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The lived experience of an integration paradox: why
high-skilled migrants from Turkey experience little
national belonging in the Netherlands
Nella Geurts a, Tine Davidsb and Niels Spierings a

aDepartment of Sociology, Radboud University, Nijmegen, the Netherlands; bDepartment of Cultural
Anthropology and Development Studies, Radboud University, Nijmegen, the Netherlands

ABSTRACT
How do migrants become part of a national community and feel a
sense of belonging to that country? Whilst migrants’ educational
level is considered key in doing so, survey studies conclude that
higher-educated migrants experience a low sense of belonging to
the residence country. This has been dubbed the integration
paradox. We draw from in-depth qualitative biographical interviews
with highly-skilled Turkish migrants in the Netherlands to contribute
to understanding how this so-called paradox can come about.
Purposeful sampling from the New Immigrants Survey allows for
rich data that reflect those who, according to the survey,
experience a paradox (N = 15) and those who do not (N = 17). First,
we find that some migrants interpret national belonging in more
complex ways than was intended by often-used survey items
measuring this concept. Many highly-skilled migrants experience
little belonging to a single nation, but instead identify with a
supranational entity. Some self-identified world citizens are
therefore categorised as ‘paradoxical’ because they experience
belonging nowhere in specific. Second, we find multiple conditions
that structure (non-)belonging, such as experiencing non-belonging
due to exclusion from both Dutch and Dutch-Turkish communities,
and might explain the paradox. These insights shed new light on
the mechanisms underpinning the integration paradox.
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Introduction

In the last decade, due to political and economic changes in Turkey more andmore highly-
skilled Turkish migrants have become part of the largest immigrant group in Western
Europe. While Western-European countries, such as the Netherlands, are said to need
to attract high-skilled migrants in order to sustain their labour market and to ensure an
innovative future (OECD 2016), the integration of migrants, particularly from Muslim-
majority countries, is considered a growing concern (Simonsen 2017). In this debate, it
is often stressed that the prerequisite for a well-functioning society are shared feelings
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of belonging (De Vroome, Verkuyten, and Martinovic 2014). Moreover, belonging also
matters for individual migrants as it enhances quality of and meaning in life, amongst
others (Lambert et al. 2013; Yuval-Davis, Kannabiran, and Vieten 2006).

Among the key elements for obtaining a sense of national belonging is migrants’ edu-
cational level. Simply put, it is supposedly easier to belong when one has socio-economic
‘success’ in the residence society and is more exposed to prevailing norms and values
(Reeskens and Wright 2014). Surprisingly, however, recent survey studies, mainly on
Turkish migrants (Geurts, Lubbers, and Spierings 2019), conclude that particularly
higher-educated migrants mentally turn away from the residence country (Steinmann
2019; De Vroome, Martinovic, and Verkuyten 2014). This counterintuitive finding,
encompassing not just higher perceived discrimation, but lower cultural or emotional inte-
gration to which national belonging is an indicator, is considered the integration paradox
in the wide sense (Steinmann 2019; Ten Teije, Coenders, and Verkuyten 2013; Verkuyten
2016). We will contribute to previous studies by exploring underlying processes of this
paradox and aim to inform our understanding of the integration paradox by taking an
in-depth look at the group that deviates from the theoretical expectations, in order to gen-
erate new theoretical insights on why higher-education might not link to stronger belong-
ing. In contrast to the predominantly quantitative approach in the existing integration
paradox studies, we draw from in-depth interviews and build on personal experiences
of highly-skilled Turkish migrants. Our main research question reads: How to understand
a low sense of national belonging among highly-skilled Turkish migrants?

In our study, we will combine the literature on belonging (Yuval-Davis, Kannabiran, and
Vieten 2006) with the literature on the integration paradox. Established knowledge in the lit-
erature on belonging allows us to come up with frameworks than can be applied when ana-
lysing the conducted interviews. Linking these two strands of literature allows for finding
processes that provide a next step in understanding what shapes belonging and the paradox.

Empirically, we draw from life history interviews with 32 recent high-skilled Turkish
migrants who moved to the Netherlands in 2012 and 2013. Our qualitative biographical inter-
views capture processes that go beyond existing survey data (Verkuyten 2016), but we purpo-
sefully sampled informants were from the New Immigrants Survey (Lubbers et al. 2018) to
uniquely assure maximum alignment with the survey observing the paradox. In contrast to
the, few, existing qualitative studies on this topic (i.e. Eijberts and Ghorashi 2017; Eijberts,
Ghorashi, and Rouvoet 2017), we take the survey measurements to select higher-educated
migrants who have and do not have a paradox. This way we can better assess the underlying
mechanisms and inform previous studies and the survey literature accordingly.

Our results indicate two main strands of explanations. First, migrants’ understanding of
belonging matters in finding a paradox or not when using survey data. Highly-skilled
migrants tend to self-identify as a world- rather than a national citizen. As a result,
some migrants experience no specific belonging to any nation state, including the Nether-
lands, and answer negatively on a survey-item on experiencing belonging to the Nether-
lands. Moreover, a dimension of national belonging that migrants seem to have in mind
thinking about belonging has not been captured in survey data and concerns the experi-
ence of being able to contribute to the Netherlands or not, again leading to low belonging
answers. Such various interpretations of national belonging partly overrule the way
national belonging was intended to be captured in survey items. Second, we found
three new conditions of what might create a lower sense of belonging, which are
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particularly relevant for higher-educated immigrants: having high expectations that do not
meet reality; experiencing social exclusion from bothDutch natives and second-generation
Dutch Turks, and experiencing guilt towards Turkey and for leaving the country.

The case of recent Turkish migrants in the Netherlands

The Netherlands has a rich history with respect to migration from Turkey. Official agree-
ments for labour migration brought many low-skilled Turkish citizens to the Netherlands
around the 1960s and 1970s. Most migrants came from small villages in central Turkey or
along the Black Sea coast (Crul and Vermeulen 2003). Migration motives first centred
around labour and later around family reunion.

From the 2000s onwards, migrating due to political reasons has become increasingly
prevalent. The change in government in Turkey in the early 2000s brought about amore reli-
gious nationalist regime, which caused especially high-skilled people to emigrate (Elveren
2018). In the Netherlands, 6809 Turkish migrants arrived in 2018, in 2015 this number
was only 3747 (Statistics Netherlands 2019). These recent migrants mainly include well-
to-do individuals and academics from larger cities such as Istanbul, Izmir and Ankara.

A focus on these recent migrants is important and adds to previous quantitative studies
on the integration paradox as well as qualitative studies on belonging which tend to
revolve around longer-established first-generation or second-generation migrants. Focuss-
ing on the first years after migration provides insights into arguably the most dynamic
years, in which foundations are laid for future integration into the residence country
(Kristen, Mühlau, and Schacht 2016). A seemingly paradoxical negative link between edu-
cational level and sense of belonging has been found among this group of migrants
(Geurts, Lubbers, and Spierings 2019), and here we aim to explore (new) explanations
for this link, as previous studies do not provide a full explanation.

The integration paradox

According to classic assimilationist theories, integration processes are interpreted as having
multiple dimensions which follow each other in a linear fashion (Alba and Nee
2009; Gordon 1964). Following this linearity notion, it is assumed that integration into
one domain will on average bring about integration into another domain. If one becomes
more educated for example, this supposedly enhances belonging to the residence country
(Eijberts and Ghorashi 2017).

Recent survey-based studies have however concluded that migrants’ educational level
does not necessarily have this supposed effect on migrants’ sense of belonging (Geurts,
Lubbers, and Spierings 2019; Verkuyten 2016; Ten Teije, Coenders, and Verkuyten
2013). Instead, migrants who are considered structurally ‘integrated’ seem to disengage
from the residence country. Previous studies have tested two main and closely-related
mechanisms to explain this paradox. The first is perceived group discrimination, the
second perceived group non-acceptance (i.e. is the residence country welcoming to
their ethnic group). These two mechanisms appear to explain the paradox among
recent migrants only partially; after accounting for them in regression models, the negative
effect of educational level on sense of belonging to the Netherlands remains in most
instances (Geurts, Lubbers, and Spierings 2019).
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In most paradox studies explanations for a sense of national belonging (often referred
to as host-country identification) are theorised, while measurements are mainly based on
how migrants feel about the native population or country (the most frequently used ques-
tions are ‘How do you feel towards Dutch natives?’ and ‘What is your opinion on the
Dutch society?’). Guided by the survey items available, a sense of belonging is hereby
studied from a rather specific angle. Often, migrants’ feelings towards society are measured
rather than their identification with such entities (as argued by Geurts, Lubbers, and Spier-
ings 2019). These observations stand in contrast to the broader approach in the conceptual
belonging literature. Considering and exploring this is crucial since a discrepancy between
the measurement and the theoretical concept might help explain the paradox as findings
can depend on how respondents perceive belonging versus how belonging is caputered in
survey items. In short, we argue that insight in the concept of belonging can complement
the paradox literature.

Concepts of belonging

Previous studies on belonging give us guidelines for important distinctions and frame-
works when studying (national) belonging, and this study underscores that belonging is
best understood as an entanglement of multiple and intersecting relations, reflecting rela-
tional dimensions of inclusion and exclusion (Lähdesmäki et al. 2016). We will discuss
three frameworks in specific: dialogical and performative belonging, mixed embeddeness,
and multidimensional embeddedness. These three frameworks will later be applied as
tools when analysing the interviews and understanding what questions regarding belong-
ing might allude to respondents.

Dialogical and performative belonging

The construction of belonging is a narrative as it is about ‘stories people tell themselves
and others about who they are (and who they are not)’ (Yuval-Davis 2006, 202). In
‘telling these stories’ a sense of belonging not only includes emotional attachments, but
also a feeling at home and feeling safe (De Bree, Davids, and De Haas 2010; Yuval-
Davis 2006). Belonging can hereby be both dialogical and performative (Yuval-Davis,
Kannabiran, and Vieten 2006). Dialogically, belonging is constructed in relation to
others, which thus brings about one’s positioning. Belonging is not only about how one
sees oneself but also how one relates to others, and how others relate to you. An
example for national belonging is whether one feels part of the native population and
whether the residence country is part of one’s identity construction. The items used in pre-
vious paradox studies seemingly focus on this dialogical aspect of belonging, as they focus
on identification towards a nation or its population. The performative aspect of belonging
refers to certain (repetitive) practices that bring about emotional attachments (Yuval-
Davis 2006), such as celebrating certain national holidays or using a certain language.

Mixed embeddedness

Since belonging is also constructed by the ways one is valued and judged by others (Latcheva
and Herzog-Punzenberger 2011), the concept of mixed embeddedness was introduced to
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study the interplay and mix between agency and structure, which shapes one’s sense of
belonging (Kloosterman 2010). Belonging is thus subjectively felt, but is never a private
feeling. Individual belonging is continuously enabled, transformed and negotiated by one’s
context, in which processes of boundary drawing and external categorisation take place
(Yuval-Davis 2006; Simonsen 2017). These circumstances can be inclusionary and/or exclu-
sionary, which are likely to shape one’s individual experience of belonging. Examples of such
structural influences are integration policies in the residence country, the political situation in
the origin country, and labourmarket discrimination. For example, perceivingdiscrimination
in theworkplace can bring about the feelingof not being accepted and increases the emotional
distance towards both the workplace and country (Latcheva and Herzog-Punzenberger
2011). For drawing a comprehensive picture of national belonging, it is crucial to acknowl-
edge one’s individual sense of belonging and the structural factors that condition these experi-
ences separately from, yet in relation to, each other. We will do so accordingly.

Multidimensional embeddedness

Besides belonging being mixed, the experience of belonging is also likely to be multidimen-
sional. Previous research has stressed that one can experience belonging on multiple levels
and dimensions, as well as to many different objects of attachments (Yuval-Davis 2006),
which is referred to as multidimensional embeddedness (Van Houte 2014; Davids and
Van Houte 2008). The integration paradox literature has a national focus in assuming
the country and/or its population is homogeneous or ‘a whole’. Moreover, national
belonging can also be experienced through other dimensions such as being part of a
family or one’s position at work (Eijberts, Ghorashi, and Rouvoet 2017). We will therefore
acknowledge multiple dimensions in our study. A person’s educational level can be con-
sidered part of the economic dimension, examples of the other dimensions are ties with
friends and family (social), political engagement and voting behaviour (political), and reli-
gious identification and practices as well as media use (cultural).

Interview strategy

Sampling

We draw from in-depth life history interviews with 32 highly-skilled recent Turkish
migrants in the Netherlands who moved to the Netherlands around 2012/2013.1 We
invited respondents who stated to be interested in follow-up research in the New Immi-
grants Survey (NIS2NL) survey data. All 32 migrants had high educational levels, meaning
that most informants finished university education. Purposefully sampling from NIS2NL
(Lubbers et al. 2018) allowed for interviewing those who, according to the survey, are
highly-educated but feel little belonging to the Netherlands (N = 15) and those who are
highly-educated but do experience belonging in the Netherlands (N = 17). The first
author conducted the interviews between July and October 2018 with this study’s research
question being central, and over the course of the 32 interviews, we reached the point of
saturation as no new themes or concepts emerged.

We invited 75 people as part of the paradox sample and 62 who did not show a paradox
in NIS2NL. A sense of belonging was measured in line with the paradox literature (Geurts,
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Lubbers, and Spierings 2019; Ten Teije, Coenders, and Verkuyten 2013), asking about
their attitude towards native Dutch (0 – most negative, to 10 – most positive), the impor-
tance of the Netherlands for their sense of who they are (1 – very important, to 4 – not
important at all) and having a strong sense of belonging to the Netherlands (1 – totally
agree, to 5 – totally disagree). Scores of respectively 5 or lower, 3 or 4, and 4 or 5 are
seen as indicators of having a low sense of belonging. When one has a low sense of belong-
ing on at least two of the three items, we have labelled them as part of the integration
paradox sample. Scores of respectively 7 or higher, 1 or 2, and 1 or 2 are seen as indicators
of a high sense of belonging in the Netherlands. When one scored this way on at least two
of the three items, we concluded that this person experienced no paradox. Within these
boundaries, we managed to include a diverse group of informants in terms of age and
sex, as presented in Table 1.

Interviews and interviewer

The invitations were sent by mail in Dutch, English and Turkish so that those who were
interested could reply in the language they felt comfortable with. More than half of the in-
depth life history interviews were being held in English, nine were held in Dutch, and five
were held in Turkish (Seale et al. 2004). The interviews held in Turkish were assisted by a
professional Turkish interpreter. The interpreter was a recent migrant from a large city.

Table 1. Descriptive information of recent Turkish migrants interviewed.
No. Year of birth Sex Paradox

1 1989 Female Yes
2 1989 Male Yes
3 1989 Male Yes
4 1987 Male Yes
5 1989 Female Yes
6 1982 Female Yes
7 1988 Female Yes
8 1974 Male Yes
9 1971 Female Yes
10 1984 Male Yes
11 1973 Female Yes
12 1980 Male Yes
13 1981 Male Yes
14 1983 Male Yes
15 1977 Female Yes
16 1989 Female No
17 1971 Female No
18 1987 Male No
19 1986 Female No
20 1990 Female No
21 1982 Female No
22 1967 Male No
23 1990 Male No
24 1984 Male No
25 1981 Male No
26 1984 Female No
27 1988 Male No
28 1988 Female No
29 1986 Male No
30 1962 Male No
31 1981 Female No
32 1985 Male No
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This resulted in a mutual understanding and pleasant atmosphere during the interviews,
where the informant felt the interpreter knew what one was talking about. Interviews
lasted one to three hours and were conducted at a location of informants’ preference.
Often this was their home, in a few cases this was in a public place. If preferred by the
informant, one’s partner was present during the interview. This was the case for six inter-
views. Comparing interviews of those without a partner present to those with a partner
present and comparing the interviews conducted in different languages did not lead to
different results or interpretations; the general processes discussed were similar.

Taking a biographical, narrative approach during the interviews allows us to under-
stand informants’ dynamic and multi-layered perspectives (Eijberts, Ghorashi, and
Rouvoet 2017). Using this approach also enables gaining insight in the meanings that
are attached to the main themes of this study (e.g. belonging, education). Various
phases in life were discussed including life before migration, the first years after migration,
the present and the future. Topics that were addressed ranged from several aspects of
belonging to other domains of integration, individual characteristics, and life events.

The first author and interviewer is part of the Dutch majority population (which was
revealed due to way of name and appearance). Informants were therefore very willing
to explain and elaborate on answers since they could not rely on the interviewer
knowing ‘what things are like’, something previously addressed in cross-cultural inter-
viewing (Simonsen 2018). Moreover, it is supposed that the author’s age (24 at the time
of interviews) helped signal that she was not a distanced authority. We expect that, as
the informants were contacted via the New Immigrants Survey, one trusted the interviewer
and the university and thus this research initiative.

Analytical strategy

Interviews were transcribed and analysed using the software program MAXQDA. Narra-
tive and textual analyses were used to discover patterns among both groups of migrants,
those with and those without a paradox. These two groups were analysed separately to
study how the same topic or theme, for example one’s social life, was experienced differ-
ently. In the first round of coding, we coded inductively and in vivo to use informants’ own
expressions to capture the content. Then, we more specifically compared both groups in
their experiences and construction of national belonging.

We analysed the narratives using the multiple tools drawn from the belonging litera-
ture, acknowledging both migrants’ dialogical construction of belonging and the perfor-
mative aspect of it (as recommended by Yuval-Davis 2011; Van Houte and Davids
2008), and relating this to mixed and multidimensional embeddedness. Below we describe
an analysis of an example that came forward in our interviews in which we explicate poss-
ible dialogical and performative forms of belonging, the interplay between structure and
agency as well as the multidimensionality to illustrate how we use insights from the
belonging literature as tools to analyse individuals’ narrative.

We found that recent migrants are limited in the way they can make friends with either
Dutch Turks or Dutch natives (social). Both the Dutch Turks and the native population
have certain expectations of and judgements about who the recent migrants should be
(dialogical), for example with respect to cultural traditions. The mismatch between
these expectations and the realities cause friction and disappointment. Consequently,
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feelings of in-betweenness hamper a sense of belonging, especially when one makes invest-
ments and would like to develop and susain social ties in the new country (performative).

So, putting yourself out there (agency, performative) to establish connections and con-
sequently experiencing that others view you differently than you see yourself (structure,
dialogical) causes struggles with a sense of belonging. Being highly-educated (economic)
relates to this as this can strengthen the experienced disappointment, due to made invest-
ments in education and the associated feeling of being ‘different’ from more traditional
Turks in the Netherlands. Experiencing exclusion from both groups results in feeling mis-
placed and thus little belonging in the Netherlands, despite or fostered by socio-economic
success.

Addressing how various dimensions (economic, social) matter for one’s sense of (dia-
logical, performative) belonging as well as how one’s agency (participating and putting
yourself out there, performative) and structure (social exclusion from multiple sides) inter-
relate helps to understand how a so-called paradox can come about. Whilst this line of
reasoning with respect to experiencing exclusion fits previous paradox studies (Verkuyten
2016), it shows that the seemingly independent role of one’s education for belonging is
instead influenced and conditioned by a range of factors, such as exclusion from multiple
sides, that are necessary to acknowledge to grasp the full picture. These frameworks
derived from the belonging literature help in doing so and will be the point of departure
for our analysis.

The results below are interpreted according to the example above, and illustrated by
quotes, which are identified with an ‘I’ followed by the number that can be found in
Table 1.

Results are presented based on patterns distinguished in a substantive part of the
sample.

Results

In our results we distinguish two strands. The first refers to the way belonging is under-
stood, which informs us about the conceptual and methodological interpretation of
national belonging and how this is captured in previous paradox studies. The second
strand discusses conditions that constrained the construction of belonging among those
with a paradox, which came forward when comparing individuals with a paradox to
those without.

Understanding belonging (1): belonging everywhere or nowhere

Informants shared that one’s identity often surpasses national boundaries. Indeed, a large
share of informants talked about feeling more like a world or European citizen. Crucially,
we can distinguish two types of such ‘supranational’ citizens among our informants. Some
suggest they can belong anywhere whilst other experience no belonging to any specific
place or country – so not to the Netherlands either:

I adapt anywhere I go, but I don’t feel like I belong to anywhere. (paradox sample – I6)

Depending on the type of supranational citizen one identifies with, one is thus either
experiencing belonging nowhere or everywhere. This matters greatly for being categorised
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as having a paradox or not, based on survey data. Whereas highly-skilled migrants who
experience belonging everywhere would be defined as non-paradoxical – as they score
high on belonging to the Netherlands – those highly-skilled migrants who experience
belonging nowhere are seen as paradoxical as they score low on their belonging to the
Netherlands. One can debate whether the latter group is therefore truly paradoxical, as
non-belonging to the Netherlands is not caused by specifically the Netherlands but is
rather a result of a different interpretation of the belonging question suggesting a belong-
ing restricted to the Netherlands. The items used in previous paradox studies display a
mono-dimensional emphasis on national belonging, which might not capture a particular
type of world citizen. Moreover, those supranational citizens who do not experience
belonging to the Netherlands can still feel at home there:

I would label myself as a world citizen. I think the Netherlands is, is somewhere that’s suitable
for world citizens. (…) I thus feel more and more, I would say that I feel, I feel at home.
(paradox sample – I2)

So, the Netherlands is supposedly inviting to those who identify as world or European citi-
zens, for example in terms of speaking English. In doing so, the context of the Netherlands
is a structure that enables the arrival of these migrants. One can thus feel comfortable and
at home within this context, whilst one experiences no unique belonging to this specific
nation. At the same time, standard survey items set out to tap a belonging in the place
of residence (e.g. The Netherlands), but are actually interpreted comparatively by some
higher-educated respondents as if to imply belonging to the Netherlands excludes belong-
ing to any another geographical unit. By taking this into account and using such dialogical
senses of belonging the paradox might be understood better.

Understanding belonging (2): belonging as being meaningful

Another dimension that is mentioned throughout when discussing national belonging is
being able to contribute to one’s environment. Belonging thus not only has a dialogical,
relational aspect regarding people or places but also a performative aspect where contri-
buting to society is necessary to belong somewhere and is kept in mind when migrants
answer survey questions on belonging. This belonging, can be developed through work
(economic, performative) or establishing a social network (social, performative):

After getting work, it all improved. I could meet new people and like, okay now I have friends
here and my own family. So, I felt more and more at home. Because when you are at home
alone, you are nothing. (non-paradox sample – I16)

Besides illustrating that one’s social ties matter greatly for feeling at home, it also shows
that doing something for yourself and your environment (agency), for example in the
form of employment, enables being part of a society. Various dimensions of embedded-
ness (e.g. social, economic) can come together and influence each other in their importance
for a sense of belonging. This woman’s narrative fits the linearity argument addressed in
the integration paradox literature, where integration in the economic domain is assumed
to stimulate other forms of integration. However, employment seems to stimulate belong-
ing through contributing to society and having a purpose within this society, rather than
through being economically successful. The role of employment thus varies for whether
the job is meaningful. This may explain why previous research found that being
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economically successful did not mitigate the negative education effect (Geurts, Lubbers,
and Spierings 2019), as this economic position does not necessarily enable the experience
of contributing to the country.

Moreover, the interviews illustrate that it is not only economic integration that can
enable belonging, but that also one’s social and family life can do so. Agency to contribute
to a society and be meaningful, whether it is through being economically active or building
a social network, was experienced as key in constructing belonging to a new place.

Home is where I can have a say, where I’m able to pull some wires. (paradox sample – I9)

Making a home is thus difficult when such opportunities are limited or hampered (structure),
which can be a result from different dimensions, regardless of whether one is on the labour
market. For instance, having aDutch partnerwas alsomentioned to be a structural constraint:

I can’t celebrate my own holiday, because I’m aMuslim, I can’t celebrate it here. It doesn’t feel
the same. (…) I see that my [native Dutch] wife has everything. She has everything in control,
and I have nothing here. (paradox sample – I3)

This example illustrates that having a Dutch partner can bring about frustration and
uncertainty about one’s own place and life in the Netherlands. Our interviewees
without a paradox barely mention such experiences of frustration about one’s contribution
to society. Tying being meaningful in the Netherlands to the feeling of belonging – a per-
formative form – can partly explain why a paradox might or might not be found as this
aspect is not so much considered in the survey measurement of belonging. It actually
seems that respondents answering survey items sometimes include certain aspects in
determining their degree of belonging that are not as such tapped into in surveys used
in the paradox literature (more on this below).

Conditions of the paradox

The results above made clear that a found paradox among higher-educated migrants is
based on a focus of belonging that not necessary aligns with migrants’ experiences (and
their way of responding to survey items). Below, it becomes clear that individuals with
a paradox experience various constraints in constructing belonging, whereas those
without a paradox do not or to a lesser extent. Below, we will discuss conditions that
our interview data suggests to strengthen or hamper the likelihood of being highly-
skilled and (paradoxically) experiencing little national belonging.

Conditions of the paradox (1): expectations about the Netherlands

A first condition we distil from the interviews is having expectations of life in the Nether-
lands before migration and experiencing misalignment of these expectations in reality
(structure). These expectations are rooted in two related aspects: (a) one’s experienced
European lifestyle and liberal mind-set developed in Turkey and (b) one’s migration
motive.

With respect to the former, a great number of our interviewees grew up in large,
Europe-oriented cities such as Izmir, Istanbul and Ankara. Being fully adapted to a so-
called secular lifestyle where one experienced freedom, led to high expectations of life
in the Netherlands, both with respect to its open-minded and tolerant attitude (cultural)

10 N. GEURTS ET AL.



as well as economic opportunities (economic). When reality falls short on these expec-
tations, this causes insecurity about one’s decision to migrate and about one’s life in the
Netherlands in general. One woman discussed how she, against her expectations, was
excluded by Dutch students at university (social) and how it affected her:

It makes you feel bad of course, you know, like – because my expectations on Dutch people
were really high. I set the bar high because I was like okay. You know, it’s a free country? Why
not? But apparently, it’s not that easy. (paradox sample – I7)

While such expectations have multiple origins, most informants point to their educational
background and being brought up in a secular way (economic and cultural).

Among highly educated people in Turkey, European people have really high prestige. So, it
was also what I expected to find… I was living in Turkey like a European woman (…) in
here, I feel Turk. (paradox sample – I9)

Based on their background, several migrants assumed to fit in easily and to be valued for
one’s educational investments. This is not always the case. Besides the lacking open-mind-
edness of the Netherlands, another source for disappointment is one’s economic opportu-
nities. For example, not finding a suitable job which matches one’s educational efforts
results in frustration and an experienced loss of status.

Yeah, I didn’t know that I had a status in Turkey but after coming here I feel like yes, I had a
status and I miss it sometimes (…) In Turkey there is an idiom ‘a stone is heavy in its own
place’, so I mean Istanbul University has a name in Turkey but not here. (paradox sample – I1)

Several interviewees assumed that they would fit in easily and be valued for their edu-
cational investments made in Turkey. Being used to a certain position in Turkey and
expecting this in the Netherlands too is key in understanding a lack of belonging.
When the expected economic opportunities fall short in comparison to the actual situ-
ation, the interviewees become frustrated with and disappointed in the context that
brings about the situation, which hampers belonging to this place. In particular, infor-
mants in the paradox sample referred to such (unmet) expectations.

Another important driver of these expectations – the second aspect mentioned opening
this section – is one’s migration motive. For example, especially those who moved for edu-
cational or economic reasons are disappointed when these efforts are not valued. Those
who moved due to political reasons (political), had particularly high expectations with
respect to the tolerance and open-mindedness of the Netherlands, which were not
fulfilled in many cases. As one argued:

I didn’t expect to experience this kind of allergy towards foreigners, as the Netherlands is sup-
posed to be this modern and developed country. (paradox sample – I8)

However, other highly-skilled migrants, mainly in the non-paradox group, had little
expectations about the Netherlands. This for example applies to those who migrated for
a specific educational Master or to those who came to the Netherlands for their (often
Dutch) partner (economic and social).

About the Netherlands I did not have any idea at all (…) I was not having really like a bad or
good feeling about Dutch people. It was really neutral when I arrived here. And in the mean-
time, it did not turn out really like in a negative way. (non-paradox sample – I19)
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Simply put, when there are little or low expectations to be met – whether these are with
respect to economic or cultural aspects – these are not likely to form a constrain for devel-
oping a sense of belonging to a new country. When there are expectations (with respect to
several dimensions), these can condition the education effect when they do not match
reality.

Conditions of the paradox (2): experiencing exclusion in the Netherlands

As discussed above, part of experiencing less belonging is having expectations that do not
meet reality. In this paragraph we will explore further how this reality in the Dutch context
(structure) shapes migrants’ experiences, as many informants in the paradox group
mention they feel excluded in the Netherlands. Exclusion can take up many forms,
ranging from experiencing relative deprivation at work (economic) to facing stereotypes
based on their ethnicity among Dutch people (cultural). Some feel that their skills and
experiences are not valued, and many feel excluded based on being a foreigner more
broadly. In each case the interviewee did not feel like they had the agency to oppose or
change this situation for the better:

I am an educated person, I had university education. But then you see that neither your
diploma nor your experience in your country are accepted here. They don’t accept. And
they don’t take you in general seriously. (…) I understand that whomever you are, whatever
you do, it doesn’t matter you cannot gain prestige, you cannot gain respect. (paradox sample
– I16)

She makes clear that she experiences little agency to change how others perceive her (struc-
ture), to get rid of the judgments that come with her ethnic background. Many informants
point out that they are faced with prejudices of Dutch often based on the Turkish Dutch
community (cultural). Interviewees’ experiences moreover make clear that exclusion is
not only about explicit exclusion such as being faced with prejudice, but can also be implicit
by being hurt when Dutch people do not have time to meet up (spontaneously) or not being
inclusive regarding migrants’ dietary preferences. At the same time, however, most infor-
mants explicitly mention they do not feel part of the Turkish community either. Instead,
they not only feel excluded by the Dutch, but feel ‘othered’ by Turkish Dutch people as well.

So, I don’t get in touch with them (…) if they find you not Turkish or Muslim enough then
you will be criticized severely. (paradox sample – I5)

Migrants themselves thus also prefer to keep the Turkish community at distance due to a
mismatch with respect to that community’s relative conservative and religious lifestyle. Yet
this is exactly the basis on which they experience exclusion and prejudice by Dutch people,
which is a source of frustration as they feel misjudged based on a group they do not feel
part of. They experience exclusion from both sides results:

According to my relatives here I’m not that Turkish, but for Dutch people I’m too Turkish.
(paradox sample – I7)

Such experiences result in sadness, frustrationg, and feelings of being in-between groups,
which brings about non-belonging. Especially migrants in the paradox group are fru-
strated with this exclusion and low level of ethnic tolerance in general, hampering their
belonging.
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Those who do not experience a paradox seem unbothered by or have been spared such
exclusionary experiences, allowing for a sense of belonging being constructed through
getting a job or developing social ties. When talking about discrimination towards
Turks in the Netherlands this man said:

Like some people say (…) we are discriminated, but I don’t think so. I can sit here, everyone
can go and do their own events, like Turkish events, they go to mosques and do stuff. (…) As
a foreign national, I was able to buy a house here without any problem. (non-paradox sample
– I23)

Informants –mostly from the non-paradox group – who experience little social exclusion
thus do not experience their belonging to be hampered by their environment. Acknowl-
edging how structure and agency interrelate and do so in multiple dimensions of embedd-
edness, shows how some highly-educated migrants can create belonging whilst others
struggle to do so.

Conditions of the paradox (3): having hard feelings for the home country

One’s country of origin, Turkey, is another location in which migrants are embedded that
matters greatly in how one shapes one’s life here (structure). Many informants mentioned
that the changing political and economic landscape of Turkey contributed to their move
abroad. Their sense of belonging is already politicised in Turkey, as they did not feel com-
fortable staying in their home country. The situation in Turkey (economic and political)
affects one’s investments and experiences in the Netherlands, as many argue they do
not want to move back:

Nowadays I don’t see a future in Turkey, not for my own child and not for me before I got a
child I would not have seen a future for me there either. (…) Eh, we don’t have elections for
five years so for the coming five years, I don’t see a future there. (non-paradox sample – I28)

Informants from both the paradox and non-paradox group share such experiences with
respect to the political and economic situation in Turkey, but it affects their belonging
in the Netherlands differently. Those who feel belonging to the Netherlands seem less
tied to Turkey and its economic and political issues. They are happy about their move
and enjoy the opportunities given in the Netherlands:

I tend to see negative things in Turkey more and compare it with the Netherlands and I
always say I’m grateful to live here now, because it’s hard (…) because of the ruling party
in Turkey, the economic situation is going worse and they can’t do anything for it. (non-
paradox sample – I23)

For individuals in the non-paradox sample, it seems easier to detach from the situation in
Turkey and appreciate their current situation. However, for others, mainly in the paradox
group, it is difficult to let go of the economic and political developments in Turkey. Some
worry about family and friends they left behind; others are concerned with Turkey’s future:

I feel so responsible to Atatürk and his generation eh, because they did their best to leave us a
good secular and yeah country with human rights and now I’m just doing nothing except for
voting. (paradox sample – I1)

This woman makes clear she feels guilty for leaving the country, leaving the hard work up
to others. She acknowledges that remaining involved with the political situation (structure)

JOURNAL OF ETHNIC AND MIGRATION STUDIES 13



stands in the way of current opportunities she has in the Netherlands. Experiencing such
feelings hamper constructing belonging in the residence country, as one’s mind is full of
worries about the people and country left behind. From a mixed embeddedness perspec-
tive, this illustrates that both past and current experiences in the Netherlands and Turkey
are structures that shape how one feels and is able to become part of a new society.

Conclusion & discussion

This article aimed to explore why highly-skilled migrants feel less belonging to the residence
society – as was previously found in survey-based studies (Ten Teije, Coenders, and Verkuy-
ten 2013; Tolsma, Lubbers, and Gijsberts 2012). By purposeful sampling higher-educated
migrants from the New Immigrants Survey we were able to compare those with a
paradox to those without a paradox and analyse their individual narratives in terms of
what shapes low levels of national belonging and provide a next step in understanding
the integration paradox. Theoretically, we linked the (mainly quantitative) integration
paradox literature to the more conceptual studies on belonging. Based on the latter, we
applied a combiniation of frameworks to explore the complex relation between being
higher-educated and national belonging. As such, these frameworks offered new ways to
look at results from the integration paradox literature and contributed to explaining it.

We conclude that among higher-educated migrants, a sense of national belonging is
created depending on various experienced conditions. Whilst the logic underlying the
paradox literature sometimes holds (i.e, scoring low on national belonging due to
certain expectations about one’s economic situation or experiencing social exclusion)
our results show this is only part of the story. The other part of the story, of which we
unfolded major elements in this study, is necessary to grasp why a paradox exists, and
why it exists among some groups and not among others. Future studies on the paradox
are thus recommended to interact the influence of education with such conditions that
were not (fully) captured in previous survey studies, as this seems core to understand
the linkage between education and national belonging.

More concretely, we presented five core findings that help to understand the presence
of a paradox, which can be categorised into two strands (as presented in Figure 1). The first
strand is related to the meaning of the concept of belonging and how it can be captured in
research (methodological-wise). The second strand focuses on conditions and mechan-
isms that make clear why for some migrants higher education does contribute or link
to belonging in the Netherlands and for others it does not. Below, we relate each
finding to previous studies and offer pathways for future research.

Understanding belonging

First, a large number of our interviewees identified as a supranational citizen (i.e. world or
European citizen), rather than as Dutch and/or Turkish only, among which two groups
can be distinguished. One group feels belonging everywhere (in whatever country), the
other nowhere (and thus only supranational). Considering that both types of world citi-
zens exist, makes us realise many informants are classified as being paradoxical due to
experiencing relatively little belonging to the Netherlands but actually experience little
particular belonging anywhere. Consequently, survey studies on the paradox have,
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unknowingly, included supranational citizens (who are mainly highly-educated) among
the low belonging groups, whereas this is not the lack of belonging they conceptually
set out the measure. Future studies could study how such supranational and national
belonging relate and to what extent this offers a systematic explanation for the paradox,
for example by adding items on world citizenship in analyses.

The first group of world citizens who experiences belonging that transcends national
borders echoes prior studies on transnational belonging and the role of ‘place-belonging-
ness’ (Ehrkamp 2005; Huizinga and van Hoven 2018; Antonsich 2010), but a closer look
mainly raises import new questions. For example, Ehrkamp (2005) stresses that experien-
cing comfort and security in a place is needed to feel belonging. Although we found that
world citizens say to belong everywhere, a key role for place could remain: they also indi-
cate that places vary in how inclusive they are for such ‘wordly’ mindsets. In other words,
place-belongingness seems layered, with a rather fundamental and a more practical level of
belonging; future research could delve into this more. Similarly, the second type of world
citizen we found is rarely addressed, and sheds light on existing debates. The migrant who
experiences belonging nowhere, does not necessarily feel marginalised. We found that
migrants feel a kind of comfort and even empowerment in not belonging to something,
which deserves more attention (Lähdesmäki et al. 2016).

Second, we found that belonging someplace new is defined by having a feeling of
purpose and meaning in (daily) life. The inability to do so leads to frustration and disap-
pointment. Geurts, Lubbers, and Spierings (2019) argued that a paradox may be brought
about due to a mismatch between one’s educational investments and one’s job and/or
occupational status. They did not find support for this hypothesis. With insights from
current paper, we suggest that it is indeed not (necessarily) about having a certain job
or status, but rather about whether one feels one matters and can be a valuable, contribut-
ing member to the Dutch society. This performative dimension of belonging has not been
captured in previous paradox studies where items focus either on one’s attitude to the
native population or the country. In the experience of migrants however, their sense of
national belonging entails possibilities to contribute, having a say and acquire meaning
in life in doing so (Eijberts, Ghorashi, and Rouvoet 2017). Lacking possibilities to
perform belonging thus seem to hamper possibilities to belong emotionally, stressing

Figure 1. Newly generated theoretical expectations based on results.
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the importance of considering both dialogical and performative belonging. Concretely, the
integration paradox might thus be less paradoxical if the performative dimension is
included in the concept of belonging and if the different potential dimensions of feeling
a contributive member of society are included in future surveys.

Both core findings illustrate that an emphasis on belonging as identification towards a
nation overlooks a broader experience among Turkish migrants who identify with either
the world or Europe and moreover have the need to create meaning within a nation. Con-
sequently, we argue for rethinking the concept-measurement connection in that literature
and for incorporating the performative aspect in surveys as well as the possibility of supra-
national identification.

Conditions of the paradox

In terms of explanatory factors, we found several conditions that can bring about or
hamper a negative impact of being highly-skilled on national belonging, of which we
stressed three.

First, having high expectations which do not meet reality seem to result in a low sense of
belonging. Lacking the agency to fulfil economic aspirations or counter social exclusion in a
country expected to be tolerant brings about feelings of disappointment. When one has no
or low expectations about one’s career or how one will be treated, there is less space for
reality falling short. Supposedly, such expectations are in particular present among the
highly-educated (see Verkuyten 2016). We further specify this condition by stressing that
expectations concern not just the economic or cultural domain, but also include the political
and social domain. We could partly draw this out as we focussed on recent migrants, who
also moved for other than economic and associated motives. Future studies could delve
deeper into these expectations about the residence country across domains.

Second, we found that some highly-educated migrants experience exclusion from the
Dutch native population and the Turkish community in the Netherlands. This in-
betweenness increased non-belonging through disappointment and feelings of loneliness
(see also Ni Laoire 2008). This indicates that the paradox literature was right in theorising
the importance of feeling accepted in the new country, but overlooked that some migrants
experience little identification with the Turkish community, which clarifies why perceived
group acceptance or discrimination does little in explaining the negative impact of edu-
cational level as found before (Geurts, Lubbers, and Spierings 2019). This exclusion
from Turkish communities in the residence societies should be included in future
survey studies. Moreover, we recommend to acknowledge more subtle measurements of
social exclusion, as informants shared such exclusion was also experienced due to
Dutch people not finding time to meet up, for example. In addition, the paradox litera-
ture’s mono-dimensional focus towards the country or population as wholes does not
align with migrants’ varying experiences with belonging to specific groups. This result
echoes Tolsma, Lubbers, and Gijsberts (2012) focus on relative identification when study-
ing the paradox, by asking whether one felt more Turkish or Dutch. We support the use of
such a dialogical measurement, and would add that future studies could explore to what
extent a paradox is present when sub-groups or places are acknowledged.

Finally, we found that a paradox is more likely if one still cares about one’s home country.
More specifically, those engaged with Turkish politics and economic welfare have more
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trouble settling elsewhere. Having such feelings of guilt and worry make it difficult to invest
in a new life elsewhere, as was found for leaving behind family by Baldassar (2015). This
condition may also be a reason for a paradox among second-generation Turkish migrants,
as the higher-educated might stay more engaged in Turkish politics. Accordingly, future
studies could use voting behaviour in the Turkish elections or watching Turkish television
as possible indicators of such engagement and their conditioning role in the paradox.

Overall, these results underline the importance of a mixed and multidimensional
approach to belonging, as it theoretically deepens the paradox literature. Our study explored
specific conditions which are the cause for such seemingly paradoxical consequences of
being highly-educated. A common denominator in these conditions is the importance of
how belonging is politicised in different contexts they are embedded in, including the
country of residence and origin; the ‘politics of belonging’, as argued by Antonsich (2010)
and Yuval-Davis (2006). Regarding generalizability, it is likely that such conditions are
also relevant to other migrants from other origin countries or migration generations.
However, the shape of these conditions that may hamper a sense of belonging among
highly-skilled migrants, requires translation to these settings. Similarly, future research
could explore how similar processes in different countries of residence manifest themselves:
to what extent does the national context matter in bringing?

Reflecting on this study’s approach and results, we set out to shed new light on the
counterintuitive difference in national belonging previously found between higher- and
lower-educated migrants. By comparing higher-educated migrants who did and did not
experience the paradox, we provided an important stepping stone. To further understand
this paradox, future research could study lower-educated migrants. Although previous
research suggests that the conditions we distinguished are more likely to be experienced
by higher-educated than lower-educated migrants (e.g. Verkuyten 2016), studying
lower-educated migrants can unravel the integration paradox further.

Here, we showed that in times requiring migrants to become part of a national commu-
nity, this is easier said than done for highly-skilled migrants. Several processes hamper
establishing such a sense of national belonging, ranging from identification with a supra-
national entity to experiencing exclusion from various communities in the residence
country. These various sources matter in how highly-educated migrants establish a
sense of belonging to the Netherlands, illustrating that grasping the paradox requires
acknowledging and exploring such mechanisms. This study has thereby discussed and
explored the presuppositions and status quo of present integration paradox literature
and offered opportunities for future studies to address these.

Note

1. Turkish migrants in the NIS2NL survey on average indicated that the Netherlands is ‘fairly
important’ for their identity, illustrating that after residing seven years a certain sense of
belonging is present.
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