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ABSTRACT

Housing (in)accessibility is exerting pressure across several European cities, and gaining access to housing is becoming
increasingly difficult for a broader range of inhabitants, notably in those Western cities considered competitive and
attractive. Challenges in housing access for disadvantaged groups have always been prevalent in these cities, but in the
last decade, as housing pressure has also affected the middle classes, and sometimes the upper-middle classes, the debate
has relentlessly entered the media and political discourses. Even when policymakers and housing providers try to tackle
the problem, what is built is hardly affordable, and even when below the market prices, it is not automatically accessible

to people in need.

In housing studies, migrants are recognized as one of the most vulnerable groups; research points to specific obstacles
they encounter in accessing dwellings, leading to indecent, precarious, unaffordable, and segregated housing solutions.
However, the relationship between housing and migration has been mainly studied from the perspective of the
unprivileged, and by country of origin, legal status, or time of arrival. Not much research has been performed on
housing access for migrants from the lens of class, looking at both privileged and unprivileged migration. Additionally,
most literature on housing and migration tends to associate migrants with ethnic minorities, reinforcing an ethnicity-
centered understanding of who is a migrant and risking reproducing binarism and inequalities.

Contrary to these positions, this thesis points out that not all migrants are disadvantaged in socio-economic terms nor
belong to ethnic minorities, and tries to go toward a more nuanced understanding of their position in the housing
market by adding a class perspective. Accordingly, the objective of this research is to understand why, how, and for
whom class determines the housing access conditions, processes, and strategies for migrant groups belonging to the
lower- and upper classes in the Zurich urban area, an economically competitive and attractive context that is witnessing

a consistent immigration influx and a severe housing pressure.

More precisely, I ask: What are the conditions under which lower- and upper-class migrants gain access to the urban
rental housing market? How does class influence the process of making housing (in)accessible for migrants? For
whom (which migrants) do class-based strategies succeed in securing housing access? To answer these research
questions, I conducted 33 in-depth qualitative interviews with housing experts, housing professionals, and migrant
tenants of urban rental housing in Zurich, carried out 12 site visits, and participated in 7 housing movement initiatives.
I additionally analyzed secondary data, institutional documentation, and regulations on housing and migration at the
national, cantonal, and municipal levels. The goal is to: (1) First analyze the political, spatial, socio-economic, racial and
migration history conditions that determine housing (in)accessibility for lower- and upper-class migrants; (2) Second,
study the housing access process for migrants, from housing search, through viewings and application, to final selection
and allocation, looking at class-based dynamics; (3) Third, focus on individual material and immaterial strategies
deployed in the housing access process in terms of class-based resources and performances. The goal is to understand
their impact on housing (in)accessibilitcy—encompassing housing affordabilizy, housing location and proximity,
neighborhood and housing quality, housing pathways and trajectories, and housing security and precarity—for migrants by

class.



My key finding is that the economic dimension plays a more prominent role in securing housing for migrants, enabling
access to additional resources, such as contact with gatekeepers and time resources, while also mitigating the effects of
discrimination. Specifically, the labor position—such as labor income, employment status, job security, and prospects—
significantly influences the access conditions to the housing market, the extent to which migrants’ applications are
selected, and the capability to meet their housing needs and aspirations. In response, foreign applicants perform as
‘good tenants’ and ‘good migrants’ in the housing access process to meet housing access criteria and broader societal
expectations. These performances are often expressed in economic terms, such as demonstrating financial capacity,

career aspirations, and being willing to integrate according to local standards of professional success.

The predominance of material and economic factors deepens class divides, which become evident in the spatial and
residential distribution of migrant groups in the urban area. This reflects the combined effects of restrictive and selective
migration regimes, as well as insufficient or ineffective housing policies. This thesis demonstrates that, in contexts where
migration regulations facilitate the settlement of privileged migrants, urban policies prioritize competitive
development, and the housing market is dominated by economic players, 7money —with the resources it confers and
the performances it enables— is the most decisive factor in housing (in)accessibility for migrants.

Migrants’ inequalities in housing access thus illuminate broader systemic socio-economic racial divides in cities where
class stratification appears to be shifting toward the extremes. Accordingly, to inform urgently needed housing policies
in highly commodified and exclusive markets, further research must adopt a class perspective on housing
(in)accessibility for migrants. A class-based approach to this issue can help move beyond simplistic ‘foreigner’ vs.
‘national’, ‘us’ vs. ‘them’ distinctions and contribute to the broader goal of ensuring accessible housing for all, regardless

of nationality or migration background.
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