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DFG Research Center (SFB) “From Heterogeneities to Inequalities”
Whether fat or thin, male or female, young or old – people are different. Alongside their physical features, they also differ in terms of nationality and ethnicity; in their cultural preferences,
lifestyles, attitudes, orientations, and philosophies; in their competencies, qualifications, and
traits; and in their professions. But how do such heterogeneities lead to social inequalities?
What are the social mechanisms that underlie this process? These are the questions pursued
by the DFG Research Center (Sonderforschungsbereich (SFB)) “From Heterogeneities to
Inequalities” at Bielefeld University, which was approved by the German Research
Foundation (DFG) as “SFB 882” on May 25, 2011.
In the social sciences, research on inequality is dispersed across different research fields
such as education, the labor market, equality, migration, health, or gender. One goal of the
SFB is to integrate these fields, searching for common mechanisms in the emergence of
inequality that can be compiled into a typology. More than fifty senior and junior researchers
and the Bielefeld University Library are involved in the SFB. Along with sociologists, it brings
together scholars from the Bielefeld University faculties of Business Administration and
Economics, Educational Science, Health Science, and Law, as well as from the German
Institute for Economic Research (DIW) in Berlin and the University of Erlangen-Nuremberg. In
addition to carrying out research, the SFB is concerned to nurture new academic talent, and
therefore provides doctoral training in its own integrated Research Training Group. A data
infrastructure project has also been launched to archive, prepare, and disseminate the data
gathered.

Research Project C1 “Transnationality and Inequality: Pilot Project for the Panel
Study”
The aim of this project is to develop a panel study to investigate social inequality within a
transnational context. Although the issue is currently attracting increasing attention, there is
still a lack of concepts and concrete research questions with which to understand it in more
detail. This necessitates a research design that is capable of studying inequality in the
transnational context.
In this framework, "transnationality" is regarded as a feature of heterogeneity that contributes
to the genesis and reproduction of social inequalities. It is a feature defined by cross-border
social and symbolic bonds and practices maintained by individuals and households. These
give rise to processes of inequality at various locations within transnational social spaces
which intersect states. The project seeks to identify the underlying mechanisms in order to
understand how inequalities arise and change.
Innovative research design is a key requirement for an empirical study of this issue. The
present approach employs a mixed-methods design and multisited research. It combines the
analysis of existing panel data (SOEP) with the use of longitudinal, qualitative and
quantitative transnational surveys. The first funding period will be used to prepare the panel
study for implementation in the subsequent funding period, and is therefore devoted to
developing research questions, methods and instruments. These will need to take account of
the cross-border character of the phenomenon. The project begins this task by focusing on
the German-Turkish reference area.
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Abstract
The relationship between people’s transnational ties and practices and their social position is
subject to a controversial debate that suggests a dualistic picture. While there seems to exist a
group of highly educated people who benefit from transnational mobility and networks, for
migrants the maintenance of transnational ties to their ‘old homes’ appears to lead to a social
mobility trap, and thus to further marginalisation. Yet, the relationship between
transnationality and social inequality has so far attracted little systematic exploration. This
paper traces the association of transnationality with social inequalities among migrants in
Germany.
The discussion is led by results from US studies while these, and the few available European
studies, have investigated particular groups and used selected indicators in relation to both
transnationality and social inequalities. In order to contribute to a better understanding of the
relationship, this paper proposes a concept of transnationality as heterogeneity that
distinguishes various dimensions of transnationality. In this respect, the analysis concentrates
on financial, personal, identity-based and cultural practices. As a marker of heterogeneity,
transnationality may be related to the production of social inequalities, understood as
differential opportunities to participate in society. These, in turn, are based on the availability
of economic, cultural and social capital.
Using these concepts, the association between transnationality and social inequalities will be
analysed by employing data from the German Socio-Economic Panel Study (SOEP) which
contains a relevant sub-sample of migrants as well as a number of transnational items. The
analysis focuses on the question whether or not this association is marked by a dualistic
pattern as suggested in the current debate. To this end, it investigates how the different
dimensions of transnationality are related to the various forms of capital relevant for social
inequalities. As it turns out, the analysis identifies no uniform pattern. To the contrary,
different dimensions of transnationality are differently associated with the various forms of
capital. More often than not, those persons who engage in transnational practices in the
various dimensions are those who have higher levels of capital at their disposal. Frequently,
however, the relationship is by no means clear-cut.
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Migrants, transnationality, inequality, Germany, SOEP

1

Introduction
The relationship between people’s transnational ties and practices and their social position is
subject to a controversial debate in both academia and the general public. The debate suggests
a dualistic picture. From this picture it appears, on the one hand, that there exists a group of
highly educated and professionally successful people who move across borders easily and
who have relevant competencies for cross-border communication and exchange at their
disposal. Their transnational education and career paths secure them a social position at the
upper end of the social ladder. Thus, this group benefits from its transnationality (Kreutzer &
Roth 2006; Weiß 2006; Mau & Mewes 2008). On the other hand, the picture projects the idea
that, especially for migrants, the maintenance of transnational ties which attach them to their
‘old homes’ may allow them to allocate some resources through their networks and
exchanges, help to confront daily needs, provide economic niches and jobs at the place of
immigration, but will eventually lead into a social mobility trap. For this group,
transnationality is likely to further contribute to a marginalised status in the immigration
country (Esser 2003: 16, 2004: 48, 50; cf. Wiley 1970). Thus, for these migrants
transnationality is considered to be ‘bad’ (Portes 1999: 468) for it hinders successful structural
integration. It is at risk of worsening migrants’ social inequality because it does not allow the
accumulation of the relevant economic, social and cultural capital for key fields such as the
labour market, education, health, or participation in the politics of the immigration country.
Surprisingly little effort has been devoted to exploring the relationship between
transnationality and social inequalities systematically. Therefore, it remains an open question
whether this seemingly dualistic picture still holds true in more systematic analyses. This
duality emerges from various scholarly perspectives which focus either on highly skilled
persons or on more marginalised migrants. Moreover, different studies often investigate very
different kinds of transnational practices. In some cases, the rather unsustained claims about
the negative effects of transnational involvement on migrants’ social position are influential.
In addition to the predominance of US studies, there are three main shortcomings that
characterise the existing literature. First, available studies generally use a broad and generic
understanding of ‘transnationalism’, rather than considering transnationality a marker of
heterogeneity and distinguishing its various dimensions. Parts of the literature investigate
cross-border career paths or transnational economic entrepreneurialism; others are concerned
with political involvement across borders; and still others look into personal ties and contacts.
2

Since people are involved in different transnational dimensions – economic, political, cultural,
familial – to different degrees, the implications for social inequality are also likely to vary
across the dimensions. Second, in most studies social inequalities are not specifically defined;
this is so because they usually deal with social inequality only in an indirect way. And third,
particularly the literature dealing with migrants’ integration focuses on the determinants of
transnationality rather than on its consequences and implications. Statements on the
implications therefore often take the form of prognoses or speculations, but are hardly
supported by data.
This paper attempts to make a methodological and empirical contribution to the important
question of how transnationality is related to social inequalities. Therefore, the analysis
concentrates on how different dimensions of transnationality are related to various aspects of
social inequalities, in particular economic, cultural and social capital. This is a first step,
currently being undertaken in the German-Turkish panel study2, in the broader endeavour of
investigating the role played by transnationality in the formation and reproduction of social
inequalities and to identify the mechanisms underlying these processes.
The paper suggests a notion of transnationality defined by sustained cross-border ties and
practices of individuals and groups. It is thus not limited to geographical mobility. Individuals
and groups differ in the degrees and ways in which they are involved in transnationalisation,
with some not being involved at all (Faist et al. 2011). This includes differential transnational
involvement along various social dimensions. Transnationality is considered one of various
heterogeneities characterising a person along with others such as age, gender, ethnicity or
socio-economic status with which it interacts. As heterogeneity, transnationality may be
involved in producing and reproducing social inequalities. Inequalities are understood here in
terms of inequality of opportunities - rather than of outcome (Therborn 2006, Faist 2012).
Such opportunities are reflected in various forms of capital – economic, cultural and social
(Bourdieu 1983) – providing chances to gain access to key social fields. Both notions of
transnationality and inequality will be elaborated in more detail below.
The data on which this paper draws stem from the German Socio-Economic Panel Study
(SOEP) which contains relevant sub-samples of migrants as well as a number of transnational
items. In the analysis presented in this paper, transnationality, as encountered in the SOEP
data set, is reflected in more private or personal forms. These concern financial components
such as sending remittances or goods; personal relations with family and friends abroad as
3

well as visits; identification with the country of origin; and cultural practices concerning use
of language and media consumption. The few existing quantitative surveys of transnationality
tend to be focused on its more public forms such as economic or political entrepreneurship or
membership in hometown associations. Moreover, the personal forms are also less frequently
considered in qualitative studies on transnational involvements of migrants in Germany
(Fauser & Drebenstedt 2011) as compared to the economic entrepreneurship and political
aspects on which more studies exist (Faist 2000a; Faist 2000b; Faist & Özveren 2004).
In the following, we first discuss existing insights into the transnationality-social inequality
nexus, the mixed outcomes revealed by the existing empirical studies as well as their main
shortcomings briefly mentioned above. Then the two key concepts of transnationality and
social inequalities are defined in greater detail in order to provide a systematic framework for
grasping their relationship. This is followed by a description of the data and the items used for
the empirical analysis. In the empirical part of the paper, the results from our analysis are
presented and discussed.

Perspectives and insights on transnationality and social inequalities
Research on the relationship between transnationalisation and social inequalities can be
broadly distinguished into three strands. First, in the research on global talents and
transnational elites, the comparatively small groups of well- and often internationallyeducated and economically successful professionals - who are generally neither labelled nor
considered to be migrants, but who rather display cosmopolitan identifications – are those
who benefit from transnational living and working environments, and who turn their
competencies into resources in international labour markets (Sklair 2001; Koehn &Rosenau
2002; Huntington 2004; Carroll 2010). In a similar vein, a study on German citizens also
reveals that the involvement in transnational networks through contacts with persons abroad
increases with the level of education (Mau 2010). These studies often have a global or at least
international horizon.
Reflected in the second strand of research is the more frequent approach to social inequalities
as conceptualised within one national context. This approach is used even when considering
relatively mobile groups such as migrants, as can be seen in most research on the integration
of migrants that is concerned with social inequalities. Although most of this literature neglects
4

transnational ties, some studies include resources related to countries of origin. In the case of
Germany, this concerns the role of the language of the origin country (Esser 2006), for
example, or the composition of co-ethnic friendship networks (Kalter & Frank 2006) for
educational and labour market success. These studies, however, employ no concept of
transnationality and do not account for cross-border exchanges and thus exclusively focus on
the national container. Nevertheless, in the German case, as in other immigration cases,
transnational ties and practices are seen as reinforcing ethnic resources and therefore leading
into a social mobility trap (Esser 2003, 2004). Even though transnational ties and networks
may provide some resources and allow migrants to find a job more easily, for example, it is
assumed that this is of little and only short-term benefit and eventually contributes to further
marginalisation. Yet, there exists no systematic evidence to support this assumption.
The third strand of interest is transnational migration research which has addressed the issue
of inequalities in various ways. It has offered a more optimistic picture than classical
integration research, frequently even an overtly positive assessment. Stemming from its
world-system theory perspective on global asymmetries between world regions and
populations, this kind of research has focused, especially at the outset, on the more
marginalised migrant groups. Here, transnationalisation of migrants’ transactions across
borders of states was conceptualised as a grass-roots response to the negative effects of
economic globalisation on various groups of people and, in particular, on migrants. According
to this view, migrants were increasingly confronted by ever more limited possibilities for
social mobility, specifically, but not only, in the US post-Fordist economy, and experienced
racial and ethnic discrimination that made them rely on transnational ties for socio-cultural
and economic reasons (Glick Schiller et al. 1992; Portes 1996; Smith & Guarnizo 1999). This
research has been predominantly concerned with challenging mainstream views, both the
optimistic perspective on globalisation to the benefit of all and the unilinear and exclusive
versions of migrants’ integration into one place only. Migrants’ involvement with
transnationalisation was seen as generating alternative routes to social mobility and a way
towards political involvement for those facing the risk of downward mobility. From this
perspective, transnational economic enterprises offer migrants opportunities that are otherwise
not available; and through political and socio-cultural engagement, in the form of civic
associations, for instance, the creation of more positive self-images and collective solidarity is
considered to provide a ‘protective layer against discrimination and contempt commonly
found in the host society’ (Portes 1999: 471). This positive image can also trigger the desire
for formal electoral participation in the immigration country and thus the acquisition of
5

citizenship. Other transnational studies also place emphasis on status differences of migrants
when comparing their marginal situation in the immigration country and their social position
in their country of origin which has often improved due to transnational financial exchanges,
investment and newly acquired political influence (Goldring 1999).
Whereas research on migrants’ transnational practices is predominantly qualitative, a number
of studies have started to quantitatively investigate the relationship between the sociostructural position of migrants, on the one hand, and the transnational engagements and
practices, on the other. The first and until now most influential study is the Comparative
Immigrant Entrepreneurship Project (CIEP) which collected data among selected Latin
American immigrant groups in three US-American cities in the second half of the 1990s
(Landolt 2001; Itzigsohn & Giorguli Saucedo 2002; Portes et al. 2002; Guarnizo et al. 2003).
The findings highlighted the fact that transnational engagement is not a mere characteristic of
the most marginalised and deprived. To the contrary, those who are well-established, better
educated and who have lengthier periods of residence are in many ways among those most
involved in cross-border exchanges of money, goods and ideas. In particular, these are
represented among the transnational economic and political entrepreneurs and generally in the
more public forms of transnationality such as membership in or support for hometown
associations or business activities. The authors also pointed to the fact that the numbers of
such individuals are relatively small, while many more migrants maintain looser forms of
association and private activities across borders in their daily lives (Itzigsohn & Giorguli
Saucedo 2002). In fact, when more private activities are concerned, transnationality emerges
as a relatively widespread phenomenon, not only in the US but also in Europe (Snel et al.
2006; Schunck 2011).
These studies revealed that there exists a group of successful transnational economic and
political entrepreneurs who can be considered well integrated and well positioned socioeconomically, but it is very small. Against this background, a number of scholars have again
suggested that, apart from the few successful individuals, transnational ties and loyalties may
further reinforce the marginalisation of already marginalised migrants (Levitt 2003;
Morawska 2003; Snel et al. 2006: 288). This may deepen social inequalities even more, since
‘[t]hose who have more income, education and language skills are more likely to be able to
choose transnational activism, while those with less social and cultural capital are more likely
to be forced into it’ (Levitt 2003). This latter option has been termed ‘reactive
transnationalism’, fostered by marginalisation and experiences of discrimination, while the
6

first, successful form is ‘resource-dependent’ since it relies on a certain level of economic,
cultural and social capital which, in turn, allows for realising further upward mobility
(Itzigsohn & Giorguli Saucedo 2002; Portes et al. 2002). Thus, again, the picture is relatively
dualistic. Moreover, these two pathways focus attention on the determinants of
transnationality rather than its implications for social inequalities.
Independent from the direction of relationship, two competing propositions on the
transnationality-social inequalities linkage can be distinguished. One maintains that higher
levels of capital go along with more transnationality. This proposition is based upon the
assumption that higher income, better educational achievements, and a denser social network
– capital which, in the case of migrants, supports settlement and upward mobility – is
positively correlated with transnational involvement due to the availability of resources and
security. At the same time, inversely, this transnationality is beneficial in a globalised world.
The other proposition argues that lower levels of capital are characteristic to those with
transnational ties and practices. It is assumed that the lower the income, especially when it
reflects downward mobility, the lower the educational and occupational skills, and the more
limited the network of a person, the greater her transnational involvement will be, since other
alternatives for attaining status and prestige are not available and, therefore, transnationality is
a welcomed option. Here, transnationality can lead to further marginalisation.
It is the purpose of this paper to investigate whether any of these two propositions can be
supported through systematic analysis for the case of (foreign-born) migrants in Germany.
Before moving on to the empirical analysis, however, it is necessary to briefly reflect on some
of the methodological problems which have contributed to the so far ambivalent results, and
to lay out the concepts employed in this paper to confront these problems.

Methodological and conceptual lacunae
Important limitations in the research on the relationship between transnationality and social
inequalities result from the strategies of sampling employed in the available studies as well as
the conceptual vagueness of both key notions, namely what is considered transnational and
how social inequality is addressed. One main issue is that research has so far only investigated
selective groups, making it unclear as to what degree the findings can be generalised. First of
all, insights rest primarily on the US-American context. Here, quantitative data are available
only on Latin American immigrants from a limited number of countries (Portes et al. 2002;
7

Waldinger 2008). The CIEP study has, moreover, been criticised for not being representative
of the overall immigrant population from the chosen countries and even less of other migrant
groups from the continent (Waldinger 2008: 6). The Pew Hispanic survey, which has also
been used in this context (Waldinger 2008), is a representative telephone survey in the US but
is not primarily concerned with transnationality and therefore includes only selected items on
travel, remittances and attachments, as well as home-country voting. The probably only
European study conducted specifically to quantify transnationality, in turn, is not
representative. Its sample contains 50 respondents from each of the six immigrant groups
chosen, based on snowball sampling (Snel et al. 2006). The SOEP data set on which this
paper draws, in contrast, has the advantage of covering the broader migrant population of
Germany, although not being entirely representative because of sampling strategies. It is
specifically biased towards more established immigrant groups from the classical guestworker countries (Italy, Greece, former Yugoslavia, Portugal and Spain) as well as towards
migrants from Poland. Although potentially limiting generalisation for all foreign-born
migrants, the sample allows for investigating migrants’ transnationality along a wide
spectrum of length of stay (see below).
In addition to limitations stemming from the definition of the sample, no systematic concept
of the transnational is employed. Although studies have looked at selected aspects of
transnational involvements of migrants, they generally use terms such as ‘transnationalism’
and ‘transmigrants’. This not only applies to qualitative studies but also to the newer
quantitative research where the transnational indicators used differ from one study to the
other. However, a number of studies show that persons are involved in transnational practices
to different degrees in various social fields (Itzigsohn et al. 1999) and that transnational
engagements often do not cluster (Levitt 2003; Waldinger 2008; Schunck 2011), with certain
migrants showing a higher propensity to send remittances while others are more likely to
travel ‘back home’ for visits, for example. Quantitative studies have looked at economic,
political and socio-cultural activism (Portes et al., 2003), travels, remittances and
identification (Waldinger 2008), the duration of visits (Schunck 2011) or combined a view on
activities and identifications (Snel et al. 2006), and are therefore comparable to a limited
extent only. In order to capture the varieties of transnationality more comprehensively, the
various dimensions of transnationality will be examined below.
The last main limitation is that most studies are interested in the relationship between
structural indicators of integration and transnational involvements, resulting in a lack of a
8

concept of social inequality. This leads to the fact that studies use only some, often selective,
variables for structural integration. Moreover, items available in the data sets which are
particularly relevant for the study of social inequalities, such as income or level of education,
are sometimes included in studies as independent variables but not always explored for the
analysis (Waldinger 2008).
Other studies include consideration of resources related to the country of origin such as
language and focus on their impact on integration processes, but do not investigate crossborder exchanges. Studies which are concerned with cross-border ties and exchanges, in turn,
examine the question whether progressive integration, along with settlement, adaptation and
upward mobility, leads to a decrease of transnationality among migrants. As a result, their
focus lies on the determinants rather than on the consequences of transnationality. This leads
to two additional challenges which constitute the primary goals of the broader endeavour in
the investigation of the role of transnationality for social inequalities to which this paper
relates. The first challenge concerns the need for a theoretical approach in order to explain
how both aspects are connected. This will be done through an approach based on social
mechanisms (Faist & Diewald 2011). The second challenge consists of the need for
longitudinal studies (Levitt 2001; Portes et al. 2002). Most quantitative surveys use crosssectional data, and therefore the causality and procedural dynamics in the relationship
between transnationality and social inequalities are difficult to determine. Whether those with
more cultural capital are more transnational, or whether the more transnational are (have
become) those with higher educational credentials, cannot be determined on the basis of the
data so far available.i This paper is a first step in offering a systematic analysis of the
relationship between transnationality and social inequalities. Whereas available studies tend to
focus on the determinants and generally offer no systematic exploration between the two
dynamics, the aim here is to account for the complexity of this relationship. It is fair to say
that in this research, the relationship between transnationality and social inequalities, often
reflected in structural integration variables, has not been approached systematically.

Key concepts
Transnationality as a heterogeneity
In this paper, transnationality is one of the two key concepts used to operationalise more
systematically what is going to be measured. Transnationality is considered a marker of
9

difference, that is a heterogeneity (Blau 1977). This is to say that, on the one hand, persons
differ in the degree of transnational involvement along a continuum (akin to an ordinal scale).
On the other hand, and more important in this paper, transnational practices exist in various
social dimensions that need to be distinguished.
Considering the above mentioned findings from transnational migration research, which
indicate that different dynamics operate in different domains of transnationality and that these
generally do not seem to cluster for individuals and groups, it is important to analyse
transnationality not only as a ‘package’ but to look into its various dimensions. Using the
representative household survey of the SOEP, the focus of the analysis presented here is on
the more private and personal forms of transnationality as compared to the economic and
political entrepreneurs investigated in the CIEP-study. These private forms, in turn, exist in
the economic, familial, political-identificational and cultural spheres. Accordingly, the items
can be distinguished into financial exchanges (money and goods), personal relations,
including family and friends abroad as well as visits, identification with the country of origin
and cultural practices, namely the use of the language of the origin country and respective
media consumption. For these different dimensions, several indicators are available in the
data set and used for the analysis as will be explained in more detail below.
This perspective on transnationality includes the notion that it has to be carefully
distinguished from its consideration as a resource per se. Rather, the question is to what kind
of resources transnationality contributes (or does not contribute) and how. The literature has
often hitherto neglected to systematically distinguish between transnational ties and practices
and the resources that these generate (Faist et al. 2011). In newly emerging scholarship on
inequality and cross-border mobility, notions such as transnational (cultural) capital have been
employed, suggesting a positive role of transnational practices in the accumulation of cultural
capital. Transnational capital refers to educational credentials or language proficiency
acquired abroad or in an international context, and it is often implicitly or explicitly assumed
that this constitutes valuable cultural capital. This paper, in contrast, is interested in the
complex and multi-dimensional relationship between transnational ties and practices and the
various forms of capital.

10

Social inequalities, participatory opportunities and forms of capital
The second key concept relevant here is that of social inequalities. Inequalities have to do
with the possibilities to access generally existing and desirable social goods and positions
which when limited negatively affect the life chances of the persons or groups concerned
(Kreckel 2004). Inequalities are, thus, considered in their plurality and related to
opportunities, rather than specific outcomes (Therborn 2006).
In order to provide a comprehensive framework for operationalisation, inequalities are
approached here through the various forms of capital: cultural, social and economic (Bourdieu
1983). The forms of capital are understood as the basis for an individual’s opportunities to
partake in certain fields, e.g. labour market, education, health or politics. This understanding
does not consider the outcome of inclusion in these fields but concerns the degree of
opportunities for participation in them. Economic capital is the form most easily converted
into money. Cultural capital can also be converted into economic capital under certain
conditions. It exists in three different sub-forms and is either incorporated, objectified or
institutionalised. Incorporated cultural capital refers to the time and efforts invested into
acquiring education or culture. It is a personal attribute. Objectified cultural capital is visible
in cultural goods, books, pictures and the like, as manifestations of cultural ideas and
concepts. Institutionalised cultural capital exists through titles and credentials. Social capital
here refers to social relations and networks emerging from an individual’s membership in
certain groups. These forms of capital can be converted into one another through different
means and often only under certain conditions. It is crucial to understand that the different
forms of capital are subject to procedural interactions through which individuals gain access
to relevant social fields. The cultural capital of a young adult in the form of titles or
certificates, for example, depends on the previous investment of cultural capital by the family.
The opportunities to convert a professional or university title into relevant forms of economic
and social capital, in turn, depend on the inherited social capital as well since this is a
condition of the success of the inversion (Bourdieu 1983). This paper makes use of the three
forms of capital in order to operationalise the dimension of social inequalities. In line with the
broader interest of the research project on which this article draws, this is taken as a starting
point focusing on the association of transnationality and capital.3 The operationalisation of
both key concepts for the analysis will be explained in the next section, after a brief
description of the data set and variables used.
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Data, variables, and analysis
The analysis presented in this paper uses data from the German Socio-Economic Panel Study
(SOEP), a wide-ranging representative longitudinal study of private households in Germany.
Annual face-to-face interviews are conducted in nearly 10,000 households with more than
20,000 persons. This includes a disproportionately large sub-sample of migrants who are
followed over time through regular interviews and refreshment samples (B from 1984 and D
from 1994/95; in addition, the immigrant population was oversampled in the newer subsamples F from 2000 and I from 2009). The analysis population consists of SOEP sample
members who migrated to Germany, thus foreign-born migrants with and without German
citizenship. To be included, they must have taken part in the survey at least once between
2006 and 2010. Concerning some of the indicators the sample is further reduced due to the
question filters. Specifically, some of the respondents from the group of so-called ethnic
Germans stated that they had German citizenship since birth and therefore skipped some of
the questions of interest (see Annex 3 for a more detailed description).

Variables for the measurement of transnationality
In the analysis presented here, transnationality is expressed through four distinct dimensions:
a) financial exchanges, b) personal relations, c) identification and d) cultural practices. The
SOEP offers the opportunity to measure these dimensions by one or more indicators which
were coded as binary variables with the categories “yes” and “no”.

Table 1. Operationalisation of transnationality
Domain
Financial exchanges

SOEP-Indicators
Sends remittances or goods
Has spouse, children or parents abroad

Personal relations

Has regular contact to friends abroad
Has visited home-country in the last two years
Feels attached to origin country

Identification
Has dual citizenship
Speaks regularly in language of origin country
Cultural practices
Reads newspaper in language of origin country
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The dimension ‘financial exchanges’ is covered by combining two items asking whether a
respondent had provided financial resources or benefits in kind to relatives or other persons
living outside Germany in the year preceding the interview. Cross-border personal relations
are operationalised through the following variables: contact with friends abroad (yes if
‘having regular contact with friends abroad’); relatives abroad (yes if ‘having a spouse,
children or parents abroad’); visits to country of origin (yes if ‘having visited the country of
origin in the last two years’). The dimension ‘transnational identification’ reflects two
variables, one on attachment to country of origin (yes if ‘feeling some or more attachment to
country of origin’) and another one on dual citizenship (yes if ‘having dual citizenship’),
based upon the assumption that holding dual citizenship indicates a conscious decision
reflecting a strong sense of identity with the country of origin.5 The last dimension ‘cultural
practices’ is assessed by two variables: language spoken (yes if ‘speaks mostly in language of
country of origin’) and language of newspapers read (yes if ‘reads newspaper in language of
origin’), assuming that respondents use the language of the origin country to receive or
exchange information about affairs regarding their origin country.

Variables for the measurement of capital
As explained above, the analysis distinguished among the three forms of capital, economic,
cultural and social. Using the available items in the SOEP data set, each form of capital is
operationalised through two variables: economic capital by the net household income as well
as net household assets, both weighted by the modified OECD equivalence scale (DIW 2011).
Cultural capital is measured by educational achievement (with the categories ‘less than high
school’, ‘high school’ and ‘more than high school’) and occupational status based on the
International Standard Classification of Occupation from 1988 (ISCO-88) (Elias 1997) (with
the categories ‘white collar’, ‘blue collar’ and ‘not applicable’). For social capital, the analysis
uses the items ‘on the whole one can trust people’ (with the categories ‘agree’ and ‘disagree’)
and ‘meeting with friends, relatives and neighbours’ (with the categories ‘at least once a
week’ and ‘less often than once a week’).
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Table 2. Operationalisation of capital
Domain

SOEP-Indicators
Household income

Economic capital
Assets
Education
Cultural capital
Occupation
General trust
Social capital
Meets regularly with friends, relatives or neighbours

Control variables
In order to avoid bias in describing the association between transnationality and different
forms of capital, the following control variables were included: migrant group (with the
categories ‘Turkey’, ‘[ethnic German] Resettler’, ‘Ex-Yugoslavia’, ‘Italy’ and ‘all others’),
years since migration, child migrant (dummy variable indicating that a respondent was 12
years old or younger at the time of immigration), German citizenship (dummy variable
indicating German citizenship), age (with the categories ‘up to 39 years’, ‘40 to 64 years’ and
‘65 years and above’), gender (with the categories ‘female’ and ‘male’), marital status
(dummy variable indicating that a respondent is married) and number of children in household
(dummy variable indicating that one or more children live in the respondent’s household).

Statistical analyses
A series of (weighted) logistic regression models was run to describe the association between
transnationality and different forms of capital (that is, one model for each transnational
variable as dependent variable, including all capital variables as well as control variables).
Logistic regression models measure the independent associations between a transnational
variable and a number of capital variables while controlling for potential confounders which
may bias these associations. In order to capture non-linear associations, net household income
and net household assets were recoded into tertiles with an added variable ‘years since
migration squared’ before performing the modelling. The number of complete cases for the
various models is substantially lower than the number of observations made for the
transnational variables each. This is because some of the capital variables (assets, trust and
meeting friends) are not collected on an annual basis, i.e. they are collected in a different year
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than the relevant transnational indicators (see Table 2). Thus, the complete cases resemble a
balanced panel. Modelling was carried out in STATA/SE 12.1.

The association of transnationality and social inequalities in Germany
In the following, the results of the regression analysis on the association of the four chosen
dimensions of transnationality and the three forms of capital (economic, cultural and social)
are presented.

Financial exchanges
Respondents who engage in cross-border financial exchanges, measured by sending
remittances or goods, are more often among those with higher levels of economic and cultural
capital. They have on average higher incomes, higher levels of education and a better
occupational position, that is they are either white- or blue-collar workers. For example, those
sending remittances or goods have an almost fivefold higher chance of living in high-income
households as opposed to low-income households. No significant association exists between
sending remittances or goods and social capital, which is operationalised through the variables
‘general trust’ and ‘social network’. In addition, financial exchanges are more often
encountered among migrants who immigrated later than age 12. As far as nationality groups
are concerned, those born in (Ex-)Yugoslavia are also more frequently among those sending
remittances, although in this and the former case the association is not significant.

Personal relations
Having close family members (spouse, children or parents) abroad is not significantly
associated with any form of capital. That is to say, that (foreign-born) migrants in Germany
have transnational family relations across all social positions. This clearly indicates that,
independent of their social position, migrants have not completely reunited with their close
family in the country of immigration. However, there seems to be a tendency that familial
cross-border relations are less frequent among blue collar workers and persons who are not
active on the labour market.
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With respect to the other types of personal relations measured, those persons who have
friendships and those who undertake visits to the country of origin tend to have significantly
higher levels of all three forms of capital. Social capital (measured by social networks) as well
as economic capital (measured by income) are the two forms most consistently correlated
with transnational friendships and visits. For example, those with friends abroad and those
who visited their country of origin in the last two years are twice as likely to live in a highincome household compared to those who do not show these characteristics. The same applies
to the relationship between having friends abroad and recent visits and its positive association
with regularly meeting with friends in Germany.
In addition, those maintaining transnational personal relations were less likely to have arrived
in Germany under the age of 12. In some respects (family abroad, contacts with friends,
recent visit), respondents tend not to hold German citizenship. Moreover, transnational family
relations can be observed to a lesser extent among ethnic German re-settlers and the same
applies to visits in the country of origin. Those born in (Ex-)Yugoslavia are also less involved
in visits.

Transnational identification
There is no significant association between transnational identification and the different forms
of capital. However, different tendencies for the two variables employed to measure
transnational identification were noticeable (albeit not significant).While attachment to the
country of origin is positively associated with social capital, the prevalence of dual
citizenship, in turn, increases with higher levels of cultural capital, especially with educational
achievement.
It is noteworthy that those respondents who feel attached to their country of origin are more
likely to having been born in Turkey and Italy and less often hold German citizenship. Those
possessing dual citizenship, in turn, are much more often ethnic Germans.

Cultural practices
Cultural practices, again, do not show the same correlation with capital when the two
indicator variables are considered. Reading newspapers has no particular relationship with
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any form of capital. In contrast, the use of the language of the origin country is negatively
associated with economic capital; it is particularly low for those with higher levels of assets.
Cultural capital shows no correlation with the use of language while social capital does.
Among those migrants who use the language of their origin country the chance that they have
trust in society is one-and-a-half times higher and the other social capital indicator, ‘meeting
with others’, is positively associated with using the language, albeit not significantly.
Transnational cultural practices are particularly present among persons born in Turkey and
least so among resettlers. Having migrated as a child, being a German citizen or not being
married is negatively associated with the chance to engage in transnational cultural practices.
Moreover, the use of the language of their origin country is the only indicator of
transnationality that is significantly related to years since migration, that is, use of the
language of their origin country is lower with a longer duration of stay in Germany.

Summary and discussion
First of all, there is no uniform pattern of the transnationality-social inequality nexus. For the
most part, transnationality and capital have a weak or no relationship at all. Where there is a
significant association it is rather positive, meaning that transnationality goes hand in hand
with higher levels of capital. Thus, transnationality is not a mere characteristic of those
migrants with very low levels of capital, and it is also not systematically connected to higher
levels in a uniform way. In contrast to the current debate on the issue, taken together, the
results of this paper speak against both of the two prevailing propositions.
Assimilation theorists and also some transnationalists have suggested that transnationality is a
characteristic mainly of the poor and deprived. From a more classical assimilation theory
perspective, transnationality of those migrants with lower levels of capital is considered a
further sign of their marginalisation and a path into a mobility trap (Esser 2003: 16, 2004: 48,
50). This position seems rather predominant in the German debate, but also has its followers
in the US context (cf. Portes 1999: 468). From a transnational migration perspective, poorer
migrants’ transnational involvement has received a more favourable assessment as
transnationality may constitute a ‘protective layer against discrimination’ (Portes 1999: 471)
and carry the potential to enhance status and prestige. On the other hand, recent quantitative
research has supported the idea that it is rather the better educated, well-off and established
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who are in fact transnational. The investigation of transnational economic involvement in the
US context has revealed that this is neither a sign of marginality nor related to poverty. “On
the contrary, it is the better qualified, more experienced and more secure immigrants who are
overrepresented in these economic activities” (Portes et al. 2002: 290).
Yet, the results of this paper underline that this debate suffers from its undifferentiated
account of transnationality. Studies generally look into a small fraction of the various
transnational dimensions, for instance cross-border business involvement. In addition, some
of the items that are used in existent research, such as language of the country of origin or coethnic networks, although related to transnational practices, do not necessarily reflect real
cross-border exchanges. More important, studies tend to overgeneralise ‘transnationalism’ as
a generic characteristic but use selected items to account for it. In contrast, the analysis
presented here has used a more specific concept of transnationality that distinguishes various
dimensions. Against this background, the results show, for example, that financial exchanges
are positively correlated with economic capital while transnational identification is not. Thus,
the analysis clearly shows that the different dimensions of transnationality and the various
forms of capital are differently associated with one another.
Most relationships analysed in this paper are not significant, and thus show little meaningful
linkage. Some relationships are significant, however, and here there is generally a positive
association between higher levels of capital and transnationality. Therefore, the case of
foreign-born migrants in Germany provides some support for the findings of transnational
involvement of the better educated and well-off mentioned above. In contrast to the more
public forms of economic entrepreneurship and political and social-cultural involvement on
which those findings rest, this paper has investigated the personal realm of remittance
sending, cross-border family and friendship, identification and cultural practices. This again
indicates that transnationality in the various dimensions, economic or familial for example, is
related to the availability of capital in complex and different ways within and across
dimensions.
Only one association is negative, namely the relation between the use of the language of the
country of origin and economic capital, indicating that higher levels of assets go along with
less intensive use of the origin language. The same does not apply, however, to income as the
other variable used to capture economic capital, as there is no significant relation. This is one
example where the variables employed to operationalise capital in its various forms reveal
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different associations with transnationality. This variance is also true for the different aspects
of transnationality within the same dimension.
Thus, additionally within the individual dimensions of transnationality the relationship with
the forms of capital also varies. For instance in the cultural dimension ‘reading newspaper in
the origin country language’ has no relationship with capital whereas the use of the origin
country’s language in daily life does, being negative for economic capital, non-significant for
cultural capital and positive for social capital.
Turning to the individual dimensions, the results show that financial exchanges go hand in
hand with higher levels of economic and cultural capital. This, in turn, means that the
majority of the financially transnational are on average neither the poorest nor the least
educated or trained. This is an important finding since those in a better position to send money
abroad do not necessarily do so, and the measurement here also does not concern the amount
but rather the likeliness of the transfers. The fact that particularly migrants born in what is
today ex-Yugoslavia are more frequently among those who send remittances or goods is
likely to be related to the difficult situation following the fairly recent civil war. Similarly,
personal cross-border relations are positively associated with higher levels of all three forms
of capital. This does not apply, however, to ‘having close family members abroad’ where
there is no particular association. Accordingly, many migrants from the first generation in
Germany still have parts of their close family in the country of origin and have not completely
reunited in the immigration country. This is independent from their position in the social
hierarchy and transnational families exist across all social strata. The findings in the
dimension of personal transnational relations also reveal that the elective forms of crossborder relations in particular correlate positively with all forms of capital. This is in line with
findings from a survey on German citizens which found that ‘having friends abroad’ is
positively associated with an increase in the level of education (Mau 2010). Thus, foreignborn migrants, with or without German citizenship, do not seem to differ from other citizens
in this respect.
In contrast, identification in the form of attachment to the country of origin and dual
citizenship is not significantly associated with capital. However, the relatively demanding
form of having dual citizenship increases with higher levels of cultural capital. Since the
regression analysis isolates variables with respect to their independent influence – thus
excluding the fact that some groups, German re-settlers from Eastern Europe for instance,
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have easier access to maintaining their citizenship – the higher levels of education and skills
may indicate that knowledge and other cultural resources play a role. Maintaining the origin
country’s citizenship, in turn, does not seem to be a sign of (self-)marginalisation. A positive
association also seems to exist between transnational attachment and social capital, potentially
signalling a mutual reinforcement between the ties to the country of origin and the more
locally organised social life.
Cultural practices, taken here as an indication of interest in the country of origin, show no
relationship with the forms of capital as far as print media consumption is concerned.
Everyday communication in the origin language, in turn, takes place across the various levels
of income and educational capital, but can be observed more often among persons with higher
social capital as well as among those with a lower quantity of financial assets. This might
indicate that language proficiency in the origin language facilitates social networks. The
results also show that using the origin country's language regularly has neither a negative nor
a positive relationship with income and education.
In addition, the longer the stay in Germany, the less likely the person is to regularly speak the
language of the country of origin. However, the duration of stay has no specific relationship
with other dimensions of transnationality investigated here. A decline in the use of and
proficiency in the original mother language has not infrequently been interpreted as a sign of
weakening transnational relations of migrants (Alba & Nee 2003). Even though it is true that
language is a necessary, maybe indispensable, basis for transnational relations, especially
within families and among kin, it obviously does not imply its regular use – in contrast to the
idea of rather enclosed ethnic, hence transnational communities. Holding German citizenship
and having migrated as a child, in turn, are negatively associated with almost every dimension
of transnationality, including single indicators. This supports classical assimilation theoretical
assumptions concerning adaptation over time. It does not, however, allow any conclusion as
to the implications for social inequalities.
In sum, persons who display transnational involvements can be found across the different
levels of capital endowment. Yet, although some dimensions of transnationality are associated
with higher levels of capital, in most dimensions, there is no particular relation with the
resources of a person. In contrast to what is suggested by the current debate, the relationship
between transnationality and social inequalities seems altogether weak, and neither for the
more marginalised nor the better-off does it reflect a clear-cut pattern.
20

Notes
1 We are grateful to the participants of the Inaugural conference of the Collaborative Research Centre 882 for their
helpful comments on an earlier draft of this paper. In particular, we wish to thank the two discussants Wolfgang Schröer
and Janusz Mucha for their critical questions and important suggestions.
2 See www.sfb882.uni-bielefeld.de/projects/Teilprojekt_C1
3 In a next step, a procedural perspective based on longitudinal data will be applied.
4 It must be stressed that, in the case of Germany, dual nationality is not exclusively a matter of personal decision since
nationality acquisition in principle does not allow for maintenance of previous nationalities. Yet there are various
exceptions. It is generally allowed for ethnic Germans from Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union. In the period
from 2000 to 2006, 45 per cent of all naturalisations in Germany allowed for the maintenance of previous citizenship
(Faist&Gerdes 2008)
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Annex 1
Table: Description of study sample, German Socio-Economic Panel Study 2006-2010a
Variable
Transnational items
Sends remittances or goods
yes
no
missing
Has regular contact to friends abroad
yes
no
missing
Has spouse, children or parents abroad
yes
no
Has visited home-country in the last two yearsb
yes
no
missing
Feels attached to country of origin
yes
no
missing
Has dual citizenship
yes
no
Speaks mostly in language of origin country
yes
no
missing
Reads newspaper in language of origin countryb,c
yes
no
missing
Economic capital
Household income (in €)
Assets (in €)
Missing
Cultural capital
Education
less than high school
high school
more than high school
missing
Occupation
white collar
blue collar
NA
missing
Social capital
General trust
yes
no
missing
Meets regularly with friends, relatives or

Year

Mean (SD)

Proportion (number of observation)

2010
11.2 (194)
88.5 (1,535)
0.3 (5)
2009
77.4 (1,501)
22.2 (431)
0.4 (7)
2006
31.8 (760)
68.2 (1,633)
2010
68.3 (999)
30.8 (451)
0.8 (12)
2010
77.4 (1,132)
22.1 (323)
0.5 (7)
2010
11.5 (200)
88.5 (1,534)
2010
37.9 (657)
61.9 (1,074)
0.2 (3)
2010
54.9 (803)
44.4 (649)
0.7 (10)
2010
2007

17,737 (12,347)
80,600 (536,960)
<0.1 (1)

2010
32.9 (570)
41.3 (717)
21.5 (373)
4.3 (74)
2010
28.0 (485)
23.0 (399)
44.8 (776)
4.3 (74)
2008
56.1 (1,102)
43.1 (846)
0.8 (15)
2009
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neighbours
yes
47.0 (911)
no
52.0 (1,009)
missing
1.0 (19)
Controls
Migrant group
2010
Turkey
15.8 (274)
Resettler
27.3 (474)
Ex-Yugoslavia
9.7 (168)
Italy
6.7 (116)
All others
40.5 (702)
Years since migration
2010
26.3 (12.5)
Missing
4.6 (80)
Child migrant
2010
yes
23.1 (400)
no
76.9 (1,334)
German citizenship
2010
yes
54.8 (951)
no
45.2 (783)
Age
2010
up to 39 years
29.3 (508)
40 to 64 years
51.4 (892)
65 years and above
19.3 (334)
Sex
2010
female
54.7 (946)
male
45.4 (788)
Marital status
2010
married
71.5 (1,240)
other
28.5 (494)
One or more children in household
2010
yes
37.5 (650)
no
62.5 (1,084)
Notes: SD, standard deviation. a Description of annually collected variables refers to the most recent year of data
collection. b Some of the ethnic Germans in the sample have had German citizenship since birth and therefore skipped
this item. c Departing from the idea that this is not a matter of an ethnic press, but that migrant media greatly report on
issues related to the country of origin.
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Annex 2
Table : Logistic regression models with transnational items as dependent variables, German Socio-Economic Panel Study 2006-2010

Economic capital
Household income
first tertile
second tertile
third tertile
Assets
first tertile
second tertile
third tertile
Cultural capital
Education
less than high school
high school
more than high school
Occupation
white collar
blue collar
NA
Social capital
General trust
no
yes
Meets regularly with
friends, relatives or
neighbours
no
yes
Controls
Migrant group
Turkey
Resettler
Ex-Yugoslavia
Italy
All others
Years since migration

Financial
exchanges
Sends
remittances or
goods
(n=1,171)
OR

Personal relations
Has regular contact
to friends abroad
(n=1,373)
OR

Has spouse,
children or parents
abroad
(n=1,467)
OR

Identification
Has visited homecountry in the last
two years
(n=962)
OR

Feels attached to
country of origin
(n=965)
OR

Culture

Has dual
citizenship
(n=1,176)
OR

Speaks regularly in
language of the origin
country
(n=1,174)
OR

Reads newspaper in
language of the origin
countrya
(n=961)
OR

(ref.)
2.22*
4.71***

(ref.)
0.96
1.94**

(ref.)
1.14
1.28

(ref.)
1.76*
2.36**

(ref.)
0.63
0.76

(ref.)
0.73
1.76

(ref.)
1.34
1.30

(ref.)
0.84
1.12

(ref.)
1.65
0.94

(ref.)
0.92
0.81

(ref.)
1.19
1.13

(ref.)
1.20
0.92

(ref.)
0.89
0.73

(ref.)
1.02
0.65

(ref.)
0.76
0.34***

(ref.)
1.00
0.76

(ref.)
1.39
3.12**

(ref.)
1.15
1.47

(ref.)
0.96
0.96

(ref.)
2.03**
1.55

(ref.)
0.90
1.04

(ref.)
1.77
2.16

(ref.)
0.91
0.91

(ref.)
0.91
0.96

(ref.)
0.75
0.42**

(ref.)
0.68
0.51**

(ref.)
0.71
0.64*

(ref.)
0.80
0.75

(ref.)
0.56
0.77

(ref.)
0.66
0.65

(ref.)
1.58
1.05

(ref.)
0.86
1.14

(ref.)
0.81

(ref.)
1.28

(ref.)
0.95

(ref.)
1.11

(ref.)
1.49

(ref.)
0.82

(ref.)
1.53**

(ref.)
1.13

(ref.)
1.50

(ref.)
1.91***

(ref.)
1.13

(ref.)
1.90***

(ref.)
1.48

(ref.)
0.77

(ref.)
1.35

(ref.)
0.99

(ref.)
0.68
2.14
0.08***
0.85
1.00

(ref.)
0.69
1.61
1.10
0.72
0.99

(ref.)
0.29***
0.85
0.91
0.91
0.95

(ref.)
0.17***
0.37**
1.02
0.34***
1.03

(ref.)
0.25***
0.50
5.93*
0.47*
1.00

(ref.)
6.48***
1.31
1.27
2.22
0.98

(ref.)
0.08***
0.53*
0.61
0.11***
0.90**

(ref.)
0.13***
0.73
0.72
0.24***
0.96
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Years since migration
1.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
1.00
squared
Child migrant
no
(ref.)
(ref.)
(ref.)
(ref.)
(ref.)
(ref.)
yes
0.61
0.36***
0.49**
0.47**
0.60
1.91
German citizenship
no
(ref.)
(ref.)
(ref.)
(ref.)
(ref.)
yes
0.75
0.15***
0.21***
0.36***
0.42***
Age
up to 39 years
(ref.)
(ref.)
(ref.)
(ref.)
(ref.)
(ref.)
40 to 64 years
1.63
0.80
1.26
1.16
1.68
1.80
65 years and above
2.55
0.65
0.69
1.29
1.93
1.98
Sex
female
(ref.)
(ref.)
(ref.)
(ref.)
(ref.)
(ref.)
male
0.81
0.91
0.75*
0.92
1.16
0.81
Marital status
other
(ref.)
(ref.)
(ref.)
(ref.)
(ref.)
(ref.)
married
1.07
1.55*
0.97
1.71**
1.94**
0.88
One or more children in
household
no
(ref.)
(ref.)
(ref.)
(ref.)
(ref.)
(ref.)
yes
1.67
1.21
1.52**
0.99
1.31
1.18
Notes: OR, Odds Ratio. abased on the idea that this is not a matter of an ethnic press, but that migrant media greatly report on origin country affairs. Data are weighted.

1.00*

1.00

(ref.)
0.83

(ref.)
0.62

(ref.)
0.40***

(ref.)
0.76

(ref.)
1.45
2.56**

(ref.)
1.23
0.98

(ref.)
0.84

(ref.)
1.71**

(ref.)
1.99***

(ref.)
1.75**

(ref.)
1.07

(ref.)
0.80

*p < 0.1; **p < 0.05; ***p <0.01
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Annex 3
The German Socio-Economic Panel
SOEP
The German Socio-Economic Panel Study (SOEP) is a wide-ranging representative
longitudinal study of private households, located at the German Institute for Economic
Research, DIW Berlin. Annual interviews of nearly 10,000 households and more than 20,000
persons have been conducted since 1984 by TNS InfratestSozialforschung. The central theme
of SOEP is “subjective and economic well-being over the life course”. The data provide
information on all household members, including household composition, occupational
biographies, employment, earnings, health, and satisfaction indicators.

Sampling of migrants
The SOEP currently consists of nine sub-samples (A-I), with two sub-samples (B from 1984
and D from 1994/95) created specifically to study migrants and their descendants (Liebau et
al., mimeo). Sample B was designed to capture the five largest migrant groups in prereunification West Germany (from Turkey, Italy, Greece, former Yugoslavia, and Spain),
drawing on information from Germany’s local registration offices. For sample D, screening
interviews were employed (extended by snowball method). Sample D was designed to reflect
the main migrant groups in the years following reunification: primarily inner-German
migrants from the former East to the former West, ethnic Germans from Eastern Europe,
asylum-seekers from around the world, and families of migrant workers. Since migrants from
East to West Germany and ethnic Germans acquired German citizenship upon emigration, it
was not possible to use data from local registration offices to sample these two groups.
In response to the under-reporting of foreigners in the random samples of the overall
population in subsample F from 2000 and I from 2009, the immigrant population was
oversampled in the gross sample to ensure a representative cross-section in the net sample. In
sample F, the random route walk was therefore extended to include screening interviews
relating to the nationality of the household residents. Households with foreign citizenship that
were identified in the extended random route walks were then added to the gross sample. In
sub-sample I, the sample of immigrants in the gross sample was boosted with the help of
29

onomastic methods, whereby a person’s name can be used to identify a possible migration
background. Here, the names on the doorbells of buildings chosen randomly through the
random route walk were noted in a list. The onomastic method was then run on this list to
determine the proportion of individuals with a potential migration background per sample
point. Individuals identified as migrants by the onomastic method were twice as likely to be
included in the gross sample of sub-sample I.
The SOEP is thus unique, both in Germany and internationally, as a nationally representative
longitudinal data set that also contains a disproportionately large sub-sample of migrants who
are followed over time through regular interviews and refreshment samples.
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