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Abstract: Grounded in the dual frame of reference theory and a life-course perspective, this
study explores how migrants’ past work experiences shape the perceptions of their actual
work in the host country. The study examines pre- and post-migration working conditions
and life satisfaction and compares them to perceptions of decent work (DW). Additionally,
the study also compares the DW perceptions of migrants with prior work experience in
their home country with those of migrants who lack such experience and started to work
in the host country. Using the Decent Work Questionnaire (DWQ), the study analyzes
responses from 137 participants. A two-step cluster analysis identified three distinct groups
of migrants living in Italy with pre-migration work experience in their home country. These
clusters have been labeled as follows: (1) “Better Life, Better Work”, (2) “Better Life, Worse
Work”, and (3) “Same Life, Worse Work”. ANOVA results showed that the better life, better
work group reported significantly higher overall DW perceptions, as well as higher scores
on five out of the seven dimensions of the DWQ. Socio-demographic characteristics were
further analyzed to explain variations across clusters. These findings highlight the complex
interplay between pre- and post-migration experiences and their impact on migrants’ DW
perceptions in their current roles. Additionally, such clusters were compared with a control
group that does not have prior work experience in the home country. Results suggest that
time-sensitive factors but also other factors, such as expectations, may determine those
perceptions. Finally, the study offers practical recommendations for improving workplace
conditions and provides insights for organizations and policymakers aiming to better
support economic migrants’ integration in the workplaces.

Keywords: decent work; economic migrant workers; working conditions; cluster analysis;
wellbeing; life-course perspective

1. Introduction
Migration is frequently driven by the promise of improved economic opportunities

and better living conditions. Many migrants leave their home countries with the expec-
tation that life and work in the destination country will offer greater economic stability
(Fofanova et al. 2020), professional growth (Hoppe and Fujishiro 2015), and overall well-
being (Calvo and Cheung 2018; Gao and Smyth 2011). However, the post-migration reality
faced by migrants often diverges from those expectations, leading to a complex evaluation
of their new circumstances (LeLouvier et al. 2022). The gap between expectations and actual
experiences plays a crucial role in shaping migrants’ perceptions of their work conditions
(Hoppe and Fujishiro 2015; Jasinskaja-Lahti and Yijälä 2011; Mähönen and Jasinskaja-Lahti
2013). Migrants who seek better job opportunities may become disillusioned if their em-
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ployment does not meet their expectations, which negatively affects how they perceive and
experience their work environment (Janta et al. 2011; Wright and Clibborn 2019).

One key framework for assessing the perception of one’s work environment is the
concept of decent work (DW), which includes employment that is productive and offers fair
income, security, social protection, and equal opportunities for personal development and
participation in decision-making (International Labor Organization 1999, 2012). However,
achieving DW is challenging for many migrants, who often face exploitative or precarious
working conditions, such as low wages, insufficient social protection, and limited opportu-
nities for career advancement (Guild and Barylska 2021). Furthermore, migrant workers
frequently report experiencing discrimination and encountering barriers to professional
development (Farashah and Blomquist 2020). Migrants are disproportionately employed
in “3D jobs”—dirty, dangerous, and difficult—characterized by monotony, intense work
rhythms, and higher risks in sectors such as construction, heavy industry, and agriculture
(Mucci et al. 2019). When jobs in which migrant workers are employed fall below DW
standards, they may experience not only diminished well-being and job satisfaction but also
difficulties with successful integration into the host country (Shirmohammadi et al. 2023;
Wright and Clibborn 2019). Such ineffective integration in the host country also poses
significant risks to their physical health. For example, a systematic review highlighted
that migrant workers face increased risks of infectious diseases, metabolic and cardiovas-
cular conditions, and a generally lower quality of life, often because of the challenges in
accessing local health services (Mucci et al. 2019). When, on the other hand, migrants are
employed with secure, fair, and supportive conditions, they are more likely to contribute
economically and socially, with benefits both for the workers and the host country as a
whole (Han et al. 2022; Huang et al. 2022).

Given the significant risks associated with poor working conditions, understanding
how migrants perceive their work environment is essential. However, considering these
perceptions requires focusing not only on current work experiences of migrant workers but
also on the specific expectations they have, before their arrival in the host country, about life
and work. In fact, migrants often arrive in the host country with expectations that play a key
role in how they evaluate their employment conditions (LeLouvier et al. 2022). Therefore,
we argue that it is critical to consider pre-migration expectations when studying migrant
workers’ perceptions of DW. Existing research in work and organizational psychology
(WOP) has predominantly focused on migrant workers’ experiences after their arrival
in the host country, often overlooking the influence of pre-migration expectations. As
Fujishiro and Hoppe (2020, p. 24) note, migrants are typically studied only after they
arrive in the receiving country, with little attention paid to the hopes, goals, and aspirations
they bring with them. These pre-existing beliefs and expectations may significantly shape
how migrants perceive their job satisfaction, well-being, and overall integration into the
new environment. In this context, a more comprehensive approach is needed in WOP
studies—one that integrates both pre- and post-migration factors to better understand
migrant workers’ experiences and perceptions of DW.

A recent study, part of the interdisciplinary European project PERCEPTIONS, exam-
ined migrants’ views before and after their migration to Europe between 2015 and 2023
(LeLouvier et al. 2022). The study showed a common perception among migrants that
Europe is a land of prosperity, economic opportunities, and high living standards. However,
the reality that migrants encounter often falls short of these expectations. Upon arrival,
they frequently face significant economic and administrative barriers, such as delays in
obtaining residency permits (which hinder access to jobs and associated benefits like social
security) and, even after securing employment, living costs, taxes, and the inability to save
or send remittances home. Furthermore, migrants reported that the quality of jobs found
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often does not align with their qualifications or expectations, leading to low wages and
poor working conditions.

Building on these insights, the current study seeks to explore how migrant workers’
evaluations of their pre- and post-migration working conditions, along with their life
satisfaction, could be associated with different perceptions of decent work in their current
roles in the host country.

In this study, to measure such perceptions, we used the Decent Work Questionnaire,
which assesses the quality of work and is composed of different dimensions, such as
fulfilling and productive work, meaningful remuneration, health and safety, and social
security (Ferraro et al. 2018). To achieve this, the dual frame of reference (DFR) theory
(Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco 1995) offers a useful lens for understanding how mi-
grants’ work perceptions are formed. This theory posits that migrants evaluate their
current work conditions not only against the standards of their host country but also in
comparison to the conditions they experienced before migrating. This dual comparison
enriches our understanding of how migrants assess their actual work conditions in the
host country, which could lead to differing views of decent work depending on their
pre-migration expectations.

In addition to the DFR theory, the life-course perspective serves as a guiding frame-
work (Fujishiro and Hoppe 2020). This perspective emphasizes the importance of con-
sidering an individual’s entire life trajectory—before, during, and after migration—when
examining well-being and work experiences. Through this lens, migrants bring with them
a set of experiences, aspirations, and goals that shape how they perceive their new environ-
ment. Their decision to migrate is influenced by social, personal, and historical contexts
(Elder 1994), such as economic conditions, life stage, or family dynamics, all of which play
a role in shaping their migration journey, including their expectations of work and life in
the destination country.

Therefore, considering all these points, the research questions guiding this study are
as follows:

1. Do pre-migration work and life experiences differentiate migrants into distinct groups?
What type of socio-demographic, work, family, and migration-related characteristics
define these groups?

2. Do perceptions of decent work vary among these groups of migrants?
3. Do migrants with prior work experience in their home countries differ in their percep-

tions of decent work compared to those without such experience?

Pursuing these research questions, this study addresses previous calls to contextualize
migrant workers’ lives as a continuous trajectory (Fujishiro and Hoppe 2020), expanding
research on decent work for this specific workforce. Furthermore, this study aligns with
emerging research that challenges the prevailing assumption that economic migrants
automatically view the working conditions in the host country as an improvement over
those in their home countries (e.g., Antonijević et al. 2011; Hendriks and Burger 2020;
Sippola 2014). Instead, it broadens the scope by allowing migrants to assess not only
their previous working conditions but also life satisfaction in their home country. In
doing so, it highlights the significance of the DFR, where migrants assess their current life
and work against their pre-migration experiences, offering a richer perspective on how
they perceive decent work. Given the diversity of experiences present among economic
migrants, a quantitative cluster analysis approach was used in order to process multiple
types of data and, possibly, identify different groups of migrants on the basis of their work
and life characteristics (Marko and Mooi 2019). Finally, by comparing the decent work
perceptions of migrants with prior work experiences in their home country and those
without this experience, this study adds a new dimension to the dual frame of reference
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(DFR) theory, incorporating a comparative lens that includes a control group of migrants
who lack prior work experience, thereby offering a more comprehensive understanding
of how pre-migration experiences—or the absence thereof—shape perceptions of decent
work in the host country.

1.1. Dual Frame of Reference Theory

The dual frame of reference (DFR) theory offers a valuable lens for understand-
ing how migrants evaluate their post-migration life and work conditions by comparing
them to the experience they had in their home countries (Magaña Lopez and Rye 2023).
Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco (1995) argue that a comparative perspective is crucial
for how migrants evaluate their experiences in the host country, which is often perceived
as a land of opportunity (Andreeva 2023). Although the living conditions in the receiving
country may appear inadequate by local standards, migrants frequently emphasize the
improvements in their circumstances compared to those experienced in their home country
(Suarez-Orozco 1989). For instance, wages that may be regarded as low in the host country
can still be viewed positively when contrasted with earnings in their country of origin.
This relative assessment significantly influences migrants’ perceptions of their overall situa-
tion, fostering a sense of progress despite the difficulties encountered in the host country
(Nieswand 2014). This point is best illustrated in the “status paradox of migration”, which
refers to the tension between two opposing dynamics. On one hand, migrants often face
potential downward mobility in the host country’s labor market, taking jobs that may
not align with their qualifications or previous status. On the other hand, they experience
perceived social advancement in the eyes of their home country peers. This perceived
success is frequently symbolized by remittances sent back to family members, which serve
as tangible evidence of their achievements abroad (Nieswand 2012).

The DFR further illustrates that migrants evaluate not only the economic but also the
non-economic aspects of life in the host country. For example, Louie (2012) discovered that
migrants facing similar or even worse financial situations than in their home country still
expressed optimism regarding the broader benefits of living in the United States of America.
Their comparative evaluations considered factors such as personal safety, national security,
and freedom, which were perceived as significant improvements over the conditions they
had left behind. Thus, DFR explains that some migrants may accept substandard working
conditions in the host country because their frame of reference remains rooted in their prior
experiences. Over time, these comparisons evolve, as first-generation migrants continually
reassess their circumstances in light of changing conditions in both their home and host
countries (Piso 2016).

Building on this theoretical foundation, the present study applies the DFR frame-
work to explore how migrant workers assess their experiences both prior to and following
migration. Specifically, the study focuses on two key variables to capture the pre- and
post-migration phases: cross-national life satisfaction—which involves comparing life
satisfaction before and after migration—and cross-national working conditions—which
involves comparing working conditions before and after migration. Notably, the latter
comparison is applicable only to migrants with prior work experience. These variables were
selected because they reflect the central premise of the DFR framework: the comparative
evaluation of migrants’ current life and work conditions relative to their pre-migration
experiences. By analyzing these comparative assessments, the study aims to (a) identify
distinct groups of migrant workers and (b) explore whether these groups differ in their
perceptions of decent work. Moreover, the study also includes a control group of individu-
als without prior work experience in their home country to further enrich the theoretical
understanding of the DRF framework. Migrants without pre-migration work experience
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often lack a reference point to evaluate the quality of their job in the host country. The
absence of a baseline can lead to higher expectations regarding work conditions and wages,
derived from idealized perceptions of opportunities abroad (Magaña Lopez and Rye 2023).
Studies have shown that such migrants may enter labor markets with the assumption that
their new environment will inherently provide better opportunities and improved work
standards. However, when reality does not align with these expectations, dissatisfaction
can arise, and jobs may be perceived as less decent (Wright and Clibborn 2019). Unmet
expectations can be particularly pronounced among migrants in low-wage or precarious
jobs. The lack of prior experience often positions them as more vulnerable to marginaliza-
tion and mistreatment in industries with poor labor protections. Consequently, they may
feel a greater sense of disillusionment compared to migrants with prior work experience,
who might better anticipate labor market challenges (Treuren et al. 2020). Additionally, the
absence of pre-migration work experience amplifies the challenges of adapting to work
environments in host countries, especially when combined with limited local knowledge
and weak social networks. This often translates into jobs that are more precarious and less
satisfying, further exacerbating perceptions of indecency and inadequacy in the workplace
(Bélanger and Giang 2013).

1.2. Life-Course Perspective

The life-course perspective also provides a valuable framework for understanding
the complex interplay of factors that shape migrant workers’ experiences, from the pre-
migration phase to their adaptation in the host country. When examining individuals’
well-being and work outcomes, this perspective emphasizes the importance of considering
individuals’ entire life trajectories, including personal, social, and historical contexts, such
as, for instance, age, family situation, or socio-economic status (Elder 1994). The life-course
perspective suggests that these elements are not isolated but deeply interconnected, shaping
how individuals navigate migration and its challenges.

For instance, age plays a crucial role in shaping the migration experience, presenting
both positive aspects and unique challenges for each age group. Younger individuals, in the
early stages of their careers, typically aspire to achieve higher education and secure employ-
ment. However, policy barriers can hinder their success (Priyadharshini and Watson 2012).
In contrast, older individuals rely heavily on social ties within ethnic or cultural associa-
tions, which provide a sense of social embeddedness. Yet, their challenges may include
discrimination and inadequate access to institutionalized care (Palmberger 2016). Middle-
aged migrant workers, on the other hand, often benefit the most from social integration, as
research indicates that they experience more positive outcomes compared to their younger
and older counterparts. This suggests that younger workers experience different psychoso-
cial dynamics compared to middle-aged and older individuals (Zhou et al. 2022). Thus,
age significantly influences both the perceptions and aspirations of migrant workers, with
varying challenges and benefits emerging at different life stages. These differences can
ultimately lead to diverse perceptions of decent work.

Moreover, it is essential to consider the role of generational dynamics, which signif-
icantly shape migrant experiences by influencing both adaptation to host societies and
engagement with homelands (Berg and Eckstein 2015). For instance, a study conducted by
Foner (2015) in New York City underlines that the experience of immigrant parents and
their U.S.-born children differ, reflecting both historical constraints and opportunities. This
study highlights the importance of considering age cohort differences, as this generational
shift reflects the evolving nature of the immigrant experience over time, and underlines
that different cohorts navigate distinct challenges and opportunities in their adaptation
processes. For instance, first-generation migrants often exhibit higher levels of trust in host
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country public institutions compared to their second-generation counterparts, who, over
time, show weaker levels of trust as they become more acculturated and familiar with the
host country’s institutional performances (Röder and Mühlau 2012).

In addition, migrants’ socio-economic status prior to migration, particularly their
education and skill levels, significantly influences both their decision to migrate and their
post-migration experiences. Highly skilled workers often expect to find fulfilling, produc-
tive work in the host country, while those with lower skill levels may prioritize financial
security (De Haas 2023). However, many migrants face challenges when their education
or skills are not fully recognized, leading to underemployment and lower wages. For
instance, highly educated Polish migrants in the UK often find themselves in jobs requir-
ing lower qualifications, resulting in dissatisfaction and limited socio-economic mobility
(Nowicka 2014). This education-occupation mismatch forces many skilled migrants into
low-paying, low-skilled jobs, regardless of their qualifications, which could significantly
affect their perceptions of decent work.

Another important characteristic that could explain differences in economic migrants’
experiences in the host country is the situation and location of their families. For instance,
migrants who leave their families behind in their home country often have fewer im-
mediate household responsibilities, allowing them to focus more on their employment
(Ndlovu and Tigere 2018). However, this separation can lead to emotional strain and feel-
ings of isolation, affecting their overall well-being (Ahmed 2020; Griffiths et al. 2018;
Richter et al. 2020). Conversely, migrants who bring their families with them to the host
country face different pressures, such as the economic burden of supporting a household
in a new environment. For instance, migrants in Jordan who relocated with their families
faced significant financial challenges in the host country due to higher costs for housing,
education, and healthcare (Kamiar and Ismail 1991). These family dynamics influence
migrants’ perceptions of decent work, particularly regarding meaningful remuneration
and adequate working time. Migrants who bring children with them often face additional
financial strain from integrating their children into local education systems and addressing
their social adaptation needs (Starovojtova and Demidova 2020). Moreover, housing and
employment difficulties are primary challenges for migrant families. Finding stable, afford-
able housing in high-cost urban areas can severely deplete financial resources, and securing
well-paying jobs that meet the economic needs of the family can be equally challenging
(Liversage and Jakobsen 2010). Therefore, overall, migrants who relocate with their families
encounter heightened economic and social challenges that may influence how they perceive
their working conditions.

In light of the insights from the DFR and life-course perspective frameworks, this study
aims to explore whether evaluations of pre- and post-migration work and life experiences
aggregate into different groups and whether these groups are characterized by different socio-
demographic characteristics, such as age and family location, along with other work and
family-related factors. The research also seeks to understand if sociodemographic and work-
family characteristics are associated with the distinct clusters that emerged and to understand
the extent to which migrants belonging to these clusters believe their actual work is a decent one.
Furthermore, this study examines the relevance of pre-migration work experience in assessing
decent work by including, as a form of control group, migrants who lack work experience in
their home country. While these latter individuals do not have direct access to personal work
experiences from their country of origin, they can draw on the work experiences of their social
network (e.g., extended family or friends), which have been shown to play a significant role in
shaping migrants’ perceptions of work, compensating for the absence of firsthand experience
(Delaporte and Piracha 2018). The absence of firsthand experience may lead these migrants to
rely on alternative points of reference, such as interactions with compatriots or host-country
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citizens or observations of local working conditions (Bélanger and Giang 2013). Migrants
without pre-migration work experience may therefore apply more rigorous standards when
evaluating the decency of their current roles, particularly if their expectations are shaped by
idealized perceptions of work abroad (Magaña Lopez and Rye 2023). However, given the
exploratory nature of this study—guided by its third research question—we aim simply to
observe differences between migrants with and without pre-migration work experience, without
making definitive claims at this stage.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Sample and Procedure

An online survey, posted on Qualtrics, was proposed to migrants’ associations and
labor unions that provide support to migrants in Italy, which were invited to inform migrant
workers to participate in the survey; an invitation to participate was also posted on social
media, and, finally, a snowball sampling technique, leveraging the researchers’ network,
was also used. Participants accessed the online survey either by scanning a QR code from
flyers distributed in print or via a secure link shared on social media platforms. The first
page of the survey provided detailed information about the study and underlined the
anonymity and confidentiality of responses, the voluntary nature of participation, and
contact details of the researchers in case participants had any questions. After giving their
consent, participants completed the survey, which took approximately 20 min. The study
protocol was reviewed and approved by the ethics committee of the University of Bologna
Data collection took place from March to June 2024.

The sample comprised 137 migrants legally residing and working in Italy. The majority
of participants were female (59.9%), the mean age was 32.3 years (SD = 10.55), and a
substantial percentage of respondents had high educational qualifications (30.7% master’s
degree or higher, nearly 22% bachelor’s degree, while 29.9% completed high school). In
terms of region of origin, the vast majority of participants were Africans (75.9%), and
in terms of religion, they were predominantly identified as Muslim (75.2%). Regarding
residency status, 36.5% had acquired Italian citizenship, and 29.9% held long-term residence
permits. A high level of Italian language proficiency was reported among the participants,
with 44.5% rating their proficiency as excellent. This high proficiency is due to the duration
of residence in Italy, which was, on average, of approximately 15 years (SD = 10.52). Further
sociodemographic characteristics of the sample are reported in Table 1.

Table 1. Sociodemographic characteristics of the sample in descending order (N = 137).

Variables Freq. Percentage

Educational Level
Master’s or higher 42 30.7
High School 41 29.9
Bachelor’s Degree 30 21.9
Secondary School 11 8.0
Other (e.g., training) 8 5.8
Elementary School 5 3.6

Home country region
Africa 104 75.9
Middle East 11 8.1
East Europe 6 4.4
Other Regions 6 4.4
South America 5 3.6
Southeast Asia 5 3.6



Soc. Sci. 2025, 14, 189 8 of 23

Table 1. Cont.

Variables Freq. Percentage

Residence Permit Status
Italian Citizenship 50 36.5
Long-term residence permit 41 29.9
Residence permit for work 20 14.6
Residence permit for study 14 10.2
Residence for family reasons 8 5.8

Marital Status
Single 80 58.4
Married 52 38.0
Civil Union 4 2.9
Widow 1 0.7

Kids
No 90 65.7
Yes 47 34.3

Family Location
Lives with me in Italy 87 63.5
Lives in home country 50 36.5

Note. (N = 137). The values are listed in descending order of frequency.

In terms of employment characteristics, the most represented sector was that of services
(social services, hospitality, cleaning, and maintenance, 37.9%), followed by manufacturing
(15.3%), transportation and logistics (10.2%), building and construction (8.8%), retail (5.8%),
and other sectors, such as IT, healthcare, or agriculture below 5% of respondents. The majority
reported a blue-collar type of job (55.5%), about half reported employment in small companies
(49.6%), and nearly half of the participants (48.3%) held permanent contracts. Regarding
earnings, the majority of the sample (36.5%) reported a monthly income ranging between
1000 and 1500 euros. Additional employment characteristics of the respondents are presented
in Table 2.

Table 2. Employment characteristics of the sample.

Variable N %

Company Type
Small (1 to 50 employees) 68 49.6
Large (more than 250 employees) 37 27.0
Medium (51 to 250 employees) 32 23.4

Contract Type
Permanent 56 48.3
Fixed-term 48 41.4
Seasonal 12 10.3

Work time status
Full-time 99 72.3
Part-time 38 27.7

Occupation type collar
Blue-collar 76 55.5
White-collar 58 42.3
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Table 2. Cont.

Variable N %

Salary Range
€1000–1500 50 36.5
€1500–2000 29 21.2
0–1000 € 33 24.1
More than €2000 14 10.2
Prefer not to answer 11 8.0

Pre-migration work experience
No 69 50.4
Yes 68 49.6

Note. (N = 137). The values are listed in descending order of frequency.

2.2. Measures

The questionnaire was available in Italian, French, and Arabic languages to accommo-
date the linguistic diversity of participants. The translation process followed a rigorous
translation and back-translation procedure to ensure linguistic and conceptual equivalence
across languages (Brislin 1970). The following scales were used.

2.2.1. Decent Work

Perceptions of decent work were measured using the Decent Work Questionnaire
(DWQ) by Ferraro et al. (2018). This scale has 31 items, and the Italian validated version
was used (Ferraro et al. 2021). It comprises seven dimensions: (1) fundamental principles
and values at work—refers to fairness, dignity, and just treatment in the workplace and is
measured with six items (e.g., “In general, decision-making processes about my work are
fair”); (2) adequate working time and workload—gathers items that correspond to sound
management of working time that allows a balance between work, family, and personal
life and is assessed with four items (e.g., “My work schedule allows me to manage my life
well”); (3) fulfilling and productive work—addresses the perception of individuals that
their work contributes to the future, allowing them personal and professional development
and sense of accomplishment, and consists of five items (e.g., “My work contributes to
my personal and professional fulfillment”); (4) meaningful remuneration for the exercise
of citizenship—concerns a remuneration that enables the worker to live autonomously,
with dignity, and to take care of her/his dependents, and it groups four items (e.g., “The
financial earnings from my work are fair”); (5) social protection—expresses the perception
of being protected in case of loss of work or illness or the family being protected through
a system of social security and the prospects for a decent retirement, and it is measured
with four items [e.g., “I believe that I will have a retirement without financial worries (gov-
ernment or private pension system)”]; (6) opportunities—perception of job opportunities,
entrepreneurship, and prospects for career growth, and it gathers four items (e.g., “Cur-
rently, I think there are work/job opportunities for an individual like me”); and (7) health
and safety—individual perception of health and security in the work environment, and
it has four items (e.g., “I have all the resources and support that I need to work safely”).
Each item is answered on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 = “I do not agree” to 5 = “I
completely agree.” Scale reliability and mean scores are reported in Table 3.
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Table 3. Means, standard deviations, Cronbach’s alphas, and zero-order correlations for all
study variables.

Variable M (SD) α 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9

1. Overall decent
work (DW) 3.04 (0.81) 0.93 –

2. Fundamental rights 3.24 (0.96) 0.88 0.86 ** –
3. Workload 2.85 (1.03) 0.85 0.77 ** 0.61 ** –
4. Fulfilling work 3.20 (0.99) 0.84 0.82 ** 0.66 ** 0.54 ** –
5. Meaningful
remuneration 2.77 (1.07) 0.86 0.80 ** 0.51 ** 0.51 ** 0.56 ** –

6. Social protection 2.58 (1.00) 0.76 0.70 ** 0.48 ** 0.45 ** 0.46 ** 0.62 ** –
7. Opportunities 3.08 (0.98) 0.76 0.74 ** 0.48 ** 0.63 ** 0.53 ** 0.42 ** –
8. Health and safety 3.37 (1.04) 0.84 0.85 ** 0.75 ** 0.68 ** 0.60 ** 0.61 ** 0.53 ** 0.50 ** –
9. Cross-national working
conditions 2.40 (0.81) – 0.39 ** 0.39 ** 0.38 ** 0.39 ** 0.23 0.25 * 0.16 0.28 * –

10. Cross-national
life satisfaction 2.51 (0.69) – 0.27 * 0.25 * 0.32 ** 0.12 0.25 * 0.16 0.14 0.28 ** 0.26

* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01 (2-tailed). Cross-national working conditions: 1 = worse, 2 = same, 3 = better; Cross-national
life satisfaction: 1 = less satisfied, 2 = neutral, 3 = more satisfied.

2.2.2. Contextual Factors Related to Pre-Migration Experiences of Migrant Workers
Pre-Migration Work Experience

Participants were asked about their work experience in their home country before im-
migrating to Italy. The question was straightforward: “Did you have any work experience
in your home country before moving to Italy?” Participants could answer either “Yes” or
“No”. If yes, the Qualtrics platform presented them with the cross-national evaluation of
work and life satisfaction—the following two questions.

Cross-National Working Conditions

Participants were required to evaluate their current work conditions compared to
those in their country of origin. They following question was posed them: “Reflecting on
your current working conditions and comparing them with those in your country of origin,
what would best describe your current work situation compared to the past?” Participants
chose one of the following three options: (1) “My current work situation is worse than
in my country of origin”, (2) “My current work situation is the same as in my country of
origin”, and (3) “My current work situation is better than the one in my country of origin”.

Cross-National Life Satisfaction

Then a question was asked about participants’ current level of life satisfaction relative
to life in their home country. The aim was to capture changes in subjective well-being
following migration. Participants were asked the following: “Considering your overall
experience here in Italy and comparing it with your life experiences in your country of
origin, how satisfied are you with your current life?” Response options included the
following: (1) “Less satisfied than my life before”, (2) “As satisfied now as my life before”,
and (3) “More satisfied now than before”.

2.3. Data Analysis

The analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS Statistics (version 24). Given the ex-
ploratory nature of this study, a two-step cluster analysis was used to identify natural group-
ings among respondents. A two-step cluster analysis is particularly suited to this purpose,
as it can handle both categorical and continuous variables and efficiently identify groups,
highlighting similarities within groups and maximizing differences between groups, en-
suring an accurate segmentation of the sample population (Marko and Mooi 2019). The
clustering was based on two categorical variables: cross-national working conditions and
cross-national life satisfaction. To further investigate the associations between the identified
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clusters and various socio-demographic and employment characteristics, additional statis-
tical tests were conducted. Given the small sample size and the low expected frequencies
in some cells, traditional chi-square tests were not suitable for this analysis. Instead, the
likelihood-ratio test (LRT) was used as a more robust alternative, as it provides a reliable
approach in cases where the assumptions of the chi-square test are violated (Agresti 2002).
The LRT compares the likelihood of the observed data under different models, making
it particularly useful for complex models or sparse data, and helps ensure more accurate
inferential conclusions (McCullagh and Nelder [1989] 2019; Hosmer and Lemeshow 2000;
Rao 1973). Moreover, an ANOVA with bootstrapping test (given the limited sample size
and variability in response rates) was used as a further analysis to examine differences in
decent work perceptions across clusters, covering both overall perceptions and specific
dimensions. To address limitations related to missingness, bootstrapping was chosen, as it
enhances the robustness of the analysis by resampling the data multiple times, providing
more reliable estimates of test statistics and confidence intervals. This approach is partic-
ularly useful when dealing with small samples, as it helps mitigate potential violations
of the assumptions of traditional parametric tests, such as normality and homogeneity of
variance (Efron and Tibshirani 1993; Mooney and Duvall 1993).

3. Results
The means, standard deviations, and correlations among key variables of the study

are presented in Table 3.

3.1. Cluster Analysis and Migrant Workers’ Profile Descriptions

The two-step cluster analysis was conducted to identify distinct groupings within the
dataset. The analysis included two input variables (i.e., cross-national working conditions
and cross-national life satisfaction) and resulted in the identification of three clusters. The
silhouette measure of cohesion and separation was approximately 0.7, indicating good
cluster quality (Marko and Mooi 2019). This suggests that the clusters were well-separated,
with a strong degree of internal cohesion and minimal overlap between clusters. The
distribution of cases across these clusters is as follows: cluster 1 comprised 46% of the
sample (n = 23), cluster 2 contained 22% of the sample (n = 11), and cluster 3 included
32% of the sample (n = 16). The clusters varied in size, indicating different patterns among
the respondents.

3.1.1. Cluster 1: Better Life, Better Work

This cluster includes migrant workers who reported higher life satisfaction (i.e., cross-
national life satisfaction) and better working conditions compared to their home country
(i.e., cross-national working conditions). Men constituted 56.5% of the participants, while
women accounted for 43.5%. A majority held a university degree (56.5%), followed by
34.8% with a high school education or less, and 8.7% who had vocational training. In terms
of family status, 56.5% of workers had children, and 43.5% did not. Most workers in this
cluster had permanent contracts (52.2%), while 43.5% were on fixed-term contracts, and a
smaller proportion (4.3%) held seasonal contracts. Blue-collar roles were prevalent (60.9%),
with a smaller portion of workers in white-collar positions (39.1%).

3.1.2. Cluster 2: Better Life, Worse Work

This cluster included migrant workers who experienced higher life satisfaction com-
pared to their home country but faced worse working conditions, hence the label “Better
Life, Worse Work”. Women constituted a slight majority at 54.5%, with men accounting
for 45.5%. The educational background showed that 63.6% had a university degree, 27.3%
completed high school or less, and 9.1% had vocational training. A larger proportion of
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workers had children (63.6%), while 36.4% did not. In terms of employment contracts,
57.1% had permanent contracts, while 28.6% were on fixed-term contracts, and 14.3% had
seasonal contracts. Blue-collar jobs dominated (54.5%), while white-collar roles made up
36.4% of the workforce.

3.1.3. Cluster 3: Same Life, Worse Work

This cluster consisted of migrant workers who reported neutral life satisfaction in
comparison to their home country but enjoyed better working conditions, leading to
the label “Same Life, Better Work”. Men comprised 56.3% of the group, with women
representing 43.8%. A notable 68.8% of participants had a university degree, 25% had a
high school education or less, and 6.3% had vocational training. A smaller percentage of
workers had children (37.5%), while a majority (62.5%) did not. Workers in this cluster
had the highest proportion of fixed-term contracts (60%), followed by 40% with permanent
contracts, and no seasonal contracts were reported. White-collar roles slightly outweighed
blue-collar positions, at 50% and 43.8%, respectively.

3.2. Association Between Sociodemographic and Employment Characteristics and Cluster Membership

The likelihood-ratio test (LRT) identified statistically significant associations between
cluster membership and several socio-demographic variables. In particular, age group
showed a significant association with cluster membership, χ2(6) = 13.75, p = 0.033, indi-
cating that age distribution differed meaningfully across the clusters. Migrant workers’
family location (living in Italy vs. living in the home country) also displayed a significant
association, χ2(2) = 7.59, p = 0.026, suggesting that where participants’ families resided
was related to cluster groupings. Additionally, migration status (citizenship vs. residency
permit) was found to be significantly associated with cluster membership, χ2(2) = 6.64,
p = 0.036, indicating that visa status varied across the clusters.

For employment characteristics, a significant association was observed for work time
status (full-time vs. part-time), χ2(2) = 7.31, p = 0.030, suggesting that the distribution of
employment types was meaningfully related to cluster membership. Table 4 provides a
summary of the significant variables’ distributions across the clusters.

Table 4. Distribution of significant socio-demographic and employment characteristics across the
three clusters (percentages).

Cluster
Age Groups Family Location Migration Status Work Time Status

18–24 25–39 40–54 >55 Italy Home
Country

Host Country
Citizenship

Residency
Permit Holder

Full-
Time

Part-
Time

Cluster 1 0 56.52 21.73 21.73 21.7 78.3 0 100 95.7 4.3
Cluster 2 18.18 27.27 36.36 18.18 63.6 36.4 18.18 81.81 81.8 18.2
Cluster 3 6.25 75 18.75 0 56.3 43.8 90 10 62.5 37.5

χ2 (dF) 13.75 * (6) 7.59 * (2) 6.64 * (2) 7.31 * (2)

Note. N = 50, * p < 0.05. Cluster 1: Better Life, Better Work; cluster 2: Better Life, Worse Work; cluster 3: Same Life,
Worse Work.

No other socio-demographic or employment characteristics showed significant associ-
ations with the clusters.

3.3. Migrant Workers’ Profile Comparisons with Decent Work

Table 5 presents the means and standard deviations of DW dimensions across the
different migrant profiles, along with the corresponding ANOVA values. The first section
of the table (a) provides a comparison among migrant workers with prior work experience
in their home country (i.e., clusters 1, 2, and 3). The second section (b) compares these
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individuals with those who lack such experiences (i.e., the control group, group 4). The
results are further elaborated and discussed in the following subsections.

Table 5. Mean scores of the clusters on DW dimensions and ANOVA results of the comparisons
among clusters 1 to 3 (section a) and among clusters 1 to 4 (section b).

(a) DW perceptions of clusters 1 to 3 and ANOVA results comparing averages of clusters with work experience in the home country

DW Global DW-1 DW-2 DW-3 DW-4 DW-5 DW-6 DW-7

Cluster Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD)

Cluster 1 3.59 (0.79) 3.79 (0.92) 3.51 (1.03) 3.80 (0.86) 3.50 (1.00) 2.96 (1.16) 3.32 (1.24) 4.07 (0.89)
Cluster 2 2.74 (0.51) 2.86 (0.88) 2.20 (0.73) 3.00 (0.92) 2.79 (0.93) 2.34 (0.88) 3.00 (0.89) 2.90 (0.84)
Cluster 3 2.97 (0.86) 3.04 (1.15) 2.62 (0.98) 3.10 (1.07) 2.62 (1.09) 2.84 (1.06) 3.17 (1.05) 3.32 (1.18)

F 5.55 * 4.37 * 8.13 * 3.79 * 3.96 * 1.28 0.37 5.91 *
df (47, 2) (47, 2) (47, 2) (47, 2) (47, 2) (47, 2) (47, 2) (47, 2)

(b) DW perceptions of clusters 4 and ANOVA results comparing averages of clusters with (cluster 1–3) and without (cluster 4) work experience
in the home country

DW Global DW-1 DW-2 DW-3 DW-4 DW-5 DW-6 DW-7

Control
Group Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Mean (SD)

Group 4 2.93 (0.79) 3.24 (0.90) 2.79 (1.01) 3.08 (0.99) 2.50 (1.03) 2.46 (0.94) 3.01 (0.92) 3.24 (1.02)

F 4.73 * 3.36 * 5.34 * 3.36 * 5.35 * 2.03 0.59 4.84 *
df (107, 3) (107, 3) (107, 3) (107, 3) (107, 3) (107, 3) (107, 3) (107, 3)

Note. * p < 0.05, the F values and p-values are based on bootstrapped analysis with 1000 resamples. DW-1:
fundamental rights; DW-2: workload; DW-3: fulfilling work; DW-4: meaningful remuneration; DW-5: social
protection, DW-6: opportunities; DW-7: health and safety. Cluster 1: Better Life, Better Work; cluster 2: Better Life,
Worse Work; cluster 3: Same Life, Worse Work; group 4 (control group): migrants without prior work experiences
in the home country.

3.3.1. DW Perceptions Among Migrants with Home Country Work Experiences
(Three Clusters)

As shown in Table 5, section a, the mean scores of clusters are significantly different
for global DW perceptions (F(47, 2) = 5.5; p < 0.05), fundamental principles and values
at work (F(47, 2) = 4.37 p < 0.05), adequate working time and workload (F(47, 2) = 8.13;
p < 0.05), fulfilling and productive work (F(47, 2) = 3.79; p < 0.05), meaningful remuneration
for the exercise of citizenship (F(47, 2) = 3.96; p < 0.05), and health and safety (F(47, 2) = 5.91;
p < 0.05). The bootstrapped Bonferroni post hoc analysis revealed significant differences in
decent work perceptions across the three clusters. For global DW, cluster 1 (“Better Life,
Better Work”) scored significantly higher than both cluster 2 (“Better Life, Worse Work”)
and cluster 3 (“Same Life, Worse Work”), with 95% confidence intervals of [0.42, 1.29] and
[0.11, 1.15], respectively. Similar patterns were observed for fundamental principles and
values at work and adequate working time and workload, where cluster 1 consistently
reported higher scores than clusters 2 and 3, indicating more favorable working conditions
in these dimensions.

Significant differences were also found for fulfilling and productive work, with
cluster 1 scoring higher than cluster 2 [0.20, 1.51] and cluster 3 [0.02, 1.30]. In the do-
main of meaningful remuneration, participants in cluster 1 perceived their compensation
as more meaningful compared to cluster 3, with a confidence interval of [0.22, 1.58]. Addi-
tionally, health and safety scores were significantly higher for cluster 1 relative to cluster 2
[0.56, 1.82] and cluster 3 [0.12, 1.43].

In contrast, no significant differences were found in the social protection and opportu-
nities dimensions, indicating similar perceptions across clusters. These findings suggest
that cluster 1 exhibited more favorable decent work perceptions across most dimensions,
reflecting better overall working conditions compared to the other clusters.
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3.3.2. DW Perceptions Among Migrants with and Without Work Experience in the Home
Country (Control Group: Group 4)

(a) Description of the control group (group 4): no previous work experience in
home country

This group consisted of migrant workers who reported having started their first work
experience in the host country, leading to the label “No Previous Work Experience in home
Country”. Females made up 71.01% of the group, and 91.3% of this group were under
the age of 39 (55.3% were in the 25–29 age group). Almost half of the group (40.58%)
had a university degree, and a remarkable 49.28% had a high school education. Workers
in this group had the highest proportion of fixed-term contracts (47.83%), followed by
43.48% with permanent contracts and 8.7% with seasonal contracts. Blue-collar jobs slightly
outnumbered white-collar jobs, accounting for 57.97% of the group, and 65.20% of this
group had a full-time working status. The majority of these workers lived with their own
family in Italy (84.6%), and 59.42% had the nationality of the host country.

(b) Association between socio-demographic and employment characteristics, and migrant
profiles including group 4

The likelihood-ratio tests (LRTs) confirm the statistically significant associations be-
tween membership of the four groups of workers (clusters 1, 2, and 3 and group 4) and
the socio-demographic variables previously considered for the three clusters of migrant
workers (presented in Table 4). Specifically, the distribution of age group still showed a
significant association with cluster membership, χ2(9) = 40.00, p < 0.01. The location of the
migrant workers’ families (living in Italy vs. living in the home country) also showed a
significant association, χ2(3) = 30.97, p < 0.01. In terms of migration status (citizenship vs.
residence permit), the LRT results showed a significant association between this variable
and membership of the four groups, χ2(6) = 39.72, p < 0.01. A significant association was
also observed for work time status (full-time vs. part-time), χ2(3) = 11.53, p < 0.01.

We also tested the association with other socio-demographic or employment charac-
teristics for the four groups of economic migrants. Table 6 shows the results of the LRTs.
The four groups of workers were statistically associated with migrants’ level of education
χ2(9) = 25.50, p < 0.01, with parental status χ2(3) = 12.71, p < 0.01, and with providing
financial support to one’s family χ2(3) = 8.24, p = 0.04. No significant associations were
found between membership of the four groups and workers’ average monthly income
(measured in euros).

Table 6. Distribution of significant socio-demographic and employment characteristics across the
three clusters and the control group (percentages).

Educational Level Kids Remittances Average Income (€)

Cluster N
Middle
School
Level

High
School
Level

Graduate
School
Level

Vocational
Training Yes No Yes No 0–

1000
1000–
1500

1500–
2000

More
than
2000

No
An-

swer

Cluster 1 23 26.09 8.70 56.52 8.70 56.52 43.48 69.57 30.43 8.70 30.43 43.48 8.70 8.70
Cluster 2 11 18.18 9.09 63.64 9.09 63.64 36.36 54.55 45.45 18.18 45.45 9.09 9.09 18.18
Cluster 3 16 12.50 12.50 68.75 6.25 37.50 62.50 43.75 56.25 12.50 56.25 6.25 18.75 6.25
Group 4 69 5.80 49.28 40.58 4.35 23.19 76.81 36.23 63.77 23.50 37.80 21.80 9.20 7.60

χ2 (dF) 25.50 ** (9) 12.70 ** (3) 8.24 * (3) 18.28 (12)

Note. N = 119, * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01. Cluster 1: Better Life, Better Work; cluster 2: Better Life, Worse Work; cluster 3:
Same Life, Worse Work; group 4: no previous work experience in home country.

(c) Multiple group comparisons of DW

Similar to the findings reported in Table 5, section a, section b also reveals significant
mean differences in decent work (DW) dimensions between group 4 (migrants without
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prior work experience in their home country) and those with prior experience (clusters 1, 2,
and 3). Figure 1 provides a graphical summary of DW significant average scores across
the different migrant profiles. Specifically, significant differences were observed in global
DW perceptions, F(107, 3) = 4.73, p < 0.05; fundamental principles and values at work,
F(107, 3) = 3.36, p < 0.05; adequate working time and workload, F(107, 3) = 5.34, p < 0.05;
fulfilling and productive work, F(107, 3) = 3.36, p < 0.05; meaningful remuneration for
the exercise of citizenship, F(107, 3) = 5.35, p < 0.05; and health and safety, F(107, 3) = 4.84,
p < 0.05.
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Similarly, the bootstrapped Bonferroni post hoc analysis revealed significant differ-
ences in perceptions of decent work (DW) across migrant profiles (clusters 1, 2, and 3
and group 4). Cluster 1 (“Better Life, Better Work”) consistently exhibited the highest
perceptions of DW, even when group 4 (migrants with no prior work experience in their
home country) was included as a control group. Specifically, cluster 1 reported significantly
higher overall perceptions of DW compared to cluster 2 (“Better Life, Worse Work”) and
group 4, with 95% confidence intervals of [0.07, 1.61] and [0.14, 1.17], respectively. Migrants
in cluster 1 also demonstrated significantly higher perceptions of fundamental principles
and values at work compared to cluster 2, with a 95% confidence interval of [0.01, 1.86].
Regarding adequate working time and workload, cluster 1 outperformed clusters 2 and 3,
as well as croup 4, with 95% confidence intervals of [0.33, 2.27], [0.02, 1.74], and [0.06, 1.36],
respectively. For the fulfilling and productive work dimension, migrants in the “Better Life,
Better Work” cluster reported significantly more favorable perceptions than those in group
4, with a 95% confidence interval of [0.07, 1.36]. Similarly, participants in cluster 1 reported
more positive perceptions of meaningful remuneration compared to group 4, with a 95%
confidence interval of [0.32, 1.67]. Additionally, cluster 1 scored significantly higher on
health and safety compared to both cluster 2 and group 4, with 95% confidence intervals of
[0.17, 2.16] and [0.17, 1.49], respectively.

In contrast, no significant differences were observed in the dimensions of social protec-
tion, F(107, 3) = 2.03, p > 0.05, and opportunities, F(107, 3) = 0.59, p > 0.05, indicating similar
perceptions across migrant profiles, consistent with findings within the three clusters. These
results suggest that cluster 1 displayed more favorable perceptions of decent work across
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most dimensions, even when the control group (group 4) was included. This reflects better
overall working conditions for migrants in cluster 1 compared to other profiles.

4. Discussion
This study aimed to explore how migrant workers’ pre-migration life and work ex-

periences and the extent of their improvement or deterioration post-migration influence
their overall perceptions of decent work and its specific dimensions. The two-step cluster
analysis identified three distinct groups: “Better Life, Better Work”, “Better Life, Worse
Work”, and “Same Life, Worse Work”. In the following discussion, we examine the charac-
teristics of migrant workers within each cluster and consider how these attributes shape
their perceptions of decent work. While some sociodemographic characteristics, such as age
and family location, showed significant associations with cluster membership, others, such
as gender and job type (blue collar vs. white collar), did not reach statistical significance.
Therefore, we will focus on the significant associations to explain how socioeconomic
characteristics influence perceptions of decent work.

First, it is important to note that the differences in DW perceptions among clusters
cannot be attributed to a single factor only. Instead, these differences arise from a combina-
tion of characteristics that shape how workers perceive their job conditions. Factors such
as employment type, age group, and family location compose a profile that collectively
shape more or less favorable perceptions of work. For example, while younger workers
may adapt more easily to physically demanding tasks, it is the combination of stable em-
ployment and fewer family-related pressures in the host country that increases the overall
perception of DW in cluster 1. Here we offer possible explanations for the higher scores
in DW perceptions of cluster 1 compared to cluster 2 and cluster 3 and, as well, to the
control group (group 4). We do so by focusing on the significant associations between DW
dimensions and socioeconomic factors.

A first social factor that plays a key role in shaping DW perceptions is age. Younger
workers (25–39 years old), predominant in cluster 1, reported higher perceptions of Fun-
damental principles and values at work, which include fairness, respect, and adherence
to workplace principles. Research suggests that younger workers are generally more
adaptable and better equipped to handle the demands of modern workplaces, leading to
more favorable perceptions of workplace fairness and respect (Brienza and Bobocel 2017;
Steinberg et al. 1996). Their physical resilience seems also to contribute to better perceptions
of Health and safety (i.e., the perception of being protected from risks to physical health
and of having safe environmental conditions at the workplace), compared to older workers
(Jones et al. 2011), who constitute the majority of cluster 2.

A second social factor contributing to overall higher DW perceptions of cluster 1,
compared to clusters 2 and 3, is full-time employment, a defining feature of cluster 1.
Full-time workers benefit from more stable working conditions, including structured roles,
opportunities for skill development, and greater job security (Gyansah and Guantai 2018),
which enhance perceptions of Fulfilling and productive work. Full-time employees tend
to experience less job insecurity, which positively impacts their overall job satisfaction
and sense of productivity. Moreover, workers in cluster 1, whose families mostly reside
in their home country, likely experience fewer daily pressures related to childcare and
household management, allowing them to focus more on work and perceive Adequate
working time and workload more positively (Dyer et al. 2011). This aligns with previous
research showing that migrant workers living in crowded spaces with family members
have limited opportunities to rest after long hours, restricting their ability to restore per-
sonal resources (Jones et al. 2024; Huang and Yi 2015). Additionally, not having family
responsibilities in Italy may reduce living expenses, leading to higher perceptions of Mean-
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ingful remuneration for the exercise of citizenship. In contrast, workers in clusters 2 and 3,
who mostly had family members living with them in Italy, likely faced greater financial
pressures to support their households in the host country. Increased living costs, such as
housing and daily expenses, might diminish the perceptions of the financial rewards of their
work. This result highlights the importance of family location in shaping perceptions of
Meaningful remuneration. Workers in cluster 1 have higher probability to send remittances
to support their families back home while maintaining a more cost-effective lifestyle in
Italy (Mahadi et al. 2017).

A second important result concerns the absence of significant differences in DW
perceptions between cluster 2, “Better Life, Worse Work”, and cluster 3, “Same Life,
Worse Work”. The two clusters share the “worse work” perception and differ in their
cross-national life satisfaction (i.e., evaluation of life compared to their home coun-
try). Cluster 2 reported being generally more satisfied with their life compared to their
home country, whereas cluster 3 expressed neutral feelings, indicating no significant
improvement or decline in life satisfaction after migrating. However, this difference
in life satisfaction does not appear to significantly influence their decent work percep-
tions. This could suggest that while life outside of work may be perceived as better in
cluster 2, the actual working conditions—characterized by “worse working conditions”
for both groups—are the primary drivers of their DW evaluations. It is possible that
any perceived improvement in life circumstances for cluster 2 (such as better public
services, or health care system) may not be enough to offset the challenges posed by
their working conditions, especially in the context of the economic pressures and job
limitations that both clusters face related to both having their families living in Italy.
Thus, the “better life” perception does not seem to extend into their work environment,
resulting in similar DW perceptions as in cluster 3.

At the same time, there may be other unmeasured factors contributing to the similar
DW perceptions between cluster 2 and cluster 3. For example, personal aspirations and
career growth expectations could play a significant role. Workers in both clusters have
similar educational backgrounds—most hold university degrees (even though education
was not significantly associated with cluster membership) but feel that their current job,
whether blue collar or white collar, does not align with their aspirations. This mismatch
between qualifications and the types of jobs available in the host country can lead to
dissatisfaction, particularly if workers held higher-ranking positions in their home country
but experienced a downgrade after migrating. This phenomenon, often referred to as
occupational downgrading, has been documented in migration research as a common
challenge faced by skilled migrants who often end up in jobs below their qualifications
(Crollard et al. 2012; Fernando and Patriotta 2020; Nikolov et al. 2021). This mismatch
could help explain why, despite different life satisfaction evaluations outside of work, both
clusters report similar dissatisfaction with their working conditions.

Another result concerns the absence of significant differences across groups in the social
protection and opportunities dimensions of decent work perceptions. This lack of significant
differences might indicate that all groups perceive social protection and opportunities similarly,
regardless of their cluster membership. Given that most participants hold residency permits
and regular work time contracts, according to Italian legislation, they experience stable
access to the national social welfare system. Similarly, equal scores on perception of
opportunities could be due to the stability of work contracts, which minimizes perceived
barriers to advancement. In other words, if work regulations, company policies, or work
conditions related to these dimensions are standardized, it is reasonable that individual
perceptions do not vary substantially.
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Finally, the results of the multiple group comparisons with group 4, migrants with
no previous work experience in their home country, suggest that perceptions of DW in
the host country are shaped not only by prior work experiences in the home country but
also by alternative points of reference and other factors. These factors may include family
influences, individual characteristics such as education level, and exposure to precarious
working conditions. The comparison of the three clusters of economic migrants with
group 4 revealed notable differences in DW perceptions. Specifically, group 4 mainly
consisted of young, second-generation female workers with a high school education or a
university degree who lived with their families in Italy and often held citizenship of the host
country, where they also had their first work experience. ANOVA results demonstrated
that migrants belonging to group 4 exhibited lower scores than cluster 1 in five of the
seven DW dimensions: global DW, adequate working time and workload, fulfilling and
productive work, meaningful remuneration for the exercise of citizenship, and health and
safety. These findings align with the hypothesis advanced by Orupabo et al. (2020), which
posits that the dual frame of reference (DFR) differentially influences the work perceptions
of immigrant children. Specifically, as second-generation immigrants acculturate to the
host country context and internalize its work culture, the influence of DFR diminishes, and
host country-based frames of reference gain greater prominence (Perez 2004). The DW
perceptions of group 4 seems to support this hypothesis, indicating that second-generation
immigrants evaluate their working conditions differently from first-generation workers,
predominantly represented in the other clusters. This difference may be explained by the
fact that migrants in the “no previous work experience” group are less influenced by a
dual frame of reference when assessing their work achievements and conditions compared
to their counterparts who have prior work experience in the home country. Instead, their
evaluations seem to be more closely aligned with host-country norms and expectations,
shaped by their integration into the local cultural and labor market context. These findings
underscore the importance of considering generational status and prior work experience
when analyzing the work perceptions of migrant populations, as these factors significantly
influence how individuals evaluate their working conditions and achievement.

This result aligns with earlier research by Röder and Mühlau (2012), who found that
first-generation immigrants tend to exhibit higher trust in public institutions compared to
natives, a trend linked to the better quality of the institutional performance in the host coun-
try in contrast to that in their home country. Trust in institutions is also crucial in shaping
perceptions of decent work, because, for instance, migrants consider the fairness, reliability,
and support of the systems that govern labor markets and employment conditions. In
first-generation immigrants, high trust in institutions may lead to more positive evaluations
of their work conditions. In second-generation immigrants, as they acculturate, this trust
in host institutions weakens as they compare institutional performance not with that of
the country of origin but with that of the country of residence (Röder and Mühlau 2012),
which may result in more critical assessments of their working environments.

4.1. Limitations and Future Directions

This study underscores the importance of considering both individual and contextual
factors when examining migrant workers’ experiences. Pre-migration expectations, as well
as personal factors such as age and family situation, significantly shape post-migration
experiences and influence how migrants perceive decent work in the host country. This
approach offers a holistic understanding of the evolving nature of migrant workers’ lives,
highlighting the need to account for both personal circumstances and the broader socio-
historical contexts in which these experiences unfold.
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One of the key methodological limitations of this study lies in the reliance on self-
reported data, which may introduce response bias, particularly when exploring subjective
perceptions such as life satisfaction or decent work (DW). Migrant workers’ responses
may have been influenced by their expectations or aspirations, which could skew their
evaluations of work conditions and life satisfaction post-migration. Additionally, the
cross-sectional design limits the ability to infer causal relationships between pre-migration
experiences, post-migration conditions, and DW perceptions.

Longitudinal research would offer a more solid understanding of how migrant work-
ers’ perceptions evolve over time and how shifts in employment status or family dynamics
impact their DW evaluations. Migrants at different stages of life and settlement may face
different challenges and opportunities that affect their employment stability, social mobility,
and future expectations. For example, middle-aged workers (40–54 years old) and older
workers (55+ years old), who predominantly characterize cluster 2, may develop different
career prospects and adaptation strategies than younger workers in clusters 3 and 4 who
entered the labor market in the same historical period. Given these differences, future
research should examine how factors such as age, length of stay in the host country, and
employment stability interact in shaping work and life expectations and integration path-
ways over time. A longitudinal framework would also allow a more comprehensive life
course perspective to better understand the evolving needs of migrant working populations.
Future studies should incorporate the temporal dimension by collecting data before and
after migration, as well as during key career and life events. These may include changes
in marital status, becoming a parent, acquiring citizenship of the host country, securing a
stable or recognized job, or experiencing job loss. This approach would allow researchers
to track changes in migrants’ work expectations over time, providing valuable insights into
how and when psychosocial processes related to the dual frame of reference develop and
shape perceptions of DW.

Another significant limitation is the relatively small sample size (137 participants),
particularly due to participant loss during the data collection phase. An additional notable
number of participants were excluded from the analysis because they did not have prior
home-country work experience. This reduction in sample size affected the robustness of the
cluster analysis and limits the generalizability of the findings. In addition, African migrants
are overrepresented (75.9%) in the sample in comparison to other ethnic groups, limiting
even more the generalizability of the findings. Although the results of this exploratory
analysis are promising, future studies should address these limitations by replicating the
study with larger and more representative samples of migrant workers. The country of
origin of migrant workers and the related national culture about work, such as meaning of
work, might affect the perception of decent work. Furthermore, it is important to ensure
that the size of the clusters is increased for a more comprehensive understanding of DW
perceptions across different groups.

Furthermore, the study did not account for certain potentially influential variables,
such as personal aspirations, career growth expectations, and access to social networks.
These unmeasured factors likely play a significant role in shaping migrant workers’ job
satisfaction and turnover intentions, particularly for those experiencing occupational down-
grading. While the study acknowledges the role of aspirations and occupational mismatch,
it does not delve deeply into how these factors contribute to DW perceptions across clusters.
Future research should aim to explore these variables in greater depth, perhaps through
qualitative interviews or mixed-methods approaches. Moreover, longitudinal studies that
follow migrant workers over time would help to capture changes in their DW perceptions
and career trajectories, particularly in relation to occupational mobility or skill utilization
in the host country. Additionally, future studies should incorporate a more comprehensive
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analysis of structural barriers such as discrimination, labor market segmentation, and lim-
ited career mobility that migrants often face. Investigating how these barriers intersect with
the socio-demographic factors explored in this study could provide a richer understanding
of the challenges migrants encounter in securing decent work. Integrating established
theories, such as the psychology of working theory (PWT) or precarity theory, would offer a
more robust framework for examining the impact of both structural and psychological
factors on migrants’ work experiences. These frameworks could also be used to explore the
role of job insecurity and social connectedness in moderating the relationship between DW
and turnover intentions, further advancing the study of migrant labor dynamics.

4.2. Practical Implications

This study suggests actionable steps for HR managers, employers, and practitioners
aiming to improve decent work among migrant workers. One key priority is enhancing job
security through full-time employment. Stable, full-time roles foster positive perceptions
of fulfilling and productive work and adequate working time and workload, underlining
the value of transitioning part-time or precarious workers to secure, full-time positions
to reduce job insecurity and improve their sense of productivity and fulfillment. Foster-
ing an inclusive workplace culture is also vital. When migrant workers perceive fairness
and respect (i.e., fundamental principles and values at work), their overall job satisfac-
tion improves. Employers can achieve this by implementing cultural sensitivity training,
anti-discrimination policies, and inclusive leadership practices, creating an environment
where migrant workers feel acknowledged and valued. Encouraging open communica-
tion between migrant and native employees also helps bridge cultural gaps, build social
connections, and reduce feelings of isolation.

Finally, ensuring a safe and healthy work environment is crucial. While younger
workers reported higher satisfaction with working conditions, older workers, especially
those in cluster 2, may face greater physical demands or health concerns. Employers can
address these issues by creating ergonomic workspaces, providing regular health and
safety training, and offering appropriate resources and equipment to minimize physical
strain, thus supporting well-being across all ages. In addition, considering migrant workers
of clusters 2 and 3, who share a “worse work” perception but, at the same time, a high
rate of high education, offering targeted training programs to address skill mismatches
or skill gaps might increase workers’ fit to the job, job satisfaction, and, consequently,
firm productivity. At the same time, being aware of and recognizing the qualifications
and previous experience and expertise of these workers, as well as the offer of mentoring
opportunities, might be, again, beneficial both for the migrant workers and for the company
itself, as it would take full advantage of migrant workers’ resources.

By focusing on these areas—job security, inclusivity, health and safety, and training—
employers can improve the working conditions for migrant workers. These efforts not only
enhance job satisfaction and retention but also contribute to a healthier, more productive work-
force, benefiting both workers and organizations alike.
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