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Introduction: the relative neglect of organisations in migration research
Migration and the inclusion of migrants and immigrant descendants are fundamentally 
shaped by a multitude of organisations.1 Public administrations, for example, implement 
state laws and regulations, and decide upon the access to legal status and public services 
or the exclusion from these. While international organisations and border agencies mon-
itor, control, or try to prevent cross-border mobility, schools, universities or companies 
attract, recruit, or discriminate against students and (potential) staff and thereby influ-
ence internal and international mobility as well as educational and professional careers. 
Organisations both enable and constrain spatial and social mobility, societal participa-
tion and life chances of migrants and their descendants. Thus, they are one of the key 
forces in producing migration movements, migrants’ inclusion, and social change perti-
nent to migration.

However, surprisingly, the role of organisations has long received relatively little atten-
tion in migration studies as scholars have repeatedly noted (Bommes, 2003; Bührmann 
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& Schönwälder, 2017; Castles et al., 2013; Pries, 2008, 2010). Empirical studies and con-
ceptual debates have mainly concentrated on the macro and micro levels when seeking 
explanatory factors for international movements of people (Faist, 2010) and for migrants’ 
inclusion and engagement in their new and old homes: on the one hand, a large body 
of research focuses on migration and integration policies, institutional arrangements or 
economic structures; on the other hand, there has been long-standing scholarly inter-
est in individual migrants, migrant families and migrant groups. Whilst meso-level 
approaches focusing on social networks have become popular since around the 1990s 
(Boyd, 1989; Castells, 1996), they mainly look at interpersonal ties between individual 
migrants, or families and households, and less at organisations (Bilecen & Faist, 2015; 
Faist, 2010). Notable exceptions are migrant, ethnic and hometown organisations, 
which have been a core topic in migration research (Caglar, 2006; Lamba-Nieves, 2018; 
Schrover & Vermeulen, 2005).

Organisations as particular social formations are the object of a vast body of interdis-
ciplinary scholarship developed since the early twentieth century mainly in sociology, 
political and administrative science and management studies but also in anthropology 
and psychology (for overviews see e.g. Bonazzi, 2014; Hatch, 2018; Scott & Davis, 2007). 
Across the variety of theoretical approaches and definitions of ‘organisations’, we can 
note some main features that distinguish organisations from other meso-level entities 
such as social networks: Organisations formulate and communicate specific goals; they 
have members as defined according to their respective rules, which are a way of drawing 
the boundaries of an organisation; and they have formal and informal structures guiding 
their members’ behaviour and decision-making. Examples of these structures are for-
malized programmes, rules, procedures, hierarchies, divisions of labour, and informal 
norms, expectations, and modes of thinking and doing.2

While organisations are often also referred to as ‘institutions’, especially public organi-
sations, organisational scholars would highlight the difference. With neo-institutional 
approaches, institutions may be defined as “regulative, normative and cultural-cognitive 
elements that, together with associated activities and resources, provide stability and 
meaning to social life” (Scott, 2008, p. 48). Organisations are crucially shaped by institu-
tions and incorporate institutional features in their structures, but they can be differenti-
ated and examined as specific social formations.

This broad conception of organisations encompasses state bureaucracies,3 schools, 
faith-based organisations, or the army, alongside companies, NGOs and voluntary asso-
ciations as well as ‘criminal organisations’ such as the Mafia or human traffickers. Yet, 
despite this diversity, organisations have to deal with similar problems. For instance, 
they must secure resources, members, and legitimacy for their survival, and develop 
appropriate structures to pursue their goals, manage their actions and cope with uncer-
tainty. Organisational research shows that there are specific processes, mechanisms, 

2  A widespread typology distinguishes three conceptions of organisations that have developed over time—rational, 
natural, and open systems—which emphasize different features (Scott & Davis, 2007). An attempt at an overarching 
definition describes organisations as “goal-directed, boundary-maintaining, and socially constructed systems of human 
activity” (Aldrich, 1999, p. 2).
3  From an organisational theory perspective, the state itself would not be considered as a single organisation but as 
being composed of different organisations (e.g. administrations, ministries, parliaments).
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rationalities, modes of behaviour and decision-making that characterize the activities in 
and of organisations.

In migration studies, the particularities of organisations have been little considered as 
factors shaping the conditions of migration and migrants’ in/exclusion. Organisations 
are often conceived as part of the state apparatus or subsumed under the respective 
structural and institutional context. As such, they appear as expressions or ‘executors’ of 
other forces, or simply remain unspecified, rather than being seen as specific social sys-
tems that produce effects which are not directly derived from state regulations or struc-
tural conditions (Rodriguez, 2010).

It is hard to pinpoint what has contributed to the relative neglect of organisations, in 
particular of non-migrant organisations, in migration studies. Partly, it may have to do 
with the scholarly preoccupation with migrants at the expense of closely analysing the 
societal production of ’migrants’ and ’migration’, which has been criticised as the “migra-
tion container” of migration research (Dahinden, 2016, p. 2208). The tendency of empiri-
cal migration studies to ’decouple’ migrants, their pathways, and families from larger, not 
’migration-specific’ social structures hampers engagement with general social theories.

For some years, however, we have been witnessing a growing research interest in dif-
ferent types of organisations involved in processes of migration and migrants’ in/exclu-
sion. This Special Issue aims to foster these engagements by showing how the study of 
migration may benefit from a more explicit focus on the role of organisations. We bring 
together contributions investigating different types of organisations in selected contexts, 
which reveal particular ways in which these organisations shape migration and inclu-
sion. Our deliberate selection of a range of empirical contexts allows comparing the role 
of organisations across settings and subfields of migration research, thus shedding light 
on overarching organisational practices, structures, and rationalities. We believe that the 
focus on organisations may reveal new avenues for innovative comparative migration 
research and that it may advance theories.

In what follows, we begin by briefly surveying the pertinent literature, taking stock of 
the research on organisations in migration studies. Our aim here is not to provide an 
exhaustive literature review, but to show main areas of research engaging with organi-
sations and existing gaps. We will then sketch out what organisational perspectives in 
migration studies might mean. The fourth section introduces the contributions of the 
Special Issue along with three main aspects of the role of organisations they shed light 
on.

Migration studies and organisations
Emphasising the need for more systematic consideration of organisations in migration 
studies does not mean ignoring already existing research on organisations. Especially 
in recent years, a growing number of studies have examined the relevance of different 
organisations for processes of migration and in/exclusion. Yet this research has so far 
remained largely compartmentalised, impeding comparative perspectives across fields 
of research and cross-fertilisation of knowledge. Our overview first points to literature 
on migrants’ self-organising, as the most prominent engagement of migration scholars 
with organisations so far, to then look at several further strands of literature focusing 
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on organisations in processes of migration and of  migrants’ in/exclusion in receiving 
contexts.

Migrant and ethnic organisations are undoubtedly the most well-studied type of 
organisations. Scholars have examined their formation in receiving contexts (e.g. Ver-
meulen, 2006; classic: Breton, 1964), their role in social and political inclusion (Fauser, 
2012; Pilati & Morales, 2016; Pries, 2010; Tillie, 2004) and minority politics (Caponio, 
2005; Ireland, 1994; Nicholls & Uitermark, 2013; Però, 2008). Transnational studies have 
shown the importance of migrant and hometown organisations for both maintaining 
and nurturing old ties and creating new relations between places of destination and ori-
gin (Pries, 2008; Pries & Sezgin, 2012). Through transnationally active organisations, ‘old’ 
homeland-bound relations continue to be mediated in various societal contexts (Halm 
& Sezgin, 2013), such as religion (Levitt, 2004) and politics (Østergaard-Nielsen, 2003; 
Portes et al., 2008). While not all research on migrant organisations takes the organisa-
tions themselves as an object of inquiry, a number of studies provide useful insights into 
organisational characteristics and logics underlying their formation and activities (Gnes, 
2016; Rosenow-Williams, 2014; Sezgin, 2010; Vermeulen, 2006).

In research on migration processes, the past decade has seen an increasing interest 
in the “migration industry”, a set of often profit-oriented actors facilitating and chan-
nelling spatial mobility (Cranston et  al., 2018; Gammeltoft-Hansen & Sorensen, 2013; 
Lindquist et al., 2012). Scholars look at commercial agencies and state organisations, as 
well as their interlinkages, establishing migration corridors and brokering workers in dif-
ferent sectors of the labour market, for example, domestic workers (Debonneville, 2021, 
in this issue; Lindquist et al., 2012), care professionals (Walton-Roberts, 2021), IT work-
ers (Xiang, 2007), expatriates, NGO workers and professionals in cultural organisations 
(Adick et  al., 2014). The migration industry literature also engages with the produc-
tion of international student mobility (Beech, 2018; Liu‐Farrer & Tran, 2019) and with 
the “business” of trafficking organisations (Salt & Stein, 1997). Studies show that inde-
pendent of migrant skill levels, the aspect of “creating” and “marketing” the respective 
migrant figures plays a crucial role (Findlay et al., 2013; Rodriguez, 2010).

Another growing subfield of study pays attention to state and non-state actors involved 
in governing and controlling migration. The role of international organisations in the 
“management” of migration (Geiger & Pécoud, 2014) is a case in point, as several studies 
illustrate focusing on IOM (Andrijasevic & Walters, 2010; Georgi, 2010; Pécoud, 2018) 
and UNHCR (Hantscher, 2019; Scheel & Ratfisch, 2014). These organisations actively 
participate in framing, conceptualizing and problematising migration movements. By 
doing so, international organisations produce specific kinds of representation of migra-
tion and migrants. Research on border agencies controlling or trying to prevent cross-
border movements shows that their practices are far from following coherent strategies 
as presented by their official mandates but are characterised by tensions between differ-
ent rationalities (Achermann, 2021, in this issue; Perkowski, 2019). Tensions also appear 
in the activities of NGOs involved in “migration management”, for example by search 
and rescue operations, which have to deal with contradictions between their humanitar-
ian and political goals (Cuttitta, 2018).

In receiving contexts, organisations continue to regulate migration, settling pro-
cesses and in/exclusion. This is illustrated by the burgeoning field of research on public 
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administrations treating asylum applications and stay permits. Studies reveal bureau-
crats’ everyday practices, decision-making and scope for discretion (Dahlvik, 2018; Eule, 
2016; Scheffer, 2001; Triandafyllidou, 2003) or demonstrate different logics of vulner-
ability they deploy to legitimise an existing legal framework (Reitter, forthcoming). State 
administrations do not simply execute legal rules and policy directives but negotiate and 
shape their meaning in practice (Affolter, 2021, in this issue) and actively provide (or 
do not provide) migrants and asylum seekers with access to territories and legal status. 
Also, the administrative implementation of immigration and asylum policies is not lin-
ear but may be accompanied by tensions and distortions (Boswell, 2015).

Similarly, scholars investigating the local governance of migration and migration-
related diversity have been interested in public administrations implementing policies 
that target the immigrant population. Studies emphasise discrepancies between an offi-
cial rhetoric of ‘integration’ or ‘diversity’ and administrative practice (Bommes, 2012b; 
Schiller, 2016) and point to the role of organisational structures and decision-making 
rationalities in shaping whether and how policy is put into practice (Lang, 2020).

Further research on the in/exclusion of migrants and their descendants in receiving 
contexts has paid attention to the role of organisations in enabling/constraining access 
to labour markets. Studies have investigated how employers discriminate against appli-
cants of migrant descent in recruitment decisions and routines (Imdorf, 2010; Lang, 
2021, in this issue; Meziani-Remichi & Maussen, 2017; Midtbøen, 2014; Waldinger & 
Lichter, 2003). Comparative research has pointed out that organisational factors such 
as internal policies, procedures, or notions of ‘suitability’ and ‘skill’ account for cross-
organisational variance in immigrant employment (Elrick, 2016; Lang, 2019). Organisa-
tions may also actively promote immigrant employment as recent research on labour 
market intermediaries illustrates (Maletzky de García, 2021, in this issue).

Yet another growing body of literature focuses on the accommodation of migration-
related religious diversity, specifically of Muslim religious practices, in various settings. 
Looking at private and public employers (Adam & Rea, 2018), schools and hospitals 
(Bertossi & Bowen, 2014), prisons (Harms-Dalibon, 2017) or the army (Bertossi, 2014; 
Michalowski, 2015), these studies shed light on the complexity of negotiation processes 
and logics affecting modes of inclusion.

Given that the issue of educational inequalities has been a key topic in migration stud-
ies, a relative lack of organisational takes in this field is surprising. However, some stud-
ies show the role of school segregation for educational achievements (Sykes & Kuyper, 
2013) and institutional discrimination, racism and ‘whiteness’ in schools (Gomolla & 
Radtke, 2009; Karakayali & zur Nieden, 2013; Weiner, 2015) and higher education insti-
tutions (Ahmed, 2012; Gutiérrez-Rodríguez, 2016; Osanami Törngren & Shinozaki, 
2021; Thompson & Zablotsky, 2016), which provides (still rare) insights into organisa-
tional structures and routines (re-)producing disadvantages and exclusion.

Based on this brief, admittedly selective, overview, we want to emphasise three 
aspects. Firstly, while migration scholars in fact increasingly look at organisations, they 
do not necessarily investigate organisations as specific social systems characterised by 
distinctive logics of action that have a structuring effect on phenomena of migration and 
in/exclusion of migrants and their descendants. As a result, the organisational mecha-
nisms continue to remain rather vague. Secondly, the current body of literature still lacks 
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comparative takes on organisations. Most empirical studies concentrate on a specific 
type of organisation and setting and hardly engage with research on other organisations 
and societal contexts.4 This obstructs seeing potential similarities in the role of organi-
sations across the phenomena studied, leading to fragmentation of knowledge to date. 
Thirdly, apart from a few important exceptions (e.g. Debonneville, 2021, in this issue; 
Leung, Waters, & Ki, forthcoming, in this issue; Lindquist et al., 2012; Liu‐Farrer & Tran, 
2019; Xiang, 2007), the research mainly pays attention to contexts in the Global North, 
in particular Western Europe, which limits our view on the role of organisations. Some 
of our contributions look at Asian contexts, contributing to correcting the Western bias.

Using organisational perspectives in migration studies
To better understand the ‘organised’ character of many of the processes shaping migra-
tion movements and migrants’ inclusion in, or exclusion from, different societal con-
texts, migration scholarship may benefit from using organisational perspectives. This 
means, in a methodological sense, taking organisations as units of analysis. While quali-
tative approaches may reveal patterns of organisational practices and processes, and the 
structures, mechanisms and rationalities shaping these, quantitative approaches may 
allow measuring the impact of different organisational-level factors on organisational 
practices and their effects on migrants’ trajectories and in/exclusion.

Furthermore, empirical analyses may benefit from theoretical approaches that help to 
grasp the functioning of organisations, i.e. how organisations and their members act and 
why they act the way they do. The potential of such approaches has already been under-
lined for the study of migrant organisations (Halm & Sezgin, 2013; Pries, 2010). Build-
ing on this, we argue that organisational theory provides useful analytical perspectives 
enhancing our understanding of the role of the organisational meso-level for migration 
and in/exclusion more generally. Particularly in organisational sociology, we find a large 
set of approaches and concepts, which draw on multiple theoretical traditions, including 
the behavioural theory of decision-making (March & Simon, 1993), neo-institutionalism 
(Scott, 2008), and systems theory (Luhmann, 2018). Also, more general social theories 
such as actor–network theory (Czarniawska & Hernes, 2005) and Bourdieu’s practice 
theory (Emirbayer & Johnson, 2008) have been applied to organisations. Moreover, a 
broad spectrum of middle-range concepts has been offered by other disciplines. Draw-
ing on different organisational approaches and existing studies in migration research, we 
would like to suggest three analytical perspectives useful for migration studies.

First this is a focus on the modes and processes of organisational decision-making: 
Organisational scholars following the behavioural theory of decision-making have long 
argued that organisational decisions are far from being the product of ‘rational choices’ 
or linear processes. They are rather made in a context of “bounded rationality” and 
“ambiguity” (March, 1990; March & Simon, 1993) and under circumstances of “organ-
ized anarchies” (Cohen et al., 1972, p. 1) characterized by inconsistent preferences, trial-
and-error-like procedures and fluctuating participants. Decision-making is compared 
with a “garbage can” (Cohen et al., 1972, p. 2) in which problems, solutions, participants, 

4  A notable exception are recent developments in the abovementioned research on the “migration industry” that take 
an overarching look at the forms and functioning of “migration industries” in different contexts (Cranston et al., 2018).
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and decision-making opportunities are dumped and rather coincidentally mixed. While 
this draws attention to the complex, contingent and conflictual interplay of different ele-
ments producing organisational practices and decisions, such as actors, interests, per-
ceptions of problems, strategies, rationalities, settings etc., constructivist approaches 
emphasize the importance of “sensemaking” processes in organisations to reduce 
ambiguity and establish the degree of certainty needed for an organisation to function 
(Weick, 1995). Specific modes of behaviour and practices have also been described for 
particular types of organisations. An example is the “street-level bureaucracy” approach 
(Lipsky, 1980), which depicts decision-making at the frontline of organisations deliv-
ering public services (e.g. public administrations, the police, schools, hospitals). High-
lighting the inherent discretion and autonomy of public service workers implementing 
policies and deciding upon the allocation of public goods and sanctions, this approach 
points out that their actions are not neutrally executing rules and policies but crucially 
shaping their practical significance.

For migration scholars, a more in-depth investigation of decision- and sensemaking 
processes in organisations, taking inspiration from these or other theoretical accounts, 
will allow a better understanding of the organisational practices impacting on migrants’ 
trajectories and in/exclusion. These include the practices of border agencies deciding on 
access to a territory (Achermann, 2021, in this issue), public administrations distributing 
legal status (Affolter, 2021, in this issue; Dahlvik, 2018), public clinics offering healthcare 
(Perna, 2021, in this issue), employers recruiting for jobs (Bommes, 2012c; Imdorf, 2010; 
Lang, 2021, in this issue), and schools selecting and teaching immigrant or internation-
ally mobile students (Gomolla & Radtke, 2009; Leung, Waters, & Ki, forthcoming, in this 
issue).

Second, also warranting closer attention are the internal structures shaping the behav-
iour, practices and decision-making processes in and of organisations. Organisational 
structures, which include formal and informal aspects, have for instance been defined 
as composed of three elements (Luhmann, 2018): ‘programmes’ defining the conditions 
and goals for action, such as rules and plans but also well-established routines; ‘com-
munication channels’, such as officially or informally-developed hierarchies, divisions of 
tasks and power positions; and the ‘personnel’ with its professional knowledge as well 
as its personal characters, motivations, and networks.5 Organisational structures might 
also take international and transnational forms (Pries, 2008). Further, organisations are 
characterised by specific cultures (e.g. Martin, 2001)—namely, institutionalised values, 
rituals and ‘ways of doing’ which may also be understood as “habitus” (Affolter, 2021, in 
this issue)—and specific identities or self-descriptions (Albert & Whetten, 1985; Luh-
mann, 2018). These may also influence the behaviour and practices of an organisation 
and its members.

Focusing on organisational structures can, for example, shed light on the hierar-
chies, procedures, routines, and cultures (re-)producing racial inequalities within 
organisations (Acker, 2006; Ahmed, 2012; Ray, 2019; Wooten, 2019) or impacting on 
practices which affect migrants and individuals of immigrant origin as clients and 

5  Other definitions of organisational structures distinguish, e.g. complexity, formalization, and centralization (Tolbert & 
Hall, 2009).
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addresses of organisations (Affolter, 2021, in this issue; Gomolla & Radtke, 2009). 
Moreover, structural analysis helps to provide explanations for cross-organisational 
variance of practices shaping migrant trajectories and in/exclusion. This is particu-
larly relevant for comparative research (Elrick, 2016; Lang, 2021, in this issue; Perna, 
2021, in this issue).

Third, analyses can focus on the relations between organisations and their environ-
ment: Organisational practices are shaped by and respond to their societal environ-
ment and need to reconcile different external and internal expectations. This has been 
particularly theorized by the neo-institutional approach, which argues that organisa-
tions must secure societal legitimacy to gain resources and ensure survival (Deep-
house & Suchman, 2008). Thus, they must demonstrate that their structures and 
actions conform to legal rules, societal norms and widespread cultural beliefs. Yet the 
adaptation to institutional environments may only be symbolic and ceremonial, whilst 
the practices continue unchanged: “Decoupling” is identified as a common strategy to 
respond to environmental expectations that contradict internal demands (Meyer & 
Rowan, 1977), and to an institutional environment that is complex and inconsistent 
(Brunsson, 2006). Further strategies may range from acquiescence to manipulation of 
institutional environments (Oliver, 1991).

Migration scholars have already fruitfully applied neo-institutional approaches 
in research to a large spectrum of topics such as the practices of border agencies 
(Perkowski, 2019) and labour market intermediaries (Maletzky de García, 2021, in this 
issue), the use of expert knowledge on migration by state administrations (Boswell, 
2009), the implementation of policies aiming to improve irregular migrants’ access 
to healthcare (Perna, 2021, in this issue) and workforce diversity (Lang, 2020), as well 
as the formation, practices and transformation of migrant organisations (Gnes, 2016; 
Rosenow-Williams, 2014; Sezgin, 2010; Vermeulen & Brünger, 2014).

An important part of the environment of organisations is other organisations. The 
concept of the “organisational field” coined by neo-institutionalist theory (Wooten 
& Hoffman, 2017), draws attention to interorganisational relations and how they 
shape organisational structures and processes. Organisational fields can be broadly 
defined as including all organisations “meaningfully involved in some collective enter-
prise—whether producing a product or service, carrying out some specific policy, or 
attempting to resolve a common issue” (Scott, 2008, p. 208) and who, in doing so, 
operate within a shared institutional framework. Organisational fields have been 
debated regarding their homogenizing effects on organisations by coercive, mimetic 
and normative mechanisms (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Under conditions of uncer-
tainty, organisations tend to imitate other organisations in the field. Conversely, 
conflict-theoretical approaches emphasize the interorganisational power struggles 
(Emirbayer & Johnson, 2008; Fligstein & McAdam, 2012), linking the organisational 
field concept with a Bourdieusian conception of social fields (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 
1992).

In migration research, the analytical gain of an organisational field perspective has 
been sketched out for migrant organisations operating in complex environments and 
relations with diverse other organisations (Pries, 2010). Likewise, it might be fruit-
ful for studying the interplay of actors in the migration industry (Acacio, 2011) or in 
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politics and governance of migration and immigrant inclusion (Nicholls & Uitermark, 
2013; Ruszczyk, 2018).

By outlining the potential of organisational perspectives in migration research, we aim 
to stimulate ideas for future research agendas. Focusing on the organisational meso-level 
empirically and conceptually will reveal important processes, rationalities, mechanisms 
and structures shaping migration and the in/exclusion of migrants.

The contributions
The seven contributions included in this Special Issue present case studies of different 
types of organisations and empirical sites. They illustrate the pivotal role of organisa-
tions and their practices in multiple contexts, ranging from access to a state’s territory, 
legal status, and healthcare to inclusion in education, employment and the (transna-
tional) labour market as well as the related spatial and social mobility opportunities.

As outlined in the previous section, organisational approaches are by no means uni-
form. They are diverse in terms of theoretical premises (e.g. structural approach, or 
practice- and process-oriented approach), analytical focus (e.g. on the “street level”, 
the overall organisation, or a [transnational] organisational field), and unit of reference 
(intra-organisational analysis vs. relationship with external environment), just to name 
a few. This heterogeneity is mirrored in the following contributions. While the authors 
draw on different theoretical lenses, they all look at organisations as distinct entities 
whose actions, or those of their members, follow specific organisational logics, illustrat-
ing the gains of the analytical perspectives outlined above. In brief, the authors all focus 
on the ‘productivity’ of organisations—how they produce migration and migrants’ in/
exclusion in different societal contexts. This presents the main contribution of this Spe-
cial Issue.

Talking across organisations

What do organisations do? How can we explain what the case studies observe? Across 
the different organisations and empirical contexts analysed by this Special Issue’s contri-
butions, we can identify three patterns of organisational practices that have an effect on 
migrants’ trajectories.

First, the contributions show how organisations decide about in/exclusion in or from 
societal contexts and, in doing so, differentiate, categorise, and evaluate individuals. 
Christin Achermann reveals how the Swiss Border Guard differentiates ‘un/authorised’ 
border-crossers in producing decisions about whom to control at the border and to grant 
or refuse entry. Categorisations also play a role in the administrative practice in a Swiss 
Asylum Office, as Laura Affolter demonstrates, when administrators decide on the ‘cred-
ibility’ of applications. For access to healthcare in the North Italian region of Piemonte 
that Roberta Perna’s work investigates, it is crucial for migrants with irregular status to 
fit the categories of ‘deservingness’ and ‘neediness.’ In terms of inclusion in the labour 
market and education, organisations continue to differentiate and evaluate individuals 
as part of their decision-making. In the context of personnel recruitment, Christine Lang 
analyses the ways in which Berlin public administration gauges the suitability of can-
didates, and how this affects the opportunities of young people of migrant descent to 
access employment. In their contribution on Chinese cross-border students commuting 
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to schools in Hong Kong, Maggi Leung, Johanna Waters and Yutin Ki show how edu-
cational organisations coproduce mobility and difference. Here, mainland-Chineseness 
is (re-)produced not only through the language of instruction (English and Cantonese), 
but also through the (non-)adaption of school programmes to the needs of students who 
have to travel long spatial distances.

Other contributions reveal how categories are created by intermediary organisations 
which select migrants based on assumptions about their ‘fit’ to jobs. Taking programmes 
of labour market integration of refugees as an example, Martina Maletzky de García 
shows that German Professional Chambers distinguish refugees in terms of the types of 
capital they possess, or can possibly accumulate, when they select candidates for train-
ing and apprenticeship opportunities. In the case of the Philippines, one of the best-
known sending contexts, Julien Debonneville renders visible how recruitment agencies 
classify and filter job seekers looking for employment abroad as domestic workers along 
the lines of age, religion, marital status, and financial resources.

Second, the articles illustrate that by way of differentiating and categorising, organisa-
tions (re-)produce how migrants are commonly, or stereotypically, perceived. For exam-
ple, irregular migrants seeking medical treatment are referred to by staff in public health 
organisations as being ‘vulnerable’, ‘patients’, or ‘medical tourists’ (Perna). Both motivat-
ing and justifying practices of in/exclusion, these framings reinforce images of migrants 
as a marginalised social group, helped by ‘us’ (locals), or as ‘illegal’ exploiters taking 
advantage of the system. Stereotypical representations of ‘migrant figures’ are also cen-
tral to the selection of candidates in a hiring process in public administrations (Lang), as 
well as to the matchmaking of domestic workers and employers by commercial agencies 
(Debonneville) and of refugees and employers by Professional Chambers (Maletzky de 
García). Mobilising such representations legitimises, for example, maintaining recruit-
ment routines likely to exclude young people with migrant parents, whilst the very same 
representations ironically work to justify hiring decisions for candidates of immigrant 
origin (Lang). Here again, we can see that not only does the stereotyping further fixate 
the existing imaginaries associated with certain migrant groups, but that it also serves 
the organisations to reduce uncertainty and complexity and to legitimise their practices. 
Ensuring legitimacy is important to secure resources and organisational survival as neo-
institutionalists suggest (Deephouse & Suchman, 2008). Philippine agencies would argue 
that employers can have a ‘tailored’ domestic worker placed who fulfils her/his specific 
needs because they claim to know what ‘profile’ is favoured by employers (Debonnev-
ille). Organisations not only (re-)produce stereotypical images of migrants but also of 
themselves to secure their survival for which they may rely on migrants as clients. This 
illustrates, for example, the case of Hong Kong schools nurturing the narrative of ‘Hong 
Kong style education’ to attract cross-border students (Leung, Waters & Ki).

Third, the authors in this issue reveal how different internal and external rationalities 
and structures shape organisations’ practices addressing and in/excluding migrants or 
individuals of immigrant descent. Organisations respond to their environment in their 
respective fields, which often poses diverse and conflicting demands. Schools in Hong 
Kong mediate macro-level immigration policies imposed on mainland Chinese students 
who have to cross borders twice a day and micro-level everyday experiences (Leung, 
Waters & Ki). If this example speaks to the legal environment and familial aspirations 
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for accessing ‘better education’, other contributions show how organisational practices 
address, combine, and translate different legal regulations and/or policies and public dis-
courses through their practices. This includes expectations to contribute to the integra-
tion of migrants and immigrant descendants (Lang; Maletzky de García), to conform 
to the framing of protecting migrants (Debonneville), or to respect humanitarian and 
national security rationales in deciding over migrants’ access to the territory, legal sta-
tus and public goods (Achermann; Affolter; Perna). In addition, these partly inconsist-
ent institutional expectations often have to be combined with economic and efficiency 
demands (see contributions by Achermann; Debonneville; Lang; Maletzky de García). In 
fact, economic logics and efficiency requirements underlie many of the organisational 
practices presented in these case studies, including those of state organisations. On 
the other hand, private agencies not only follow economic rationales; they also oper-
ate in an institutional context in which they are expected to comply with legal rules and 
policy frameworks. Indeed, having to negotiate and combine different institutional and 
resource requirements may be considered a specific characteristic of organisations. An 
organisational perspective thus highlights that macro-level structures such as laws and 
policies on migration or integration, or economic power relations, do not imprint them-
selves directly onto the process of migration and inclusion. Instead, they are mediated by 
the practices of organisations combining multiple rationalities.

The contributions looking at the ‘street-level’ and policy implementation in state 
organisations elucidate that organisations, and their members, make use of discre-
tion as a leverage to find their way out of institutional contradictions and inconsisten-
cies between organisational realities and legal/policy frameworks (see contributions by 
Achermann; Affolter; Lang; Leung, Waters & Ki; Perna). Their handling resonates with 
what neo-institutionalists call “decoupling”, that is, disconnecting official rhetoric and 
formal structures from actual practices (Brunsson, 2006; Meyer & Rowan, 1977). The 
contributions confirm the view that organisations and their members are not merely 
neutral operators of policies and laws but effectively cocreate their meaning, which 
might get institutionalised in the long run. Such institutionalisation also takes shape 
within organisations: established routines and ‘ways of thinking’ form an “institutional 
habitus” (Affolter) which influences members’ behaviour and thus the organisational 
decision-making.

Conclusions
The comparison across the various organisations studied in this Special Issue reveals 
common patterns of organisational practices shaping migration and migrants’ in/
exclusion in different societal contexts. Yet these organisations obviously also differ in 
terms of how they make decisions, how they differentiate migrants or migrant descend-
ants, and what logics they follow. Differences regarding the in- or exclusionary effects 
of practices may relate to internal organisational structures such as the orientation of 
the management, the allocation of resources and the programmes in place, as shown in 
the contributions which build on comparative case studies (see contributions by Lang 
and Perna). Furthermore, the official goals and self-descriptions of an organisation 
(e.g. securing borders, providing healthcare, educating students, matching workers and 
employers), its structure (e.g. its programmes, hierarchy, distribution of decision-making 
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competences), the environment in which it is embedded, as well as the related expecta-
tions it has to deal with, all have an impact on its practices. As a result, they influence 
the way an organisation shapes migration and in/exclusion. Investigating the role of such 
organisational characteristics offers fruitful research avenues for comparative migration 
studies.

Considering the scant attention paid to organisations for a long time, much more 
extensive research is needed to systematically explore and compare different types 
of organisations and their role in a range of migration-related phenomena: We have 
only begun to grasp the enormous degree of influence organisations have on the spa-
tial patterns of migration as well as the unequal distribution of chances for inclusion in 
the multiple social contexts of transit, arrival, origin, or return. Invigorating the study 
of organisations would enhance the possibility for developing more differentiated and 
nuanced typologies of ‘migration-producing’ organisations and organisational processes. 
This also requires deeper engagement in theoretical debates. Intensifying the slowly 
emerging exchange between organisation-related migration research and more general 
research on organisations would advance theory development. We are convinced that 
both fields of research can enrich each other.

Finally, strengthening organisational perspectives in all fields of migration research 
would contribute to the endeavour to de-essentialise and ‘de-migranticise’ research on 
migration and inclusion (Dahinden, 2016). Scrutinising organisations helps to shift our 
research focus away from migration and migrants as seemingly given and taken-for-
granted objects of research. What it allows instead is a rigorous and stimulating analysis 
of the social production of migration.
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