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 “Highly-skilled” migration in uncertain times:  
Temporary migratory trajectories in Asian restrictive migration regimes 

 
 
This Special Issue invites contributions examining the changing – and increasingly 
contested – notion of “highly skilled migration” through the analytical lens of temporariness. 
Reexamining so-called highly skilled migrants by acknowledging their increasingly often only 
temporary legal status, constrained employment conditions and provisional acts of 
establishing lives abroad, contributions in this Issue seek to understand how seemingly 
mobile and desired foreign professionals navigate (timely-limited) projections of their spatial 
mobility, at times leading to continuously extended stays or transitory ways of life. In so doing, 
the Issue develops recent scholarship at the intersection of the sociology of migration, social 
mobility, and the sociology of work by incorporating temporariness as a guiding principle for 
both migration governance and migratory agency (Baas and Yeoh 2018; Robertson 2018; 
Triandafyllidou 2022).  

 “Temporariness” within this Issue spans several dimensions: Migrants’ timely 
constrained presence in destination countries (or projection thereof) amid current global and 
geopolitical uncertainties (e.g. shifts in immigration policies in the “traditional” settlement 
countries like the US, outbreak of COVID-19), the institutional-political notion of initially only 
temporary acceptance yet simultaneous expansion of so-called highly-skilled migration 
policies in non-traditional immigration countries (Paul and Rabel 2024), and the way 
temporariness affects migrants’ biographical times and everyday lived experiences (Merla 
and Smit 2023). Intensively debated in recent sociological work, we problematize the term 
“(highly-)skilled migration” as socially and politically constructed (Liu-Farrer et al. 2021; Liu-
Farrer 2025). Interested in the group of migrants who have for long been regarded as being 
transnationally mobile, unproblematic and desired alike (Favell 2008; Gomes 2018), we 
focus on “highly-skilled” or “highly educated” migrants (hereafter used interchangeably) as 
tertiary degree holders or those with equivalent professional experiences (Chaloff and 
Lemaître 2009). However, processes of (de)skilling and their link to a temporary, or 
conditional, status of acceptance or to the idea of provisional dwelling in the host society are 
an empirical question at the core of this Special Issue. 

Traditionally a sending region, Asia has become a major receiver of highly educated 
migrants (IOM 2024). Asian migration regimes are at the forefront of demographic aging and 
labor shortages and react with deregulations for selected groups of the most urgently 
needed labor migrants (Hof et al. 2024). While labeled “constrained” and temporary because 
of restrictive policies regarding admission, settlement and access to citizenship (Boucher 
and Gest 2018), (East) Asia has significantly opened to the migration of highly educated 
individuals. Amid Western traditional immigration countries’ gradually more restrictive 
policies (Vosko 2022) this Special Issue shifts the focus on temporary labor migration to 
Asia’s emerging migration regimes (Toma and Villares-Varela 2019) and contributes to 
understanding the new dynamics of the migration of sought-after labor migrants through a 
multi-level approach. 



The Special Issue seeks to demonstrate how both structure (macro- and micro-level) 
and migrants’ (time) planning and projection shape their migratory careers (micro-level) and 
sometimes result in a reshuffling of the (politically and academically) contested notion of 
“highly-skilled” migration. This includes ideas of permanence vs. temporariness or migration 
to the West vs. migration to the East, foregrounding the usefulness of a processual lens and 
an acknowledgement of the provisional character inherent to temporary migrants’ lives. As 
such, “[i]maginaries [of professional migratory trajectories] are social because they are 
shared, socially constructed, and have social … impacts” (O’Reilly 2014: 212). They are an 
“attempt to grapple with the … ever-changing nature of the imagination, with the socially 
shaped ways …and with the social outcomes of people acting on their imagination ...” (ibid: 
211). These insights recognize in practice-theory fashion that both macro-level structures 
and people’s agencies jointly shape and “act on” outcomes and produce new structures alike, 
and that both institutionally produced and lived experiences of temporariness matter 
(O’Reilly 2012). “Social imaginary” considers migrants’ (time) planning and projection of their 
migratory trajectories (micro-level), and communities’ and stakeholders’ imaginaries of how 
to accept and retain highly educated migrants at times of labor shortages and increased 
socio-cultural diversity (meso- and macro-levels). 

 
We especially welcome papers that address one or several of the multi-level dimensions 
affecting temporariness and which contribute both empirically and theoretically to the theme 
of the Special Issue: 

- The institutionalization of restrictive migration regimes through shifting labor market 
demands 

- Imaginaries of social mobility in restrictive migration regimes from different 
perspectives (e.g. (aspiring) migrants, employers, states, migration intermediaries, 
and other stakeholders’ imaginaries) 

- Contingencies and conditionalities of migratory trajectories, such as the proliferation 
of restrictive immigration regimes vis-à-vis highly educated migrants’ career 
projections) 

 
Abstracts should clearly outline the theoretical contributions in line with the theme of the 
Special Issue, research design, methods, and data, and present the main results and their 
significance for the case of migration to and within Asia. Authors should define all key 
concepts used and should clarify how their case / group in focus relates to problematizing 
the concept of ‘highly skilled migration’ as outlaid in the CfP. 
 
 
Time frame 

- Submission of abstracts: May 10th, 2026 (minimum 700 words) 
- Upon provisional acceptance, submission of draft paper (6000-8000 words): June 

30th, 2026 
- Following an internal review, submission to the journal: August 30th, 2026 

 
Special Issue editors 

Helena Hof (helena.hof@uzh.ch) 
Aimi Muranaka (a.muranaka@aoni.waseda.jp) 
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