
1Migraciones | nº 55 | 1-20 [2022] [ISSN 2341-0833]
DOI: https://doi.org/10.14422/mig.2022.007

Italians in Valencia: A New Lifestyle Migration
in an Urban Context

Italianos en Valencia: una nueva «lifestyle
migration» en un contexto urbano

Anna Giulia Ingellis
Universitat de València

E-mail: giuliana.Ingellis@uv.es
ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9432-6487

Lavinia Stornaiuolo
Ministero della Pubblica Istruzione (MIUR)

E-mail: lavinia.stornaiuolo@istruzione.it

 Authors

Over the last two decades, scholars have paid close attention to South-North intra-EU mi-
gration. In contrast, intra-Southern Europe migrations have not received the appropriate in-
terest. This qualitative study, conducted between 2017 and 2019, investigates an emerging,
fast-growing phenomenon: Italian migration to Spain, focusing on the Italian community in
Valencia. Participant observation (virtual and traditional) and in-depth interviews (42) were
used to study this migration process. Exploring the motivations to migrate, the subjective rep-
resentation of the search for a better life, the meaning of lifestyle and the role of work in the
migration process, the research explores how far it could be interpreted as a new lifestyle mi-
gration (LM) flow. The analysis reveals a complex combination of interrelated factors — like
the Mediterranean lifestyle, good public services, low taxes, and cost of living — depicting the
urban context of Valencia as a representative setting for a better quality of life.

Durante las últimas dos décadas los investigadores han prestado mucha atención a las migra-
ciones Sur-Norte intra-UE. Por el contrario, las migraciones internas al sur de Europa han re-
cibido poco interés. Este estudio, realizado entre el 2017 y 2019, analiza el caso de la migración
de italianos a Valencia. Para la realización del estudio se realizaron 42 entrevistas en profun-
didad y observación participante (tanto de forma virtual como en persona). Explorando las mo-
tivaciones migratorias, las representaciones subjetivas de la búsqueda para una vida mejor, el
significado de estilo de vida y el rol del trabajo en el proceso migratorio, la investigación analiza
en qué medida se trata de una nueva migración por estilo de vida. El análisis desvela una com-
binación compleja de factores —el estilo de vida mediterráneo, buenos servicios públicos, coste de
la vida y nivel impositivo más bajos— que dibujan Valencia como representativo de un contexto
urbano para una mejor calidad de vida.
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1. Introduction
This paper presents the results of research into an intra-Southern Europe migration flow: of
Italians to Valencia (Spain). One effect of the recent long-lasting recession which has deeply
affected Southern Europe since 2008 has been a steadily growing South-North migration flow
within the EU. The individualized attempts to escape the lack of good jobs and a generalized
situation of crisis, explains the intensity of this migration flow. The interest in this flow among
social scientists has been relevant and has especially focused on high-skilled migration from
Southern Europe to the North (Beltrame, 2007; Gjergji, 2015; Minneci, 2015; Tomei, 2017).
Conversely, there has been no such interest in migration within Southern Europe, yet recent
decades have witnessed a significant and growing migration of Italians to Spain.

According to data provided by Padron, the Spanish official demographic register, in 1998
there were fewer than 20,000 Italians in Spain. During the last positive economic cycle
(2000-2007), this figure tripled, to more than 60,000. What is remarkable, however, is how
strongly it continued to grow during the last downturn (2008-2016), from 80,000 to 120,000.
This is the only European immigrant group to maintain a positive annual growth rate while
all others (from Germany, Belgium, France, Portugal, Netherlands, or UK) were heavily re-
emigrating or returning to their countries of origin. (INE, years 1998-2016) Furthermore,
Spain was the most popular destination for Italians in the period 2006-2016, becoming in
2015 the country where Italian emigration grew most strongly (155%), surpassing traditional
Italian migration destinations such as Brazil (151%), Argentina (94%) and the United King-
dom (76%) (Fondazione Migrante, 2018).

The most popular Spanish destinations for Italian migration were Madrid and Barcelona for
young and working-aged people, and the Balearic and Canary Islands for retired people (Bruz-
zone et al., 2016). The city of Valencia represents an emerging alternative to the global cities
of Madrid and Barcelona. In 2001 there were only 545 Italians born in Italy living in Valencia,
which began to attract Italians only at the turn of the century, as pioneering migrants started to
arrive without the support of a pre-existing Italian community. During the first seven years of
economic expansion (2001-2007) the native Italian population of the city grew considerably,
reaching 1,912 members in 2007. Surprisingly, during the severe downturn that followed, it
continued to grow to a total of 4,353 (Padron, Statistical Office of the Valencia City Coun-
cil, 2001-2016). Furthermore, the Italian immigrant community in Valencia has grown more
strongly since 2008 (70%) than its Pakistani (59%) and Chinese (53%) counterparts (Ingellis &
Esteban, 2018). The influx was considerable throughout the period 2001-2016, regardless of
the economic cycle, supporting the reasonable supposition that migration was not motivated
by economic factors. Nevertheless, it is worth pointing out some changes in the characteristics
of the migrant population arriving before and during the crisis. Before the crisis, the profile
was predominantly of young men aged 20-39, with a masculinity index of 193%, the highest
of all the migrant groups in the city of Valencia (against 112% on average), then after the crisis
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there was considerable growth in the number of children, women and men aged 40-50, sug-
gesting that entire families were now arriving from Italy or being reunited.

There were undoubtedly contextual factors facilitating this migration flow. First, as Favell
(2014) suggests, the creation of the European Union (EU) space boosts internal mobility,
strengthening Europeans’ feeling of citizenship of a single country (Favell & Recchi, 2009).
Second, there is an “affinity factor” (Pumares et al., 2017), grounded in the cultural and his-
torical proximity between the two countries, in the relative ease of learning the language and in
communalities of social relations. These factors shape the scenario in which Italian migrants
have been moving in the period. They represented preconditions which make the decision to
migrate to Valencia possible or at least easier to.

Our interest in Italian migration to Valencia is twofold. First, it represents an emerging flow
within Southern Europe, thus, Italians constitute the largest immigrant population from
another European country to the third most populous Spanish city. Second, the Spanish
labour market is, generally speaking, not more inclusive than the Italian one. Italy enjoys more
favourable economic and social conditions in terms of many indicators, including unemploy-
ment rate, average salary, GDP per capita, poverty rate and public expenditure on health
and education (Ingellis & Ricard, 2015). Therefore, this migration flow can be explained by
neither the consolidated economic theoretical approaches (Amin, 1974; Cardoso & Faletto,
1996; Piore, 1979; Wallerstein, 1974), nor the human capital theories (Becker, 1962, 1965;
Blaug, 1976). Both perspectives take the search for a better job and the aspiration to better
economic conditions as the main motivations for migration and assume that migration flows
from less to more inclusive labour markets because of structural differences in economic de-
velopment or individual opportunities. In contrast, Italians migrating to Valencia are moving
to a socio-economic context hit by the downturn as deeply as Italy, or even more.

We analyse the hypothesis, which emerged from the first phase of the virtual participant obser-
vation and the first interviews of our research, that for Italians in Valencia this city represent-
ed the concrete opportunity for an improved lifestyle. On first contact, whether as tourists
or students, they perceived the city as able to satisfy their aspiration for a better life. Hence,
the main objective of the research was to determine to what extent Italians migrating to Va-
lencia can be considered a lifestyle migration (LM) . The main questions leading the research
were: What were the main motivations for migrating? What role and weight did the quest for
a better life have in Italian migrants’ motivations? How do they define the concept of a better
life and the factors improving its quality? What role did work play in their decision-making?
What was the relationship between life and work in their discourse?

The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 reviews the literature on LM. Section 3 details the
research methods used, and the sample observed. Section 4 presents the research results. The
paper ends with a discussion and conclusions.

2. Theoretical framework
While it is recognised that the search for a “better way of life” broadly describes the aim of
all migrants, factors that are neither economic nor strictly related to work appear increasingly
relevant to a wide range of contemporary migrant flows. Over the last two decades, the soci-
ological perspective on contemporary migration has been enriched by LM studies, seeking
to highlight the attention which migrants pay to non-materialistic elements in defining that
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better life (Benson, O’Reilly, 2009; 2016; Benson & Osbaldiston, 2014; O’Reilly & Benson,
2009). Furthermore, the population of interest of this approach comprises people from the
developed world migrating with the idea that by doing so it is possible to find a better way
of life in a wider sense. In LM studies, work-related issues are not dominant because work is
seen, even for migrants of working age, as an instrument to fulfil needs and desires outside the
work: improving their quality of life and promoting their self-realization.

LM is predominantly driven by affluence (Stone & Stubbs, 2007), as reflected in the well-
known definition of LM by Benson and O’Reilly (2016): “The spatial mobility of relatively
affluent individuals of all ages, moving either part-time or full time to places that are meaning-
ful because for various reason, they offer the potential of a better quality of life” (p. 2). Most
empirical LM studies focus on affluent or retired people (Casado et al., 2004; Helset et al.,
2005; King et al., 2000; Rodríguez et al., 2005; Simó-Noguera et al., 2013), or on professionals
with international profiles working at a global level, none of them particularly interested in
labour insertion in the destination country or motivated to migrate by economic or work-
related factors. Aspects such as a more relaxed lifestyle, the reconstruction of self-identity, a
better work-life balance or more clement weather acquire a relevance they lack in economic
migration studies.

Research on LM pays particular attention to people “revealing the identity-making projects
that are embedded in these migrations” (Benson & O’Reilly, 2016, p. 23), showing and con-
firming migrants’ choices as shaped by postmodernist values and ideals, and strongly influ-
enced by the individualism conceptualized by Bauman (2013) as a trait of modern liquid so-
ciety. Thus, lifestyle migrants insist on the positive role of mobility, conceived as a way of re-
constructing of one’s identity, regaining control over one’s own life (Hoey, 2009), searching
for a different and more fulfilling way of life (Benson, 2016) and realizing personal growth
thanks to new experiences and situations (Hoey, 2009).

Nevertheless, scholars have insisted that the freedom of choice emphasized by migrants’ dis-
courses does not refute the assertion that lifestyles of mobility are situated in changing con-
texts (Benson & O’Reilly, 2009) and can develop only under specific economic, social and
structural conditions: “[…] the possession of assets and resources (e.g. financial capital from
incomes, pensions, savings and property ownership), alongside the ease of movement result-
ing from relative privilege (e.g. the possession of passports from relatively powerful countries)
provides opportunities to realise these motivations” (Benson & O’Reilly, 2016, p. 29). In this
sense, structural components related to the place of migration play a key role in the migratory
project, along with the strong connection between the social and individual imagery of a place,
as imagined before migration (O’Reilly, 2014; Benson, 2012). An investigation of Britons in
Berlin confirms the importance of the imagination in the choice of destination, Berlin being
a city profoundly appreciated for its cultural attraction and the kind of lifestyle these “bour-
geois bohemians” (Griffiths & Maile, 2014, p. 140) can enjoy in their new home. Migration
value, according to Griffiths and Maile’s study, is associated with the opportunity to work less
and dedicate more time to activities related to entertainment, health (such as physical exercise
and mobility) and important structural features of Berlin. In any case, migration always im-
plies the possession of some kind of resources: not only economic, but also of the knowledge
and ability needed to fit the context, adapt to it and eventually act for change.

The interaction between individual resources and motives and the structural features of con-
texts has been highlighted by literature about intra-European professionals’ “circular migra-
tion”. The impact of that migration for the migrants and at time for the destination and ori-
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gin countries is a key element both for the “triple win perspective” and for the less optimistic
analysis (Braun, 2010; Tomei, 2017; Wickramasekara, 2011)

Another relevant segment of LM literature tends to underline the blurred boundaries between
the categories of travel, leisure, and migration (Cohen, Duncan & Thulemark, 2015), while
seeking to clarify the links between migration and tourism. The growth of international mo-
bility in postmodern society has in fact boosted both tourism and migration and, in a cer-
tain sense, mixed the two experiences. O’Reilly (2003) investigated British and north Euro-
pean migration to Fuengirola and Los Boliches (Malaga), showing how even when related to
different categories (retired, entrepreneurial, or economically active migrants, second-home
owners), mass tourism influences the forms and trajectories assumed by migrants. Spalding’s
(2013) ethnographic study shows how the accounts of affluent people from the United States
and Canada of their migration to Panama reflect the influence exerted by the tourist idealiza-
tion of exotic places (Benson, 2015; Gustafson, 2009). This is certainly true in many cases for
retirement migration, as shown by studies of collectives — generally middle-class Britons and
North Europeans — moving to very popular destinations. O’Reilly (2013), comparing vari-
ous groups from different places, remarks that even if the sociodemographic data are similar
for the majority of these migrants (retired fairly young, without children, with secondary edu-
cation), their reasons for moving can differ in some ways, but prior touristic experiences often
underlie the choice of destination. In addition, research on retirement migration converges
in presenting climate as a major factor, together with a more affordable cost of living than in
the country of origin (Fournier, Rasmussen & Serow, 1988; King, Warnes & Williams, 2000;
Gustafson, 2001; Casado-Díaz, Kaiser & Warnes, 2004; Simó-Noguera et al., 2013; Benson,
2016; O’Reilly & Benson, 2009). Furthermore, if the relocation in rural landscape represents
an important corpus of literature inside LM Studies (Halfracree, 2014; Hoey, 2009; Korpela,
2009), migration to urban settings is a little-explored field and the data available are insuffi-
cient for a clear understanding of the phenomenon.

Some scholars have focused on the urban space as a locus of new mobilities, noting especially
not only the difficulty of drawing clear boundaries between the different categories of mo-
bility proposed within the field of migration studies, but also the great impact that the move-
ment of people has on the urban space (Sequera & Nofre, 2018; Mantecón & Huete-Nieves,
2018; Jover & Díaz-Parra, 2020). Studies on this last aspect have clearly underlined the com-
plexity of factors intervening on the process of spatial transformation, and its various aspects.
The social injustice caused by the turistification and by the settlement of lifestyle migrants in
Sevilla’s historic district (Jover & Díaz-Parra, 2020), for example, and the lifestyle migrants as
protagonists but also victims of this phenomenon. The spatial fragmentation and the dispar-
ities between population and resources because of the lack of specific policies in the south of
Spain has been analysed by Mantecón & Huete-Nieves (2018) Finally, the growing influence
the cities and the economic factor can play in the project of migrants often second-home in-
vestors and in search of increasing their outcome through tourism has been studied by Mon-
tezuma and McGarrigle (2019).

The original contribution this paper seeks to make to LM studies is twofold. First, it aims to
explore noneconomic factors motivating migration in a sample of a population significantly
different from subjects of most empirical LM studies. Most Italians in Valencia are neither
affluent nor retired, but are predominantly people of working age with children (Ingellis &
Esteban, 2020). Observing this group provides the opportunity to test the conceptual analysis
of migration motivations developed by LM scholars on a group of people for whom work is
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a key existential issue, distinguishing them from the majority of migration groups previously
analysed by LM scholars, for whom work is incidental.

Second, the migration flow is not from Northern Europe, as is the case of Scandinavians mi-
grating to coastal Spain (Benson & O’Reilly, 2009) or Britons to rural Southern France (Casa-
do-Díaz, 2009) attracted by a Mediterranean lifestyle significantly different from their coun-
try of origin, as in the majority of LM studies (see; Casado-Díaz, 2006; Gustafson, 2001; Hu-
ber & O’Reilly, 2004; Helsen et al., 2005; Lilius & Balampanidis, 2020; Karisto, 2005; Oliver,
2007; O’Reilly, 2000; Rodríguez et al., 2005; Schriewer & García, 2005). Instead, it is a flow
from one Mediterranean country to another, an intra-Southern Europe migration.

3. Methods and sample
The use of the ethnographic perspective to explore the phenomenon is based on evidence
that the narration of personal biographies is of fundamental value in exploring the new mo-
bility trends, given that the decision to relocate stimulates thoughts of a new, different, and
more fulfilling life. The empirical research employed two ethnographic techniques: in-depth
interviews and participant observation among the online and offline Italian communities in
Valencia. The fieldwork began in February 2017 and stopped March 2019 because of the
covid-19 pandemic. The ethnographers were an Italian immigrant researcher, member of the
community as since 2010 and an Italian PhD student, who was in Valencia during the research
fieldwork.

The work began with multisite virtual ethnography on the social networking site Facebook
and in one WhatsApp group. Following Spradley’s (1980) classification, our observation was
at degree 2 (passive observation) being covert during the first four to five months, rising to
degree 3 (moderate participation) for the remainder of the time. The researchers used the
covert phase to accurately formulate the research problem, considering the main issues emerg-
ing from the online community by adopting a bottom-up perspective. Observation was also
useful as a way of verifying the information obtained in the in-depth interviews to check its
quality and to see at what extent were shared in the community.

According to the ethical guidelines of the Association of Internet Researchers (2012), such
use of covert observation presents no ethical problems in this case, for two major reasons, the
first related to the issue of consent and the second to the public/private nature of the contents.
First, after the short covert phase, the subjects were able to withhold their consent to partic-
ipating in the overt phase, lasting more than 2 years. Secondly, according to Jones (1997),
one of the prerequisites for an online community is the existence of a common public place
where members can meet and interact. The material from which our data was extracted was
produced to be shared and discussed among more than 20,000 members of such a communi-
ty. McKee and Porter (2009) offer a heuristic which is useful when making decisions about
informed consent. They connect the issue of public/private distinction to the degree of inter-
action with the researcher and to the vulnerability of the subjects regarding the issues being
analysed. In our case the degree of interaction was very low, we analysed no-sensitive issues,
and no harm was done to subjects by making public the discussions that had appeared in the
Facebook groups. The anonymity of the subjects was strictly respected. According to Lester
(2020), it is possible when doing online observation to collect data either by reading texts or
by interacting online. Here , the majority of the material was collected by taking extracts of
texts produced by the subjects as they discussed and interacted among themselves, without
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regard to the purposes of the research. Thus, the influence of the researcher as participant was
very limited and the texts are not reactive to the research process.

The Facebook groups are heterogeneous, including an active population aged 16-64 years
with very diverse migratory projects. Furthermore, some people have lived in Valencia for
more than 15 years, some have arrived recently and others still live in Italy, planning to move
to Valencia and using the groups to acquire as much information as possible to facilitate their
migration decisions. This inclusion of people resident in both Valencia and Italy has been
very useful for research purposes because the dialogue, debate and exchange of information
include comparative narratives about push and pull factors, the contexts of origin and desti-
nation, and migratory motivations, generally making explicit individuals’ perceptions of the
quality of life and lifestyle in the two contexts. WhatsApp group was composed more from
people living in Valencia and actively searching for opportunity to meet other Italians and
organize activity together, 16-45 y.o. and more recently arrived.

The majority of the 42 in-depth interviews were conducted between spring 2017 and spring
2018, while a few were added later to resolve interpretative doubts arising during the analysis
or to elicit the views of migrants with different profiles. The real-life participant observation
began at the same time as the interviews and is still in progress.

Interviewees were selected by starting with people actively commenting, in the virtual com-
munities, on issues related to our research questions, taking into account their ability to self-
represent and to reflect on their migration choices (Valles, 1999). Having contacted the first
interviewees, we used the snowball sampling technique. The main selection criteria were: gen-
der balance according to statistical data on the Italian community in Valencia; a certain va-
riety in the length of residence in Valencia at the time of interview; differing areas of origin
(north-central or southern Italy) and a variety of population sizes in towns of origin. Partic-
ular attention was paid to achieving a heterogeneous sample with respect to profession, age
and marital/family status. The potential sampling bias of excluding people not belonging to
virtual communities was reduced using snowball sampling, asking the first interviewees to
identify others. In addition, it is worth underlining that social media has become an almost
indispensable means for migrants to obtain advance information on a destination city or to
maintain relations with their relatives and friends at home, so that almost all are in some social
network or another.

The interview sample comprised 27 males and 15 females, aged between 27 and 50 years.
The great majority were highly educated, 30 having completed tertiary education, five having
worked for 3-5 years since graduating and four having completed no more than two years
of university study; five others had completed secondary education and the remaining two,
only compulsory education. The sample was composed of people from all parts of the coun-
try, both the relatively rich and developed north-central region (19) and the south (23). They
came principally from urban areas, whether large cities such as Rome, Naples and Milan or
medium-sized towns, whereas only seven interviewees were from villages.

As for employment, nine were in traditional professions (lawyer, architect, translator etc.) and
eight were new-generation professionals with jobs related to the digital media. Many were self-
employed or small entrepreneurs in wellness and beauty (physiotherapists, hairdressers, beau-
ticians) (4), real estate (2) or tourism (restaurants or accommodation rental) (11), while eight
interviewees worked in other sectors. Twenty five of the 42 interviewees had a partner and at
least one child, the remainder being single or in a childless couple. In the in-text quotations,



8Migraciones | nº 55 | 1-20 [2022] [ISSN 2341-0833]
DOI: https://doi.org/10.14422/mig.2022.007

each interviewee is identified with a code comprising their number in the list of interviews,
their sex (M/F) and age in years.

The interviews explored the followings issues: sociodemographic characteristics, employment
situation prior to migration, previous migration experience, the migration decision (how the
idea originated, how they made the decision, how they found the information etc.), motiva-
tion, the migration process, labour and social insertion in the hosting context, perceptions of
life in Valencia and an overview of the experience, its satisfactory and unsatisfactory elements.

4. Findings
This section presents the key results of the participant observation and interviews, organized
by the major issues emerging from the analysis in response to the main research questions
about motivation, definitions of quality of life and the role of work in the migration process.

4.1. The motivation and decision to migrate

While concern with both work and quality of life are evident in participants’ discourses about
their motivation for migrating, the order in which they mentioned the two issues and the rel-
evance they assigned to them provide important evidence of their motivations. They always
presented the aspiration for a better life as their priority when deciding whether to migrate,
with work appearing to have an instrumental role in the decision. Benson and O’Reilly (2009)
observe that migrants’ narratives about quality of life are usually comparative, their percep-
tion of “better” is relative to their context of origin. According to the narrative reconstruction
of our interviewees, the first step was the desire to escape from a reality which did not fulfil
their needs. Their discourses contained many negative adjectives describing the places they
came from and everyday life there.

The second step was their first encounter with Valencia. In both the Facebook communities
and the interview responses, the expression “I fell in love with Valencia” appears repeatedly to
describe the sensation they felt on coming to Valencia, generally for tourism reasons, indicat-
ing that this is a classic case of what Williams and Hall (2002) call tourism-informed mobility.
The presence of relatives and friends having migrated earlier and the help potentially received
from them does not appear in any interviews as a factor facilitating the decision to migrate or
the migration process. Study or tourism reasons motivated the first contact with the city, with
the internet in general and social networks providing much essential information on the in-
sertion process (documents, accommodation, labour insertion). All of these elements meant
that neither migratory chains, understood as movements “in which prospective migrants learn
of opportunities, are provided with transportation, and have initial accommodation and em-
ployment arranged by means of primary social relationships with previous migrants” (Mac-
Donald & MacDonald, 1974, p. 227), nor the migrant community’s social capital (Gurak
& Caces, 1992; Pascual de Sans, 2007; Requena, 1991) was any longer essential, as they had
been before the digital revolution. In our case, migrants gathered information not by means
of primary social relationships but by contact with unknown people belonging to the virtual
Italian community, or directly from the internet, both of these channels thus facilitating new
migration flows of pioneers.
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Finally, the prospective migrants sought the means to make their projects economically pos-
sible. This process clearly reveals that job-seeking was not the principal driver of their deci-
sion-making. Indeed, the issue of work appears in their discourses only after the decision to
migrate had been taken. The decision must therefore have been based on the desire for a bet-
ter life, inspired by their first impressions of the city of Valencia as contrasting with the un-
satisfactory elements of life in their country of origin. In other words, Valencia appeared in
their minds to offer many things which they lacked in hometowns and which would make
their lives better.

4.2. Individual existential searching and migration

Comparing the discourse of our Italian participants, both in online discussions and in inter-
views, with the data gathered in other ethnographic LM research, the main difference is that
we have found no references whatsoever to identity reconstruction or personal growth paths
and that migration is never represented as a new start enabling recovery from traumatic expe-
rience. In our observations, migration is not presented “as a way of overcoming the trauma of
these events, or taking control of their lives, or as releasing them from ties and enabling them
to live lives truer to themselves” (Benson & O’Reilly, 2009, p. 610).

The fact that introspection, personal growth, and the search for authenticity are not relevant
drivers of the migration experience in our data, in contrast to many other LM studies, could in
principle mean that the Italy-to-Valencia flow is not an LM, according to the first definition
given by Benson and O’Reilly (2016). Nevertheless, the evidence of our research suggests that
there is another way to interpret a migration oriented by the search of a better life. Some of
our interviewees come directly to Valencia, moving their businesses from their place of origin,
while others had previous experience of life abroad, either when studying (e.g., on Erasmus
exchanges) or for migratory motives. Finally, they decided to remain in Valencia precisely
because the city offered the best balance, they had found among all the elements they consider
relevant for achieving a good quality of life.

What all they have in common is that escaping from an undesirable environment allowed
them to pursue an individual pathway of growth which was not a reconstruction of their
self-identity but the realization of their true identity frustrated by their context of origin and
favoured by living in Valencia. Finally, the geographic proximity of Valencia to Italia, more
than other medium-sized Spanish cities such as Malaga and Seville let Italians immigrants to
maintain easier both commercial and relational ties with their country of origin. All of the
interviews and the great majority of online conversation make clear that Italians in Valencia
are searching for a better quality of life and that this is their main motivation, but they define
quality of life and the lifestyle they seek, quite differently from other migrant groups studied
by LM scholars. The next section examines in detail the sense in which they have achieved a
better life by moving to Valencia, how they define a better life and what factors make their
lives better.

4.3. Quality of life

As improving their quality of life appears to be the migrants’ main motivation, we have ex-
plored the meaning they give to the expression “quality of life” and how moving to Valencia
allows them to better it. As explained by Benson and O’Reilly (2009), “how individuals per-
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ceive destinations is the result of a complex interaction between their prior experiences of a
location… and their individual circumstances (including cultural, educational and economic
capital) at the point of migration” (p. 613). The very diverse elements of the better life in Va-
lencia relative to Italy can be summarized in two dimensions: according to the interviewees
and participants in the virtual communities, they found life in Valencia less stressful and less
expensive.

Many elements were found to contribute to the first dimension (4.3.1-4.3.4), making life less
stressful in Valencia and others to the second dimension (4.3.5). The following subsections
consider the most relevant factors and those recurring most often in migrants’ discourse.

4.3.1. Sustainable mobility

The concrete possibility of moving around daily by bicycle, electric scooter or public trans-
port, with Valencia’s extensive intermodal network (tram, metro, bus), rather than by car, is
a strong point of the city often mentioned by the interviewees and highly valued by migrants
for reasons related both to the choice of a sustainable and healthy lifestyle and to the comfort
that such mobility implies.

My priorities are sustainable mobility, the possibility of moving around on foot or by
bicycle, on skates or by public transport. Where I come from, I don't really have this
possibility of cycling, for example, you can only do it by moving between cars or going
on the pavement and always taking risks. Here there are many public gardens in the city,
bike paths everywhere, the urban structure of the city has created many public spaces
for collective life. This makes people more relaxed here. (23_M_45)

Beyond the question of values, this aspect of the lifestyle has concrete advantages, for example,
getting out of their cars gives people a more relaxed rhythm of life.

Less stress, yes, in all things. Back in Italy, for example, I always had to use the car to do
anything, I had no means of public transport. In short, I was forced to always live inside
that little box of a car. Here, I move around on foot and enjoy life, I have time to look
around and this also allows me to relax. There are parks everywhere and that makes me
free to go for a walk whenever I want. It's exactly a matter of stress. This is what I see
as different and positive as far as I'm concerned. Not to mention the children, who also
feel free. They used to live in a box or inside the house [laughs]. To be able to go out you
had to plan a trip. Here, I take the bikes, we get on them, and off we go... (25_F_45)

Sustainable mobility is appreciated by the interviewees for multiple and intertwined reasons
related to medium-environmental sustainability arguments, economic reasons due to cheaper
mobility and stress-free life. All of them relevant to a greater or lesser extent depending on the
individuals’ preferences.

4.3.2. Public services

Another feature which makes Valencia particularly attractive for Italian migrants is the rela-
tive efficiency of the public administration and its services in comparison with their home
country.
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But we also discovered that here all public services are easier. You are immediately taken
care of by the healthcare system. Everything is easier. You’d think you were in Germany
because everything works much, much better than in Italy. (22_F_40)

The public health system in my opinion is spectacular. I’ve tried it for myself and so
has my wife... We’ve been helped... She has a heart problem, and they do a spectacular
follow-up every three months. They treat her luxuriously in the hospital. You never see
an angry nurse. I think the Spanish health service is spectacular. (17_M_55)

4.3.3. Feeling of security in urban life

One of the most frequently recurring themes, both in the Facebook groups and in the inter-
views, was the difficulties of living in Italy today, given the degeneration of the urban context
and, more generally, of living conditions in the collective space.

In 2008 I had the opportunity to return to Italy, working in a large orchestra with a
permanent contract, but the degeneration of Florence already at that time, with my wife
who couldn’t leave the house in the evening without running the risk of being raped or
robbed, took away my desire to return home to live... and now it has become even worse.
Here, I live quietly in a village where you can go out at night, play sports in the open air
and live in peace. Many Italians come to live in Spain because they can no longer live
there, they are looking for a way out. (Facebook Post Group, 02 April 2017)

Participants often described the public spaces — not only the streets and neighbourhoods,
but also the parks and gardens — in many Italian towns and cities as in a state of neglect, all
of which contributed to a general feeling of insecurity not perceived in Valencia.

Although the reasons for migrating to Valencia emerging from this analysis are varied, they all
have in common a connection with what the city offers that the interviewees could not find
in their hometowns in Italy.

4.3.4. An ideal city for children

The availability of a large number of parks and green areas, the network of children’s play
facilities throughout the city, the continuous offer of cultural, sports and outdoor activities
are elements that were highly valued by families with children.

What I don't like [about Valencia] … I haven’t found anything yet. It's two years, and
what we like most is the activity of the children, the free leisure, the green streets, every-
thing they do after school, we love it. (20_F_40)

We decided, my husband and I, to come here for a radical change of life. Having two
permanent jobs there, we decided to leave it to take advantage of the quality of life that
Valencia can offer and because we have two kids, and here there are a lot of parks and
the possibility of having experiences without paying anything and of enjoying your free
time and taking advantage of life in a quite simple way. (28_F_30)

The parks there are run down...the swing seats broken; you know? There is no mainte-
nance problem here. The parks are very well cared for and are tailor-made for children
and I like this very much. Therefore, the positive side [of living here] is the fact that my
children are cheerful, they always smile, make friends easily, because you take them to
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the park even on their own, after five minutes they’re surrounded by children playing
together, which in Italy did not happen, it was difficult for them too. (25_F_45)

4.3.5. A good balance between prices and income, between services
and taxes

The other dimension of the quality of life in Valencia perceived by the migrants was the low
cost of living, comprising two main elements: the affordability of everyday life, at the super-
market, in terms of transport and of leisure, thanks to the wide availability of outdoor activ-
ities and structures, and relatively low taxes, making the economic balance more favourable
in Valencia than in Italy.

The relationship with the state, i.e., all aspects of the individual’s contribution to the collective
and of the services provided in return, was perceived as a comparative advantage of the Spanish
fiscal system. In general, there was seen to be a positive balance between taxes paid and the
services that the city provided in terms of amenities and efficient public services.

In Italy if you earn more than 30,000 euros you’ve had it. You have to pay 60% tax, so
you practically work for the state. Here it's around 30% and they also offer you services
that somehow compensate you for what you pay. (26_M_36)

I do this job [tax advisor] and so I see the numbers. I see what is paid here and what
comes back to you, especially because in Italy what happens is you pay, you pay, you
pay, but you get nothing for it. You pay for public health [through taxation] but then
you go to the emergency department, and you must pay a 30 euro contribution. Here,
when you go to the emergency department it's all free. (17_M_55)

All the entrepreneurs and self-employed people in the sample also remarked how easy it was
to set up a new activity with a very low budget. In contrast, the situation in Italy was assessed
negatively: On one hand, taxation was perceived as excessive, above the sensitive threshold of
half of income, while on the other the public services provided in return were seen as inad-
equate, heightening the perception of unfair taxation, strengthening the idea of the state as
the enemy.

Two more elements complete the portrait of Valencia as an attractive city: the climate and
the general possibility of having a Mediterranean lifestyle. The sample can be divided into
two groups with different but converging discourses: those from the North of Italy and those
from the South.1 The former was sun-seeking ‘heliotropic migrants’, as are Northern Euro-
pean migrants, while the latter sought to maintain their prior Mediterranean lifestyle. Where
they coincided was in aspiring to and valuing positively the Mediterranean way of life made
possible essentially by the climate.

1   Among the many significant differences between the North and South of Italy, the weather is colder in the
North, very similar to central Europe, and milder in the South, while the North does much better in level of de-
velopment, employment, and quality of services.



13Migraciones | nº 55 | 1-20 [2022] [ISSN 2341-0833]
DOI: https://doi.org/10.14422/mig.2022.007

In terms of the climatic difference between Valencia and Bari,2 it's not much, as I also
lived in the South at the time, so it's more or less the same. If you ask someone from the
North of Italy, he would like the climate of Valencia. (13_M_45)

The Italian migrants to Valencia interpreted their migration project as a way to reconstruct a
more balanced social and economic situation in terms of costs and benefits, taxes and services,
energy to expend and amenities, to live a less stressful and more secure life. In short, a better
life for them meant less stressful and more secure, with a better work-life balance. The values
shared and lived in the new context also certainly influenced their projects. Many interviewees
underlined the relevance for them of the attitude of people in the street and in everyday life in
a public context. Personal growth, then, as key element of LM, was possible for these Italians
migrating to somewhere where they could be themselves because of very different structural
conditions, a more liveable urban context and better living conditions.

The relevance of each of the above-mentioned elements of the positive balance in the quali-
ty-of-life changes depended on interviewees’ place of origin. Nonetheless, the overall balance
was the same: living in Valencia improved their quality of life because of all of those factors.
The variety of profiles of people in our sample led us to evaluate the differences. People from
the north of Italy put more value on the climate but considered the balance positive because
they did not have to completely renounce the high quality of public services they had enjoyed
before migrating. Conversely, people from the south strongly valued the quality of services in
Valencia, far superior to their hometowns, while maintaining the Mediterranean climate and
sociality of the Italian south. It was not about each element, but about the balance.

4.4. The role of work: instrumental or part of a new lifestyle?

In order to achieve and maintain the lifestyle made possible by the migration, Italians in Va-
lencia often run small businesses as self-employed expatriates, a finding consistent with other
studies (e.g., Stone & Stubbs, 2007). We found that they used their businesses as a means,
not an end, as instruments to fund their new life. In fact, as reported above, when asked why
they had moved, they mentioned climate, quality of life and a more relaxed lifestyle ahead of
business opportunities.

Nevertheless, work was not perceived only as an instrument to achieve the new lifestyle but
in some cases as part of the new lifestyle. Many interviewees explained that they were self-em-
ployed not only to avoid the poor working conditions of the local labour market but because
they preferred to be their own boss. Setting up a new business was their way of realizing a
project which they had found it impossible to carry out in Italy because of two main obsta-
cles: excessive start-up and maintenance costs and taxes, and an overcomplicated bureaucracy
sometimes used to favour applicants having personal ties with politicians or administrators.

Furthermore, being self-employed expatriates (Stone & Stubbs, 2007) allowed them to main-
tain the acceptable work-life balance they were seeking as part of their new lifestyle: in fact,
self-employment was instrumental to their migration project as Benson and O’ Really remark
by reporting that “these lifestyle migrants use their businesses as a means to an end; they use

2   A city in Southern Italy.
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them to fund their new lifestyles” (Benson & O’Really, 2009, p. 610). In our case, self-em-
ployment was simultaneously a mean and part of the new lifestyle in itself.

Thus, these Italians had undertaken a LM in a double sense: coming to Valencia allowed them
to realize their dream of being their own boss, gaining freedom and independence, while also
achieving a new, more comfortable, and life-friendly work-life balance.

5. Discussion and conclusions
This study has analysed the main features of an almost unknown, emerging and fast-grow-
ing flow of migrants within Southern Europe during the last recession. The results of our
ethnographic investigation show that the Italian migrants’ representation of their migratory
experience reflects the main features represented in the LM literature. Through the migration
project, individuals sought to escape from a stressful and unsatisfactory context to fulfil their
personal dream of choosing for themselves a life based on values and preferences they consid-
ered significant.

Nevertheless, Italian migration to Valencia does not conform to the typology of LM studies
by destination proposed by Benson and O’Reilly (2009): these are neither residential tourists
nor migrants pursuing a rural idyll and certainly not bourgeois bohemians. They are LMs
in an urban context, like those migrating to other European cities such as Lisbon or Athens
highlighted in recent studies (Montezuma & McGarrigle, 2019), but not international home-
buyers or investors in tourist cities as in other studies (Jover & Diaz-Parra, 2020). We contend
that they represent a migration trend which has not hitherto been studied and which this pa-
per seeks to make visible as an emerging LM, enriching LM studies with some novel elements.

The Italian community in Valencia is composed mainly of men or families, of working age,
whose labour insertion represents a key element of their biography. This socio-demograph-
ic feature in principle approximates their migrant experience to that of economic migrants,
while distinguishing them from the retired and affluent people mainly analysed by LM stud-
ies. Despite these differences, the search for a better life takes on a greater relevance in their
discourses than work-related issues in explaining migration motivation. This means that the
set of values usually attributed to lifestyle migrants is a determinant factor not only for those
supported by a certain economic security, such as affluent and retired people, but also for
those seeking to achieve it.

While it is evident that participants in any migratory process, including those motivated by
lifestyle factors, cannot be separated by economic and political factors referring to the context
of settlement, we dispute that the relevance of work-related issues for the migrants in our sam-
ple likens them to economic migrants, as stated by Huete and others (2013), or that “econom-
ic reasons weigh more heavily in the case of labour migration, whereas for lifestyle migrants
the economic expectations are associated with other very important expectations related to
the consumption of leisure experiences, and the enjoyment of outdoor activities” (p. 335). It
is not a matter of different weights, both being relevant for the two groups of migrants, but of
hierarchy and of priority. Our interviewees’ discourses make evident that what moved them
was the aspiration to a better life in terms of values and lifestyle, with work being a means to
achieve this, not the driver as for economic migrants. What led these latter to migrate was the
search for a job or economic reasons in general, the improved lifestyle being a consequence.
Furthermore, if economic and lifestyle migrants’ similar reactions to the last downturn call
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into question the differences between them (Huete et al., 2013), their migratory projects in 
both cases being impaired by the economic situation, the low relevance of economic evalua-
tions in motivating this flow is extremely clear, because Italians have continued to come to 
Valencia despite the economic crisis and despite being pioneers unable to count on the help 
generally provided by a pre-existing migrant community.

Another novelty emerging from the observation of this group concerns what kinds of ele-
ments and conditions count in defining the ideal of a better life in the destination country, 
these being significantly different from the elements normally characterizing lifestyle migra-
tion. Elements of a value-oriented lifestyle mentioned by the interviewees include more sus-
tainability, greater respect for the environment, the use of both public and private alterna-
tives to the car, access to many parks and green spaces and the possibility of enjoying outdoor 
leisure activities.

Our interviewees were not migrating to boost an identity-making process, to reconstruct 
or renew their identity realizing personal growth through new experiences and situations as 
highlighted in other LM studies (Hoey, 2009), they were in search of a social context more 
favourable to their families and life project. With regard to the place itself, the Italians de-
scribed Valencia as an ideal place to live, in a different sense from the idyllic representations 
reported in LM studies. They would agree with the mainstream LM account of an idyllic 
lifestyle as less stressful, more relaxed, with sun, sea, and pleasant temperatures throughout the 
year. Where they differed was in finding it not to a rural paradise but in an urban setting where 
a more relaxed lifestyle was facilitated by easy access to services, a better work-life balance, 
more opportunity to spend time outdoors, lower taxes, more facilities and so on. In our case 
the key elements of Italian migrants’ satisfaction with Valencia are amenities, easy bureaucra-
cy, public services, and the availability of public leisure spaces and a more acceptable balance 
between their individual contribution to society (pay taxes) and what they received as citizens 
in their new social context (services). Life is better, according to our Italians in Valencia, when 
better public services, transport and infrastructure are provided, combining to make the ur-
ban context more liveable. To conclude, they were not engaged in a postmodernist introspec-
tive reconstruction of their self-identity, but were seeking a lifestyle more closely aligned with 
postmodern values related with collective dimension. In this sense, Italian migration to Va-
lencia can be framed in postmodernist terms, where post-materialist values are changing life 
priorities: first, people seek a better life, in what could be called a holistic perspective, and 
once they find it, they try to make their project economically viable by seeking employment 
or creating a new business or self-employment opportunity.
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