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Global Perspectives 

Globalization has become characterized by its disjunctions, which the COVID-19 crisis 
has thrown into sharp relief (Steger and James 2020). The contradictions (and 
disjunctures) between the dependence of receiving countries on economic migration and 
the visible tensions associated with migration, and the precarious experiences of 
migrants at the COVID-19 front line marked new insecurities in migratory paths and 
shocks to already insecure work circuits. The fault lines revealed by the COVID-19 crisis 
identified in this article raise fundamental questions for globalization and migration 
scholars and policymakers around the sustainability of the “migration/value” nexus. We 
advocate an approach that moves away from a reductivist conception of migration as 
solely legitimized via the generation of economic value, toward a sustainable recovery 
and future after the COVID-19 crisis. We argue for a human rights–based approach to 
migration that fosters mobilities and that ensures that all individuals are deemed of 
value, of public value. We believe this can inform and help set a tenacious framework that 
“resettles” the current disjunctures of globalization, through acknowledging different 
formations of mobilities through globalization for an inclusive global society. This article 
is part of the Global Perspectives “Interrogating Global Studies” special collection, guest 
edited by Jill Timms and Alison Hulme, as a tribute to Dr. Paul Kennedy, an ardent 
pioneer in the field of global studies. 

INTRODUCTION 

The transformation of societies on account of Brexit, the 
COVID-19 pandemic, and political attitudes and policies to 
migration and the fast-changing nature of migration have 
all reshaped debates on global mobilities. Recent debates 
on the globalization of migration point to its asymmetric 
nature, spurred on by geopolitical and economic shifts with 
changes to the volume, diversity, and geography of migra
tion (Czaika and De Haas 2014). Focusing on the Global 
North (Italy and the United Kingdom in particular), this 
article engages in a discussion of the political, economic, 
and social implications of the pandemic on frontline mi
grant workers, herein understood as embodied constituents 
of disjunctive globalization in the time of the Great Unset
tling (Steger and James 2020). Steger and James (2020) in
deed argue that the COVID-19 crisis combined with the in
stabilities of the global neoliberal order has exacerbated the 
contradictions / the disjunctive dimension of globalization 
as never before in human history. At this unprecedented 
juncture, we are compelled to try for a better understanding 
of the processes, drivers, and impacts of migration, and in 

doing so forge discussions locating mobilities in a global in
terconnected society. The COVID-19 pandemic has revealed 
fault lines within migratory processes, debates, and out
comes through marked new insecurities in migratory paths, 
with accompanying shocks to already precarious work cir
cuits, either through acute changes, job losses, or an in
crease in migrant exposure in COVID-19–related frontline 
work. We aim to capture a few of the new directions in the 
ongoing debates on global mobilities (such as processes, 
drivers, and impact) to grasp the complexity of migration 
and its embeddedness in processes of global transforma
tion, as well as any potential future advances of this ap
proach. 

In this paper, we view migration as a global challenge, 
and its management as bordering on a “wicked problem”; 
that is, a situation requiring a solution that can be solved 
only by those responsible for this situation (see Levin et al. 
2012). We argue that the proliferation of definitions con
cerned with what constitutes migration and who is a mi
grant, as well as the divergence of these definitions, ought 
to be read in relation to the question of value (often re
stricted to economic value) and the contemporary struggle 
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over values (herein understood as the fundamental princi
ples societies believe in and seek to live by/enact). Despite 
recent advances with the Global Compact for Refugees 
(GCR) and the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Reg
ular Migration (GCM), the struggle over definitions and 
value(s) brings into sharp relief the need for stronger insti
tutions, structures, or processes for coordinating a solution 
at a global level (see Geuijen et al. 2017). Resurfacing the 
question of value/values in relation to migration debates 
with its direct consequences on the lives of migrants, this 
paper explores its centrality in the COVID-19 crisis and be
yond. 

This paper is informed by a series of provocative talks 
held as part of the online Global Studies Association (GSA) 
colloquium in 2021 and focusing on topical global issues 
and their impact on our understanding of the global sys
tem. More specifically, papers by Prof. Laura Zanfrini (Uni
versità Cattolica, Milan) and Prof. John Eade (Roehampton 
University, London) exploring old and new (in)equalities in 
relation to migrations, mobilities, and integration in a pan
demic era inspired this paper and provided a good founda
tion for it. Using a narrative literature review approach (fol
lowing Collins and Fauser 2005), our paper is based on a 
purposive selection of secondary studies that comprehen
sively reflect the scope and diversity of the issues affecting 
the conceptualization of, policy concerned with, and lived 
experiences of migrants in the Global North. Herein, we fo
cus on mobilities to the United Kingdom, a context with a 
long history of diverse migration, and the European Union 
/ Italy. This has allowed us to describe and compare the dif
ferential impact on different social groups and character
istics (gender, ethnicity, regions, and skills) to understand 
how differences in migration policy approaches can influ
ence migration-related and societal outcomes, providing 
unique insights into challenges and gaps that need address
ing. Focusing on the lived experiences of migrants during 
the COVID-19 crisis and the concomitant exacerbation of 
the question of value/values in migration debates during 
the acute phase of the pandemic and beyond, our paper 
contributes to recent substantive literature on migration by 
providing key insights derived from our discussion. 

Limitations to our approach ought to be acknowledged: 
our literature review is not exhaustive, and focuses on the 
specific contexts of the United Kingdom and the European 
Union / Italy, seeking to provide a cross-sectional overview 
of different types of migration. In terms of organizing this 
paper, first, we discuss some recent debates and approaches 
on global migration, and then we examine the case of front
line economic migrant workers who disproportionately 
form the essential-sector workforce in many countries, be
fore asking some questions on public value and values that 
we can extract from this discussion. 

GLOBAL MOBILITIES, OR THE IMPACT OF THE 
NARROWING PRISM OF VALUE (OVER VALUES): 
A SHORT DISCUSSION 

We undeniably live in an age of heightened and diverse mi
gration, as illustrated by both the rising trends in the in

ternational movements of different groups of people cross
ing borders for a growing range of reasons and the growing 
space occupied by migration-related questions in public de
bates. While there are changes to destination countries, 
new patterns in geopolitical shifts based on migration gov
ernance policies and immigration systems, the broad con
sensus is that migration is here to stay. Theorists have 
long discussed the need to go beyond the push-pull frame
work to capture the complexity of contemporary migra
tion(s), as the global flow of people is now an integral 
part of society, accompanied and shaped by processes of 
social change, be they geopolitical shifts, social and de
mographic trends, economic restructuring, and/or techno
logical progress. Meanwhile, the Brexitization of societies 
(Verhofstadt 2018) and changing political attitudes toward 
and policies on migration, as well as the skewed nature 
of postcolonial migration, have reshaped debates on global 
mobilities. However, the structural shifts in demand for 
care labor and receiving countries’ dependence on eco
nomic migration (see for example, Williams 2011), irre
spective of skill sets, for the delivery of essential services, 
social care, and economic production demonstrably expose 
the framing of skill set–based immigration policies in some 
countries (Zanfrini 2019). Played out in a global field, mo
bility is an integral part of the neoliberal era in which eco
nomic migrants are key stakeholders in the growth of de
veloped economies (Kesselring 2014; Bauder 2012; Arun 
2018). Arun, Brahic, and Taylor (2019) place the processes 
and forms of migrant transnationalism firmly in the context 
of wider economic and political processes; neoliberal glob
alization and the neoliberalization of societies intensify 
precarity, which increasingly becomes a structuring ele
ment of migrants’ lives, as made apparent by the COVID-19 
crisis and explored in this paper. Notwithstanding this, it 
is important to note here that not every country joins this 
competition to attract skilled workers with equal commit
ment, as shown by the substantial failure of the EU “Blue 
card” program (De Lange 2020). Italy, for instance, never 
planned a selection of immigrants based on their skills, 
and, on the contrary, the country seems to exert “a particu
lar attraction towards low educated immigration” (Zanfrini 
2022, 52). However, the stress that both scientific and polit
ical debate puts on the relevance of highly skilled migrants 
for developed countries sometimes seems to hide the es
sential role played, for these same countries, by the large 
mass of unskilled migrants (Glick Schiller 2011). Needless 
to say, the pandemic contributed to highlighting this con
tinued relevance around the complexities of migration 
processes. 

As is often the case with forms of crises—such as the 
2007–9 global Great Recession and/or Brexit in the United 
Kingdom, for example—studies have pointed to the moral 
view of the self-sufficient migrant (Anderson 2010; Root 
et al. 2014) or the risky alignments for resourceful, skilled 
economic migrants (Arun 2018) alongside the emphasis on 
the economic value of the frontline migrant workers during 
the COVID-19 pandemic or that of the unskilled workers in 
times of skill shortages (Zanfrini 2022), rather than reach
ing out to other resource-demanding migrant groups, such 
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as refugees affected by conflicts and human rights abuse. A 
narrow view of migration, or a unidirectional policy, com
plemented by the economic forces of neoliberalism (has
tened by skill shortages) has charged debates on the pre
carity and complexity of global migration (Standing 2011). 
Evidence points to how migrant workers are preponderant 
in low-skilled sectors, with insecure contracts, lower social 
security, or protection with temporary forms of citizenship 
and marked by extreme social inequalities (Reid-Musson 
2014; Standing 2011), characterized as the “3 D” jobs: dirty, 
dangerous, and demanding (Castles 2002). Thus, for a long 
time, global migration has exposed the tip of the iceberg 
on deep-seated and masked inequalities, which are often 
gendered and racialized (Arun, Brahic, and Taylor 2019; 
Raghuram 2014; McDowell 2008; Purkasyasta 2005), reveal
ing the broad spectrum of migrant experiences. For exam
ple, the increasing presence of migrant care workers, many 
of them women, brings in a new political economy of care 
(Arun 2009; Kofman and Raghuram 2015; Dyer, McDow
ell, and Batnitzky 2008; Williams 2011). On the other hand, 
the feminization of international migration continues to 
reshape women’s experiences and patterns of migration, 
including transnational family relations. For example, the 
impact of uncertain migratory contexts and citizenship sta
tus brought by Brexit affects European migrant mothers’ 
lives and migrant community building (Brahic 2020), point
ing to the affective, racialized, and gendered dimensions 
of citizenship statuses and their susceptibility to changing 
political contexts. Such contradictions and complexities in 
women’s lives also redefine relationships between migrants 
and their integration into “our” larger global society. Fur
thermore, the pattern of historical migration in the Global 
North has not only conflated issues of race, ethnic inequal
ities, and migration but also raised questions about mi
grants’ integration; thus scholars call for new lines of in
quiry that highlight the underlying racialized power and 
inequalities that structure im/migration incorporation that 
recognizes coloniality of power within the intersection of 
race and migration (Arun et al. 2023; Olmos 2019). Often 
migrants (foreign-born workers) are not only based on their 
Black, Asian, and Minority Ethnic (BAME) status but also 
framed as socially constructed racialized categories reflect
ing the demographic fabric of the host society, which are 
hierarchical and unequal, as seen through the impact of the 
pandemic (Eade 2021; Flynn 2021). Perhaps the question 
is to what extent the debates around migration should in
clude its (economic) value to both the host and home coun
tries, and to migrants themselves. To provide an example 
of migration governance in the European Union, taking the 
case of Italy: the debate on immigration is focused only 
marginally on economic issues. The Italian debate is artic
ulated mostly between, on the one side, the value of sol
idarity as a pillar of Italian culture and tradition and, on 
the other side, the menace of migration toward security and 
Italian identity (Urso 2018). 

FRONTLINE WORK AND MIGRANT WORKERS, 
OR THE STRUGGLE FOR THE RECOGNITION OF 
RISKS AND COSTS IN THE CHANGING—YET 
STILL HEGEMONIC—LANDSCAPE OF “VALUE” 
IN THE COVID-19 CRISIS 

The previous section offered a discussion of some of the 
salient issues shaping current migration debates. As sug
gested above, the question of value is ubiquitous and cen
tral in these debates, as it is in globalization debates, par
ticularly on wicked problems. For example, Geuijen et al. 
(2017, 636) argue how such a framework “enables a vision 
of value that is global, collective and public, by including 
voices of ‘all affected interests’ even when discourses prove 
to be extremely conflicting.” The subsequent section ex
plores the theme of value in the context of work on the 
front line during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has disrupted health systems, 
social structures, economies, politics, and the daily lives of 
various social groups across the globe, but evidence sug
gests a disproportionate impact on migrant workers (Or
ganisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 
2020; Caselli, Dürrschmidt, and Eade 2024). In many coun
tries, the pandemic revealed how many societies are “em
pirically multicultural and, indeed, could not function 
without their ethnic minority citizens and migrant popu
lations, both settled and temporary” (Bhambra 2021, 1). 
In Italy, the pandemic contributed to raising public aware
ness about this dependence, resulting in the Italian govern
ment launching an amnesty to regularize undocumented 
migrants working in the care and agricultural sectors, to 
support the national economy (Zanfrini 2022). What hap
pened showed once more the contradictions of the Italian 
approach to immigration, which swings between political 
rejection and economic acceptance (and need) of immigra
tion (Ambrosini 2013). Yet, despite being central to the fab
ric and functioning of societies, ethnic minorities and mi
grant background communities often remain marginalized 
and face inequality rooted in the intersections of race, gen
der, class, and migration status, among other factors. Mi
grant youth and young adults are some of the most vul
nerable in society, experiencing oppression, alienation, and 
marginalization. Migrant youth have larger gaps in educa
tional outcomes compared to their peers, due to a lack of 
resources to support their integration into education, lan
guage differences, institutional systems, and other factors 
(Ribeiro et al. 2019). They often face a complex combina
tion of intersecting barriers that make it difficult to tran
sition and succeed into further education and/or the world 
of work. These preexisting challenges alongside structural 
socioeconomic inequalities—and access to housing, educa
tion, and health services, in particular—have been height
ened by the COVID-19 crisis (Santagati 2022). 

A report by the Overseas Development Institute (Kumar 
et al. 2021) calls for the recognition and valuing of the fun
damental contribution of migrant workers as key workers 
in our societies and economies throughout the COVID-19 
pandemic. In addition to their work in the low-paid labor 
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market, evidence from many countries shows that many 
of these workers have risked their lives disproportionately 
by being on the front line of the crisis as nurses, security 
guards, drivers, and so forth, deprived of the privileges 
(e.g., work-from-home option) or levels of social protection 
(sick or statutory leave) other workers enjoyed. In the 
United States, before the COVID-19 pandemic, more than 
thirty million US workers were employed in six broad in
dustries that came to form the front lines of the response, 
including grocery store clerks, nurses, cleaners, warehouse 
workers, and bus drivers, among others. They were essen
tial before the pandemic hit, yet also overworked, under
paid, underprotected, and underappreciated (Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and Development 2020). Fur
thermore, people of color are overrepresented in many oc
cupations within frontline industries. “Just over four-in-
ten (41.2 percent) frontline workers are Black, Hispanic, 
Asian-American/Pacific Islander, or some category other 
than white” (Rho, Brown, and Fremstad 2020, 3). All this 
unequal incorporation in the economy and society was ac
centuated with the pandemic as highlighted in the initial 
evidence on the unequal impact of COVID-19. For example, 
a report commissioned by the UK Labour Party in 2020 
found that structural racism had led to the disproportionate 
impact of the coronavirus pandemic on BAME communities 
as they were “overexposed, under protected, stigmatised 
and overlooked” (Lawrence 2020, 4). Such structural in
equalities are deep-seated, exposing inequalities in hous
ing and health services affecting BAME communities in the 
United Kingdom. A Women and Equalities Committee Re
port (Mrc 2020) found that ethnicity is an important fac
tor in overcrowding, as one in three Bangladeshi families 
live in overcrowded housing, which is around 33 percent 
compared to 2 percent of white British households and ap
proximately 15 percent of black African households, which 
substantially increased exposure to COVID-19 infection as 
social distancing was more difficult, particularly within 
multigenerational households and those migrant groups af
fected by No Recourse to Public Funds (NRPF) visa condi
tions. In Italy, COVID-19 had a particularly severe impact 
on irregular immigrants. In many cases, they lost their jobs 
and, given their irregular status, were unable to benefit 
from the subsidies implemented by the state. Furthermore, 
they often did not access the health services guaranteed to 
all (including irregular migrants) for fear of being reported 
and expelled from the country even if, according to Italian 
law, irregular migrants cannot be reported to and by the 
police when accessing health facilities and structures. It is 
interesting to note here that the aforementioned amnesty 
launched at the beginning of the pandemic by the Italian 
government did not improve this situation: procedures for 
amnesty were managed at a dramatically slow pace, cre
ating a large group of people who actually did not know 
if they could be considered regular or irregular migrants 
(Caselli, Dürrschmidt, and Eade 2024). 

In general, migrants as a group were adversely affected 
in many ways during the pandemic. In an effort to recog
nize the economic contribution of migrants during the pan
demic, some positive efforts were put in place to redress 

structural and legal inequalities. For example, in the United 
Kingdom, despite the long-standing widespread resistance 
to easing migration against the backdrop of Brexit, the 
Home Office relaxed visa regulations for foreign care work
ers and farmworkers (from the European Union) because of 
labor shortages. From December 2021, care staff was added 
to the Shortage Occupation List in response to the pan
demic pressures. These workers could bring their families, 
enabling a settlement route in the United Kingdom. In ad
dition to this, the immigration health surcharge reimburse
ment scheme was put in place to exempt all health and care 
workers from the surcharge following outstanding efforts 
throughout the pandemic. Nonetheless, organizations sup
porting migrant rights continue to call for more protection 
and extension of social citizenship rights for all migrants ir
respective of status, as well as to demand that immigration 
policies no longer take a “skill-based” approach based on 
inflexible “low” and “high” skills classifications, as workers 
of all skill levels will be essential in the long path to recov
ery (Migrants’ Rights Network et al. 2020). One key aspect 
here is that some migrant groups are restricted in their ac
cess to public services by their legal status and are without 
recourse to public funds (“NRPF”), with an increased num
ber of migrant women with NRPF at risk of destitution due 
to the devastating impact of the pandemic on their lives 
and livelihoods (Brahic, Heyes, and Arun 2024, forthcom
ing). A report found that 14 percent of those with NRPF 
have been unable to pay their rent or mortgage on time, 
compared to 2 percent of those with recourse to public 
funds (Migrants’ Rights Network et al. 2020). As migrants 
are overrepresented in those sectors most affected by the 
pandemic, such as the hospitality industry, emerging ev
idence shows that in European OECD countries, the ini
tial impact has been disproportionately negative on im
migrants in the vast majority of countries, even when job 
retention schemes have been put in place to alleviate the 
impact of the lockdowns (Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development 2020), where many migrants 
have then returned to their home countries as they fell out
side such safety nets, or have fallen prey to further ex
ploitation in their workplace. 

PUBLIC VALUE OF MIGRANT WORK AND/OR 
PUBLIC VALUES TOWARD MIGRATION 

The highly skewed spatial impacts of globalization also 
seem to be reflected in shifts in global migration patterns 
(De Haas, Castles, and Miller 2020). As in the United King
dom, Anderson (2010) argues how, while immigration con
trols are often presented by government as a means of 
ensuring “British jobs for British workers” and protecting 
migrants from exploitation, in practice such mobilities can 
often undermine labor protections. Such mechanisms also 
curtail flexibility of mobility and full integration into the 
economy and society that migrants live in. The fault lines 
revealed by the COVID-19 crisis and identified in this article 
raise fundamental questions for globalization and migra
tion scholars as well as policymakers around the sustain
ability of the nexus between neoliberal skill-based migra
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tion policies, external dependence on frontline workers, 
and the future of the health and care system, a key sector 
for the public good. 

The direct and associated impact of the pandemic, 
through lockdowns, travel bans, and work effects, has led to 
a paradigm shift in general changes in social attitude and 
economic behavior. It cannot be denied that migrants as 
a social category faced many adversities, the imagery cap
tured by the long queues of desperate internal migrants in 
India, walking hundreds of miles to reach the safety of their 
homes. Thus, for scholars like Massey (2019), such disrup
tions to patterns of mobilities compel social scientists to 
pay more theoretical and empirical attention to “perceived 
threats” due to forced migration with the need for more nu
anced understanding of mobilities. 

Here we propose to define public value, borrowing from 
Benington (2009, 233): “public value can be thought of in 
two main ways: first, what the public values; second, what 
adds value to the public sphere.” Exploring the experiences 
of migrant workers in frontline occupations during the pan
demic reveals some of the core contradictions paralyzing 
global migration into a state of permanent crisis and, in 
turn, inhibiting progress toward a human, fair, and sustain
able governance of migration. During the pandemic, over
whelming evidence shows how disproportionately migrants 
were exposed to the risk of infection because of their low-
skilled jobs (in agriculture, logistics, home care, etc.), which 
were nevertheless essential in order to allow other people 
to stay safe at home (Fondazione Ismu 2022). As discussed 
above, global migration and its management are the prod
uct of globalization as we know it, both disjunctive and un
settled (Steger and James 2020). Crucially, both are reg
ulated by the logic of the neoliberal project, which sees 
“value” as its central legitimizing principle. Yet as value as 
a rationale for action grows more central and unchallenged, 
its meaning appears to shrink to match the contours of pro
ductive value / the value of paid work. The centrality but 
narrowness of the rhetoric of value gives rise to a series 
of contradictory trends and tensions gripping global migra
tion (and inhibiting the conceptualization of global migra
tion as a global social issue, as opposed to one contained by 
nation-states). Furthermore, the focus on productive value 
leads to the hierarchization of migrants, blighting lives and 
marginalizing many (even further). 

The notion of value is core to the categorization of mi
grants, it being in everyday life, in policy work, and/or 
in academic research. Commonly accepted categorizations 
of migrants (privileged/lifestyle-related, migrant workers, 
asylum-related, irregular, and dependents/family), however 
contested or fallacious they may be, are framed in terms 
of value. Privileged migrants, often self-styled expats, are 
framed and explicitly regulated in terms of value. From 
“high net worth” individuals engaged in migration invest
ment purchasing “golden entry tickets” to more “modest” 
self-reliant migrants demonstrating financial self-suffi
ciency to be granted right of abode, privileged migrants 
bring their value and pay up front, which, in turn, appears 
to free them from the questions (suspicions) migrants com
monly experience in relation to (their) value. However, be

ing “beyond” (public) value can be a fleeting privilege, as 
British expats who had retired in southern Europe found 
out when free movement (and its associated integrated sys
tems in relation to health care and to a lesser extent pen
sions) stopped for British citizens after the United Kingdom 
left the European Union. More recently, in the context of 
the invasion of Ukraine by Russian forces, Russian oligarchs 
established in London under the now defunct Tier 1 in
vestor visa (or Tier 1 investor migrant dependent), which 
allowed so-called “high value” individuals with at least two 
million pounds of investment funds to apply for residency 
rights, found themselves threatened with financial sanc
tions and dragged onto the terrain of values, facing sus
picion that their political allegiances/values may pose a 
threat to the United Kingdom (with suspicion of interfer
ence with UK democratic processes). These recent examples 
highlight some of the limits associated with placing 
“value”—interpreted narrowly as financial/monetary 
value—at the center of migration policies. 

The generation/creation of economic value through 
work has historically been a core driver of migration. In 
countries regulating incoming migration around labor 
needs, from guest worker programs to skills-based migra
tion systems (with the distinction between skilled and un
skilled work underpinning migration policies), migration 
policies have been designed to maximize the value derived 
from the arrival of migrant workers (and minimize the per
ceived costs associated with the migration of their families/
significant others). By contrast, in countries that do not 
have a consolidated and well-defined migration policy, such 
as Italy, the “policy” on migration seems to be more ori
ented to minimize the risks connected to migration than 
to maximize the advantages (Zanfrini 2019). Through work, 
migrant workers ought to sustain themselves and their 
families but also generate value (in responding to a per
ceived need). Work has hitherto been the preferred pathway 
for integration and citizenship and is promised to socialize 
adult migrants into the host society. Paradoxically, as dis
cussed in the case of frontline work during the pandemic, 
the perception that certain types of occupations are taken 
on by migrants can lead to their devaluation (in real and 
symbolic terms) and their “feminization” as described by 
Standing (2011). As pointed out by Zanfrini (2022), the 
dominant working inclusion model used to legitimize mi
gration by proponents of pro-migration discourses danger
ously insists on the benefits associated with having a docile 
and disposable workforce at the ready. Rationalizing the 
value of migration (and migrants) through the lens of hu
man capital marginalizes many (already marginalized along 
the lines of race, ethnicity, gender, age, health, and disabil
ity) and limits long-term prospects of civic “incorporation” 
into the social contract, beyond work (and beyond first gen
erations). Here we draw on Ruhs’s work (2013) articulating 
the trade-off between the rights afforded to migrant work
ers and the openness of labor migration regimes. Ruhs’s ar
gument shows the complex interplay between rights and 
migration, particularly one that is based on economic con
siderations. This conflict is played out in high-income 
countries, which rely on migrants working at lower costs 
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even when their rights are constrained. We see this in the 
recent changes to the immigration and visa rules for in
coming care migrant workers who can no longer bring de
pendents to the United Kingdom after March 2024, despite 
the health and social care sector being highly dependent on 
foreign workers to undertake care work in nursing homes. 
Here the right of workers to have a family life, or the right 
of the children of migrants to enjoy a secure and full child
hood, is fully denied. 

The question of value becomes acute for migrants cross
ing borders outside a context of paid work. At best their 
arrival is met with suspicion (Borrelli, Lindberg, and Wyss 
2021); at worst it is criminalized. Individuals crossing bor
ders to study or to live with significant others face a grow
ing number of barriers and controls assessing their “worth.” 
In the case of students, their “value” is derived from the 
fees paid to educational institutions and stipend spent lo
cally and/or from the prospect of trainees plugging a gap in 
the economy. Applications on grounds of family ties tend 
to be assessed in relation to value/worth (disposable in
come) of the applicants’ sponsors. The logic of value (nar
rowly understood as “economic value” in migration sys
tems) reaches a breaking point in the case of 
asylum-related migration when it collides with the de
mands of “our” (moral) values. The so-called migration cri
sis stems from the neoliberal diktat of “economic” value 
being central to and increasingly becoming the sole ratio
nale in the management of global migrations and being 
that which leads states and their citizens to relinquish their 
duties to uphold basic human rights. In practical terms, 
the contradictions perceived between the economic imper
ative to generate value, or to prevent a value loss, and the 
moral imperative to defend human rights/values result in 
the criminalization of asylum, with a shift toward restric
tive, “controlled” schemes (as seen with the growing num
ber of resettlement schemes—in contrast to “traditional” 
asylum routes) and temporary and precarious statuses, as 
well as the externalization, privatization, and deterritori
alization of its management. This bid to deliver humani
tarianism within the bounds of austerity results in gener
alized moral failure and a collective loss of values (in the 
name of economic value). States, institutions, and markets 
have followed suit in pursuing “entrepreneurial” strategies 
for bringing in migrant workers to reduce economic costs in 
host nations, primarily in the Global North. We argue that 
public value should delve into the concept of social value, 
which will allow us to reflect on public value beyond con
ventional economic measures, and profit maximization, in
clusion, and well-being. We draw on literature such as that 
of social enterprises, which is commonly used for leverag
ing welfare of society without referring to ethical measures 
and often deployed as neoclassical economic-oriented util
itarian paradigms (Korsgaard and Anderson 2011; Lauter
mann 2013). 

This narrow view of economic paradigm is also applied 
in migration discourses with a solution through economic 
management. Migration is seen to be an economic problem 
both in terms of solving labor shortages and as a drain 
on the welfare state. Another illustration of these contra

dictions is the strong financial support offered in recent 
years by the European Union to the countries of transit of 
migrants—to Turkey in particular (European Commission 
2016), leaving it the “dirty job” of stemming migratory 
flows. The plan is to stop migrants before they reach Eu
rope’s borders, so that EU countries can (apparently) escape 
the moral issues related to rejection and forced return 
(Caselli 2019). 

The logic of value comes to a head with the elusive cat
egory of irregular migrations, which has attracted growing 
attention in the political/public discourses. By definition, 
irregular migration is difficult to know both in quantitative 
and in qualitative terms. Because of the dominant framing 
of undocumented migrants as standing outside of legality 
(made transparent by the growing use—deliberate or un
knowing—of the problematic term “illegal migrant”), un
documented migrants wrestle with dehumanization (stem
ming from the fact that they cannot be “known” and 
monitored in ways other individuals are, such as migrants 
and nonmigrants) and demonization (framed in legal 
terms, they are also “evaluated” on the terrain of moral 
righteousness [Watkins 2020]). Dehumanization and demo
nization aggravate their vulnerability as undocumented 
migrants, prevent their visibility and representation, and 
cast them as “valueless” and undeserving (of rights, protec
tion, and support). 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

As argued in this paper, the concept of value needs to 
be systematically resurfaced and critically examined in the 
study of global migration. The unique set of conditions of 
the pandemic have opened up/amplified the space of moral 
righteousness (doing what is right by opposition to what is 
legal or illegal—e.g., adopting preventative COVID-19 mea
sures to protect public health) as a means for migrants to 
“be of value.” Recast as heroes, frontline workers saved the 
day. While it may temporarily amplify the contribution of 
migrants in societies, this discourse can also be dangerous 
(Cox 2020) and lead to the perception that the value of mi
grants resides with their self-sacrifice, overwork, and duti
ful selflessness (which in turn puts their protection in jeop
ardy). 

Thus, as migration discourses continue to be dominated 
by neoliberal, nation-state, and ethnicity-centric episte
mologies that produce reductionist understandings of mi
grants as social categories within the field of global studies 
(Arun et al. 2023), we make a call to address this episte
mological pitfall within global studies research for renewed 
definitions, conceptualizations, and praxis around global 
migration. As human activity is increasingly becoming mi
gratory and in motion, we add to the plea for a new par
adigm shift that centers mobility and motion, rather than 
fixity and statis (Nail 2019; Arun et al. 2023). This will also 
enable the reframing of migrant categories within domi
nant narratives in relation to the “other.” 

Shaping a fair, post-pandemic world where no one is 
left behind (UNEP 2021) is the defining issue of our times. 
The OECD (2020) highlights how resilient recovery from 
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the COVID-19 crisis depends on investment in training 
schemes and transition into the labor market. While this is 
a start, it will not be enough. Reductivist conceptions of mi
gration as solely justified/legitimized via the generation of 
economic value are problematic in many ways, not least be
cause economic value is situational and transient (putting 
humans and the environment at risk). We argue that a sus
tainable recovery and future can be based only on a human 
rights–based approach to migration (and its corollary “in
tegration”), which does not exclude integration to the labor 
market (but actually fosters it) and ensures that individuals 
outside of it (temporarily and permanently) are deemed of 
value—of public value. 
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