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Abstract 

This article examines the economic paradigm underpinning contemporary immigration 

policies and proposes a broader understanding of migration success through the lens of family 

resilience. While dominant approaches emphasize labour market outcomes, income and human 

capital, they pay limited attention to the relational and psychosocial processes shaping long-

term integration. Building on a critical synthesis of migration, family and1 resilience 

scholarship, the article develops an integrated conceptual model in which family resilience 

mediates the relationship between structural conditions, social resources and migration 

outcomes. The analysis argues that family resilience enhances migrants’ capacity to transform 

available resources into sustainable integration trajectories. It further shows that migration 

success is a multidimensional and dynamic process rather than a purely economic 

achievement. By positioning family systems at the centre of migration analysis, the article 

advances a broader framework for understanding immigrant integration and highlights the 

need for policy evaluations that incorporate family stability and psychosocial well-being. 

 

Keywords: Migration success; immigrant integration; family resilience; immigration policy; 

psychosocial well-being. 

 

Introduction 

Migration success has become one of the central concerns of contemporary immigration 

policies. Across many Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 

countries, immigration systems increasingly seek to attract migrants who are expected to 

respond to labour shortages, sustain economic growth and contribute to demographic renewal. 

Unsurprisingly, assessments of immigrant integration have progressively converged around a 

relatively narrow set of indicators, most notably employment, income, occupational mobility 

and the recognition of foreign qualifications. This emphasis reflects the lasting influence of 

human capital theory, according to which migration is primarily understood as an investment 

allowing individuals to maximise the returns to their education, skills and professional 

experience (Becker, 1964; Borjas, 2014). 

The prominence of these indicators is not without justification. Labour market participation 

remains a major determinant of economic autonomy, social participation and long-term 

settlement. Yet migration rarely unfolds as a purely economic process. Establishing a life in 

another country also involves renegotiating family roles, rebuilding social relationships, 
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adapting to unfamiliar institutions and responding to cultural expectations that often differ from 

those of the country of origin. These dimensions evolve simultaneously and influence one 

another throughout the settlement process. Focusing exclusively on economic outcomes 

therefore captures only part of what migrants experience after arrival (Castles et al., 2014). 

Over the past two decades, migration scholars have increasingly challenged this narrow 

understanding of integration. Frameworks such as that proposed by Ager and Strang (2008) 

broadened the analysis by incorporating housing, education, health, citizenship and social 

connections alongside employment. Likewise, research on segmented assimilation 

demonstrated that migrants do not follow a single pathway towards incorporation but 

experience diverse trajectories shaped by institutional contexts, social inequalities and 

available resources (Portes & Rumbaut, 2014). These contributions considerably expanded the 

analytical scope of migration studies. At the same time, they largely retained the individual as 

the principal unit of analysis, leaving comparatively little room for the relational processes 

through which migrants adapt to changing circumstances. 

This omission deserves closer attention. Migration decisions are rarely individual decisions 

alone, nor are their consequences confined to individual migrants. Families absorb uncertainty, 

redistribute responsibilities and develop strategies that allow everyday life to continue despite 

economic instability, discrimination or institutional barriers. Similar employment opportunities 

or legal conditions may therefore lead to very different trajectories because households differ 

in the ways they interpret challenges, mobilise support and maintain cohesion. Looking only at 

structural conditions makes these differences difficult to explain (Berry, 1997; Hondagneu-

Sotelo, 1994; Sayad, 1999). 

Family resilience provides a useful perspective for addressing this issue. Rather than describing 

resilience as a personal attribute, contemporary research presents it as a dynamic process 

through which families reorganise relationships, preserve collective functioning and draw upon 

internal and external resources when confronted with adversity (Walsh, 2016; Ungar, 2011). 

Applied to migration, this perspective shifts attention from the resources migrants possess to 

the relational mechanisms through which those resources are transformed into sustainable 

settlement. 

The argument developed in this article is straightforward. Existing approaches explain 

important dimensions of migration success, yet they leave insufficient room for the processes 

through which structural opportunities become durable integration outcomes. Family resilience 

offers one possible explanation for this missing link. Building on this premise, the article 

develops an integrated conceptual framework connecting macro-structural conditions, meso-

level social resources and micro-level family processes. In doing so, it proposes a broader 

understanding of migration success and invites a reconsideration of how immigration policies 

evaluate long-term integration. 

The article is organised into four sections. The first revisits the dominant economic paradigm 

of migration success and discusses its analytical limitations. The second examines the 

contribution of family resilience to the understanding of migration trajectories. The third 

develops the integrated conceptual framework. The final section discusses its implications for 

migration research and immigration policy before concluding with directions for future 

research. 

 

1. The economic paradigm of migration success 

The dominant understanding of migration success remains strongly influenced by economic 

theories that conceptualise migration as an investment in human capital. According to this 

perspective, individuals migrate to maximise the returns to their education, skills and labour by 

moving towards contexts offering greater economic opportunities (Becker, 1964). Borjas 

(2014) further argues that migrants' economic performance depends on the transferability of 

their human capital, wage differentials and the selective nature of immigration systems. These 
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approaches have profoundly shaped both migration research and public policy, making 

employment, income and occupational mobility the principal indicators of successful 

integration. 

The influence of this paradigm extends well beyond academic debates. In many OECD 

countries, immigration systems increasingly rely on economic selection criteria that favour 

highly educated and skilled migrants. Points-based programmes, language requirements and 

credential recognition mechanisms are designed on the assumption that migrants possessing 

greater human capital are more likely to integrate successfully into receiving societies. 

Consequently, economic performance has become not only an indicator of integration but also 

a benchmark against which immigration policies themselves are evaluated. 

This perspective has generated important advances in migration research. It has provided robust 

explanations for labour market incorporation, occupational mobility and income differentials 

while offering policymakers measurable indicators to assess integration outcomes. 

Nevertheless, its explanatory power remains limited when migration is considered as a long-

term social process rather than solely an economic transition. Comparable levels of education, 

professional experience or legal status frequently produce markedly different integration 

trajectories. Such variation suggests that access to economic opportunities alone cannot account 

for the diversity of migrants' experiences. 

Recognising these limitations, migration scholars have progressively adopted broader 

conceptions of integration. Ager and Strang (2008) proposed one of the most influential 

multidimensional frameworks by identifying employment, housing, education, health, social 

connections and citizenship as interconnected domains of successful integration. Their model 

represented an important shift away from purely economic approaches by acknowledging that 

integration depends on a combination of institutional, social and individual factors. 

Similarly, theories of segmented assimilation challenged the assumption that migrants follow 

a single path of incorporation. Portes and Rumbaut (2014) demonstrated that integration 

trajectories vary according to institutional contexts, social inequalities and the resources 

available to different migrant groups. These perspectives significantly enriched migration 

scholarship by emphasising the diversity of settlement experiences and the importance of 

structural contexts. 

Despite these advances, prevailing approaches continue to share an important limitation. They 

explain the conditions under which integration occurs but devote comparatively little attention 

to the processes through which migrants transform available resources into durable trajectories 

of settlement. Structural opportunities, institutional arrangements and individual characteristics 

undoubtedly shape integration, yet they do not operate independently of the relational 

environments within which migration is experienced. In particular, existing models pay limited 

attention to the family as an adaptive system capable of mediating the effects of structural 

constraints and social opportunities. 

This omission is not trivial. Migration decisions are frequently made collectively, resources are 

often managed within households, and responses to uncertainty emerge through family 

interactions rather than individual choices alone. Ignoring these dynamics risks reducing 

migration success to a series of observable outcomes while overlooking the mechanisms 

through which these outcomes are produced and sustained over time. 

Addressing this gap requires moving beyond a dichotomy opposing economic and social 

explanations of migration. Instead, it calls for an integrated perspective capable of linking 

structural conditions, social resources and family processes within a common analytical 

framework. Such an approach provides the foundation for reconsidering migration success not 

simply as an economic achievement but as the product of continuous adaptation occurring 

across multiple levels of social life. 

 

2. Family resilience and migration trajectories 
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Migration is commonly analysed through structural determinants such as immigration policies, 

labour markets and legal status. While these factors shape the opportunities and constraints 

encountered after arrival, they do not fully explain why migrants exposed to comparable 

institutional environments often experience markedly different integration trajectories. 

Increasingly, migration research suggests that these differences emerge within the family, 

where migration is experienced, interpreted and negotiated in everyday life (Foner, 1997; 

Massey, 1990). 

Migration rarely affects individuals in isolation. Decisions to migrate, strategies for settlement 

and responses to uncertainty are generally embedded within family relationships. Migration 

reshapes parental responsibilities, gender roles and intergenerational expectations while 

exposing households to occupational downgrading, financial insecurity, cultural adjustment 

and the disruption of established support networks. These pressures extend well beyond 

economic adaptation and require families to continuously reorganise roles, expectations and 

patterns of mutual support (Hondagneu-Sotelo, 1994; Sayad, 1999). The ability to manage 

these changes collectively often becomes a decisive factor in the sustainability of integration. 

Research on transnational families further illustrates the centrality of family dynamics in 

migration. Rather than dissolving family systems, migration frequently reconfigures them 

across national borders. Emotional ties, financial transfers and everyday obligations continue 

to connect households living in different countries, creating social fields that extend beyond 

the receiving society (Bryceson & Vuorela, 2002; Levitt & Glick Schiller, 2004). These 

transnational relationships provide access to information, material support and emotional 

resources, but they may also generate competing expectations and additional sources of stress. 

Family adaptation therefore takes place simultaneously within multiple social and institutional 

contexts. 

The concept of family resilience offers a useful framework for understanding how households 

respond to these challenges. Early work on family stress emphasised that adaptation depends 

not only on the severity of adverse events but also on the resources available to families and 

on the meanings they attach to these experiences. The Double ABCX model developed by 

McCubbin and Patterson (1983) showed that family adjustment results from the interaction 

between stressors, available resources and coping processes. Building on this perspective, 

McCubbin and McCubbin (1988) argued that resilient families are distinguished less by the 

absence of adversity than by their capacity to reorganise relationships, mobilise support and 

preserve family functioning over time. 

More recent approaches have expanded this understanding. Walsh (2016) conceptualises 

family resilience as a dynamic process grounded in shared belief systems, organisational 

flexibility and effective communication. Rather than viewing resilience as an individual trait, 

this perspective highlights the relational processes through which families adapt to disruption 

while maintaining cohesion and collective functioning. Similarly, Ungar (2011) argues that 

resilience cannot be separated from the broader social environment. Access to supportive 

institutions, community networks and social resources shapes families' capacity to respond to 

adversity, making resilience the product of continuous interactions between households and 

their surrounding contexts. 

Despite these theoretical advances, family resilience remains only marginally incorporated into 

prevailing models of migration success. Existing frameworks recognise the importance of 

families as sources of emotional and practical support, yet they seldom explain how family 

processes influence the conversion of structural opportunities into long-term integration 

outcomes. As a result, migrants with comparable levels of education, legal status or economic 

resources often appear to follow divergent trajectories without a convincing explanation of the 

mechanisms underlying these differences. 

Viewing migration through the lens of family resilience offers a different interpretation of 

integration. Economic resources, social networks and public policies undoubtedly matter, but 
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their effects are mediated by families' ability to reorganise relationships, mobilise support and 

maintain collective well-being in the face of uncertainty. From this perspective, migration 

success is not simply the outcome of favourable structural conditions. It also reflects the 

adaptive processes through which families transform available opportunities into sustainable 

trajectories of settlement. This argument provides the foundation for the integrated conceptual 

framework presented in the following section. 

 

3. An integrated conceptual framework of migration success 

The preceding discussion suggests that existing approaches explain important dimensions of 

migration but remain incomplete when considered separately. Economic models account for 

incentives and labour market outcomes, integration frameworks identify institutional and social 

determinants, while resilience research examines adaptive processes within families. However, 

these perspectives rarely converge within a common explanatory framework capable of 

accounting for how migration trajectories are produced over time. The central argument 

advanced in this article is that family resilience provides the missing mechanism connecting 

structural conditions to long-term integration outcomes. 

Rather than viewing migration success as the direct consequence of human capital or 

favourable institutional environments, the proposed framework conceptualises it as the 

outcome of a dynamic process of resource conversion. Structural opportunities and constraints 

undoubtedly influence migrants' lives, but their effects are mediated by the capacity of families 

to reorganise, mobilise resources and maintain collective functioning throughout the settlement 

process. Migration success therefore emerges from the interaction between external conditions 

and internal adaptive processes rather than from economic performance alone. 

Figure 1 illustrates the conceptual framework proposed in this article. It highlights the 

interactions between macro-structural conditions, meso-level social resources and micro-level 

family processes, while positioning family resilience as the central mechanism through which 

these dimensions shape sustainable migration trajectories. 

 

Figure 1. Integrated conceptual model of migration success: the central role of family 

resilience 
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Source: Author’s elaboration. 

 

The framework is organised around three interconnected analytical levels. At the macro level, 

migration policies, legal status, labour market structures and institutional discrimination 

establish the broader context within which integration unfolds. These factors determine access 

to employment, education, public services and opportunities for social participation, but they 

do not affect all migrants in the same way. 

The meso level comprises the social resources available to migrant households. Community 

organisations, diasporic networks and informal support systems facilitate access to 

information, employment opportunities and emotional support. These intermediary structures 

reduce uncertainty during settlement and help families navigate unfamiliar institutional 

environments. Their influence, however, depends largely on the capacity of households to 

activate and sustain these social ties. 

At the centre of the framework lies the family. Family resilience is understood as a dynamic 

process through which households maintain cohesion, reorganise roles, resolve tensions and 

adapt to changing circumstances. Communication, shared beliefs and organisational flexibility 

enable families to absorb migration-related pressures while preserving their capacity for 

collective action. In this perspective, the family is not simply one resource among others but 

the primary arena in which structural opportunities are interpreted, negotiated and transformed 

into long-term integration strategies. 

This conceptualisation also introduces a reciprocal relationship between family resilience and 

economic integration. Stable family functioning facilitates labour market participation by 

strengthening decision-making, mutual support and long-term planning. Conversely, persistent 

unemployment, occupational downgrading and financial insecurity may undermine family 

cohesion and reduce adaptive capacities. Migration success therefore develops through 

cumulative interactions in which economic integration and family resilience reinforce—or 

weaken—one another over time. 

The proposed framework broadens prevailing understandings of migration success in two 

respects. First, it moves beyond static indicators of economic performance by emphasising the 

processes through which migrants build sustainable lives in receiving societies. Second, it 

places family resilience at the centre of migration analysis, not as a complementary variable 

but as the mechanism linking structural conditions, social resources and integration outcomes. 

From this perspective, migration success is best understood as a multidimensional process 

combining economic participation, psychosocial well-being, family stability and adaptive 

capacity. 

 

4. Discussion and policy implications 

The analysis developed in this article starts from a relatively simple observation. Contemporary 

migration research has considerably improved our understanding of immigrant integration, yet 

much of this literature continues to assess migration success through observable outcomes such 

as employment, earnings or occupational mobility. These indicators remain indispensable, but 

they do not fully explain why migrants confronted with comparable structural conditions often 

experience markedly different trajectories after settlement. The framework proposed here 

suggests that part of this variation lies in the adaptive processes operating within families. 

This interpretation does not call into question the contribution of existing theories. Human 

capital remains fundamental for explaining labour market performance, while 

multidimensional approaches have demonstrated that integration extends beyond employment 

to include housing, education, health and social participation (Ager & Strang, 2008). Likewise, 

research on segmented assimilation has shown that institutional contexts and social inequalities 

shape the opportunities available to different migrant groups (Portes & Rumbaut, 2014). Rather 

than replacing these perspectives, the present framework complements them by focusing on a 
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dimension that has received comparatively limited attention. Structural conditions help explain 

the opportunities available to migrants, but they say less about the processes through which 

these opportunities are translated into stable and sustainable lives. 

From this perspective, family resilience becomes more than a source of emotional support. It 

represents a mechanism through which households interpret uncertainty, reorganise 

responsibilities and mobilise resources over time. Migration inevitably introduces new 

constraints, whether related to employment, language acquisition, cultural adaptation or 

changing family roles. Families do not respond uniformly to these challenges. Some succeed 

in preserving cohesion and maintaining collective projects despite prolonged adversity, 

whereas others struggle to adapt even when favourable structural opportunities exist. 

Recognising this diversity helps explain why migration trajectories remain highly 

heterogeneous despite similar levels of education, legal status or labour market access. 

The framework also invites a reconsideration of the relationship between economic integration 

and family functioning. Migration research has generally assumed that improvements in 

employment and income strengthen family well-being. This relationship is undoubtedly 

important, but it is unlikely to operate in only one direction. Stable family relationships may 

themselves facilitate labour market participation by reducing psychosocial stress, supporting 

decision-making and creating conditions that allow individuals to invest in education, 

employment or entrepreneurship. Economic integration and family resilience should therefore 

be viewed as mutually reinforcing processes rather than independent dimensions of settlement. 

These observations have practical implications for immigration policy. Governments 

understandably rely on economic indicators because they are measurable, comparable and 

closely aligned with policy objectives. Yet evaluating migration success exclusively through 

labour market outcomes risks overlooking dimensions that influence migrants' long-term 

capacity to remain and participate in receiving societies. Family stability, psychosocial well-

being and supportive social relationships are more difficult to quantify, but they are no less 

relevant to the sustainability of integration. Considering such dimensions alongside 

conventional economic indicators would provide a broader understanding of policy 

effectiveness without diminishing the importance of labour market participation. 

A similar argument applies to settlement programmes. Language training, employment 

services and credential recognition remain essential components of immigrant integration 

policies. Their effectiveness, however, may depend partly on the broader family environment 

in which settlement takes place. Measures that strengthen family relationships, facilitate 

community participation or address psychosocial challenges should not be regarded simply as 

complementary social services. They may also reinforce the capacity of migrants to benefit 

from existing economic opportunities and to maintain their integration over time. 

The framework proposed here remains conceptual and should be interpreted accordingly. It 

does not claim that family resilience is the sole determinant of migration success, nor does it 

suggest that structural inequalities become secondary. Rather, it argues that understanding 

migration trajectories requires greater attention to the interactions between institutional 

contexts, available resources and family processes. Future empirical research will be necessary 

to examine these relationships across different migration categories, policy regimes and 

national contexts. Such work would help determine the conditions under which family 

resilience exerts the greatest influence on long-term integration. 

 

Conclusion 

Contemporary debates on migration success have largely been shaped by economic 

perspectives that equate successful integration with labour market participation and individual 

economic performance. While these dimensions remain essential, they provide only a partial 

account of how migrants establish stable and sustainable lives after settlement. Migration 

unfolds through a combination of structural opportunities, social relationships and family 
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processes that evolve over time, making integration a more complex phenomenon than 

conventional indicators alone can capture. 

This article has argued that family resilience helps explain part of this complexity. By viewing 

the family as an adaptive system rather than a passive context of migration, the proposed 

framework highlights the relational processes through which structural conditions, community 

resources and individual capacities are transformed into long-term integration trajectories. In 

doing so, it offers a complementary perspective to existing approaches centred on human 

capital, economic incorporation and multidimensional integration. 

The contribution of the framework lies less in proposing an alternative definition of migration 

success than in drawing attention to a mechanism that has received comparatively little 

consideration in migration research. Recognising the mediating role of family resilience helps 

explain why migrants facing similar institutional conditions do not necessarily experience 

similar outcomes and why integration should be understood as an evolving process rather than 

a fixed endpoint. 

The conceptual nature of this study inevitably calls for empirical validation. Future research 

could examine the proposed relationships across different migration categories, family 

structures and policy environments. Comparative studies would also help identify the 

conditions under which family resilience plays a stronger or weaker role in shaping migration 

trajectories. 

More broadly, placing families at the centre of the analysis encourages a wider reflection on 

the objectives of immigration policies. If the long-term goal of these policies is not simply to 

attract skilled workers but also to foster sustainable settlement and social participation, then 

the processes that enable families to adapt, remain cohesive and navigate uncertainty deserve 

greater attention. Understanding migration success therefore requires looking beyond 

economic outcomes alone and recognising the family as one of the key arenas in which 

integration is built and sustained. 
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