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Ursula Mense-Petermann 
	

What Facilitates Cross-border Labour Markets?  
A Discussion of the Concepts of Migration Infrastructures, Market Devices, and 
Logistics 
	
1. Introduction 
	
“The Age of Migration” (de Haas et al. 2019), the title of a seminal contribution from migration 
studies, indicates that at present, more people than ever migrate in search of better living 
conditions. A high proportion of this migration is labour migration1, and labour is increasingly 
organised in pluri-local forms that cross national borders (Pries 2010: 740). Cross-border labour 
migration has given rise to cross-border labour markets that can be observed in multiple sectors 
such as care workers from the Philippines or Central and Eastern Europe working in Western 
European or other wealthy countries (Bludau 2015; Choy 2003; Connell 2010; Jaehrling 2008; 
Kingma 2006; Trubek 2003), seafarers (Aspers & Sandberg 2020; McKay 2007), meat cutters from 
Central and Eastern Europe working in the German and Danish meat industries (Czommer 2008; 
Refslund & Wagner 2018; Wagner 2015), or construction workers (Lillie et al. 2014; Staples et al. 
2013), to provide but a few examples. 
 
But how do such cross-border labour markets come into existence? The ever-growing importance 
of international labour migration notwithstanding, this question, astonishingly, is rarely raised in 
the pertinent literature with backgrounds in labour economics, the sociology of labour markets, and 
migration studies alike (Mense-Petermann 2020a, 2020b; Mense-Petermann et al. 2022). Whereas 
mainstream labour economics and the sociology of labour markets nearly exclusively focus on 
national labour markets or country comparisons, the migration studies literature focuses on (labour) 
migration, but is reluctant to engage with the concept of markets (Mense-Petermann & Schwenken 
2022). When the cross-border matching of workers to jobs is investigated at all, it is mainly in terms 
of emigration from and immigration into national labour markets (Mense-Petermann et al. 2022).2 
 
This working paper aims to contribute to theorising cross-border labour markets as a phenomenon 
of its own by addressing the question of what facilitates their emergence, functioning and 
consolidation. The enabling of cross-border labour markets is not a trivial question (as Luhmann 
(1981) argues for social order generally). The relevance of the question of what makes cross-border 
labour markets possible emerges from the main premise of the sociology of markets, “that markets 
are highly presuppositional arenas of social interaction in which actors are confronted with 
profound coordination problems” (Beckert 2009: 246). The ‘solution’ of these coordination 
problems cannot be taken for granted. The main questions for theorising cross-border labour 
markets from an economic-sociological perspective, therefore, are: What are the constitutive 
prerequisites or ‘enablers’ (Abend 2020) of cross-border labour markets? And how do these 
enablers work to enact, fashion and consolidate these markets? We consider this approach to be 
particularly pertinent given the many coordination problems that are specific to labour markets, 
and which are amplified when markets for labour power cross national borders (Aspers & Sandberg 
2020; Shire 2020, 2022). Given the fundamental importance of national institutional settings that 
work to solve coordination problems, i.e. the problems of valuation, competition and cooperation 
(Beckert 2009) that feature in national labour markets, and with hardly any direct equivalents at the 

	
1 Up to IOM data, 59 % of international migrants are labour migrants (cf. Dec 2024 Key Figures One-Pagers). 
2 For a more detailed literature review, see Mense-Petermann (2020a). 
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transnational scale, cross-border labour markets can hardly be expected to emerge, operate and 
consolidate at all. A research strategy focused on the question of what, despite this ‘improbability’, 
still enables cross-border labour markets to emerge is, therefore, suited to shedding light on 
important particular features of cross-border labour markets and advancing a deep understanding 
of their social constitution.3 
 
To scrutinise the enablers of cross-border labour markets, this working paper takes up earlier calls 
for a ‘cross-contamination’ (Meardi 2007: 40) between labour market research and migration 
studies (Meardi 2007; Portes 1995), which have achieved little resonance before today, and aims at 
connecting these parallel fields of enquiry, encouraging cross-disciplinary pollination. It does so by 
discussing three strands of literature with backgrounds in migration studies, market sociology and 
political economy. Each of them has addressed a particular dimension of the above-mentioned 
question, namely cross-border labour migration, market exchange, and interoperability across 
borders, respectively. These literatures have in common that they all concentrate on ‘enablers’ of 
these phenomena:  
 
(1) The literature on migration infrastructures is interested in what facilitates cross-border labour 
migration. “Infrastructures” of migration have gained in prominence in migration studies over the 
past decade or so, mainly pushed by the work of Biao Xiang and Johan Lindquist (2014; 2018; 
Lindquist et al. 2012; Lin et al. 2017). These authors, and others on the same lines, have emphasised 
that using “migration infrastructures” as an empirical lens and analytical tool shifts attention away 
from the orientations, decisions and actions of migrants themselves, to the mediation of migration, 
and the question of how migration is facilitated. Thus, light is shed on other types of actors, such as 
recruiters, brokers, state authorities, but also on regulations and technologies that contribute to 
building particular migration channels and facilitate migration more broadly. 
 
 (2) The modern sociology of markets has addressed the question of what enables markets and 
what the social prerequisites for their emergence, functioning and consolidation are (cf. Beckert 
2009; Engels 2009). In line with modern market sociology, we define markets as arenas for the 
voluntary and peaceful exchange of rights in goods and services. A market consists of at least three 
participants, one on one side of the market, and at least two on the other side, and competition 
between the latter (Beckert 2009: 248). Most important for the question discussed in this paper is 
the market sociological approach developed by Michel Callon (1998, 1999; Caliskan & Callon 2009, 
2010), because it is focused on the “active ingredients in the production and reproduction of the 
market order. For [this approach, UMP], the point is precisely to question the very naturalness of 
markets and trace their existence and functioning back to some powerful actors-technology 
configuration” (Fourcade 2007: 1025), termed market device in this approach. This is exactly what 
we are interested in here with regard to cross-border labour markets.  
 
(3) Finally, a recent and to date still narrow strand of literature with backgrounds in management 
studies and political economy has highlighted the importance of logistics in enabling the (cross-
border) movement of goods and people, be it within global production networks (Mezzadra & 
Neilson 2013; Rossiter 2014), visa and bordering processes with regard to refugees (Pollozek & 
Passoth 2019), or the efficient organization of cross-border recruitment of workers (Krifors 2020). 
The emphasis here is on assuring interoperability of cross-border flows and processes. 

	
3 This perspective on the ‘enablers’ of cross-border labour markets has been developed for the RTG establishment 

proposal for RTG 2951 submitted to Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG) by the author who is the speaker of said 
RTG. It has profited from feedback and comments from the other PIs involved (see https://rtg2951.de), and in 
particular from Tobias Werron. 
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All three strands of literature have in common that they do not focus on just one single type of 
enabler, be it actors such as brokers or nation states, institutions such as market regulations or visa 
and border regimes, or material devices and technologies such as physical infrastructures or 
algorithms, but suggest hybrid networks or assemblages encompassing a heterogeneous array of 
enablers as building blocks for theorizing. Yet, they diverge in the phenomena and research 
questions they focus on. And none of them puts cross-border labour markets centre stage. 
 
In the remainder of this paper, I will give a brief overview of the migration infrastructures, market 
devices and logistics literatures, and discuss exactly the question of how far they offer analytical 
tools for theorising the enablers of cross-border labour markets4 (sections 2, 3 and 4). In section 5, 
these threads are pulled together and an integrated heuristic model is suggested, which aims at 
theorising the enabling of cross-border labour markets. In section 6, I conclude by discussing the 
advantages and limits of a perspective that builds on hybrid networks of heterogeneous entities as 
enablers of cross-border labour markets.  
	
2. Migration infrastructures 
	
Within migration studies, over the past decade, the focus has been shifted away from “migration as 
behaviour” or “migrants as the primary subject” to what facilitates movement and mobility (Xiang 
& Lindquist 2014: 122). The authors who have contributed most to that “infrastructural turn” in 
migration studies, Biao Xiang and Johan Lindquist, have defined them as “the systematically 
interlinked technologies, institutions, and actors that facilitate and condition mobility” (2014: 122), 
hence as a “socio-technical constellation” (2014: 143) or “socio-technical platforms for mobility” 
(Lin et al 2017: 167). Lin et al. (2017) name a series of examples: Infrastructures, they write, “range 
from taken-for-granted documentary systems such as passports and visas, to state and non-state 
apparatuses like migration agencies and transport systems.” (ibid.: 2). 
 
What drives these authors is an interest in a better understanding of migration: “Migration should 
not be imagined as a line between two places, but rather as a multi-faceted space of mediation 
occupied by commercial recruitment intermediaries – large and small, formal and informal – 
bureaucrats, NGOs, migrants, and technologies. It is in this space that migration acquires its 
particular forms and meanings. We propose the notion of migration infrastructure to unpack this 
space.” (Xiang & Lindquist 2014: 142). Infrastructures, for them are the determinants of migration 
flows, hence the explanatory variable conditioning migration (ibid.: 143).5 Even more, 

	
4 The discussion of these literatures will be firmly focused on this question and, due to the limitations of space in this 

working paper, will not offer an in-depth and encompassing literature review. 
5 Another, but connected strand of literature has emerged under the term of “migration industry”. In the literature, we 

can identify a narrow and a broad understanding of migration industry. The narrow understanding, as put forward by 
Hernández-León and Xiang and Lindquist, conceives of the migration industry as a particular “kind of social 
infrastructure connecting origin and destination (…), namely, the matrix of entrepreneurial activities and services 
easing cross-border movement and channeling sojourners” (Hernández-León 2008: 154; emph. by UMP); or in short: 
commercial infrastructure (Xiang and Lindquist 2014). In contrast to this narrow definition, Nyberg Sörensen & 
Gammeltoft-Hansen (2013: 6) suggest a broad understanding of the migration industry, encompassing not only 
businesses but also “NGOs, social movements, faith-based organizations and migrant networks” that play an increasing 
role in facilitating (and controlling) migration. They, therefore, define the migration industry as “the array of non-state 
actors who provide services that facilitate, constrain or assist international migration. Cranston et al. (2018) share this 
broad understanding of ‘migration industry’, one that is not confined to for-profit business: “We argue that it is the 
labour involved in managing, facilitating and controlling migration that makes this an industry.” (544). Also, the scope 
of the migration industry as understood by Cranston et al. (2018) is much broader than that of Hernández-León (2008), 
including “mobilizing resources for the actual migration, services needed to circumvent regulatory barriers to crossing 
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“infrastructures are important not simply because they are instrumental to coordinating 
movements, but because they have the power to steer mobilities and variably produce migrant 
categories that one often now takes for granted.” (Lin et al. 2017: 168.6 Thus, the migration 
infrastructure approach is clearly anchored in migration studies, and in particular interested in 
labour migration, but not in the first place in labour markets.  
 
As emerges from this understanding of migration infrastructures, the term infrastructure is used in 
an all-encompassing way7, including actors and institutions, not just social networks and physical 
infrastructures. On the other hand, the majority of extant empirical contributions on these lines 
have focused on a particular set of actors, mainly those who act as intermediaries, and on particular 
institutions, mainly linked to bordering. The focus of extant studies has overwhelmingly been on 
state and non-state brokers and recruiters, and NGOs in the migration sector, neglecting the 
migrants themselves as well as employers and their respective cognitive orientations and action 
repertoires (for the latter, also cf. Krifors 2020: 153. With regard to institutions, the focus has mainly 
been on border and visa regimes, neglecting labour market institutions such as collective 
agreements and industrial relations, Welfare State structures and social security provision, labour 
laws, etc. And with regard to technologies, the focus has mainly been on transportation and on 
communication technologies that intermediaries make use of, mostly neglecting those physical 
infrastructures that allow migrant workers to do their jobs in countries of destination, such as 
dormitories, local transportation, and parts of the migration industry that facilitate workers live 
abroad, but also international job platforms and other media that migrants use to search for jobs 
and get informed. Lin et al. (2017) in a more recent publication in Mobilities “also consider less 
visible, but no less crucial forms of migrant services and facilities, including physical workplaces and 
social networks involved in labour importation.” (Lin et al. 2017: 168.  But still, the focus is on moving 
migrants and on actors who recruit them, contribute to move them, build migration channels8, and 
possibly place them in host countries, as well as the institutions in which these processes are 
embedded. This perspective, at best, makes up for half of a picture of cross-border labour markets. 
Important constitutive actors for labour markets, such as employers, labour market institutions and 
infrastructures, are neglected. In the same vein, Karin Krifors (2020) critically engages with the 
migration infrastructures literature from an economic-sociological perspective. She criticises that in 
the infrastructure approach “the centrality of migrant labour, the role of employers, and the 
extraction of value from the transnational situation of migrants’ lives remain vague.” (Krifors 2020: 
1). 
 
With its focus on the facilitators of labour migration, the migration infrastructure approach is in line 
with our focus on enablers of cross-border labour markets. With regard to our question of what 
enables cross-border labour markets to emerge, function and persist, the migration infrastructure 

	
border or for settling in at destinations. [but also] promotion of cosmopolitan lifestyles (..)” (544), and production of 
migrant identities (548). With this broad understanding, the concept of migration industry becomes more or less 
identical with migration infrastructure. 

6 Yet, as Lin et al. (2017) emphasize: “This issue does not presume that infrastructures assume any deterministic role, 
for, indeed, the preference or dominance of one infrastructural form over others necessarily entails its own 
competition and particular categorising moments in production” (ibid.: 3). 

7	 Lin et al. (2017: 3) even extend the term to the societal level “societies and spaces are but ‘expressions of 
infrastructure’; without which there can be little coherence within these social formations.” 

8	Migration	channels	are	defined	as	connecting	“particular	places	of	origin	and	destination	and	incorporate	
particular	technologies	(of	transportation,	communication,	accommodation,	etc.),	actors	and	institutions.	
Several	overlapping	channels	“together	form	a	complex	infrastructure	of	relationships	and	material	forms”	
(Lindquist	2017:	10f).	Hence,	most	empirical	studies	do	not	focus	on	migration	infrastructures	at	large,	but	on	
particular	migration	channels.		
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approach offers important insights by shifting attention to intermediaries who seem to be not only 
important for labour migration, but also constitutive of cross-border labour markets, institutions 
that allow for and (selectively) restrict the crossing of national border in search for jobs, and, 
perhaps most importantly, physical infrastructures and technologies that help moving people across 
borders. Most important here is the systemic approach, i.e., the suggestion that it is hybrid 
assemblages of actors, institutions, and material and technological devices that enable labour 
migration.   
 
To use this approach for theorising cross-border labour markets, however, requires broadening the 
array of actors, physical and technological infrastructures, and institutions by adding those that are 
particularly pertinent in labour markets. As regards actors, for instance, employers and, in many 
cases, subcontractors, have to be mentioned in the first place. As regards institutions, training 
facilities, regulations pertaining to the approval of credentials, or labour laws are to be mentioned, 
and with regard to technologies and other material infrastructures, those, for instance, that 
constitute marketplaces and enable calculative behaviours of market participants are to be 
considered. In theoretical terms, what is required is considering the coordination problems that all 
markets, including labour markets, are confronted with and that have to be resolved in order for 
markets to be able to emerge and function: the problems of evaluation, competition, and 
cooperation (Beckert 2009), as well as the market devices that constitute markets as social 
structures in which these problems are addressed. 
	
3. Market devices 
	
Important entities neglected in the migration infrastructure approach come into view when 
applying a market sociological lens. In this section, therefore, a theoretical approach is discussed 
that explicitly puts markets centre stage, and hence addresses one of the ‘blind spots’ of the 
migration infrastructure approach with regard to the analysis of cross-border labour markets. The 
market sociology developed by Michel Callon (1998, 1999, Caliskan & Callon 2009, 2010; see also 
Muniesa et al. 2007) is particularly relevant for the purpose of this paper because it does not take 
the existence of markets for granted (Callon 1999; Muniesa et al. 2007: 1; see also Fourcade 2007; 
Engels 2009; Pinzur & Duterme 2025), but is exactly interested in processes of “marketization”, i.e., 
the establishment of markets (Caliskan & Callon 2010: 2). 
 
In this approach, markets are defined “as sociotechnical arrangements or assemblages 
(agencements) which have three characteristics […]: 
 
1. Markets organise the conception, production and circulation of goods, as well as the voluntary 
transfer of some sorts of property rights attached to them. These transfers involve a monetary 
compensation which seals the goods’ attachment to their new owners. 
 
2. A market is an arrangement of heterogeneous constituents that deploys the following: rules and 
conventions; technical devices; metrological systems; logistical infrastructures; texts, discourses 
and narratives (e.g. on the pros and the cons of competition); technical and scientific knowledge 
(including social scientific methods), as well as the competencies and skills embodied in living 
beings. 
 
3. Markets delimit and construct a space of confrontation and power struggles. Multiple 
contradictory definitions and valuations of goods as well as agents oppose one another in markets 
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until the terms of the transaction are peacefully determined by pricing mechanisms.”9 (Caliskan & 
Callon 2010: 3). 
	
At the heart of Callon’s answer to the question of what enables markets is the concept of market 
devices10. A market device is a “combination of material and technical devices, texts, algorithms, 
rules, and human beings that shape agency and give meaning to action” (Berndt & Boeckler 2009: 
543, with reference to Callon 2007). These networks carry out the fundamental process of framing 
through which markets are constituted. Framing provides “a clear list of entities, states of the world, 
possible actions, and expected outcome of these actions” (Callon 1999: 190).11 Hence, it defines 
individual actors, objects, goods and separates these entities from one another (Muniesa et al. 2007: 
4). “Thus, the very market situation that actors find themselves in – who and what exists in the 
market, how they encounter one another, what sorts of calculations and behaviors are possible – 
emerges from the ongoing framing performed by devices” (Pinzur & Duterme 2025: 5. 
 
In particular, its emphasis – given the inherent fundamental uncertainties that characterise market 
exchange (Beckert 2009) – is on the questions of how commodities that can be exchanged on 
markets, calculating agents who are capable of acting on markets, and encounters between these 
two on marketplaces are constituted (Callon 1999: 184). We can, thus, differentiate between three 
decisive framings in markets: (1) those enacting the commodification of ‘things’, and hence the 
constitution of marketable objects, in our case: labour power12, (2) those formatting calculative 
agencies, and hence the constitution of market actors, comprising all kinds of market participants, 
not just buyers and sellers of labour power, but also states, intermediaries, market organizers and 
market profiteers13, and (3) those constituting settings in which encounters of goods and agencies 
take place, and hence the constitution of marketplaces that also regulate inclusion and exclusion 
and hence competition (cf. the detailed discussion of these three framings in Caliskan & Callon 
2010). 
 
The focus of this approach is on market devices that are considered to be ready to hand and to act 
locally within the immediate environments of traders (Pinzur & Duterme 2025). Empirical examples 
comprise, but are not limited to, office spaces, screens, statistics, reports, or organisational forms.14  

	
9 The latter point also implicitly points to competition as the unique defining criterion of markets (Aspers 2011; Bühler 

& Werron 2022). 
10 I am using here the English term “market device” throughout the paper. Authors in the field, and also Callon himself, 

have used both “market device” (Muniesa et al. 2007) and the French term “agencement” interchangeably (Caliskan 
& Callon 2009, 2010; Berndt & Boeckler 2009). 

11 Callon also considers overflow as the “inevitable twin” of framing, representing the possibility of “connections which 
transgress and cannot be contained within the frames” (Berndt & Boeckler 2009: 12; Callon 1999: 188), and, therefore, 
accounts for market dynamics. 

12 For our case, labour markets, Karl Polanyi has emphatically described this process of commodifying labour power in 
the course of establishing a labour market in 19th Century England: “To separate labor from other activities of life and 
to subject it to the laws of the market was to annihilate all organic forms of existence and to replace them by a 
different type of organization, an atomistic and individualistic one. Such a scheme of destruction was best served by 
the application of the principle of freedom of contract. In practice this meant that the noncontractual organizations 
of kinship, neighborhood, profession, and creed were to be liquidated since they claimed the allegiance of the 
individual and thus restrained his freedom.” (Polanyi 2001/1944: 171). 

13 See Ahrne et al. (2015: 14): “Profiteers are individuals and organizations that participate in market organization in 
order to further their own economic interests. They do not operate as traders, however, in the market in focus – what 
we call the primary market. Rather they are able to earn money through the organization of the primary market.” 
Such profiteers are, for instance, discussed under the term of a migration industry in migration studies (see footnote 
3). 

14 In the discussion section, I will provide an empirical example alluding to a particular empirical cross-border labour 
market. 
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In a recent publication, Pinzur and Duterme (2025) have differentiated market devices in this 
understanding from market infrastructures that can be understood as large-scale background 
systems that accomplish basic tasks. Market infrastructures tend to be invisible, but set the stage 
for everyday market behaviours. They thus take up the concept of infrastructure from a market 
sociological perspective. Pinzur and Duterme emphasise that both market devices and 
infrastructures co-contribute to framing. Thus, local practices are afforded by larger-scale 
technologies (Pinzur & Duterme, 2025). Examples in the case of cross-border labour markets are, 
for instance, airline connections, or systems for the recognition of credentials, but also national 
regulations for language requirements, international job platforms, or the European Qualification 
Framework that allows the assessment of qualification levels across borders. 
 
The merits of this approach, when it comes to analysing cross-border labour markets, lie in its focus 
on the social constitution of market constituencies, i.e., marketable objects, calculative agencies, 
and marketplaces, and in its emphasis on the operations of evaluation and calculation. With regard 
to the former, it converges with the migration infrastructure approach in that it considers hybrid 
networks of actors, material and technological devices, and institutions as enablers of markets. With 
regard to the latter, it covers an important issue neglected by the migration infrastructure approach, 
but constitutive in markets. 
 
Empirical studies within this approach, however, have mainly focused on financial markets or other 
markets in which technologies dominate the immediate environments of market participants. The 
question, therefore, is whether and how this approach could also be applied to (cross-border) labour 
markets.  We will come back to this issue in the discussion section. 
 
4. Logistics 
	
In the preceding sections, we have seen that both the migration studies’ literature on migration 
infrastructures and the economic sociological literature on market devices and market 
infrastructures draw on hybrid networks or assemblages of actors, material devices and 
technologies, and institutions when it comes to explaining migration flows or the emergence and 
functioning of markets, respectively. But how are these hybrid networks pulled together and made 
to operate in line and function frictionlessly across borders? And how is this achieved based on 
calculations for the sake of efficiency and profitability? Here, the concept of logistics that recently 
has extended beyond its origins in business and management studies and has been taken up by 
authors with backgrounds in political economy and economic sociology comes in.15 
 
Logistics is a long-established area of scrutiny in business and management studies that 
“understands logistics as a performance component which is relevant for success.” (Gleissner & 
Femerling 2013: 7). As Gleissner and Femerling (2013: 4) point out: “In a world which increasingly 
relies on the division of labor and fragmentation of work flows, goods and commodities need to be 
transported from their place of origin to their place of consumption or place of use. The span time 
between the production and the utilisation of goods has to be bridged.” This literature is mainly 
concerned with elaborating on how to establish and organise logistics in order for it to work most 
efficiently (with a critical stance, see Mezzadra & Neilson 2013: 10).  
 

	
15 Caliskan & Callon (2010: 3) mention “logistical infrastructures” as elements of market devices, yet without going into 

further detail on their makeup and function. 
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Yet, recently a second line of thought has emerged that engages with logistics in a critical vein, 
inspired by political economy (Rossiter 2014; Mezzadra & Neilson 2013). In these accounts, logistics 
is at the heart of modern global capitalism in that it builds “networked relations in ways that 
promote transport, communication and economic efficiencies” and “it organises capital in technical 
ways that aim to make every step of its ‘turnover’ productive. These practices provide different sets 
of empirical and conceptual tools for investigating the operations of global capital.” (Mezzadra & 
Neilson 2013: 12). In building assembly and supply chains and organising mechanisms of global 
circuits of capital (ibid: 10), logistical systems also “increasingly govern labour and life, finance and 
things.” (Rossiter 2014: 55). The present paper takes up this latter, critical understanding of logistics 
as a concept pertaining to modern capitalism and the processes inherent in the global division of 
labour and dispersion of production.  
 
Logistics is a concept that can be fruitfully discussed in the context of cross-border labour markets 
because “[l]ogistics is about the organisation, standardisation, and stability of processes that deal 
with flows and with entities that move.” (Pollozek & Passoth 2019: 611f). Karin Krifors (2020) applies 
the logistics concept to the study of cross-border labour migration and suggests complementing the 
migration infrastructure approach with the concept of “a logistics of migration that accounts for 
supply chain organisations and the quest for transnational interoperability” (Krifors 2020: 148). The 
term interoperability is key here and refers to a seamless interaction of heterogeneous entities. 
Hence, logistics refers to “a seamless administration of circulation across space and [… to] 
calculating profitable efficiency” (Krifors 2020: 149). 
 
For Krifors (2020), the concept of logistics has a number of advantages when it comes to scrutinising 
labour migration from a labour market perspective: The concept emphasises the search for 
efficiency and profitability in organising and managing flows, and not least the calculation of labour 
costs. It sheds light on the role of employers in complex migration processes, and with its focus on 
flows and chains, factors in a possible decentralisation of the notion of employers (Krifors 2020: 7); 
i.e., it accounts for sub-contractors – a key type of actor in many cross-border labour markets. 
 
To summarise: For Krifors, the concept of logistics highlights “how people’s mobility is caught up in 
economic processes of transnational coordination.” (2020: 149; emphasis by UMP). With this, it 
becomes clear that logistics, from an economic-sociological perspective, is a powerful concept that 
can contribute to a better understanding of how cross-border labour markets are enabled, given 
the amplification of coordination problems when labour markets cross borders. 
 
5. Discussion  
	
What has been shown in the preceding sections is that all three strands of literature discussed above 
focus on particular dimensions of what enables cross-border labour markets: (1) The migration 
infrastructure literature focuses on the cross-border labour mobility of migrant workers and its 
enablers, (2) the market devices literature focuses on markets and the prerequisites of their 
emergence, functioning, and maintenance, and (3) the logistics literature deals with the 
coordination of moving people and things efficiently and profitably and securing interoperability 
across space and time. Yet, neither of these strands explicitly focuses on cross-border labour 
markets as a particular phenomenon. The questions that we are going to discuss in this section, 
therefore, are: To what extent and how can the three strands contribute to explaining the 
emergence, functioning and consolidation of cross-border labour markets? And are they mutually 
exclusive, or is it possible to draw from all three of them in combination to theorise cross-border 
labour markets? 
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To start with the first question and with the migration infrastructure literature discussed in section 
2, what we have seen is that it explicitly does not focus on labour markets, but on labour migration, 
i.e., the moving of people across borders. A closer look at the empirical studies from which the 
migration infrastructure approach has been developed reveals that the emphasis clearly is on the 
recruiters and brokers who create migration channels, the technologies (communication devices 
and transportation infrastructures) they use, and the institutions that enable or limit the crossing of 
borders. The studies focus on labour migration, hence they also touch upon issues such as getting 
credentials approved, obtaining work permits, and placing people in jobs. Yet, important elements 
of labour markets are missing in these studies, e.g., employers, possibly subcontractors, training, 
labour laws, work places (for the latter see, however, Liu & Lin 2017), unions, and more broadly, 
questions of migrants’ integration into their employer organisations and broader host labour 
markets. Most importantly, this approach neglects issues of commodification, evaluation, 
competition, and the search for profits that characterise cross-border labour markets. This is 
because the focus of this approach clearly is on explaining migration flows, i.e., the questions of why 
and how particular migration channels come into existence. 
 
A second critical point refers to the understanding of the term infrastructures. The migration 
infrastructure approach uses it in an all-encompassing way: Infrastructures include actors, 
technologies and institutions of all kinds and at all levels. It is hard to say what is excluded from the 
category. Hence, a catch-all term that needs further specification.  
 
Contrary to the migration infrastructure approach, the market devices approach’s main focus is on 
markets. However, up until today, it has not yet been applied to (cross-border) labour markets.16 
The question, therefore, is whether it can be applied in theorising cross-border labour markets at 
all. The approach is mainly concerned with the social constitution of calculating market actors, and 
tradable exchange objects (commodification), and with the encounters of these two on 
marketplaces. With regard to cross-border labour markets, this is a lens that contributes important 
aspects neglected in the migration infrastructure approach. How are market actors – migrant 
workers, recruiters and brokers, sub-contractors, employers, but also entrepreneurs offering 
transportation or accommodation to migrant workers (migration industry), constituted as 
calculating and profit-seeking market constituencies?  How is labour power constituted as a 
commodity to be exchanged on cross-border labour markets? And what are the marketplaces that 
feature the encounters between the two? In search for answers to these questions, the market 
devices approach, here in line with the migration infrastructures approach, points to hybrid 
networks of human actors, rules and regulations, and technologies, including data, standards, 
organizational protocols and calculative prostheses (Pinzur & Duterme 2025: 213). In the market 
devices approach, these devices are considered to be ready-to-hand in “the immediate 
environments of traders in the market” (Pinzur & Duterme 2025: 212). 
 
When it comes to consider cross-border labour markets, a case vignette provided in Bludau (2015: 
108f) offers a good illustration: Bludau conducted a case study on creating a cross-border labour 
migration channel in healthcare between the Czech Republic and the Middle East that illustrates 
how a for-profit recruiter (alias name Care4U), its recruitment office, the office design, marketing 
materials and slideshows, Czech nurses interested in information about possibly working in Saudi 
Arabia, and the Saudi Arabian hospitals as possible future employers who communicate certain 
expectations to the recruiter and provide pictures and information materials all together form a 

	
16 To the best knowledge of the author, just one single publication exists that applies this approach to labour markets, 

yet it is only available in French: Mellet (2006). 
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market device that frames the market for Czech healthcare labour power to be marketed to Saudi 
Arabian hospitals.  

“Jana, a Czech nurse, arrives at Care4U a few minutes after noon. She notices a 
brightly colored flyer on the window declaring HEALTHCARE-MILLIONAIRE IN 1 
YEAR. As she enters, she is greeted, and her name is checked off a list of registrants. 
She proceeds to a modern classroom with long tables and chairs all neatly aligned. 
Across one side of the room is a row of tables holding refreshments and books on 
topics such as medical English and NCLEX preparation, a copy of the Koran and 
photography and travel books about life in the Middle East. A large poster 
depicting scenes from Saudi Arabia is propped on an easel. On a small table near 
the door are stacks of Sestra (Nurse), a Czech nursing magazine and a partner of 
the recruitment firm. She is instructed to help herself to refreshments and to take 
a seat. At 12:30, Jana and the others start a one-hour written English diagnostic 
exam. After the hour is up, more people start to arrive. A young woman brings 
Jana some literature—a CD advertising a hospital in Saudi Arabia and a coupon 
for a discounted subscription to Sestra. She looks around and takes note of the 
other potential candidates. Some are viewing the ongoing slideshow of pictures 
from hospital visits to Saudi Arabia. Frank Sinatra’s Greatest Hits wafts from the 
speakers attached to the laptop at the front of the room. No one seems to notice 
when his cover of O Come All Ye Faithful plays in the middle of July. Instead, they 
are reading the magazines, flipping through books, talking to each other, and 
viewing the slideshow. As Frank sings »come fly away with me, « pictures of 
hospital units, living accommodations, leisure activities, eating establishments, 
and multicultural hospital staff flash on the screen for a few seconds, one after 
another. At 2:00 pm, the directors of the firm enter the room and switch to a 
PowerPoint presentation, and the informational session truly begins.” 

This setting constitutes a market device formatting calculative actors in that it presents the 
prospective migrant nurses with the idea of becoming a “healthcare-millionaire in 1 year” and 
provides information regarding the costs of using the services of Care4U, the costs of living in Saudi 
Arabia and contrasts these costs with the very high wages and luxurious ways of life while in Saudi 
Arabia. Bludau (2015: 105) explains the price model of the for-profit recruiter who bills the migrant 
nurses for information sessions, training sessions, job interview arrangement and preparation, and 
completing all necessary paperwork:  

“Care4U candidates must pay an initial instalment of Kč 2,900 (€113) before they 
can attend their first training class. An additional Kč 3,000 (€117) is due before the 
last course. All of this takes place before a nurse is even offered to an employer. At 
this point, she is deeply invested in the process and has spent the equivalent of 
approximately one quarter of one month’s salary.” 

Furthermore, this market device also enacts the framing of the commodification of nurses’ labour 
power: Before the for-profit recruiter can start with preparing the migrant nurses for their jobs in 
Saudi Arabian hospitals through training and preparation courses, first of all, a desire to migrate to 
Saudi Arabia has to be evoked. As Bludau (2015) elaborates, “Saudi Arabia is a tough sell for 
recruiters in any country.” (ibid.: 109). Therefore, Care4U plants “the seed of appealing destinations 
through their marketing campaigns.” (ibid.). The setting described above, hence, creates a space “in 
which candidates can envision themselves in Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, etc.” (ibid.: 108). 
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But the office setting of Care4U also addresses and thereby constitutes the prospective migrant 
nurses in a specific manner, namely as well-educated professionals, e.g., by displaying stacks of 
“Sestra”, a Czech nursing magazine. And this is also exactly how Care4U positions ‘their’ migrant 
nurses on the global nurse market, e.g., against competitors from the Philippines who market nurses 
mainly for their docility. Care4U, in contrast, emphasises Czech nurses’ professional skills and 
competence (Bludau 2015). 
 
The described market device that acts locally in the immediate environment of prospective migrant 
nurses and the for-profit recruiter can gain in precision by differentiating between market devices 
and market infrastructures.  
 
Pinzur and Duterme (2025) elaborate that “market infrastructures are understood to differ from 
devices in a number of ways: they are backgrounded rather than ready-to-hand; operate at a wide 
scale, connecting multiple settings rather than being purely local; and silently support market 
actions rather than being manipulable tools. […] In fact, it precisely focuses on the broader systems 
that local devices must plug into in order to operate.” (Pinzur & Duterme 2025: 215) 
 
In Bludau’s case study, this applies, for instance, to airline connections between Prague and the 
Middle-Eastern destinations, to the visa regimens between the respective countries, but also to 
Saudi-Arabian regulations regarding language requirements for Czech nurses. 
 
Yet, how are actors, technologies, institutions, and other entities pulled together to form hybrid 
networks that constitute particular (cross-border labour) markets? Here, the concept of logistics 
comes into play. Logistics, as the “art of constructing a seamless administration of circulation across 
space and the science of calculating profitable efficiency” (Krifors 2020: 149), employs market 
devices and infrastructures in order to achieve this. But for the same purpose, it also creates new 
devices and infrastructures, which Pollozek and Passoth call “infrastructuring” by logistics (2019: 
606). Hence, “logistics as a lens to conceptualise modes of infrastructuring as practices of chaining 
things, people, and data through time and space” (ibid: 620).17 
 
Again, Bludau’s (2015) case study on the placement of Czech nurses in Saudi Arabian hospitals offers 
a good illustration. As Bludau emphasises, “fully functioning migration chains do not simply appear.” 
(ibid.: 96). In her case, it is mainly the for-profit recruiters who “generate them through a series of 
activities that involve creating the chain, creating the desire to be part of this chain and facilitating 
movement along the chain.” (ibid.). To enact a seamless and cost efficient movement of Czech 
nurses across borders and placement in Middle-Eastern hospitals, the for-profit recruiters work on 
interoperability (1) between home and destination countries and their border and visa regimes by 
establishing very good personal relationships with the Saudi-Arabian ambassador in Prague in order 
to get “quick approval of a visa or other paperwork” (ibid.: 106) if needed; (2) between education 
and training systems of the Czech Republic and the Middle-Eastern destination countries by 
“certifying educational and professional licenses” (ibid.: 98) and offering “specialized medical and 
cultural training courses” (ibid.: 103); (3) between Czech and Middle-Eastern conventions of 
conducting job interviews and, more broadly, professional conduct by coordinating interviews and 
“offering interview training, including mock interviews that both evaluate the candidate’s readiness 
and provide an opportunity to practice and more fully understand culturally appropriate behavior.” 

	
17 Lindquist (2017: 1), too, mentions “logistical practices that make mobility possible”, but does not systematically define 

logistics and differentiate the terms against infrastructure. He seems to suggest that logistical practices use, but also 
shape and arrange infrastructures (ibid.: 3).  
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(ibid.: 98); and (4) between the expectations of the prospective nurses and their future employers 
by setting up “information systems between source and destination countries” (ibid.: 97), and 
particular hospitals, and by bringing together prospective migrant nurses and future Middle-Eastern 
employers who are present via CDs and slideshows in recruiters’ offices.  
 
By shedding light on the interfaces and the interoperability of cross-border devices and 
infrastructures, the logistics approach addresses an important issue neglected by the other two 
approaches: the question of how the heterogeneous constituencies of devices and infrastructures 
can be made to fit together, particularly across borders. Thus, the logistics approach allows us to 
problematize the crossing of borders in terms of not taking interoperability for granted. Logistics, 
hence, refers to forms and practices of transnational coordination to create interoperability. The 
topos of coordination – the central category of the economic sociology – gains centre stage.  
 
Moreover, logistics also illuminates the role of profit-making in cross-border labour markets. Thus, 
exploiting wage differentials and differentials in economic wealth of nations to generate profits, but 
also as a business model of brokers as a practice and as a root cause of the emergence of cross-
border labour markets, come into view.  
 
The discussion so far has shown that all three strands of literature have the capacity of making 
important and innovative contributions to theorising cross-border labour markets and the question 
of what enables their emergence, functioning and consolidation. Each of the three adds a particular 
lens and sheds light on important aspects. But are they also compatible with one another? At first 
glance, with their backgrounds in (anthropological) migration studies, market sociology, 
management studies and political economy, it seems difficult to integrate them into one single 
theorising endeavour. Yet, what the three approaches all have in common is that they are all 
drawing, more or less vigorously, from Actor-Network-Theory (ANT) (Latour 1987; Callon & Latour 
1981; Callon 1999; Law 2002).18 Both the migration infrastructure approach and the market devices 
approach posit hybrid networks of human actors, technologies and material devices, and rules and 
regulations as the main independent variable for explaining their respective research problems: 
migration channels and flows, and market exchange. For the logistics approach, the internal 
interfaces of these hybrid networks constitute the main problem it is concerned with. Logistics 
represent active, organised practices, as stressed by Pinzur & Duterme (2025): “infrastructures, like 
devices, ‘emerge’ or ‘occur’ through active, organised practices” (Pinzur & Duterme 2025: 215f). 
 
All three approaches also converge in their focus on the social constitution of market actors, their 
subjectivities and interests, and of the other constituencies of the hybrid networks called market 
devices or infrastructures (Pollozek & Passoth 2019; Lin et al. 2017; Pinzur & Duterme 2025).  
 
How, then, can we integrate the three strands for the purpose of theorising cross-border labour 
markets? I suggest the following heuristic model: 
 
Figure 1: The enabling of cross-border labour markets 

	
18 This is, however, not the place for an in-depth discussion of ANT. 
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This integrated model draws on the literature on migration infrastructures, market devices and 
infrastructures, and logistics and shows the interactions between the three components, and how 
they enact cross-border labour markets, i.e., constitute their constituencies: marketable exchange 
objects, calculative agencies, or market participants, and marketplaces featuring encounters 
between the first two.  
	
6. Conclusion 
	
In this paper, we have critically discussed three strands of literature with backgrounds in migration 
studies, market sociology, and political economy that are all able to make important contributions 
when it comes to accounting for the enablers of cross-border labour markets. We have seen that all 
three strands, even though they focus on different phenomena and research questions, posit hybrid 
networks of actors, material infrastructures and technologies, and rules and regulations as enablers 
of migration flows, markets, and seamless cross-border interoperability, respectively.  
 
Each of the strands addresses an important dimension of the enabling of cross-border labour 
markets: Most empirical cross-border labour markets depend on the physical cross-border mobility 
of workers and the mediation performed by migration infrastructures. As markets, cross-border 
labour markets also depend on the commodification of labour power and on calculating actors who 
are capable of acting on such markets characterised by competition. And, finally, cross-border 
labour markets depend on the cross-border coordination and functioning interoperability of 
practices, rules and regulations, material infrastructures and technological devices. The integrated 
model based on these constituencies suggested in this paper can serve as a heuristic in the empirical 
reconstruction of a broad variety of cross-border labour markets and their enablers. For each such 
market, the particular actors, (technical) devices, infrastructures, rules and regulations have to be 
specified in order to explain its emergence, functioning and maintenance. A most different sample 
of such reconstructions might then serve as a basis to reveal typical patterns of the devices, 
infrastructures and logistical forms and practices that enable cross-border labour markets.  
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