Citizenship and Precarity in Time of COVID-19 Pandemic

The research project “Citizenship and Precarity in the Time of the COVID-19 Pandemic” was
conducted within the framework of the post-graduate programme ‘Global Politics and Society’
(GPS) at the University of Milan, in collaboration with the research centre InCite at the Uni-
versity of Geneva and Colorado Mesa University. The project, led by Prof. Manlio Cinalli and
Prof. Marco Giugni (Principal Investigators), together with Dr. Audrey Lumley-Sapanski, Dr.
Senyo Dotsey, Dr. Elena Fontanari, and Dr. Giulia Mezzetti, has also included an exceptional
cohort of GPS students. Running from November 2021 to August 2023, the first phase of the
project encompassed both qualitative and quantitative research across the entire span of the
COVID-19 pandemic. Notably, all GPS students have completed their degrees during this pe-
riod of time, sometimes incorporating the research they personally conducted within this col-
laborative framework into their Master’s dissertation.

This project offered an unparalleled opportunity for GPS students, providing advanced and
sophisticated training that is rarely available at the level of Master studies. These students were
not merely passive observers but were actively engaged in every stage of the research process.
They were involved in data collection and analysis, gaining hands-on experience in methodol-
ogies that are often reserved for more senior researchers. Moreover, students contributed to the
production of scholarly papers, some of which are now under review for publication in inter-
national academic journals. This level of involvement in an ambitious academic project is a
distinctive hallmark of the GPS programme, providing students with invaluable training and a
unique platform for academic and professional development.

In addition to their contributions to data collection and analysis, students participated in a sum-
mer school on citizenship in June 2022, hosted at the University of Milan within the framework
of GPS. This summer school has since resulted in the delivery of an edited book under the
coordination of Prof. Manlio Cinalli and Dr Senyo Dotsey (forthcoming for Palgrave). This
experience further underscores the unique and invaluable opportunities provided by the GPS
programme—students not only developed critical research skills but also contributed to
knowledge production that has a tangible academic impact.

The project’s primary focus lies in the intersecting dimensions of marginality, particularly the
conditions of precarity and vulnerability that shape the socio-spatial, cultural, health-related,
and political experiences of marginalized groups. From an epistemological standpoint, the re-
search seeks to understand how exclusionary forces intersect to shape precariousness in the
everyday lives of individuals during the COVID-19 pandemic. In particular, the first phase of
the project’s qualitative research has placed particular emphasis on the migrant population.

The project engaged with and expanded upon existing literature on precarity and precarious-
ness, integrating critical theories to explore how structural forces shape the lived experiences
of individuals. Simultaneously, it has examined how individuals interact with, resist, and cope
with these social structures. The theoretical aim is to transcend the dichotomy between struc-
tural and agency perspectives, instead focusing on their interactions within unequal global
power structures. Utilizing the multidimensional and poly-semantic concept of precarity/pre-
cariousness as a key analytical tool, the research illuminates the tensions between social struc-
tures and individual agency. While acknowledging the historical depth of the concept (see Betti
2018), the project broadly defines “precarity” as a condition shaped by the structural forces
that have eroded the Fordist employment regime (Kalleberg and Vallas 2018) and that are in-
herent to contemporary global neoliberal capitalism, wherein insecurity becomes a dominant



mode of governance (Breman and van der Linden 2014; Giugni et al. 2010; Neilson and Ros-
siter 2008; Standing 2011).

Alternative approaches to the concept of precarity emphasize the subjective experience of un-
certainty, instability, and vulnerability, which pervades individuals’ lives (Armano and Murgia
2013) and is increasingly understood as an ontological condition (Butler 2004), manifesting in
the micro-spaces of everyday life (Ettlinger 2007). Scholars in critical migration studies, for
example, have expanded the concept beyond labour insecurity to examine selective access to
legal statuses (Goldring and Landolt 2011) or housing (Dotsey and Chiodelli 2021; Dotsey &
Ambrosini 2023) for migrant populations, demonstrating how precarity is embedded in systems
of circular migration (Hennebry 2014). These studies illustrate how precarity, rooted in global
regimes governing human mobility, creates distinct experiences of vulnerability. Migrants from
the Global South moving toward the Global North often experience a “precarity of place”
(Banki 2013) due to the national-state order that governs human mobility and creates hierar-
chies among mobile populations (De Genova 2017; Glick-Schiller and Salazar 2013; Mezzadra
and Neilson 2013).

The project has been a true test of the research capabilities of GPS students. Under the super-
vision of senior coordinating researchers, GPS students learnt to conduct critical empirical re-
search that revealed how nation-states remain central in the (re)definition of borders as mech-
anisms to restrict access to territories and limit rights and social benefits within European so-
cieties (Cinalli 2017; Faist 2013; Jacobson and Cinalli 2023). The regulation of labour entry
remains firmly in the hands of nation-states, and people on the move within Europe experience
overlapping structures of discrimination stemming from neoliberal welfare-state regimes, mi-
grant mobility governance, and labour-market forces. In recent decades, mobility foward and
within Europe has been perceived as a threat to neoliberal welfare states, which have increas-
ingly used social policies as instruments to control and limit mobilities—particularly during
crises (Lafleur and Mescoli 2018). The research has thus explored how the conjunctural crisis
of the COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated various forms of precarity experienced by diverse
(migrant) populations across Europe.

The research project integrates both qualitative and quantitative data and analysis. GPS stu-
dents and researchers have applied qualitative research methods, which enabled us to explore
the various forms of discrimination and vulnerabilities experienced by participants. This ap-
proach allowed us to understand how precarity affects individuals’ lives, examining both the
subjective experience of precariousness in daily life and the strategies individuals employ to
cope with these structural forces.

The research design is structured to investigate precarity across four primary dimensions: legal
status, housing, employment, and health. By examining the intersection of these dimensions,
we gain insights into the dynamic nature of power structures and how they produce inequalities
across different areas of precarity. In line with the core principles of qualitative research (Car-
dano 2020), the harmonization between the research questions, empirical context, and method
—which are the three main ingredients of qualitative research design—remains very flexible
and not deterministic. Reciprocal adaptation between research questions, empirical context,
and method has ensured that the four dimensions of precariousness intersect with individual
variables—such as country of residence, legal status, gender, race, and class— looking at how
these variables combine as well as creating unique configurations of “more” and “less” vulner-
able individuals.



These same dimensions of precariousness, along with their associated variables, form the foun-
dation of quantitative investigation. Specifically, the research employs ‘claim analysis’
(Koopmans and Statham 1999), a method that has proven effective in measuring and analyzing
public interventions by collective actors, as well as discursive exchanges and deliberations
across fields such as migration, Islam, unemployment, and broader issues of precarity (Cinalli
and Giugni 2013; Cinalli et al. 2021). GPS students and researchers collected claims from a
wide range of actors related to vulnerability across the four key dimensions. These claims are
systematically coded from articles randomly sampled from three newspapers in each country
(Germany, Great Britain, and Italy), covering the COVID-19 crisis period from March 2020 to
September 2022. Keywords were used in sampling to detect and reconstruct the evolving dis-
course on vulnerability. To ensure the sample was representative and unbiased, both quality
and tabloid-oriented newspapers were included, encompassing diverse political orientations
and more neutral publications.

Italy serves as the starting point for qualitative empirical fieldwork, as the project is based
within the GPS post-graduate programme in Milan, reflecting the pragmatic objectives of qual-
itative research in terms of field access and methodological appropriateness (Cardano 2020).
However, given the focus on migrant mobility, the analysis extended to two additional Euro-
pean countries—Germany and the UK—both key arrival destinations for EU citizens. With a
focus on individuals and their experiences, GPS students and researchers employed both quan-
titative claims analysis and qualitative in-depth interviews to investigate diverse case studies
of vulnerable populations, distinguished primarily by legal status as a source of different forms
of exclusion and precariousness. This comprehensive approach covers a broad spectrum of
precarious experiences.

Specifically, the research has focused on six case studies. In the realm of asylum law, focus has
been put on unaccompanied minors (1) and (refused) asylum seekers and protection holders in
Italy (2), while in relation to migration policies connected to the labour market, research has
looked at migrants holding a long-term permit (3) and Ukrainian women working in the care
sector (4). Keeping a large grade of legal statuses, research has also consider Italian citizens
migrating to Germany as skilled migrants (5) and Italian citizens migrating to Great Britain as
skilled migrants (6). To date, over 150 in-depth interviews have been conducted, circa 25 for
each case study, aiming at reaching a highly-informed details focalization that imposes a close
reading of a few observational instances (Cardano 2020) and does not allow consideration of a
large number of cases. The case studies were not selected for a comparative purpose but rather
to assemble a diverse set of elements, which were then analyzed through a process of catego-
rization that lies at the basis of qualitative research.
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Mezzetti, Giulia; Antonutti, Lisa. Peer-review article (Work in progress)

Fontanari, Elena; Veneziano Labanca, Gennaro; Sala, Elisa. Article submitted to a peer-review interna-
tional journal.

Fontanari, Elena; El Khoury, Cristina; Mezzetti, Giulia; Zanini, Valeria;. Article submitted to a peer-
review international journal.
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e  Gennaro Veneziano Labanca, “The lived experience of precarization of Italian healthcare professionals
employed in Germany”, MA programme Global Politics and Society (GPS). Supervisor: Prof.ssa Giulia
Mezzetti. Co-Supervisor: Prof.ssa Annalisa Murgia.

e Lisa Antonutti, “The precarity of Ukrainian caregivers in Italy between the Covid crisis and the war in
Ukraine”, MA programme Global Politics and Society (GPS). Supervisor: Prof.ssa Giulia Mezzetti. Co-
Supervisor: Prof. Manlio Cinalli.



