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Abstract 

The United Nations system is a complex and auto-generative organizational network with numerous bodies working for heterogeneous objectives within an unequal global framework. The drivers of the UN system are professional expatriates working in the headquarters based in global cities or in field offices spread worldwide. 

Those highly skilled, hyper-mobile individuals are the managerial elite of the UN bureaucracy. Yet, they are only the tip of the UN iceberg compared to a large number of national and local staff, volunteers, consultants, interns and other service providers – people working in less privileged and sometimes even precarious conditions. 

The UN has created a common structure of human resources unifying conditions with similar positions and grades. Moreover, each UN body has autonomy to decide how to hire, using different recruitment systems and processes depending on the applicants’ social, cultural, economical and symbolic capital. Precisely, the candidates´ work and life experiences beyond borders are considered a valuable resource.

These UN rules and conditions also regulate the UN worker’s mobility capital or motility (Kauffman et al., 2004) through travel documents, short missions worldwide, rotation policies as well as requirements to leave/rest or mere force the local workers to be immobile. It has created different regimes-of-mobility (Schiller & Salazar, 2012) within the UN regime-of-mobility.

Following our ethnographic data, we thus propose a comparative approach of UN regimes-of-mobility between the UN headquarters —Geneva and Vienna— and field offices —Goma (RD Congo) and Gaziantep (Turkey). Looking at their working practices, job imaginaries, career strategies and expectations, we argue that UN employees (im)mobilities is a key factor to re-produce the UN system itself.
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