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Constructing migrant capital in Belgium: migrants’ views on 
the translation of capital types across fields and time
Lore Van Praag

Governance and Pluralism, Erasmus School of Social and Behavioral Sciences, Erasmus University Rotterdam, 
Rotterdam, The Netherlands

ABSTRACT
This article contributes to the growing scholarship on ‘migrant capital’ 
by examining the social, cultural, and economic capital acquired and 
used by 29 migrants living in Belgium, building further on the ‘Multi- 
Level Spatio-Temporal Analytical Framework’ [Erel, U., and L. Ryan. 
2019. “Migrant Capitals: Proposing a Multi-Level Spatio-Temporal 
Analytical Framework.” Sociology 53 (2): 246–263. https://doi.org/10. 
1177/0038038518785298], to understand how these capital types 
are translated, using local and transnational social networks, into 
the new field and how these feeds into ‘migrant capital’. Findings 
show that migrant capital differs based on migration history, 
migration drivers and the existence and structures of migrant 
communities and having transnational networks. Migrant capital 
shapes acculturation processes after arrival in Belgium.
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Introduction

When arriving in a new society, the networks, knowledge, and resources migrants 
possess often lose value or change meaning. To better understand migrants’ acculturation 
processes, the ‘Multi-Level Spatio-Temporal Analytical Framework’ (Erel 2010; Erel and 
Ryan 2019) introduces the concept ‘migrant capital’. This concept builds further on the 
widely debated, theorized, and applied capital theory of Bourdieu (1986) and helps to 
examine how ‘migrants’ temporal and spatial journeys are shaped by and in turn shape 
their opportunities to mobilize resources and convert them into capitals’ (Erel and Ryan 
2019, 264). Bourdieu’s capital theory argues that people possess different but interrelated 
forms of capital that are needed to navigate within a specific field and period. He dis-
tinguishes social capital, which refers to the available relationships one has, and the 
quality and nature of the resources within these networks; cultural capital consisting 
of the embodied, objectified, and institutionalised competences one has, and economic 
capital which includes immediately convertible assets and resources. As migration 
equals changing fields, migration challenges the transferability of capital across fields 
(Erel 2010; Ryan, Erel, and D’Angelo 2015).
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Although in migration studies, numerous references are made to Bourdieu’s capital 
theory, aiming to understand how migrants use social, cultural, and economic capital 
before, during and after their migration, less is known about the ‘translation’ and 
shaping of capital across fields, in transnational spaces and in new contexts and in 
increasingly globalized worlds and networks (Erel 2010; Ryan, Erel, and D’Angelo 
2015). This demands the need for a new framework that applies a multi-level approach 
consisting of the macro-level (including changing socio-economic and political 
relations at the global, national, regional, transnational level), the meso-level (which 
mainly refers to social networks) and the micro-level (including personal narratives) 
further shaping the capital migrants have in a specific field and time. This approach 
moves beyond merely ‘adding’ types of capital of migrants in the immigrant society 
but rather studies how distinct forms of capital are interconnected and develop 
throughout acculturation and the fields they enter. Erel and Ryan (2019) have 
applied this theory to the fields of work, citizenship, and reproduction. Nonetheless, 
studies do not examine how migrants themselves experience capital gains, reorienta-
tions, and losses over time and space and how transnational processes support them 
in creating, translating, and establishing newly constructed migrant capital in the 
place of settlement.

This paper aims to contribute to the ‘Multi-Level Spatio-Temporal Analytical Frame-
work’ (Erel and Ryan 2019), and apply this framework to understand how migrant capital 
is constructed by a diverse group of migrants living in Antwerp (Belgium) – in terms of 
migration histories, and migrant and transnational networks. In doing so, starting from 
migrants’ discourses, this study aims to examine how the construction of migrant capital 
is experienced within the specific setting of Antwerp and which strategies are used to 
(re)gain capital after migration. The main, overarching research question of this study 
is as follows: ‘How do migrants living in Belgium construct migrant capital in 
Belgium?’, consisting of two sub-questions: ‘What is the role of local and transnational 
social networks in the construction of migrant capital?’ and ‘How do migrants translate 
existing sets of capital into migrant capital?’.

A multi-level spatio-temporal analytical framework to migrant capital

Earlier studies and reflections on migrant capital focused mainly on cultural and social 
capital. Erel (2010, 642) argues that in the case of cultural capital, 

migration results in new ways of producing and re-producing (mobilizing, enacting, validat-
ing) cultural capital that builds on, rather than simply mirrors, power relations of either the 
country of origin or the country of migration. Migrants create mechanisms of validation for 
their cultural capital, negotiating both ethnic majority and migrant institutions and 
networks.

Additionally, more studies (Ryan et al. 2008; 2015) concentrated on social capital, 
including new and old networks that make up migrant capital. For instance, Ryan, 
Erel, and D’Angelo (2015) examined how social networks are shaped by migration 
and other forms of mobilities within opportunity structures in the immigrant society. 
Moreover, they studied how networks are used to regain existing capital and status 
in society and intersect with other background characteristics and/or depend on the 
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nature of these social networks. Concerning social capital, these authors argue that 
existing theories on social capital, such as Putnam (1995) and Coleman (1988) often 
assume a specific ‘locality’, referring to participation in local associations, networks, 
and communities, failing to consider social networks that span across country 
borders and are enforced through visits, but also through alternative communication 
means. Furthermore, the use of social capital in migration studies has been criticized 
as it failed to specify and blur the sources of social capital across types of social net-
works. Additionally, due to the changing world, transnationalism needs to be incorpor-
ated in the creation of migrant capital (Schiller, Basch, and Blanc-Szanton 1992). Little 
is known about the added value of transnational social networks and knowledge- and 
resource-sharing for capital accumulation in the immigrant country (e.g. Eckstein 2010; 
Peck 2020).

Finally, migrants’ economic capital matters during and after the migration trajectory. 
Financial resources people possess determine whether they can migrate, how far they can 
migrate and the risks they can take, albeit considering the migration driver and legal 
capabilities. These resources should not only be interpreted individually but depend 
on the presence and resources of migrants’ (transnational) social networks. For instance, 
Eckstein (2010)’s study examines how social capital rooted in transnational networks, 
also generates economic capital, in the form of remittances and therefore cannot be 
understood separately. Also, cultural capital, such as educational qualifications and 
language acquisition, depends on migrant-specific factors crucial to acquire and generate 
economic capital in the immigrant country. Also, Skaptadóttir (2019) found that Filipino 
migrants living in Iceland used their economic and cultural capital from the Philippines 
to gain better employment opportunities to compensate for entering a racialised society. 
Wahlbeck and Fortelius (2019) found that in Helsinki, Swedish migrants could only rely 
on their social networks in specific professions and contexts, indicating the field-specifi-
city of migrant capital.

The relative importance of social, economic, and cultural of capital is debated 
within the literature (Ryan, Erel, and D’Angelo 2015), and often hard to distinguish 
from each other (Van Meeteren, Engbersen, and Van San 2009). The relative impor-
tance varies because of intersectionality and the fields they refer to, which is especially 
interesting to study concerning migrants and their transnational acts. Or as put by 
Erel (2015, 18): ‘Migration-specific cultural and social capitals are created with refer-
ence to multiple fields, both within the place of origin and the place of settlement 
(Erel 2010)’. Some studies focus on how migrant capital facilitates acculturation 
into the new immigrant society, thinking on how specific migrant social networks 
and contact with the local population fosters employment, educational success and/ 
or the learning of the local language (Boccagni, 2012; Levitt and Jaworsky 2007; Skap-
tadóttir 2019; Wahlbeck and Fortelius 2019) and how it has been used in insecure 
times (e.g. Brexit, Koikkalainen 2019). These studies mainly interpret ‘capital’ in 
terms of the field of the place of settlement. A second group of studies focuses on 
transnational social capital, especially focusing on how transnational ties result in 
capital sharing and accumulation, especially in the regions of origin and linked to 
the place of settlement (Eckstein 2010). These studies thus refer to some kind of 
‘transnational migrant capital’.
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Methods

Qualitative semi-structured interviews with migrants residing in Belgium were carried 
out from December 2021 to September 2022, following approval from the Ethics Com-
mittee for the Social Sciences and Humanities (SHW_20_98) at the University of 
Antwerp. Participants were chosen based on three criteria: (1) their migration status 
in Belgium, (2) their transnational networks, and (3) their capital in the host country, 
ensuring a diverse, heterogeneous sample in terms of capital types and ‘migrant 
capital’, transnational ties, and acculturation in Belgian society. The heterogeneous 
sampling procedure followed more restrictive sampling methods used in earlier 
fieldwork (based on the region of origin and the presence of relatively large migrant com-
munities in Belgium) (Van Praag, 2021; Van Praag et al. 2021). These earlier methods 
revealed the incongruence of capital across migrant networks and within migrant com-
munities, that continue to impact other transnational and acculturation strategies in 
multiple ways. Recruitment was oriented on obtaining a diverse sample in terms of 
capital in Belgium, to understand its impact on further acculturation strategies and trans-
national activities. By selecting individuals with diverse economic, social, and cultural 
capital – often associated with specific migration drivers and communities in Belgium 
– this exploratory study aims to identify which factors, particularly in terms of capital, 
could be useful as sampling criteria for future research, shedding a light on the impor-
tance of field and time. The study seeks to reconsider how researchers use predefined 
sampling categories, especially at the national level (e.g. migration histories of specific 
groups), for research questions that require more meso- and micro-level analysis. 
Using this approach in the Belgian setting demanded the recruitment of migrants 
from different regions, to obtain sufficient diversity in transnational ties and accultura-
tion into Belgian society.

Participants were recruited using a snowball sampling method starting from three 
sources: (1) local migrant integration and municipality organizations, (2) Dutch language 
schools for newly arrived migrants, and (3) the researcher’s personal contacts. To ensure 
diversity in terms of capital, the researcher adjusted recruitment strategies during the 
process. Initially, more migrants with higher levels of various types of capital were 
recruited. To balance this, the researcher then focused more on Dutch language 
schools, which also included unemployed individuals required to take language 
courses to maintain their government support, thereby incorporating migrants with 
lower levels of capital into the sample. This resulted in a sample of 29 participants, 
including 12 male and 17 female respondents. The participants came from the following 
countries: Poland (3), Morocco (9), Iran (1), Pakistan (3), India (2), Nepal (2), Afghani-
stan (1), Kirgizia (1), Ghana (1), Yemen (1), Syria (1), Italy (1), DR Congo (1), Romania 
(2). Most migrants had lived for longer than 10 years in Belgium, although this varied 
considerably from 1.5 years to 33 years of stay in Belgium. Age ranges between 4 respon-
dents born between 1950–1959; 12 respondents born between 1960–1969; 9 respondents 
born between 1970–1979; 2 respondents born between 1980–1989; and 1 respondent 
born between 1990–1999 (1 respondents’ birth year is unknown but was identified by 
the teacher of the language course as born before 1970). Due to the recruitment of par-
ticipants in Dutch language courses, 3 group interviews were conducted with 2 partici-
pants, 2 focus group discussions were conducted with 5 and 6 participants, and 11 
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individual interviews were conducted (in two cases with an additional translator present 
to translate Russian and Arab).

Interviews were conducted in Dutch or English. Interviews were recorded (apart from 
1 interview and 1 group interview) and transcribed ‘ad verbatim’. Three participants did 
not feel comfortable to have their interview audio recorded and asked the interviewer to 
take notes during the interviews instead. More general information could be retrieved 
from these interviews, and no quotes were used from these interviews. Data retrieved 
from these interviews were used for validation of the data analyses. Interviews were ana-
lysed using a thematic analysis (Dusi and Stevens 2022) and codes involved themes such 
as acculturation, social/cultural/economic capital, transnational ties, migrant networks/ 
community, and place attachment. All names of participants were anonymised and 
pseudonymised.

Results

These findings take a closer look at the diverging sets of local and transnational capital 
migrants bring along after arrival in Belgium and develop when living in Antwerp. 
Migrant capital heavily depends on the migration history and drivers of the participants 
and the existence of migrant communities. This impacts return/visit opportunities and 
the existence of transnational ties (see Schiller, Basch, and Blanc-Szanton 1992), demo-
graphics of migrant groups and the establishment of migrant communities. This complex 
interplay of migration characteristics impacts how people navigate into new fields in the 
immigrant society to maintain, gain and translate the capital they have, resulting in 
‘migrant capital’. Participants differ in how they (re)establish earlier built capital in the 
immigrant country, through or despite the lack of transnational ties, after arrival in 
Belgium. Although no comparison can be made to differentiate between all relevant 
factors, as they impact each other, in the analyses, I will reflect on how time dimensions 
and migration conditions, such as age and length of stay, play a role herein. Hence, these 
analyses mainly demonstrate the relevance of time within the narratives of the migrants 
and the interrelatedness of a unique set of capital forms, which in the end, determines the 
nature of migrant capital people possess. For instance, older migrants could have had 
some time to develop and establish a local social network, reflect upon how to translate 
their cultural background into local cultural capital and reflect upon (changes in) their 
economic capital. In the first section, I will discuss how the migration conditions 
matter for the construction of local and transnational migrant capital across participants 
according to their migration history and available local migrant community. In the 
second section, I will build further on this to illustrate how migrant capital is constructed, 
by looking at social, economic, and cultural capital, and shapes acculturation processes 
over the years.

Migration history, available migrant community, and age of arrival

In this section, I will use some exemplary cases from my sample to illustrate the under-
lying analysis. Migrant communities often share a similar history; however, pioneering 
migrants or migrants that have scattered networks living in different settings will experi-
ence the need for migrant capital differently, compared to those who arrive in well- 
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established migrant groups. It is not possible to single out generational differences, since 
these are connected to migration histories of specific migrant groups. Rather, I aim to 
illustrate how the amalgam of migration conditions further (re-)produces the use of 
different forms of capital and how this results in the construction of migrant capital 
for migrants (see Erel 2010). The findings demonstrate the interrelatedness of forms of 
capital and highlight the need for some forms of capital in pioneering situations.

Setting up local and transnational social networks

To discuss how social capital plays a role for people that do not have access to estab-
lished migrant communities, I will first discuss the case of Kacper (Polish male migrant 
of 68 years old), who migrated 59 years ago to Belgium. Together with his mother and 
sister, he followed his father who migrated earlier to Belgium for political reasons from 
Poland. His case can tell us something about the different relevance of social and cul-
tural capital to regain the social position they occupied in Poland before migrating and 
navigating within Belgian society. Concerning social capital, given the relatively small 
size of the Polish migrant community in Belgium at the time of his migration, 59 years 
ago, he could not rely on a large Polish migrant community in Antwerp (Verhaeghe, 
Van der Bracht, and Van de Putte 2012), nor did they have a lot of familiarity with 
Belgian society. Despite the lack of local social networks and a local migrant commu-
nity in Antwerp, the existence of transnational social ties was crucial to get by and 
have an income. His family worked in the ethnic labour market and transnational 
economy (d’Angelo, 2015): 

My parents had a catering business at the Falconplein [square], that focused on the delivery 
of food and sell this to Polish – especially Polish and Russian – ships. So, we had enough 
contact with Poland.

This quote shows how transnational and local migrant social networks contributed to 
capital building by compensating for the lack of capital in the immigrant society. This 
crucial transnational social contact point proved to be key in the beginning years after 
arrival in Belgium to get by. However, due to years of separation with Polish networks, 
Kacper attending education in Belgium, and the lack of communication means to keep 
contact back home and to visit relatives, transnational contact points such as these 
decreased in importance. This meant that Kacper had to rely more on local social net-
works of people living in Belgium, regardless their migration background, which were 
built up gradually over the years.

Concerning cultural capital, which is mainly measured in terms of educational 
levels, (growing) familiarity with Belgian culture and the cultural habits and norms 
attached to it, the use of existing capital continued also in Belgium for Kacper’s 
case. His uncle in Poland was a famous Polish director, and they always had intellec-
tual political debates in times of the Cold War, following the news daily. As he arrived 
at an early age, he was able to immediately enrol in education. Furthermore, they had 
some time to reflect on their acculturation strategies as his father migrated first to 
Belgium and only later reunified with his family. For instance, they reflected on 
what would be the best strategy to integrate into Belgian society, by selecting separate 
schools in Belgium for their children based on their language of instruction. They 
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selected a Dutch-speaking school for Kacper, a French-speaking school for his sister 
who was older when arriving in Belgium, could speak some French and to avoid 
delays in her career. Both followed an educational track (i.e. academic) that provides 
prospects to higher education. Despite experiences of racism in school (e.g. being 
named a ‘dirty Polak’ [pejorative word to denounce a Polish man]), this pre-existing 
cultural capital enabled him to slowly become part of the middle class of Belgian 
society, by completing a university degree, participating in local cultural events and 
exhibitions, and discussing political topics with his friends and acquaintances, many 
of Belgian descent. Before retiring, Kacper was a renowned fashion photographer 
and his sister a paediatrician and professor in this field.

This case demonstrates how Kacper and his parents steadily aimed to obtain more 
social and cultural capital in Belgium, and especially translate the overall knowledge 
and ideas (cultural capital) they had into field-specific ones. These field-specific 
capital include knowledge on Belgian society and institutions, relevant when making 
school choices, and cultural habits and practices of the middle-class, that are visible 
in consumption patterns of culture (e.g. museum visit), transportation modes (e.g. 
buying an electric car) and how to meet with locals and keep contact. Although this 
did not count for his father, Kacper managed to acquire a similar cultural capital 
and socio-economic position as his family had before migrating at the end of his 
career which demonstrates the relevance of time and how different forms of capital 
interplay with each other and are relevant at different moments in time after arrival 
to find one’s position in the immigrant society.

In this sample, other migrants also lacked an established migrant community and 
tight local migrant networks. Hence, similar stories to that of Kacper were found 
across the sample, both applying to ‘younger’ cohorts and more recently arrived 
migrants. However, the lack of having strong ties and/or established social networks 
seemed to play out differently when cultural capital could not be rebuilt easily (or 
‘translated’ into the local field). Especially those participants who recently migrated 
due to political or war-related reasons needed some time to get to know people to 
facilitate integration in the immigrant country. Exactly these participants were the 
ones who were not able to establish transnational social networks with people still 
living in the region of origin, as large groups also migrated and investments in the 
region of origin would not occur in stable circumstances. Some of them had fragmen-
ted migration trajectories, as they already lived as ethnic minorities in a specific 
country, also leading to dispersed transnational and local social networks of people 
occupying vulnerable positions in the societies in which they live. This is for instance 
the case for Imir, an Armenian male migrant born in Syria and now living in Belgium 
(56 years old). His grandparents migrated due to the war in 1915 in Armenia to 
Aleppo and identified as Arab but not as Muslim. His transnational social networks 
with relatives are scattered, having two cousins and an uncle living in the Netherlands. 
He mainly searches to obtain contact with migrants that are going to the same Arme-
nian Christian church, through the weekly ceremony. Through this religious commu-
nity network, he became familiar with 5–6 Armenian families. As Imir finds it easier 
to connect with people when gathering for religious events, instead of meeting con-
stantly in person: ‘I always go to church (…) I see people there, not at home, but 
they can always call me.’ Because of his war-related migration history, keeping 
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transnational ties and benefitting from such ties is hardly impossible due to the 
current living conditions. Nonetheless, the presence of at least some Armenian 
families provided some back-up and became a new, small but significant network 
to rely on. Imir was part of a well-off middle-class family in Syria. In addition to 
his limited local social networks, the labour market requirements differ so much in 
Belgium, compared to Syria that he encounters difficulties to find employment and 
connection to Belgian society. He aims to translate his strengths and expertise 
gained in Aleppo into suited cultural capital in Belgium, but so far, he did no 
manage yet to realize his goals: 

Imir: I never followed a training. When I came here, I went to the “Open School” 
for the first time. Afterwards I did a transition class and step by step by 
Encora [Dutch language school for adults] I searched but I never did any 
training as I have several diseases, so I only studied Dutch language.

Interviewer: In Aleppo, what did you do there?
Imir: In Aleppo, I worked together with my two brothers, I have two and we 

worked together. In Syria, it’s not like here in Belgium, Europe. There, nor-
mally, if you have money, you can start a shop or start working. There it’s not 
important to have a piece of paper. It has changed a bit but there is respect. 
Here, if you want to work for instance, garbage man, training is important 
and to know when to start, that’s a good idea. But in my country, it wasn’t 
like here, it was entirely different.

Changing from a field where educational credentials matter to a lesser extent to one that 
is dominated by educational credentials, complicated the reestablishment of his econ-
omic capital further in the immigrant country. At his age, and during the COVID-19 
pandemic, establishing and maintaining local (migrant) social networks became difficult. 
Searching for a local church to meet people at regular times provided an opportunity to 
compensate for the lack of close ones in nearby spaces.

Both cases demonstrate how migrants with limited social networks and specific 
needs to navigate into the new immigrant country have entirely different results, 
which relate to the strength of the ties they have established (e.g. what can be asked 
and in which positions do these contacts find themselves), the capital available 
within these ties (e.g. access to work/business, etc.) and how proximity in field facili-
tates the establishment of local social networks and use of existing cultural capital, 
regardless the presence of a well-established migration community. The ways in 
which these forms of capital have resulted in specific acculturation experiences were 
often related to the proximity of fields but also the capital that was valued and existing 
power relations within the new immigrant country (Erel 2010).

Entering local migrant communities, while strengthening transnational ties

People who migrated through family networks or searched for professional opportunities 
(e.g. Turkish and Moroccan participants that came through chain migration, Timmer-
man et al. 2017), differed considerably when arriving at those that flew for political or 
conflict-related reasons. In these cases of the former, age of arrival mattered to a lesser 
extent, albeit that the younger participants engaged more easily in education or 
specific training and found their ways on the labour market. Given that such migration 
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flows are only possible through transnational social networks, makes it for these partici-
pants also more relevant to maintain these networks, even though it brings along obli-
gations towards people in the region of origin. For instance, Rayan stated that he 
came to Belgium 33 years ago, to later bring other family members. He married a 
Moroccan descent female, born and raised in Belgium, that offered a local social 
network that served as a guidance throughout his acculturation. He states that his 
wife’s ‘family came here, and that is why he also came here, as her dad is a friend of my 
family’. He remembered only having issues with the cold weather in Belgium, and 
finding a job with good working but not with the rest, as his wife already was living 
her entire life in Belgium: 

Rayan (Moroccan male,  
67 years):

I have my wife’s family here, she is born here and our children as 
well, and parents are here. I also have my village, people from my 
village that came from the village in the Sahara to a larger city, 
and from there, their children … 

Later, he explained that his family from Morocco came through the Canary Islands, and 
due to lack of work opportunities, they moved to Belgium. As his wife who translated the 
interview and was present, states: ‘That’s his family, because in the beginning he didn’t 
have family members [in Belgium], that’s what he wants to say, so a part of his family 
came that way’. This narrative indicates that the presence of migrant networks facilitated 
his arrival in Belgium, and he continues to search for networks to come to replace the 
ones from Morocco. He re-establishes his transnational ties by investing in a small 
non-governmental organization and facilitating people to migrate to Belgium, which 
on its turn, further strengthens local social networks that compensate for the loss of 
his social capital due to migration. Over time, Rayan feels at ease in Belgium, found trans-
national and local ways to build up social capital and support his children. Although he 
was not able to invest in acquiring cultural capital for himself, including education or 
training and is not very proficient in the Dutch language, his daughters are now success-
ful in their educational and professional careers.

Concluding, the analyses show that the conditions at arrival matter in how partici-
pants set up new local social networks, and how this could rely on and strengthen trans-
national social networks. Age of arrival is crucial in the ability, willingness, and family 
situation to be able to set up entirely new local social capital as well as to start building 
up cultural and economic capital (often) from scratch. The existence of migrant networks 
facilitates getting a job, information about Belgian society and its institutions, and make 
people feel more easily at ease in the immigrant society.

Constructing migrant capital

As shown before, social capital serves as a starting point to feel oneself at home, under-
stand the local field and to ‘translate’ ones’ existing cultural and economic capital into 
capital that is relevant for the new society. Hence, during this first period, having 
migrant capital heavily depends on the nature of social ties (bonding or bridging 
(Putnam, 1995), strong or weak ties (Granovetter, 1973) both in the region of origin 
and the immigrant society), the resources people within social networks have, the 
nature of the cultural capital (e.g. educational qualification, cultural proximity, shared 
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knowledge on the immigrant country) and remaining economic capital and how this is of 
use in the immigrant country (e.g. material, or immaterial, liquid or territory-related 
capital). This set of factors shape acculturation in Belgium, including upward and down-
ward social mobility. As these processes take time, it is of special interest to study the 
acculturation processes of migrants who have already spend relatively more time in 
the new immigrant society. The ability and speed to translate one’s capital and adjust 
to the new field can be seen as migrant capital itself. As people need time to adjust 
and acculturate to the new society, the speed one can adjust is often seen as an asset, 
as it allows oneself to participate in society. Nonetheless, these translation and accultura-
tion processes only develop gradually after arrival, can be very field-specific and are 
subject to both transnational and local dynamics. Most respondents mentioned to 
have more cultural and economic capital in their region of origin, which they were 
not necessarily able to translate this into capital in the immigrant country. These ‘trans-
lation’ difficulties seemed to be more difficult for participants who were already older 
when arriving in Belgium, compared to those who arrived at a young age. This was 
mainly due to the relatively higher social status in the region of origin (partially due to 
age and their accomplishments over time) as well as the difficulties to adjust and 
spend time redoing professional achievements, relearning (similar/accredited/local) 
skills and re-establishing social contacts.

Understanding and (re)producing cultural capital

Many participants struggled to realize their individual educational aspirations and to 
apply their existing cultural capital – often in terms of social position retrieved in the 
region of origin based on local knowledge and expertise – or use their educational cre-
dentials in the new society. In many cases, cultural capital is very field-specific as it 
demands local language proficiency, cultural habits and respond to frequently used cri-
teria to occupy specific positions in society (e.g. educational qualification requirements). 
In this sample, cultural capital is easily visible in terms of language proficiency and edu-
cational credentials. In these cases, the existing cultural capital is not valued after 
migration. The lack of (official and labour market) validation seems to limit one’s pos-
ition on the educational and labour market. Some migrants, especially those with 
higher educational degrees, obtain their qualifications by following an additional bache-
lor/master/training, but this is not without effort and long-term engagement. In most 
cases, this means a loss of (field-specific) cultural capital, that has far-reaching conse-
quences for their labour market position and well-being. However, in some cases, cul-
tural capital functions as set of transferable skills and behaviours, that facilitate to 
navigate in the new society (e.g. by having acquired specific skills to facilitate field- 
specific knowledge). As mentioned by Erel (2010), the differences within this sample 
were often due to mechanisms used to validate the cultural capital people possess 
differs and reception by Belgian society differs.

Time is an asset that migrants who arrived at a later age often did not have or could 
not afford. People had to spend time redoing their degree, such as nursing, or going to 
follow a shorter or easier degree – due to time and financial restrictions, family obli-
gations and language proficiency. Especially participants with higher cultural capital in 
the region of origin (and not hired by a company to migrate), or those arriving at a 
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later age, are the ones ‘losing’ the most capital relatively. For example, Nambiyandan 
(Indian male, 59 years) managed to find a similar position, as his wife is Belgian and 
after spending some time in India, they decided to move to Belgium. He couldn’t sell 
or value his existing business, which means that he had much more to lose than his 
wife who would be able to return to her previous position as a teacher. While he 
could probably benefit more from his cultural capital in India, compared to other 
migrants with less cultural capital, he was better able to find his way in society, retrieve 
a job and find proper schooling for his children, seeing his cultural capital as a skill. His 
English language skills, Dutch-speaking wife and access to local networks help to inform 
himself easily about the new society. Even though he mentions that establishing ‘real’ 
contacts and making friends remains difficult. This familiarising with the valued cultural 
capital in Belgium is immediately visible in terms of valuing of degrees and professional 
careers, but clearly felt in the mastering of cultural repertoires, such as local languages 
and habits. This was also mentioned in Ecaterina’s interview: 

Ecaterina (Romanian female,  
56 years):

At work, I don’t speak Dutch it’s another language. My col-
leagues speak Antwerp dialect, that’s another language. It’s 
not in Dutch. When I went there, I really thought that they 
weren’t speaking Dutch, that was rather Swedish or Norwe-
gian, another language, so I asked them: ‘from which 
country are you?’ ‘I am Belgian’, they said, and ‘which 
language do you speak?’, they replied ‘Dutch’ (laughs). I 
told them ‘No, I studied Dutch, this isn’t Dutch. I told 
them that I was heartbroken. They asked me why? I 
studied Dutch here, they said that I should study it, and 
this is another language, this is something different. They 
understand me, but I don’t understand anything they say.

Again, to understand these more fine-grained aspects of local cultures in Belgium, time is 
needed to master these. For this participant, the specific language use caused a hindrance 
to establish contact, especially given his socio-economic status and the urgent need to 
find a job in Belgium to provide for her family. Field-specific assets, such as the knowl-
edge of a local dialect, provided considerable barriers to establishing connections and 
having contact at the workplace. While this capital is not necessarily required in the 
highest elite circles, for most participants, it remains relevant in everyday interactions 
and communication. Compared to social and economic capital, especially (re)gaining 
and translating one’s cultural capital to local one is by far the most challenging and 
involves some efforts and emotions. For instance, Shirisha (Nepali female, 43 years) 
was a nurse in Nepal and is one in Belgium after spending three years of study, in com-
bination with working and having a family. She realized this, despite experiencing a large 
cultural shock, as she stated: ‘I could not accept the language’, while having high expec-
tations of the new immigrant society: 

Shirisha: I had a good job there [Nepal] and did not know that much about Europe, and 
totally nothing about Belgium. When I landed in Zaventem [airport], I started to 
look around and thought initially ‘wow this looks like Hollywood!’ but that did 
not turn out so great. It was a real cultural shock. I did not know anyone here, I 
couldn’t make sense of the letters they use, so I did not know anything.
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While translating the existing capital into a relevant one in Belgium, she experienced dif-
ficulties related to this changing field. To do so, social capital could be an asset, but still, 
this requires constant energy, in different life domains, which requires a longer period 
spent in the new immigrant country.

Gaining economic capital

The acquisition of economic capital follows two specific patterns that are relevant to 
relate to other forms of capital, and eventually make up ‘migrant capital’. As shown 
earlier, migration drivers and the existence of local migrant communities were found 
to matter for the (re)establishment of economic capital. The set of cultural and social 
capital migrants have access to results in the end in different positions in society.

For those migrants that had to break of transnational networks or could rely in terms 
of capital acquisition less on their networks, encountered more difficulties to translation 
their cultural and economic capital. However, in some of the cases, their higher social 
position in the region of origin, and associated higher cultural capital, could compensate 
for the lack of social networks. The first group of participants, who had built up socially 
valued cultural and economic capital in their region of origin, needed time to translate 
their capital but managed to acquire a nice position in Belgium over time. They were 
not necessarily able to reach the status in Belgium they had occupied previously, but 
they often were ‘better off’ than other migrants. Or to put differently, migrating often 
contained some kind of ‘status loss’ due to the change of fields, urging many migrants 
to find new ways to acquire field-specific cultural capital, rethink their ambitions and 
interests. This also impacts the strategies used to acquire economic capital. Nonetheless, 
most migrants in this sample suffered from the loss of economic capital. Fariba (Iranian 
female, age unknown, approximately between 50 and 55 years) mentions that she, even 
after living 13 years in Belgium, she cannot seem to find a social network nor a job that 
equals her living standards before migration. Over the years she has obtained basic levels 
of language proficiency in Dutch, and suffered from a bone rupture, that causes some 
walking difficulties. She mentioned that her brother moved to the Los Angeles (United 
States) and lives in a penthouse and is a successful programmer. Her sister moved to 
Toronto (Canada) where she encountered a large Iranian community, reducing the 
need to learn the local language as she can get by relying on her migrant community. 
Fariba herself lives in a social housing apartment that is part of a larger newly built neigh-
bourhood where most of her middle-class neighbours do not share a similar migration 
background and find themselves in social circles that do not provide job openings that 
could be relevant for her, nor share similar needs. While in Iran, she states that people 
rely more on neighbours than on family, in this neighbourhood, it hurts her when she 
realizes hardly anyone greets her on the street, in addition to experiences of racism 
when doing her administration to get a residence permit in Belgium.

A second group of participants came through chain migration (e.g. Moroccan partici-
pants) and could rely on their transnational migrant networks. However, these networks 
did not serve them to (re)gain economic capital in Belgium. This was mainly due to the 
relatively lower cultural and economic capital in the local networks of mainly older 
migrant generations/first-generation migrants. For instance, Issam (Moroccan male, 
45 years) worked in cleaning in Morocco and helped teachers when transporting children 
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to school, but she did not have a higher educational qualification. After migrating, she 
worked in the cleaning sector but stopped due to pain in her shoulder. For people 
with less economic capital, local migrant networks facilitated finding work without 
official educational qualifications. As Ismael states: 

Ismael (Moroccan male,  
68 years old):

I want different, I want to work hard, I can work in electricity, 
but here, there is an issue with the diploma and the school. I 
understand the socket, putting the cables, I understand every-
thing, but I just don’t have the diploma. The VDAB [Flemish 
social service] said I need to speak Dutch first, but I haven’t 
done that, I am here for approximately some 10 years.

Here, it becomes visible that the lack of local cultural capital, such as specific educational 
qualifications even in professional careers, hinders upwards social mobility through 
labour and getting a job. Additionally, lacking a position hampered the creation of brid-
ging social capital (i.e. contacts with locals) as shown by Imir (see earlier): 

Imir (Syrian male,  
66 years):

I find Belgian people good people. I had many teachers: all these tea-
chers were good people. Sometimes, I phone my teachers or send 
them stickers saying, happy birthday, but since I don’t have a job, I 
don’t know that many people, do you understand? Through work, I 
could get to know many Belgian women, Belgian people, that’s not 
a problem, I am a very sociable person. In my previous home, I had 
a balcony, so I could chat with an old man of 65 years old, and ask 
‘hello, how are you?’ and try to chat a bit. I would ask him to chat 
to improve my Dutch, and he said that wasn’t any problem. But 
now, I moved, and I don’t have his phone number so I can’t chat or 
call him. In my new building I haven’t found anyone.

The lack of economic opportunities hindered setting up local social networks, making 
that many search for alternative options, such as local migrant communities. Migrant- 
specific networks compensate for the lack of economic capital in the immigrant 
country and help people to provide jobs.

This section on economic capital shows that the capital available within networks 
matters as such to construct migrant capital that facilitates acculturation into the immi-
grant society. Cultural capital is often relevant when gaining upwards intragenerational 
social mobility in terms of professional careers. Social capital matters to obtain a job in 
society, which facilitates integration in Belgian society and upwards intergenerational 
social mobility. When the prevailing cultural capital resonates with a field in the 
region of origin that does not resemble the new field in Belgium, and certainly when 
this is not accompanied with having access to social networks, people experience a 
loss of all forms of capital. Despite their relatively better-off position in the region of 
origin, their migrant capital does not support them in acquiring economic capital.

Social capital as glue?

Strong transnational social ties are an asset to construct migrant capital and to acquire local 
cultural capital to acculturate to the new immigrant country. This requires a considerable 
time investment, alongside many other demands that accompany migration. A huge 
variety existed within the sample in how people could rely on their transnational social 
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capital to preserve or construct local social, cultural, and economic capital in the new immi-
gration country. Some participants have large families, but being able to rely on it and 
develop ties to some of them is required to have more in-depth conversations and to 
benefit from these ties. Tawfiq (Yemenite male, 33 years old) mentions difficulties to main-
tain network ties with home was as his transnational relationships had changed over the 
years as his friends ‘are not my friends anymore.’ He returned and mentioned that he was 
thinking: ‘what am I doing over there?’ I don’t know, I still need to work.’ Migration alters 
existing social networks and these need to be actively invested in to retain social capital.

Maintaining contact is needed, including accurate information exchange, and devel-
oping social capital. Some participants benefit from their transnational ties, that also 
serve them to find a job in Belgium or give them expertise. These participants are 
often hampered to invest in Belgium due to the loss of resources by continuously 
sending of remittances. For instance, Domitien (Congolese male, 77 years), who used 
to work a lot in the NGO sector in Belgium, had a lot of social networks in both 
Belgium as in DR Congo, consisting of both weak and strong ties. He set up associations 
in DR Congo and knew a lot of migrants living in Belgium, who turned to him for advice. 
The sending of remittances provided him with an elaborate network of transnational ties, 
but also continuously hampered the building of economic capital in Belgium: 

Domitien: Every problem they have, disease, you name it, financial problems, they call me 
for help. I do that regularly, especially for my mom, she is old. They rent a 
house in Kisangani, but they don’t have means. My sister works at the univer-
sity of Kisangani, but her wage is too low. I always send her a small sum. I also 
do that for acquaintances, if that’s possible, I will do that.

He remarks that he is both able to set up a professional transnational organization to 
support people living in DR Congo, but also informally, he supports his family networks 
still living in DR Congo. In some cases, asking for the sending of financial remittances 
also hampers further social contact, especially as one cannot afford to send remittances 
to all. Investing in all these ties and maintaining such contacts, often puts migrants in a 
difficult situation. While many transnational social networks are in some cases gradually 
drying up over the years, participants searched for local migrant/religious networks, as 
shown by Baijanthi (Nepalese female, 50 years) who moved from Italy after 30 years fol-
lowing the advice of her cousin: ‘In Italy, I don’t have family, but here in Belgium, I have a 
lot of people from Nepal, an entire community, including my cousin.’ She mainly liked 
Belgium as ‘I have my cousin here, and also another cousin in France’.

The centrality of social capital in the construction of migrant capital could be con-
sidered as ‘the glue’ of getting by in new immigrant societies. The nature of these net-
works further determines the impact social capital has on cultural and economic 
capital. The impacts of the latter forms could be further multiplied and translation to 
the local field could be facilitated.

Discussion

The present study builds further on the ‘Multi-Level Spatio-Temporal Analytical Frame-
work’ of Erel and Ryan (2019) to define, conceptualize and study migrant capital in an 
immigrant society, in this case, Belgium. This study aims to shed light on how local 
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and transnational social networks are used to facilitate acculturation and the translation 
of capital to the new field people enter. Based on 29 interviews with migrants living in 
Belgium, the findings indicate that not all capital migrates evenly and can be translated, 
reproduced and valued in equal capital in the new society. Contributing to the further 
conceptualization of ‘migrant capital’, this article approaches this concept as a combined 
set of interrelated and interdependent capital types that are used during acculturation in 
Belgian society. In line with Erel (2010), migrant capital refers to distinct fields and those 
fields strengthen each other. The nature and combination of capital valued in Belgian 
society further shape whether and how migrants can use their own capital, built up in 
the region of origin.

Findings of this study indicate that migration trajectories, histories, and drivers and 
consequently, existing migrant communities, show the potential and preconditions to 
successfully find its way into the new immigrant society, by adjusting one’s existing 
capital and acquiring new field-specific capital. Pioneering migrants and migrant 
groups in this sample often encounter difficulties to ‘enter’ this new society, lacking 
Dutch language proficiency, accredited educational qualifications, and depend more 
on specific contact points that facilitate their acculturation. This contrasts with migrants 
who are part of larger migrant groups and communities that arrived in Belgium for a 
longer period. These groups encounter less difficulties to set up transnational ties and 
maintaining contact. In their case, local and transnational migrant networks strengthen 
each other and could in many cases be seen as communicating vessels. Important to 
remark here is that time spent in the new field – especially when linked to acculturation 
– is a relevant factor defining ‘migrant capital’. As acculturation takes time, age and 
length of stay matter in the ways people build up migrant capital and could use it in 
the immigrant society. Moreover, the age determined the extent was also willing to 
invest in the building up of migrant capital, the ability, and the speed to do so. The 
pace one can adjust to the changing living conditions could also be seen as an element 
of migrant capital, and this cannot be underestimated as it impacts how one is perceived 
by this new society and feels they belong in this new society.

In this very diverse sample, in terms of capital, migration conditions and socio-demo-
graphical features, the analysis mainly focused on gaining more insights into how capital 
possession in the region of origin continues to play a role in the development of migrant 
capital in the immigrant country. While many migrants seem to lose some capital – as it 
is very field-specific – the level at which they do still depends on what they have got to 
lose and the transferability of their capital. Some forms of capital seem easier to duplicate 
or translate into the new field. So does cultural capital help to rebuild similar sets of 
knowledge, credentials, and access to dominant institutions in the immigrant country. 
Nonetheless, acquiring cultural capital (in terms of language, frames of references and 
knowledge sets, etc.) and qualifications (e.g. degrees, etc.), takes time. Additionally, 
although improving one’s economic capital and opportunities was part of many partici-
pants’ migration narratives, many jobs and professional skills were not easily replaced or 
translated into the new labour market, causing most participants to lose economic capital 
after migration or not being valued for their skills and knowledge.

Social capital plays a complex role in the construction of ‘migrant capital’. As argued by 
Ryan, Erel, and D’Angelo (2015), social networks are not automatically equal to social 
capital. Many participants indicated to have some loose social networks. However, they 
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could not be turned into actual assets for acculturation, nor upwards social mobility in 
Belgium. Local social capital smoothens and accelerates acculturation processes, such as 
finding housing, (ethnic) labour market opportunities, finding translators and support 
in migration procedures, and feeling one belongs to a community and is supported by 
peers. Hence, social networks in the immigrant society could further strengthen other 
economic and cultural capital. This is a crucial aspect of migrant capital that appeared 
to be easier for larger migrant groups and communities that arrived in Belgium, compared 
to smaller ethnic minority groups in their previous country of residence or smaller migrant 
communities. While facilitating social networks are most easily found in migrant networks, 
given the shared experience of translating capital to the new field, the capital present within 
these networks does not automatically support acculturation. Hence, depending on the 
capital available within migrant networks, some bridging social capital (e.g. key infor-
mants) could certainly be a crucial element that is an asset in migrant capital.

To conclude, migrant capital is different from other capital types by its ‘translating’ 
nature, linking fields together and translating between fields, and corresponding to 
how capital is produced and valued in a society. The construction of such migrant 
capital depends on existing migrant networks and migration histories, and the time- 
related factors, such as age at arrival and time spent in each field. Future research that 
focuses on specific migrant populations, migration trajectories, time spent in the immi-
grant country after arrival, need to focus more on specific migrant communities to refine 
the ways in which selection effects and specific migrant communities and histories play a 
role in the construction of migrant capital. Additionally, starting from one specific type 
of capital as a selection criterion, and then studying how this ‘translates’ and depends on 
other types of capital after migration could even sharpen the understanding of how 
‘migrant capital’ is constituted.
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