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Abstract  Comparative studies of migrant integration, polarization, and 
segregation have favored various research designs and a range of quali-
tative and quantitative methods. This section assesses those approaches 
and explains how the analysis here plays off their strengths and atten-
uates their weaknesses through triangulation. Five carefully selected 
global cities are compared: Hamburg, Barcelona, Chicago, Toronto, and 
Montréal. Migrant concentrations and the most straightforward segre-
gation indices were calculated across the most apposite sub-city units in 
each city for which relevant data were available between 2000 and 2015. 
Changes in the most critical aspects of migrants’ structural integration 
have been gauged as well. Extensive fieldwork in the five case cities made 
it possible to have discussions with migrants and policymakers and to 
observe public spaces in key migrant neighborhoods.
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Existing Approaches

The literatures on migrant integration, polarization, and segregation have 
favored different research designs. Establishing levels of migrants’ struc-
tural incorporation has entailed both objective and subjective appraisals 
of the labor market, income, unemployment, educational and housing 
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conditions, and crime rates. Political and cultural incorporation has been 
weighed with reference to inclusion within host-society organizations, 
patronage of recreational and cultural offerings, rates of naturalization 
and dual citizenship, levels of intermarriage, use of homeland media, 
degree of fluency in the dominant local language, and formal and infor-
mal involvement in political activities (Ireland 2014). In this field, both 
qualitative and quantitative approaches have been deployed, with the lat-
ter typically preferred when scrutinizing the structural dimension—which 
is more relevant to discussions of socio-spatial segregation and arguably 
more central to the processes that give rise to satisfactory migrant inte-
gration outcomes (see Ireland 2004; Hellgren 2016).

Comparative urban research poses a variety of serious challenges, 
particularly when equivalent quantitative data are required, and quali-
tative integration studies have predominated (Ireland 2008). At the 
local level, several ongoing trends have combined to reduce the impact 
of this research. Migrant integration is a continuous social and politi-
cal process of balancing and negotiation, which is impossible to grasp 
without paying attention to the intended and unintended effects of poli-
cies and non-policies. Above all in Europe, there has been a focus on 
the discursive framing of policies, with heavy reliance on ideal typologies 
and unsystematic content analysis. This scholarship “often ignores the 
way in which these frames translate—or not—into concrete practices” 
(Gebhardt 2015, pp. 4–5). Even then, practices (outputs) are not out-
comes, which go largely unexamined (e.g., Falge et al. 2016; Hellgren 
2016; Schiller 2016), even at the neighborhood level (e.g., Pastore and 
Ponzo 2013, 2016). Investigations that refer to civic integration pro-
grams alone and conclude that policy convergence is occurring have 
failed to consider whether the policies in question have the same impact 
on integration in different national and local contexts (e.g., Caponio 
et al. 2016; Gebhardt 2016). Policymakers might be interviewed in qual-
itative integration studies, yet few migrants are, apart from those attend-
ing focus groups or active in migrant associations, noteworthy for their 
limited degree of representativeness.

Weak case selection further blunts the impact of much current urban-
level work on integration in North America as well as Europe. Migrants 
are unevenly distributed across receiving countries in terms of overall 
numbers and national and class backgrounds, but it is possible in carefully 
selected cities and neighborhoods to hold intervening variables constant 
and test hypothesized cause-and-effect relationships. Yet for every instance 
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of a strong explanation for why case cities were chosen (e.g., Ranci 2011), 
many more are lacking. A surprisingly large number of cross-city com-
parisons offer up little or no case defense at all (e.g., Sidney 2014; Becci 
et al. 2017; De Graauw and Vermeulen 2016) or one that is vague or 
not clearly geared toward testing the declared hypothesis (e.g., Caponio 
et al. 2016; Pastore and Ponzo 2016). Cases are regularly selected on the 
dependent variable, meaning in this case integration and segregation out-
comes (e.g., Musterd et al. 2015; Mollenkopf and Pastore 2016).

Casual case defense plagues the literature on global cities, too. Those 
at the very top tier—London, New York City, Tokyo, Hong Kong, 
and Paris—still receive due scholarly devotion. As the concept has been 
stretched and academic researchers, consulting groups, and journalists 
have come up with competing lists of global cities, precision and con-
sistency have been sacrificed (see Leff and Petersen 2015). Arguments 
that all cities are globalizing in important ways (Amen et al. 2006) and 
that “global cities are not all global in the same way” (Moore 2016,  
p. 373) have opened the door to consideration of almost any urban 
center. Applying the “global” label to each of a pair of cities, no matter 
how disparate, can be presented without further justification as author-
izing comparisons between them on nearly any subject: see, for exam-
ple, Velasco Caballero and De los Ángeles Torres (2013) on Chicago and 
Madrid; Foner et al. (2014) on Amsterdam and New York City; Marr 
(2016) on Detroit and Lagos. Edited volumes (e.g., Amen et al. 2006; 
Crul and Mollenkopf 2012; Tammaru et al. 2016) not infrequently pre-
sent either loose grab-bags of city cases or collections not resulting from 
scientifically defensible or entirely convincing calculations.

Nina Glick Schiller and Ayse Çağlar (2009) have made the case that 
migrants act as urban scale-makers and that “pathways of migrant incor-
poration” both affect and are affected by a given city’s position in the 
“networks of capital” that comprise the global system (pp. 191–192). 
Underplayed in their discussion is the fact that in any city, certain places 
and activities are more globalized than others; it is misleading to treat 
urban centers as somehow bounded. This perspective has nonetheless been 
influential in encouraging researchers at least to keep issues of comparable 
global positioning in mind when constructing their research designs.

The bulk of the work dealing with socio-spatial polarization and seg-
regation relies on resolutely quantitative methods. A raft of measures 
and indices has been concocted to assess the five identified dimensions 
of residential segregation (Massey and Denton 1988), augmented with 
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geographic information and mapping. The types of data that must be 
amassed render comparative (especially cross-national) studies problem-
atic. The most popular segregation measure is the dissimilarity index (the 
level of spatial inequality between population categories in a given area). 
The values change depending on the scale of the neighborhoods, enumer-
ation districts, boroughs, postal codes, or census tracts used (known as the 
modifiable areal unit problem) and say nothing about the causes of the 
observed patterns or their differing meanings for members of the minor-
ity and majority populations (Lloyd et al. 2015). The isolation index (the 
likelihood of meeting someone of one’s own category in one’s own area) 
and the exposure index (the likelihood of meeting someone of the other 
category in one’s own area) also vary with unit scale (Musterd 2011).

These and other more intricate statistical measures only estimate 
chances of encounters, not actual contacts or their quality: “interaction 
suffuses these studies as an imputed variable” (Duneier 2013). As illu-
minating as this body of work has been, it has not been able to impart 
insight into how people of different backgrounds live together or how 
diversity works on a day-to-day basis in urban centers. Some prominent 
segregation scholars now acknowledge that statistical analyses “simply 
fail to fully consider the rich reality of contemporary cities, with all their 
different historical layers and contemporary diversity in their key insti-
tutions,” and they have begun to experiment with ways to incorporate 
the “unique characteristics of place (the genius loci)” into their projects 
(Tammaru et al. 2016, pp. 10–11).

They might want to consider looking for that spirit in public spaces. 
New Urbanists and advocates of “smart growth” and sustainability have 
all championed urban designs that encourage mixing by income and 
household type in housing. The accent has been on physical and func-
tional fit with surrounding areas, diverse unit types, and the provision 
of shared open spaces (Thibert 2007). A parallel line of analysis has 
started with the observation that residential spaces are not the only sites 
in which social integration occurs. Even in those with mixed populations, 
interactions occur primarily when people have similar backgrounds or 
interests and are direct neighbors (Phillips 2007). Schools, workplaces, 
local markets, recreation and sports facilities, parks, community centers 
and gardens, public libraries, language classes, and other public spaces 
may be even more consequential as spots where encounters take place 
(Amin 2008; Audunson et al. 2011; Kalandides and Vaiou 2012; Morén-
Alegret and Wladyka 2016).
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Scholars have explored what makes for effective projects and manage-
ment of public spaces and collective facilities (e.g., Borja 1998; Peña 
Astorga 2003; Koutrolikou 2012) and what causes others to fail (e.g., 
Vedrédi 2014). The exchanges that occur in those areas are not of the 
same depth, ranging from superficial contact to the more durable connec-
tions captured in network analysis (Creswell 1996). Even everyday meet-
ings and practices shape and are shaped by the urban context and “can be 
regarded as the main element from which people derive their representa-
tions of cities and neighbourhoods” (Pastore and Ponzo 2016, pp. 183–
184). In this “[e]thnic mixing in public life,” tolerance is learned; “ethnic 
pluralism becomes visible” (Hellgren 2016, p. 163); and people who have 
“few opportunities for such interaction elsewhere can relax, imitate, and 
experience a sense of civility” (Duneier 2013). At issue, in other words, is 
cosmopolitanism: “when does living side by side … lead to creative, ‘real’ 
intercultural conviviality alongside everyday, taken-for-granted forms of 
cosmopolitanism, and when does it lead to antagonisms and separations?” 
(Werbner 2015, pp. 569–570).

Spatial issues are generally explored at the level of the neighborhood 
or sub-neighborhood. Depending on the research question, it can make 
sense to shift the focus to the city as a whole, since the “overall sociospa-
tial structure or lay-out of cities has a major impact on the functioning of 
the urban public sphere” (Cassiers and Kestleloot 2012, p. 1910). The 
“spatial imaginary” of a city or urban area can contribute to fragmenta-
tion or to a shared sense of spatial ownership (Mitchell 2011, p. 418). 
For logical reasons, researchers interested in public spaces have been 
more likely to adopt covert and overt observational and low-reliability 
ethnographic techniques (e.g., Anderson 2012) than statistical ones.

Multiple Methods and Defense of Cases

This study endeavors to pull together several of the various strands of 
research on local-level migrant integration, segregation, and pub-
lic spaces, playing off their methodological strengths and attenuat-
ing their weaknesses through triangulation. The goal is to explain how 
the relationship between the spatial and social segregation/integration 
of migrants has played out so far in the twenty-first century. Have pat-
terns of residential settlement changed in tandem with migrants’ struc-
tural integration, and has socio-spatial polarization worsened during the 
recent hard economic times? What, if anything, can global cities really do 
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to counteract the effects of powerful social and economic forces that feed 
exclusion, social dislocation, and disorder and to reconcile the contradic-
tions associated with ethno-cultural diversity?

Answers are sought here through comparison of developments in five 
North American and European cities: Hamburg, Barcelona, Chicago, 
Toronto, and Montréal (see Table 2.1). Each is the economic hub of 
its region and a recognized first-tier global city, although clearly below 
Saskia Sassen’s (1991) and others’ very top centers and laboring in the 
shadow of a more powerful neighbor: Berlin for Hamburg, New York 
City for Chicago and Toronto, Madrid for Barcelona, and Toronto (and 
New York City) for Montréal. All of the cases are globally integrated to 
an equivalent degree, positioned similarly enough in pertinent rankings 
of world centers to be considered peers. Chicago and Toronto habitually 
place a little higher than the other three in purely economic and financial 
standings; the cultural, creative, and regional weight of Barcelona and 
Montréal and Hamburg’s status as a preeminent transport and media 
hub level the playing field (see Kotkin et al. 2014).

Most of the five case cities have been compared to each other, e.g., 
Barcelona and Montréal (Tremblay and Battaglia 2012); Chicago and 
Toronto (Eidelman 2016); Hamburg and Barcelona (Clark 2012); and 
Montréal and Toronto (Sancton 2004; Grenier and Nadeau 2011). 
Several of them regularly share ideas on migration (Lunn and Vonk 
2014), and Chicago has “sister city” relationships with Hamburg and 
Toronto. Hamburg’s emerging HafenCity neighborhood will have a 
Chicago Square in honor of the connection. The City of Toronto’s 
10-year “Culture Plan for the Creative City,” adopted in 2003, referred 

Table 2.1  The case cities

aIn Illinois only. Source National and local statistical offices (2011, 2012)

City Total city  
population

Metro region  
population

Non-national share of 
total city population (%)

Hamburg, Germany 1,800,000 5,000,000 13.4
Barcelona, Spain 1,600,000 4,900,000 17.7
Chicago, USA 2,700,000 8,700,000a 18.0
Montréal, Canada 1,700,000 3,900,000 11.3
Toronto, Canada 2,700,000 5,500,000 15.0
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directly to Barcelona, Chicago, and Montréal (along with Milan and San 
Francisco) as its competitors (Boudreau et al. 2009).

Besides their similar overall and non-national populations, these urban 
centers all have shares of foreign-born residents ranging from a third 
(Hamburg)  to a half (Toronto) and have gained reputations for being 
welcoming of migrants. Importantly, among those residents in each are 
members of five national groups: Poles, Romanians, Serbs, Pakistanis, and 
Ghanaians. They represent a combination of traditional/ongoing and newer 
migration inflows. They take in both Muslims and sub-Saharan Africans, 
albeit not simply lumped into multinational collections or assumed to be 
defined solely by their religion or regional origins, as is too often the case 
(e.g., Vang 2012; Koenig 2015). The migrants’ backgrounds are not always 
identical: distance and admissions policies have resulted in the migration 
of people with skill levels and educational qualifications that tend to be 
lower on average in Europe than in the USA and lower in the USA than in 
Canada (Maruszewska 2007; CMM 2013; Siddiqi et al. 2013).

Another present-day trend in migrant integration studies is a forceful 
reaction against treating ethnic groups as bounded entities. When they 
become the unit of analysis, goes the criticism, the heterogeneity of both 
the city’s social fabric and migrant populations is obscured (Schiller and 
Çağlar 2009), distinctions based on migration status and ethnicity come 
to seem natural and immutable instead of socially constructed (Dahinden 
2016), a label is imposed that prevents genuine mutual understanding 
(Pitter 2016), and the forces and processes that produce identities and 
boundaries are ignored (Falge et al. 2016). As valid as such observations 
may be, it is not clear that starting with social classes, neighborhoods, 
cities, or other standard social science categories does not merely shift 
the problem instead of resolving it.

It has long been recognized that whereas some people migrate 
already equipped with clear senses of ethnic, national, and/or regional 
identity, others develop them only in the settling-society context (see 
Ireland 1994). To understand micro-level, bottom-up boundary forma-
tion, it would be necessary to conduct full-fledged cohort studies with 
freshly arrived migrants—not the content analysis, policymaker and activ-
ist interviews, participant observation, focus groups, and social network 
analysis presently favored. Another tack, the one taken in this study, is 
to address “both the patterns characterising country of origin migrant 
groups in different spatial contexts and the multiple migrant and non-
migrant groups who share space in residential neighbourhoods, in order 
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to understand the constitutive role of both country of origin factors 
and of settlement sites” (Gidley and Caputo 2013, p. 25). As Andreas 
Wimmer (2007) reminds us, “there is no reason why a study design 
should not start by taking individuals from a particular country as the 
unit of observation,” so long as one avoids the “fallacy of assuming com-
munitarian closure, cultural difference, and strong identities” (p. 28). A 
migrant’s country of origin—which is not the same as his or her ethnic-
ity—factors into the legal status and rights that he or she enjoys in North 
American and European receiving societies, and settlement patterns as 
well as official monitoring of them both reflect and reaffirm the import 
of their original nationality.

Quantitative and qualitative methods were adopted here. Microsoft 
Excel 2013 enabled computation of migrant concentrations. The most 
straightforward, most commonly used indices of segregation were calcu-
lated using STATA 13 with data made available by local statistical offices: 
the dissimilarity, isolation, and exposure indices. Even though the lat-
ter two indices are probabilistic complements in this context, discussing 
both of them reinforces what is learned about segregation in the case cit-
ies. All of the indices were constructed across the smallest units in each 
city for which useful data were available across the study period and 
which have sociopolitical meaning for residents and policymakers (i.e., 
neighborhood, district/borough, community area, or ward).

At those levels, it was statistics on non-nationals (that is, migrants) that 
were available across the cases (see Rechel et al. 2013). It seemed reasona-
ble to posit that these people would have been the component of migrant-
origin populations most vulnerable to and illustrative of the forces of 
polarization and segregation. Wherever feasible, changes in the most criti-
cal and visible aspects of their structural integration (namely, in the areas 
of employment, poverty, and social assistance rates) have been gauged 
across the relevant sub-city units and not in blanket figures (compare 
Musterd 2003). Less systematic analysis has been provided concerning 
migrants’ health status and the socio-spatial polarization and integration of 
naturalized and second-generation residents—as well as of migrant-origin 
populations in the suburban areas surrounding each case city. Extensive 
fieldwork was conducted in all five of them, which made it possible to have 
discussions with migrants and policymakers and to observe public spaces 
in key neighborhoods. The goal was not to compare results directly across 
the case cities but to assess fluctuations in each of them between 2000 
and 2015. Structural integration deficits and levels of segregation could 
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remain significant and troubling, occasionally to an even greater degree 
in a city where relatively smaller declines were registered than in another 
city. Given that the integration process relates to shrinking the disparity 
between the migrant and non-migrant populations, what are under con-
sideration here are the positive and negative trends over time.

As comparable and comparably positioned global cities, Hamburg, 
Barcelona, Chicago, Toronto, and Montréal could be expected to 
see their migrant populations (in general and their Polish, Romanian, 
Serbian, Pakistani, and Ghanaian ones specifically) experience similar 
pressures toward socio-spatial polarization—which should be relatively 
strong across the board, given each city’s high global ranking and thus 
exposure. Research on such forces has been underscoring the modulating 
impact of welfare-state policies on residential segregation and, by exten-
sion, migrant integration (see Friedrichs et al. 2003; Gidley and Caputo 
2013). It has been maintained that migrants fare worst overall under 
liberal welfare regimes (with the US variant less encompassing than the 
Canadian, and Ontario’s less so than Québec’s) and better under more 
comprehensive ones (and best under continental corporatist regimes like 
Germany’s, then the Mediterranean variant as found in Spain) (Musterd 
and Deurloo 2002; Musterd 2011; Ranci 2011; Ireland 2014). This 
study’s operating hypothesis was thus that ethnic segregation and socio-
spatial polarization should have escalated and structural integration 
should have deteriorated more between 2000 and 2015 under the more 
liberal welfare regimes: the corresponding order would thus be Chicago, 
Toronto, Montréal, Barcelona, and then Hamburg.

In the end that sequence did not hold up. Only Hamburg main-
tained its expected status as the city in which migrants overall and from 
the five case nationalities experienced the fewest negative social and spa-
tial effects from the latest economic crisis. Migrants in Barcelona fared 
worse than hypothesized. Those in Montréal fared better. More striking 
than those findings was that neither residential segregation nor struc-
tural integration indicators (that is, the gap between migrants and native-
stock residents) worsened noticeably in any of the cities over the study 
period. Where integration levels underwent a modest dip (Toronto and 
Chicago) or even a sharper drop (Barcelona), pre-downturn conditions 
had returned for the most part by 2015. What mattered more was where 
migrants were moving and how their relocations fit in with broader 
trends toward socio-spatial polarization. Cities and national welfare states 
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appeared to have minimal bearing on outcomes, and it was often small, 
adaptive urban policies that did the most to improve the quality of life 
and social relations for migrants and the unintended consequences of 
their more ambitious actions that did the most harm.
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