the demands of work. In addition, despite decreased payments, they were 

actually financially more secure without the cost of commuting or going out . 

 

6. Conclusion  
 The analysis of Italian skilled migrants in Britain highlights their settlement experience across four key 

stages, particularly influenced by pandemic-related factors. The findings underscore the complex interplay 

between migration pathways, labor market dynamics, and personal ambitions among Italian migrants in 

Britain. We capture this progression through stages of incorporation for skilled migrants, highlighting the 

role changing use of the ethnic economy and the impactful role of governmental intervention on individual 

outcomes. More importantly, our findings demonstrate two key things. First, despite unrestricted work 

visas, the ethnic economy is utilized by skilled and semi-skilled migrants for economic incorporation. In 

this regard, the ethnic economy has both positive and negative effects. Even while providing an initial 

security blanket, in line with previous findings ([Author]), we demonstrate that the ethnic economy can trap 

skilled migrants in the secondary labor market. It does so because of the structure of the secondary labor 

market—the hours and wages limit the ability of migrants to gain useful capital and pursue recertification 

or reskilling. Second, the inclusion of migrants into governmental programs is an effective mechanism for 

combatting the constraining effects of the secondary labor market and the ethnic economy. Inclusion into 

the government administered social welfare system provided a pathway to more broad structural inclusion, 

evidenced by improved economic position, educational completion, and reduced financial anxiety and 

stress.  

This group of Italian skilled migrants has had advantages that positioned them well for global mobility. 

They were able to cross EU borders and find work, largely without barriers. With language and educational 

capital, they were better positioned to make the leap from the Italian system to that of Britain. Yet, their 

initial use of Italian social networks and the ethnic economy, in many ways, constrained their ability to do 

so. The work opportunities in catering were restricted to long hours and little pay, requiring overtime and 

inflexible schedules. Consequently, they were unable to pursue education and had limited socio-spatial 

interactions with non-Italians. It took the pandemic to alter this marginality: with the furlough program, 

Italian skilled workers could suddenly utilize existing capital and add to it. The furlough period changed 

their precariousness and inched them closer to skilled labor. 

The inclusion of migrants within the program was unusual for governmental programs that differentially 

allocate precarity to migrants (Anderson & Andrijasevic, 2008; Bowling & Westenra, 2020). Normally 

excluded from state programs, the British government instead folded migrants in, to limit the spread of the 

disease to the public. In so doing, the state limited the economic precarity faced by individuals and provided 

an element of stability. Because of the universal inclusion of the group in the program, the state was also 

successful in building ‘sociocultural’ bridges. Italian students in graduate school programs formed linkages 

which they leveraged for employment after graduation. In other cases, they connected with PhD supervisors 

and pursued doctorates—these bridges towards upward mobility would otherwise not have been possible 

while engaged in catering work. 

Despite the positive impact of the furlough policies for skilled Italian migrants, it is worth noting that 

the COVID-19 policies were not categorical wins for all migrant groups. Elsewhere, independent analysis 

of the government’s programs has demonstrated that maintaining the No Recourse to Public Funds (NRPF) 

and prohibitions on healthcare access for migrants during the pandemic increased risks to COVID-19 and 

had negative economic effects (Public Interest Law Centre, 2022). It is necessary to view the positive 

outcome of this subgroup attentive to the interrelated factors that contributed to its production, including 



 

 

the open borders of the European Union and their educational capital. Britain maintained its hostile 

environment policies more broadly, differentially excluding migrant groups based on perceptions of affinity. 

The findings underscore the benefits of broad inclusion in social programs for migrant groups. 
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