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prospects of refugees’ labour market integration in Germany 
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Abstract 
Forced migration is rarely associated with human capital gains for the host nation since 
refugees frequently remain dependent on aid and isolated from the labour market for an 
extended period of time. In Germany, however, there are currently high hopes regarding 
the demographic potential and human capital of incoming refugees, particularly Syrians. 
Nonetheless, the question remains how to foster their successful incorporation into the 
labour market and avoid falling into the common pattern of aid-dependency and 
deskilling. Findings gathered through a multilingual survey and in-depth interviews with 
refugees and non-refugee respondents in Kiel, Northern Germany, suggest a substantial 
degree of heterogeneity in the human capital of refugees arriving to Germany. This capital 
however often goes unrecognised, which influences the determination refugees show in 
their actions, and whether they challenge the structural status quo. Tailoring legislation to 
account for refugees’ various capabilities and encouraging a change in the mind-set of 
relevant policy-makers could lead to refugees’ successful incorporation into the host 
nations’ labour market. 
 
Keywords: Forced Migration, Refugees, Human Capital, Labour Market, Mixed 
Methods. 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Germany presents a pioneering case study in labour market integration of refugees.2 
Behind Chancellor Angela Merkel’s “Wir schaffen das” (translated roughly into “We can do 
it”)3 is a changed discourse surrounding the newest influx of refugees, mainly from Syria. 
The asylum debate quickly moved on from mere labelling, to how Germany’s society and 
economy could prepare itself and benefit from the refugees’ demographic potential.4 

																																																													
1 Annika Kaabel is a PhD candidate in Political Science at Kiel University under the supervision of 
Prof. Christian Martin. She is affiliated with the Research Group ‘Comparative Politics, 
Interdependence and Globalization’ (CPIG) at University of Kiel. Her research interests are labour 
migration governance, forced migration studies and labour market studies. She also works as a 
lecturer in international relations and migration studies. 
2 In contrast to voluntary migration, which usually comes about in search of better economic 
opportunities, I employ the term of forced migration to describe migration that takes place due to 
push rather than pull factors. The “push” can be triggered by a number of manmade or natural 
causes. In this particular study, I will focus on migrants who are forced from their homes due to 
security concerns (such as ongoing civil war in Syria). According to the 1951 Refugee Convention, 
people fleeing their homelands in fear of persecution are entitled to international humanitarian 
protection. Whilst being in the process of formalizing this humanitarian migrant status, the term 
“asylum-seeker” should be used. One officially becomes a “refugee” when the host country has 
granted asylum and therewith granted refugee status. In regard to this study, “refugees” will be used 
as an overarching generic term as recognised by the UNHCR, signifying a person in need of 
international protection irrespective of whether the status has been given legally. 
3 Angela Merkel, “Aktuelle Themen der Innen- und Aussenpolitik.” August 2015. 
https://www.bundesregierung.de/Content/DE/Mitschrift/Pressekonferenzen/2015/08/2015-08-31-pk-
merkel.html (accessed 7th July 2016) 
4 See: Jochen Bittner, “Nicht Warten, Business Starten!” Zeit Online, 4 June 2015. 
http://www.zeit.de/gesellschaft/zeitgeschehen/2015-06/fluechtlinge-syrien-arbeitserlaubnis; Thomas 
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Nonetheless, how exactly to foster refugees’ successful incorporation into the host’s labour 
market continues to be a matter of contention. Multiple studies suggest that refugees 
persistently show poorer economic outcomes than other immigrants5 by often having 
difficulties entering the labour market in the first place and becoming dependent on 
government support in the long run.6 Therefore, the questions arise: what factors 
determine refugees’ incorporation7  into the labour market? And how can such 
incorporation be facilitated through meaningful policy measures? 

The literature suggests that both social structure,8 i.e., the existing environment of 
opportunities and constraints in any given society, and agency, i.e., the ability to act9 on the 
basis of individual capital, play a big role in refugees’ labour market incorporation.10 
Refugees tend to experience limited ability to act autonomously, in particular while 
waiting for a decision on their asylum claim.11 At the same time, the prevailing 
humanitarian approach towards refugee settlement, which has repatriation at its core, has 
gained currency among policy makers.12. 

																																																																																																																																																																															
Öchsner, “Arbeitsministerin Nahles will Jobs für Zehntausende Flüchtlinge” Süddeutsche Zeitung, 
December 2015. http://www.sueddeutsche.de/wirtschaft/arbeitsmarkt-arbeitsministerin-nahles-will-
jobs-fuer-zehntausende-fluechtlinge-1.2773302; Inga Rahmsdorf, “Gut Ausgebildet, Motiviert, Jung 
Sucht.” Süddeutsche Zeitung, October 2015. http://www.sueddeutsche.de/muenchen/gemeinsames-
projekt-gut-ausgebildet-motiviert-jung-sucht-1.2690630; Markus  Dettmer, “German Companies See 
Refugees as Opportunity” Spiegel Online, August 2015, 
http://www.spiegel.de/international/germany/refugees-are-an-opportunity-for-the-german-
economy-a-1050102.html; Florian Diekmann, “Deutschlands Mittelständler Hoffen auf die 
Flüchtlinge.” Spiegel Online, February 2, 2016. http://www.spiegel.de/wirtschaft/soziales/fluechtlinge-
kann-der-mittelstand-ihnen-arbeit-geben-a-1075189.html  
5 “Other immigrants” refers here to family migrants and labour migrants. Similar distinction was 
made in the Dutch case described by Engbersen et al. (2015) and Bakker et al. (2016). 
6 See for example Godfried Engbersen et al., “No Time to Lose: From Reception to Integration of 
Asylum Seekers,” WRR Policy Brief 4 (2015): 11–13; Pieter Bevelander, “Integrating Refugees into Labor 
Markets,” IZA World of Labor (2016): 1; Linda Bakker, Jaco Dagevos, and Godfried Engbersen, 
“Explaining the Refugee Gap,” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, November 4, 2016: 8; Melissa 
Kelly and Lina Hedman, “Between Opportunity and Constraint,” Journal of International Migration 
and Integration 17, no. 3 (August 2016): 650; Rainer Bauböck and Milena Tripkovic, The Integration of 
Migrants and Refugees: An EUI Forum on Migration, Citizenship and Demography, European University 
Institute, Robert Schuman Centre for Advanced Studies (2017): 11; Institut für Arbeitsmarkt- und 
Berufsforschung, “Flüchtlinge und Andere Migranten am Deutschen Arbeitsmarkt: Der Stand im 
September 2015,” Aktuelle Berichte 14 (2015): 10.  
7 Nina Glick Schiller and Ayse Çağlar, “Towards a Comparative Theory of Locality in Migration 
Studies.” Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 35, no. 2 (February 2009): 177–202. The somewhat 
neutral term of incorporation is used in this study as a synonym for integration and inclusion. Glick 
Schiller considers integration and inclusion to have a political agenda. All terms, however, signify 
the process of refugee settlement by building connections to the local institutions. In this paper, the 
focus is on economic and labour market incorporation/integration, which means participating in the local 
workforce by gaining employment or becoming self-employed. 
8 Social structure is understood in this paper according to Bakewell (2010) as states or cultural 
norms. In the context of this article, structure is seen in terms of labour markets, governments’ 
policies and host culture.  
9 Lisa Hunt, “Women Asylum Seekers and Refugees” Social Policy and Society 7, no. 3 (July 2008); 
Ruth L. Healey, “Asylum-Seekers and Refugees,” Population, Space and Place 12, no. 4 (July 2006): 257–
71. 
10 Multiple previous studies have discussed the importance of including both structure and agency 
in refugee research. See for example Kelly and Hedman, “Between Opportunity and Constraint”; 
Oliver Bakewell, “Some Reflections on Structure and Agency in Migration Theory,” Journal of Ethnic 
and Migration Studies 36, no. 10 (2010): 1689–1708. 
11 Several studies take a look at refugees’ limited ability to act. Richmond (1988), whilst speaking 
about proactive and reactive decision-making of refugees, states that most often they have limited 
“degrees of freedom” in their decisions. Even in the case of refugees with higher capabilities studied 
by Kelly & Hedman (2016) they find that the agency to determine their own future is limited.  
12 Humanitarian approach aims to protect the 'asylum space' by introducing regulations to 
distinguish between refugees and other migrants. Even if such an approach might protect the 
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This study aims to contribute to the discussion around refugees’ labour market 
integration by analysing how newly arrived refugees attempt to integrate into the German 
labour market. By combining the fields of forced migration studies with human capital 
theory, the following questions are addressed: how do refugees themselves perceive their 
agency? What strategies do they employ in transferring individual capital from a situation 
of war to the new host country? And how are these activities enabled and/or constrained by 
structural factors in the host country? In doing so, this paper takes a transformative 
approach: first, research participants are provided a voice, and second, an action agenda for 
reform is brought forward.13 This requires a further assumption, namely that the interplay 
between individuals and their environments leads to societal and economic 
transformations in the host country (as per the works of Archer14 and Giddens15).16 
Therefore, evidence-based suggestions for labour market policy reform are the second, 
practical contribution that the study aims to make.  

Research for this article was conducted using a concurrent nested mixed methods 
design in which the data was collected in one stage.17 Data from 139 multilingual surveys 
and 25 in-depth interviews were collected in the first half of 2016 in Kiel, Germany from 
working-age newly arrived (2014-2015) refugees who are likely to stay in Germany (with so-
called Gute Bleibeperspektive), and non-refugee respondents.18 As refugees are commonly 
understood as a “hard to locate”19 and “hard to reach”20 population, the inclusion of non-
refugee respondents aided in identifying refugee respondents as well as detecting issues 
otherwise not discussed. However, self-selection problems could not be fully mitigated. 
Being identified through local bodies may indicate that the interviewed refugees stand out 
a little more or have shown initiative to be noticed. They themselves decide to come forth, 
which does not necessarily mean that they are representatives of the community. 
Nevertheless, the multiple entry approach provided a way into the group of self-settled 
refugees outside official housing and centres, which are difficult to reach.21   

																																																																																																																																																																															
immediate right of entry (or settlement in a third country), it fails to consider economic needs of 
refugees, which exasperates their inequality and dependency. For further reading on how the 
humanitarian approach has led to the "refugee issue" to become morally questionable, see Didier 
Fassin, Humanitarian Reason: A Moral History of the Present Times. (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 2012).; Michel Agier, Managing the Undesirables, (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2011); William 
Walters, Foucault and Frontiers: Notes on the Birth of the Humanitarian Border (New York: Routledge, 
2011); Feyzi Baban, Suzan Ilcan, and Kim Rygiel, “Syrian Refugees in Turkey.” Journal of Ethnic and 
Migration Studies 43, no. 1 (January 2, 2017): 41–57 
13 Donna M. Mertens, “Transformative Paradigm: Mixed Methods and Social Justice,” Journal of 
Mixed Methods Research 1, no. 3 (2007): 223; John Creswell, Research Design: Qualitative, Quantitative, 
and Mixed Methods Approaches. 2nd ed. (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2003) 
14 M. S. Archer, Realist Social Theory: The Morphogenetic Approach. (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1995) 
15 Anthony Giddens and Phillip Sutton, Sociology. Seventh edition. (Cambridge Malden, MA: Polity, 
2013) 
16 See Bakewell (2010) for a thorough overview of these two scholars and how they discuss the 
process of social change considering structure and agency.  
17 John Creswell et al., “Advanced Mixed Methods Research Designs.” In Handbook on Mixed Methods 
in the Behavioral Andsocial Sciences, edited by C. Teddlie and A. Tashakkori, 209–40. Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage, 2003 
18 Non-refugee respondents included reception centres workers and volunteers working with 
refugees in Kiel on a day to day basis. The basis for selection was experience with working with 
refugees, and the potential of providing rich data due to direct and continuous contact with the 
subject group.  
19 Alice Bloch (1999) refers to the non-existence of a complete and accurate sampling frame. 
20 Linguistic, cultural and emotional (trusting issues) barriers have been mentioned by Bloch (1999) 
and Jacobsen and Landau (2003). Oftentimes, the inclusion of women’s views is particularly difficult 
in this group.  
21 Karen Jacobsen and Loren B. Landau, “The Dual Imperative in Refugee Research: Some 
Methodological and Ethnical Considerations in Social Science Research on Forced Migration,” 
Working Paper, 2003: 12. 
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The outline of the article is as follows: first, the literature regarding labour market 
integration as part of asylum policies is introduced. Second, the data collection method is 
briefly presented. The third section focuses on the case of the Northern German city of 
Kiel, which is followed by an overview of the findings about factors that enable and 
constrain labour market integration of refugees. Lastly, policy suggestions are given on 
how to facilitate refugees’ incorporation into the German labour market. 
 
 
Refugees’ economic lives beyond aid  
 
Barbara Harrell-Bond has stated that “the history of responses to refugees in the 20th 
century has been one long series of attempts to circumvent the problem,” when discussing 
the increasing focus on refugee returns and repatriation in Western asylum policies since 
World War II.22 In her historical account, Long has traced the movement away from the 
pre-Convention23 approach towards refugees as migrants to the contemporary protection 
regime, which increasingly frames refugee protection as humanitarian.24 In its ideal form, 
the humanitarian approach is guided by a state’s morality and altruism to help people 
“who need admission” (refugees) in contrast to those “who want admission” (migrants).25 
However, this humanitarian “cause to protect” has, according to many scholars, given way 
to restrictionist migration agendas.26 Protection of refugees became a “sedentary pursuit” in 
which refugees were expected to just wait to return.27 Any meaningful long-term 
integration solution has thereby been forestalled. 

With no solution in sight for Syrian war raging since 2011, many Syrians are now 
among the refugees coming to Europe. As such, the long prevailing refugee protection 
policy model that assumes temporality of the situation for the refugee as well as for the 
host state has become outdated and increasingly inept to provide sufficient solutions.28 
With a proliferation in protracted conflicts, asymmetric warfare and failed states, 
displacement is now increasingly protracted and often lasts for decades or even 
generations.29 This requires sustainable solutions in the form of improved integration 
measures. 

Harrell-Bond and Long show that historically the answer to increased refugee 
movements was in labour market integration.30 Examples given by Betts et al.31 and Zetter32  

																																																													
22 Barbara Harrell-Bond, Refugees and the International System: The Evolution of Solutions, (Oxford: 
Refugee Studies Centre, 1995) 3, 16. She also refers to Richmond’s writings about a “global apartheid” 
in which developed countries are practicing institutional racism by introducing restrictive 
immigration and refugee policies.  
23 That is the Refugee Convention of 1951. 
24 Katy Long, “When Refugees Stopped Being Migrants: Movement, Labour and Humanitarian 
Protection.” Migration Studies 1, no. 1 (2013): 4–26 
25 Ibid. 21; Miriam Ticktin, “Transnational Humanitarianism,” Annual Review of Anthropology 43, no. 1 
(October 21, 2014): 274; Fassin, Humanitarian Reason, Berkeley: University of California Press, 2012: 2. 
26 Ibid. 5; Harrell-Bond, Refugees and the International System: The Evolution of Solutions.  
27 Long, “When Refugees Stopped Being Migrants: Movement, Labour and Humanitarian 
Protection,” 21–22. Harrell Bond maintains that the key measure in temporary asylum system has 
been the refugee camp. She illustrates her point with the case of Germany “which in the 80s and 90s 
opted for the view that refugees are an issue to be dealt with outside Germany’s territory, and if 
people do end up entering then their repatriation to a ‘safe host county’ (note: also, often to a 
refugee camp) will follow on easy terms.” (Harrell-Bond, Refugees and the International System: The 
Evolution of Solutions) Germany has had these agreements with a number of neighbouring countries. 
28 This is challenged by Jeff Crisp, “Protection and Pragmatism: The EU-Turkey Refugee Deal in 
Historical Perspective.” OpenDemocracy, March 21, 2016. He argues that European asylum policy still 
keeps to the same principles, with for example the EU-Turkey of restricting and managing the 
arrival of asylum seekers offshore and in “safe zones.” 
29 Kathleen Newland, Rethinking Global Protection: New Channels, New Tools. (Washington, DC: 
Migration Policy Institute, 2015). 
30 Harrell-Bond, Refugees and the International System: The Evolution of Solutions, 3; Long, “When 
Refugees Stopped Being Migrants: Movement, Labour and Humanitarian Protection.” 
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further prove the economic and societal value of including refugees in the host country’s 
workforce. This has also led multiple scholars to call for a more utilitarian approach from 
host countries, mainly because integrating refugees into the labour markets serves their 
self-interest.33 Pre-war Syria had relatively high literacy rates and provided sufficient 
employment opportunities, and many of the incoming Syrian refugees now present 
different characteristics to previous migration movements from other countries.34 “Higher 
educated” and “experienced workers” are characterisations that are commonly featured in 
the public discourse.35 These attributes are further reflected by Syrians’ choices of mobility 
strategies which are often similar to those of voluntary economic migrants.36 Higher 
educated refugees in particular seem to have more leeway in making conscious choices 
about their host country with regards to the economic opportunities it provides. Kunz37 
refers to this displacement strategy as “anticipatory” movement, which in contrast to 
reactive “acute” movements are undertaken by refugees with higher capabilities to 
somewhat plan their flight. 

Considering, however, that refugees differ from other migrants in their ability to act 
and the power they possess over their legal status38, a policy-makers’ stance 
(humanitarian/altruistic or utilitarian/self-interest) plays a significant role in determining 
the success or failure of labour market incorporation.39 One such an example is keeping in 
place refugee-specific barriers to labour market entry instead of allowing capable refugees 
to find better economic opportunities on their own.40 This paper will focus on how the 
German government has decided to handle the labour integration of the newest refugee 
group from Syria, in particular highlighting the prevailing integration mechanisms and 
how Syrian refugees perceive their power and capabilities within these. 
	

																																																																																																																																																																															
31 Alexander Betts et al., Refugee Innovation: Humanitarian Innovation That Starts with Communities'' 
(Oxford: Humanitarian Innovation Project, University of Oxford, 2015); Betts et al., Refugee 
Economies: Rethinking Popular Assumptions. (Oxford: Humanitarian Innovation Project, University of 
Oxford, 2014). 
32Roger Zetter, “Labelling Refugees". Journal of Refugee Studies 4, no. 1 (1991): 39–62” 
33 T. Alexander Aleinikoff, From Dependence to Self-Reliance: Changing the Paradigm in Protracted 
Refugee Situations, (Washington, DC: Migration Policy Institute, 2015); Phillipe Legrain et al., 
“Migrants Knocking on Europe’s Doors: Towards a Coherent Response to Irregular Immigration” In 
Global Economic Symposium (Panel). Kiel, 2015; Katy Long, From Refugee to Migrant? Labor Mobility’s 
Protection Potential, (Washington, DC: Migration Policy Institute, 2015); Demetrios Papademetriou, 
“Beyond Asylum: Rethinking Protection Policies to Meet Sharply Escalating Needs” (Washington: 
Migration Policy Institute, 2015); Klaus Zimmermann, “Migration, Jobs and Integration in Europe” 
Migration Policy Practice IV, no. 4, October–November (2014): 4–16; Anna Wirth, Cara Defilippis, and 
Jessica Therkelsen, “Global Refugee Work Rights Report: Taking the Movement from Theory to 
Practice,” 2014. 
34 OECD, “Is This Humanitarian Migration Crisis Different?” Migration Policy Debates, September 
2015; United Nations Development Programme, “About Syria,” UNDP in Syria. Interviews with 
refugees and non-refugee respondents conducted by the author in Kiel, Germany in 2016 concur 
with that.  
35 Bittner, “Nicht Warten, Business Starten!”; Öchsner, “Arbeitsministerin Nahles will Jobs für 
Zehntausende Flüchtlinge”; Rahmsdorf, “Gut Ausgebildet, Motiviert, Jung Sucht...”; Dettmer, 
“German Companies See Refugees as Opportunity”; Diekmann, “Deutschlands Mittelständler: 
Hoffen auf die Flüchtlinge.” 
36 Germany was a preferred destination for Syrian refugees due to better access employment and 
education, in particular in comparison to the situation in Turkey. 
37 E.F. Kunz, “The Refugee in Flight: Kinetic Models and Forms of Displacement,” The International 
Migration Review 7, no. 2 (1973): 125–46 
38 Harrell-Bond, Refugees and the International System: The Evolution of Solutions; Giddens and Sutton, 
Sociology; Kelly and Hedman, “Between Opportunity and Constraint.” 
39 Healey, “Asylum-Seekers and Refugees,” 263. 
40 Long, From Refugee to Migrant? Labor Mobility’s Protection Potential, 16. An example of such 
‘migration activities’ is moving somewhere else within or outside the host country to find better 
opportunities, and not being constrained by quotas and other measures, which limit refugees’ 
freedom of movement. 
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Destination: Germany 
 
Germany received more than a million refugees in the period from 2014 to 2016, mostly 
working-age men from Syria.41 The last time such a steep rise in asylum applications 
occurred was in the early 1990s as a consequence of the war in former Yugoslavia. This 
resulted in German policy-makers opting for a more restrictive asylum regulation 
(Asylkompromiss 1993). The view guiding asylum policies in Germany revolved around the 
notion that after providing humanitarian assistance for people fleeing persecution, they 
will be repatriated to their home countries.42 Such a practice led to the view that refugees 
are only ever staying in Germany temporarily. This, however, has led to the protracted aid-
dependency of refugees who have stayed longer and have not been able to return home, 
but have received little integration assistance.43 

Recently, Germany has developed a more utilitarian stance in its immigration 
regulation. It started with the relaxation of the rules for third-country nationals entering 
the German labour market, and acceptance of Germany’s position as an “Immigration 
country” (Einwanderungsland) to tackle shortages caused by aging demographics and 
limited skill-pools.44 Considering that the unemployment rate has been low,45 and that 
levels of innovation and entrepreneurship are lagging,46 the potential that the immigrant 
population brings is appreciated for economic growth.  

Still, the steps taken to integrate refugees were minor and often politically 
undesirable47 until the reality of the newest “wave of refugees” (Flüchtlingswelle) took place 
in 2015. Since November 2014, advancements have been undertaken with the aim to 
support refugees to become self-sufficient, which means integrating them into the labour 
market and contributing to the host country’s economy at a faster pace. Since the 
interviews for this paper were conducted (in the first half of 2016), the federal government 
has adopted a new comprehensive Integration Law (31.07.2016), that introduces various 
refugee-specific measures such as reducing the period of restrictions on working, and 
providing “one-euro-job” opportunity during an ongoing asylum procedure which enables 
refugees to take up employment faster.48 Shortening, and in some places fully waiving the 
requirement of job market tests (Vorrangprüfung), serves the same objective by simplifying 
the process of hiring a refugee for employers.49 Furthermore, in order for refugees who are 
under full or subsidiary protection to gain a settlement permit, they need to show their 
ability to make a secure living.50  These are the first attempts by German lawmakers to 
change the notion of “refugee as a burden” to “refugee as a potential benefit” and hence 
bring about a significant policy shift.  
																																																													
41 BAMF, “Asylzahlen.” http://www.bamf.de/DE/Infothek/Statistiken/Asylzahlen/asylzahlen-
node.html (Accessed November 11, 2016) 
42 Dietrich Thränhardt, Die Arbeitsintegration von Flüchtlingen in Deutschland - Humanität, Effektivität, 
Selbstbestimmung, Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2015: 10; Harrell-Bond, Refugees and the International System: 
The Evolution of Solutions, 13. 
43 Thränhardt, Die Arbeitsintegration von Flüchtlingen in Deutschland - Humanität, Effektivität, 
Selbstbestimmung, 14. 
44 OECD, Recruiting Immigrant Workers. OECD Publishing, 2013 
45 Statistisches Bundesamt (Destatis), “Arbeitslosenquote Deutschland.” 
https://www.destatis.de/DE/ZahlenFakten/Indikatoren/Konjunkturindikatoren/Arbeitsmarkt/arb21
0.html (Accessed December 7, 2016) 
46 Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, “A Relatively Low Level of Activity – but Favourable 
Entrepreneurial Framework Conditions in Terms of Government Policy Support,” GEM Global 
Entrepreneurship Monitor, 2014. http://www.gemconsortium.org; Copley, “Refugees Bring 
Entrepreneurial Spirit to Risk-Shy Germany.” 
47 Thränhardt, Die Arbeitsintegration von Flüchtlingen in Deutschland - Humanität, Effektivität, 
Selbstbestimmung, 10–14. 
48 Deutscher Bundestag, “Integrationsgesetz.” Bundesgesetzblatt Teil I, no. 39 (August 5, 2016) 
49 Deutsche Bundesregierung, “Verzicht Auf Vorrangprüfung,” (2016) 
50 “BAMF - Bundesamt Für Migration Und Flüchtlinge - Forms of Protection,” 
http://www.bamf.de/EN/Fluechtlingsschutz/AblaufAsylv/Schutzformen/schutzformen-node.html 
(accessed February 23, 2017) 
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Determinants of labour market integration for refugees 
 
The following factors that determine refugees’ incorporation into the labour market were 
identified from the research data: (1) structural status quo and structure selectivity; (2) 
heterogeneity of human capital and limited agency; (3) hindered human capital transfer; 
and (4) adjusted social capital and structural capacity. They are discussed in more detail 
below. 
 
Structural status quo and structure selectivity  
 
In regard to refugees, principal social structures both at country of origin and country of 
asylum play a significant role in determining the success or failure of labour market 
incorporation.51 Whether the host state has taken a humanitarian (altruistic) or utilitarian 
(self-interest) stance in its policy-making towards refugees influences the ease of finding 
employment. As described above, German asylum policy has until recently focused on the 
temporality of the refugee situation as well as return and repatriation.52 For the refugees 
interviewed for this study in the first half of 2016, this meant that they felt constantly 
excluded from the workforce. The government’s rigid view of the right to work and 
freedom of movement was articulated by non-refugee respondents as well. Respondents 
who worked at refugee reception centres illustrated this by highlighting the lack of 
coordinated effort to assess skills of refugees, and thereafter matching labour supply and 
demand in their placement. Likewise, not having a mechanism ready for refugees’ 
integration in general (e.g. language classes from the start53), and keeping them waiting in 
limbo during the lengthy asylum procedure, kept strong structural barriers to labour 
market integration firmly in place.54  

One of the main issues brought up in the interviews as an obstacle to integration was 
command of the language. According to Healey, language can be both a structural and 
agency factor, depending on whether one learns it to increase one’s capabilities, or because 
it is mandated by the authorities.55 “Language is most important for integration and gaining 
employment” was mentioned in some form or another in every interview. Refugees 
insisted they want to learn the language, whilst also stating that without knowing German 
they will neither be employed nor accepted. Non-refugee participants agreed that 
proficiency in the local language is the cornerstone of improving one’s opportunities in 
Germany.  

The existing societal structure enables or hinders everyone in different ways.56 One 
clear example of this brought up by many non-refugee respondents is the limited 
availability of integration measures for refugees without a “good prospect of staying” (so 
called gute Bleibeperspektive). While Syrian, Iranian, Iraqi and Eritrean refugees (i.e. asylum-
seekers with a good prospect of staying) were invited to join state funded language classes, 
Afghanis and those from the Balkans (i.e. asylum-seekers without a good prospect of 
staying) had to find volunteers to teach them, pay for private classes or not learn at all. 
Language as a tool to enhance agency was, therefore, taken away.  

																																																													
51 Healey, “Asylum-Seekers and Refugees,” 263. 
52 Harrell-Bond, Refugees and the International System: The Evolution of Solutions, 12–13; Constant and 
Zimmermann, “Towards a New European Refugee Policy That Works,” UNU-MERIT Working Paper 
Series #2016-062 (October 2016): 4. 
53 As of the end of 2015, language classes were organised for asylum-seekers from Syria, Eritrea, Iran 
and Iraq (Einstiegskurse). 
54 In November 2016, BAMF introduced the Integrated Refugee Management system which should 
both speed up the process and inquire about skills in earlier stages and in a more coordinated 
manner. 
55 Healey, “Asylum-Seekers and Refugees.” 
56 Ibid.; Hunt, “Women Asylum Seekers and Refugees”; Pierre Bourdieu, “The Forms of Capital” In 
The Sociology of Economic Life, edited by Mark S. Granovetter and Richard Swedberg, 3rd ed., 78–92. 
Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 2011; Giddens and Sutton, Sociology. 
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Not only do certain regulations cement a status quo in refugees’ employability, but 
based on the personal experience of some interviewees, employers also have shown 
negative attitudes towards hiring refugees by dismissing their job applications. 
Nevertheless, many respondents doubted that the cause is pure unwillingness, but instead 
the high numbers of refugees arriving in Germany. The interplay between willingness and 
ability in structural capacity will be discussed below in more detail. 
 
Heterogeneity of human capital and limited agency  
 
The picture of a large, collective human mass in perpetual trouble is what characterises 
much of the media coverage of the so called “wave of refugees/refugee crisis”. This 
reproduces the view of a homogenous group of vulnerable people that are not able to act 
self-determinedly and only possess limited agency. Within the aforementioned structural 
environment, refugees exercise agency based on what they have experienced in the past, 
what they perceive as possibilities for the future, and how they evaluate their situation in 
the present.57 In itself, agency can be constrained or enabled by human and social capital.58  
The existence of skills required in the host market, and personal characteristics such as 
resilience and motivation help gain employment, while on the other hand a lack of skills 
and personal issues extend the time spent outside the labour market.59  
 

There are a whole range of people coming in, because when a war 
breaks out it is just not one segment that will flee - from lawyers, and 
doctors, and university professors to people with no education at all.  
(MZ, non-refugee respondent, male) 

 
Multiple backgrounds and multiple future trajectories were emphasised by non-refugee 
interviewees as well as by refugees themselves. “Not all are good people who come” and 
“not all want to contribute” were utterances that occurred almost as often as praise for the 
“highly educated and experienced.” Heterogeneity of formalised human capital (work 
experience and education) also shows in the results of the multilingual survey carried out 
amongst working-age newly arrived refugees in Kiel, Germany in the first half of 2016. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

																																																													
57 Mustafa Emirbayer and Ann Mische, “What Is Agency?” The American Journal of Sociology 103, no. 4 
(1998): 962–1023 
58 There is a vast body of literature on the definitions of human and social capital, and how and why 
they are best used (mainly by Pierre Bourdieu in Bourdieu, “The Forms of Capital.”). In this paper, 
human capital is defined as both its measurable formalised (education, work experience and 
training) and non-formalised (punctuality, honesty, motivation etc.) aspects. Social capital will be 
discussed in a following section in further detail. 
59 Alexander Betts, Louise Bloom, and Nina Weaver, Refugee Innovation: Humanitarian Innovation 
That Starts with Communities, 45; Kelly and Hedman, “Between Opportunity and Constraint,” 652; 
Val Colic-Peisker and Iain Walker, “Human Capital, Acculturation and Social Identity,” Journal of 
Community & Applied Social Psychology 13, no. 5 (September 2003): 339. 
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Table 1: Refugees’ skills survey, respondent sample60 
 

Human capital (formal) % of respondents 
High occupational profile 48 
Medium occupational profile 39 
Low occupational profile 13 
Total 139 

 
The occupational profile was categorised with the help of the International Standard 

Classification of Occupations (ISCO)61 based on university attendance, specified profession 
and self-perceived skill level. Generally, most respondents indicated having some work 
experience, and more than half stated that they had attended university.62 The highest level 
makes up 48% of the participants’ occupations due to large number of teachers, engineers, 
computer programmers and lawyers. Secondly, ISCO-08 Group 7 (craft and related trades 
workers, such as electricians, food processors and tailors) and Group 5 (services and sales 
workers) boosted the number of medium level occupations, accounting for 39% of the 
whole sample of the survey. Low level occupations, mostly comprised of Afghan 
housewives, came in third with 13%.63 

If agency is said to be enabled or constrained by individual capital, there is merit in 
speaking about various levels of agency among refugees based solely on the formalised 
human capital differences. Refugees with higher occupational profiles might exert more 
self-determination in their actions than uneducated and lesser-skilled persons.64 This point 
was also highlighted by many of the interviewees who noted that it is tougher for refugees 
who are older, less educated, female or not from Syria to take charge of their own future in 
the host country.  

However,  higher formal capabilities do not necessarily mean an enhanced ability to 
act. There could be two reasons for this. First, structural barriers in human capital transfer 

																																																													
60 The survey is not representative of the whole refugee population, mainly due to the small sample 
size and the inclusion of only those refugees who, in the beginning of 2016, had a somewhat high 
likelihood of being granted some form of protection (e.g. meaning asylum-seekers from the Balkans 
were not included). Nevertheless, the survey findings have been largely confirmed by a 
representative study carried out by IAB-BAMF-SOEP about qualifications of refugees who arrived 
in Germany between 2013 and 2016. Where possible in this paper, I have emphasised the 
connections. (Institut für Arbeitsmarkt- und Berufsforschung, Bundesamt für Migration und 
Flüchtlinge, and SOEP-DIW Berlin, “IAB-BAMF-SOEP-Befragung von Geflüchteten: Überblick 
Und Erste Ergebnisse.”)  
61 International Labour Organization, “International Standard Classification of Occupations, 2008 
(ISCO-08).” 
62 In comparison to the IAB-BAMF-SOEP study, the number of university attendees is 
comparatively very high. Their study says that 31% attended tertiary, university or vocational 
education, which might be due to groups of refugees I left out of my survey. The work experience 
figure is similar to my findings (73%). 
63 Besides Syrians, other groups were also included in the survey. From the survey answer sheets 
29.8% were from women and 70.1% from men. With regards to nationality, 69% were from Syrians, 
10.5% from Iran, 9.6% from Iraq, 6% from Afghanistan and 4.9% from other countries. The gender 
distribution matches the one found by the IAB-BAMF-SOEP study, but my sample does have an 
overrepresentation of Syrians in comparison. There are regional differences in Germany and it is 
the case that more Syrians end up in Kiel than do from other nationalities according to local 
authorities. A report from the Interior Ministry of Schleswig-Holstein also shows that the gender 
distribution varies a little from the general estimates of Germany – namely around 76% of the 
incoming refugees in Schleswig-Holstein are men. Findings of the IAB-BAMF-SOEP study also 
show that of the incoming female refugees, 38.5% are under 16 years old and hence outside the 
working-age considered in this study (NDR, “Was Passiert mit den Flüchtlingen im Norden?”; 
Ministerium für Inneres und Bundesangelegenheiten, “Jung, Männlich, Flüchtling”; Bundesamt für 
Migration und Flüchtlinge, “Aktuelle Zahlen Zu Asyl.”)  
64 Bauböck and Tripkovic, The Integration of Migrants and Refugees: An EUI Forum on Migration, 
Citizenship and Demography, 9. 
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influence highly skilled refugees in the form of problematic recognition of qualifications65 
as will be discussed in the next section. Secondly, it clearly emerged from the interviews 
that many refugees accept their limited agency and structural status quo as a survival 
strategy due to past experience and future uncertainty. This strategy is often described in 
forced migration research, when people in precarious situations want to promote a 
particular vision of their suffering as part of their survival strategy.66  

In some cases, however, the opposite occurs and refugees try to remove the 
metaphorical equals sign between being a refugee and therefore passive and 
unemployable by default. By drawing attention to their motivation, resilience and potential 
for success, refugees are challenging the notion of limited agency and framing a different 
narrative.67 This will be discussed further in the following section in regard to informal 
human capital. 
 
Hindered human capital transfer 
 
The disruption of the life-cycle due to flight often leads to the depreciation of skills, 
knowledge and networks.68 Skills and knowledge in general are not directly transferable 
across frontiers, but with a war raging at home the process becomes even more 
complicated. Mincer and Ofek69 have noted that the loss of human capital is more severe 
when the interruption of a work career has been unanticipated (e.g. due to a war breaking 
out) and when the economic and cultural “distance” between countries of origin and 
destination is greater. As human capital acquired domestically often outweighs human 
capital from abroad (due to lack of country-specific skills and information), even highly 
educated refugees experience problems in sustaining a career status like the one they had 
at home.70  

This constraint is most visible in the recognition of formal qualifications. First, 
Germany has a strict system for recognising foreign certificates.71 Secondly, many refugees 
have problems supplying any documentation for examination in the first place. These 
points are illustrated by HM (refugee, Eritrea, male) who studied medicine in Eritrea: 
 

We did not have our certificates with us, because we are political 
refugees, and our government did not give us the documents. Our 
families and friends cannot go and ask for the documents, because 
they could also be arrested. I took my course list with me, but no 
grade transcripts. Those I could not get. /…/ I studied in English in 
Eritrea. Here you cannot do that. The possibility to study medicine 

																																																													
65 Ibid. 
66 Karen Jacobsen and Loren B. Landau, “The Dual Imperative in Refugee Research: Some 
Methodological and Ethnical Considerations in Social Science Research on Forced Migration,” 8. 
67 Example was given by BM (refugee, Syria, male): “I say it actually all the time. Ich bin Flüchtling 
(note: “I am a refugee” in German). Because this is the reality. I am not ashamed of that. I am a refugee 
and I will be a successful refugee.” 
68 Bakker, Dagevos, and Engbersen, “Explaining the Refugee Gap,” 4. The authors have referred to 
this as the “refugee entry effect.” 
69 Jacob Mincer and Haim Ofek, “Interrupted Work Careers: Depreciation and Restoration of 
Human Capital,” The Journal of Human Resources 17, no. 1 (1982): 18. 
70 Rachel M. Friedberg, “You Can’t Take It with You? Immigrant Assimilation and the Portability of 
Human Capital,” Journal of Labor Economics 18, no. 2 (April 2000): 221; Bauböck and Tripkovic, The 
Integration of Migrants and Refugees: An EUI Forum on Migration, Citizenship and Demography, 9. For 
more on studies done on higher educated refugees’ integration to the labour market see Bakker et al. 
(2016) and Jamil et al. (2012). 
71 Federal Ministry of Education and Research, “Recognition in Germany.” On this portal one can 
research the requirements for the qualifications’ recognition of various professions. The standard 
depends on whether the profession falls under regulated professions or under non-regulated 
professions. In regulated professions (including many trades) the full recognition of foreign 
qualifications is essential for being able to practice the profession (either as an employee or self-
employed). 
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here is very complicated. It is also alright for me to start from the 
beginning again. 

 
Medicine is not the only field where the respondents have identified a qualifications 
mismatch. Lawyers, teachers, hairdressers, and engineers who were part of the sample 
have all experienced problems getting their certificates recognised. Often the only valid 
option is to retrain in Germany from the very beginning. The question posed by MM 
(refugee, Iran, male), who trained and worked as a hairdresser back home in Iran, 
exemplifies the situation well. He said: “What do they mean I have to start from the 
beginning again?”  

One strong indicator that came out of the surveys72 and interviews73 was the number of 
formerly self-employed people and entrepreneurs74 among the refugee respondents, who 
often do not have certificates to prove their expertise.75 For a country such as Germany, 
which is said to lag in entrepreneurship, 76 it could be especially beneficial to allow these 
individuals to contribute to the economy. As shared by many interviewees, these groups of 
refugees unfortunately have a particularly hard time adjusting to the German setting due 
to these structural constraints. An example was given by MK (refugee, Syria, male): 
 

My cousins did not study too long in Syria, until the sixth grade, no 
high school diploma. They just went to a company and worked there 
for 10 years. Now they have their own company. In Germany, they 
have problems. They are not allowed to work here. They do not have 
any certificates. 

 
Often the self-employed people are self-taught, which does not match with the rigid 
vocational training and education standards in Germany. As reported by PU (non-refugee 
respondent, male), refugees often bring with them very limited formalised vocational 
training and education. This means that even construction workers, electricians, 
mechanics, hairdressers, etc. cannot offer their services legally without completing the 
training in Germany first.77  

																																																													
72 Instances of chosen profession “expert in crafts and related trades” with no educational 
background. 
73 “Syrians do a lot of business. I lived in Turkey for four months and saw how many companies were 
founded by Syrians. Wherever the Syrians are, they are active and good for the economy.” (RL, 
refugee, Syria) 
74 The representative study done by IAB-BAMF-SOEP (2016, 6) also found that 27% of the refugees 
who arrived in Germany during 2015 were self-employed in their origin country.  
75 Bundesministerium für Arbeit und Soziales, “Wir Gründen in Deutschland.” In accordance to 
regulation explained on this portal - if a refugee would want to become self-employed or start a 
business multiple barriers are faced. First, depending on their legal status, one is allowed or 
restricted from self-employment and entrepreneurship. Secondly, according to the field of activity, 
requirements of “professional suitability” exist. This is determined by formal qualifications. In a 
majority of cases the recognised qualifications must be equal to German ones to take on self-
employment or start a business. Also, additional requirements such as licenses, permits or 
memberships from the professional associations might be required.  
76 Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, “A Relatively Low Level of Activity – but Favourable 
Entrepreneurial Framework Conditions in Terms of Government Policy Support”; Copley, 
“Refugees Bring Entrepreneurial Spirit to Risk-Shy Germany.” 
77 For example, per the “Recognition in Germany” portal the following requirements exist to become 
a self-employed hairdresser or mechanic: “Register of Crafts and Trades (the so-called 
Handwerksrolle) is mandatory if you wish to become self-employed in this occupation. For this, 
your foreign qualification usually must be recognised as being equal to the corresponding German 
master craftsman qualification.” According to the “Wir Gründen in Deutschland” portal, being 
allowed to start a company in these two fields in Germany also requires a full recognition of formal 
qualifications of the person wishing to do so.  
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Paperwork is also often not available at all with the non-formalised part of human 
capital, often referred to as soft skills.78 According to Collett and Zuleeg, “while technical 
skills and professional qualifications are important, translating proficiency into economic 
output requires soft skills.”79 When speaking about their journeys to Germany, many 
interviewees described resilience, dynamism and ingenuity in their actions and 
experiences. Many Syrian refugees for example had worked in Turkey before to support an 
onwards journey or to send money back home, which shows ability to adapt and find 
solutions. As it is complicated to work legally in Turkey due to a precarious status of Syrian 
refugees,80 in many instances both the soft skills and hard skills gathered are left 
undocumented and are hence not formally documented and transferrable. Besides the 
most recent work experience abroad in Turkey, many refugee respondents included in this 
study mentioned previous internships and jobs they had completed abroad. This is further 
proof of the international ties which characterise part of the incoming refugees from Syria. 
 

The refugees are very motivated to work. They arrive here (note: 
reception centre) and after one-two days already ask about 
employment possibilities. They want to know how they can work, if 
they can help out. Also as volunteer. Just to have something to do.  
(RN, non-refugee stakeholder) 

 
From my study in Kiel and from the work of Bakker et al.81 in the Netherlands, it becomes 
apparent that most refugees are very motivated and determined to “make a success of their 
life” in the new host country. Not only because return is not an option,82 but as the refugee 
respondents in Kiel summarised it “to not just sit around and wait.” Motivation as a soft 
skill is invaluable for integration into the labour market and can reassure the host state that 
refugees have potential. 
 
Adjusted social capital and structural capacity 
 
Besides human capital, social capital83 also influences refugees’ ability to act. Findings 
suggest that even if the traditional ties of family, friends and ethnic groups become limited 
when displaced, new forms of social capital emerge through relationships with volunteers 
and workers at reception centres. In almost all instances of successful attainment of work 
(such as volunteering for a language course or doing mini-jobs around the reception 
centres and temporary housing), refugee respondents named these connections as critical. 
The individual effort by a few local contacts to overcome structural constraints such as 
language insufficiency and information gaps whilst looking for work also became evident 
from the interviews with non-refugee respondents.  

Returning to structural constraints and enablers, the absorption capacity of the 
receiving society must be mentioned. According to Jacobsen, “a receiving community’s 
absorption capacity is defined as the extent to which the community is willing and able to 
absorb an influx of refugees.”84 Ability signifies the factual capability of incorporating 
refugees into the society and economy, whilst willingness refers to the perception of one’s 
capabilities. Willingness, therefore, can be limited by the presence of fear, racism and 
antagonism in the society even if the economic capacity to handle the influx of additional 
refugees has been assured. In general, the narrative about “a welcoming North-Germany” 

																																																													
78 Elizabeth Collett and Fabian Zuleeg, “Soft, Scarce, and Super Skills”; Fitz-enz, The ROI of Human 
Capital; Bourdieu, “The Forms of Capital,” 2nd ed. New York: AMACOM, 2009. 
79 Collett and Zuleeg, “Soft, Scarce, and Super Skills,” 12. 
80 Baban, Ilcan, and Rygiel, “Syrian Refugees in Turkey.” 
81 Bakker, Dagevos, and Engbersen, “Explaining the Refugee Gap,” 4. 
82 Ibid. 
83 Social capital refers to available networks and ties within any given society, and benefits 
individuals accrue through membership within a group (Pierre Bourdieu, 2011).  
84 Jacobsen, “Factors Influencing the Policy Responses of Host Governments to Mass Refugee 
Influxes,” International Migration Review 30, no. 3 (1996): 666. 
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emerged from the interviews. The aforementioned helpful connections were available for 
most of the interviewed refugees. But not all newcomers benefit from it. Large parts of the 
German society are still closed off, literally and figuratively, leading many refugees to 
remain in ethnic enclaves. 85 Being stuck in the pre-existing networks was said to contribute 
to the pull factor of the informal market. Even though many refugee respondents recalled 
success stories of earlier refugees in regular employment, the dominant view was that it 
would be very easy to find work on the informal market.  

 
 

Discussion 
 
The magnitude of the changes the current refugee influx brings to the German labour 
market is yet to be seen. In regard to incorporation into the German labour market, many 
Syrian refugees with higher capabilities follow the path of voluntary migrants, and thus 
challenge the prevailing structures. They are reinventing themselves as workforce by 
challenging the “limited assumption” and expect the policy-makers to follow.  
	

But I think the government here wants us to educate us, not only to 
work in factories or something. They want to make educated people, 
because I think eventually most of them will be Germans. They will 
build a new Germany. Like for me - I am thinking about it like that - I 
am living in Germany, I will learn this or that and eventually this will 
go to Germany. This is the positive role for the government. (BM, 
refugee, Syria, male) 

 
It is common that the early investments made into individual capital in the new setting are 
done by refugees themselves.86 Temporality of refugees’ situation discourages host states 
from investing in the restoration of human capital and thereby refugees’ agency.87 As stated 
by Mincer and Ofek88, this is a mistake because “repairing” previously eroded human 
capital is less costly than the accumulation of new human capital. The first step to rebuild 
and employ existing capital would be to recognise the educational and professional 
qualifications of refugees. Delimiting refugees’ self-worth by forcing them to start over is 
the biggest reason for staying outside of the labour market for so long.  

This does not, however, mean that all refugees will be able to start working the 
moment their credentials are officially checked and approved. In contrast to what is often 
portrayed, the incoming group of refugees is very heterogeneous. Considering the 
members of the group as identical has led to a one-dimensional refugee protection policy 
which acts as a structural constraint. Tailored legislation that takes differences in formal 
and informal educational and professional background into account could improve 
integration by letting those who can access the labour market immediately do so, whilst 
offering additional help to those who need it. Currently high levels, as well as low levels, of 
human capital act more as a constraint than an enabler. 

Lack of certain professional and educational backgrounds is evident from the data and 
could be attributed to the social contexts back home. For example, university studies in 
social sciences and professions in those fields were rarely mentioned by refugee 
respondents. According to the Syrian respondents, it was more prestigious and forward-
looking to embark on a natural sciences path instead of social sciences. In order to build a 
more diverse community that can one day assist in building up the origin country, there 
should be a conscious choice to encourage refugees to take up social sciences. Also, more 
																																																													
85 Navjot K. Lamba, “The Employment Experiences of Canadian Refugees,” Canadian Review of 
Sociology/Revue Canadienne de Sociologie 40, no. 1 (July 14, 2008): 45–64: 47. 
86 Within my sample, the majority had taken steps to learn German beyond mandatory courses and 
had managed to gather local employment practise in the form of voluntary work or a mini-job. 
87 Bakker, Dagevos, and Engbersen, “Explaining the Refugee Gap,” 4. 
88 Mincer and Ofek, “Interrupted Work Careers: Depreciation and Restoration of Human Capital,” 4. 
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attention should be focused on getting women into education or training, and thereafter to 
having professional careers.  

Since language skills are often too low for finding regular employment, but the skills 
and motivation to work exist, self-employment would be the way to avoid deskilling and 
aid-dependency. Survey respondents and interviewees indicated that there are many 
former business-owners and entrepreneurs within the group of refugees in Kiel who could 
start new ventures in the host country if given adequate support. This can be in the form of 
changes to legislation and to the procedure of recognition of qualifications, but also by 
providing possibilities for entrepreneurial refugees to present and cultivate their ideas at 
workshops or innovative spaces. In general, local work experience of any sort is likely to 
enhance agency.89 Furthermore, many refugee respondents mentioned that they also 
worked in sales and services in various other countries along the way to Germany. This 
wide range of work experience, and the informal skills that it suggests, should also be 
considered. 

The experience of interviewees also shows that what matters to integration into local 
labour market are local connections. Mostly people who have chosen to interact with 
refugees are the ones who support the creation of such networks, but for wider effects the 
rest of society should also be engaged. One way to address this would be giving potential 
employers and future colleagues the option to partake in intercultural trainings. 

Germany is slowly moving towards a more utilitarian stance in regard to refugees’ 
settlement. Self-interest is shown in the amount of measures introduced with the new 
Integration Law of 2016 to foster refugees’ incorporation into the labour market. This could 
be taken a step further if the non-negotiable German proficiency requirement would be 
more lenient, especially in positions where English, Arabic, Farsi etc. are sufficient. 
However, as both refugees and non-refugee respondents considered language to be the 
most important factor of integration and gaining employment, it is unlikely that this will 
change.  

This study set out to produce research with a transformative goal. With the help of 
perceptions gathered from refugee and non-refugee respondents, a picture of the factors 
that influence labour market incorporation of refugees in Germany has emerged. This, in 
turn, can inform reform of integration and labour policies.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Even though the right to work is included in both the Refugee Convention90 and the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights [Article 23],91 multiple barriers exist for refugees to 
exercise this right.92 In the light of the latest movement of refugees to Europe, many 
migration scholars93 call for a shift in asylum policies and increased incorporation of 
refugees into local labour markets. Nevertheless, previous experience shows that 
integrating refugees is a far more complicated task. Not only is this due to limited 
capabilities of refugees that keep them out of the workforce on average much longer than 
other immigrants, but the changing of immigration policies in general tends to be 
politically undesirable. Therefore, the determinants needed to be studied in order to 

																																																													
89 Gary S. Becker, Human Capital: A Theoretical and Empirical Analysis with Special Reference to 
Education. (New York: Columbia University Press, 1964) 
90 United Nations, Convention and protocol relating to the status of refugees. 
91 United Nations, Universal Declaration of Human Rights. 
92 Wirth, Defilippis, and Therkelsen, “Global Refugee Work Rights Report: Taking the Movement 
from Theory to Practice,” 2014, 11–13. 
93 Betts et al., Refugee Economies: Rethinking Popular Assumptions; Betts, “What If We Helped Refugees 
to Help Themselves?”; Betts and Collier, “Help Refugees Help Themselves: Let Displaced Syrians 
Join the Labour Market”; Papademetriou, “Beyond Asylum: Rethinking Protection Policies to Meet 
Sharply Escalating Needs”; Aleinikoff, From Dependence to Self-Reliance: Changing the Paradigm in 
Protracted Refugee Situations; Long, From Refugee to Migrant? Labor Mobility’s Protection Potential. 
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answer the research question posed in the beginning are in the line of social structure and 
refugee agency.  

Data for the article was collected in Kiel, Germany through a multilingual survey and 
in-depth interviews with refugees and non-refugee respondents. Findings suggest that in 
contrast to what is often portrayed, refugees arriving to Germany exhibit a substantial 
degree of heterogeneity in human capital. Multiple backgrounds as well as multiple future 
trajectories influence how much determination refugees show in their actions, and 
whether they challenge the structural status quo. Some adopt “limited agency” as a survival 
strategy due to past experience and future uncertainty. Others frame a different narrative 
by drawing attention to their motivation, resilience and potential for success, refusing the 
narrative of the refugee as a victim of circumstance. 

Nevertheless, data shows that the structural status quo, i.e. the contemporary asylum 
policy’s view of refugees as outside the workforce, still dominates. Furthermore, assumed 
temporality of refugees’ situation discourages host states from investing in the restoration 
of refugee’s social and human capital and thereby refugees’ agency. Two of the biggest 
obstacles are rigid language requirements and complicated recognition of foreign 
qualifications. Both extend the time refugees spend outside the labour market and hinder 
the transfer of potential human capital from origin to host country.  

Based on the sample, the following recommendations can be formulated: (1) Germany 
should facilitate the recognition of refugee’s human capital (both formalised and non-
formalised) and its transfer opportunities; (2) legislation should be tailored to account for 
heterogeneity of the refugees with regards to their skills; (3) and employers should be 
further engaged to provide employment for refugees. 

Germany’s former president Joachim Gauck has described the refugees that reach 
Europe (and Germany in particular) as highly mobile, flexible, multilingual, motivated, 
and willing to take risks.94  Considering that one of the main questions concerning labour 
market policy making in Europe is how to acquire human capital in the current 
demographic setting, the answer would be to stop losing the human capital already under 
one’s nose. 

This study offers a unique insight into the economic lives of refugees through their 
own perceptions on the structural and agency-related constraints and enablers they face in 
attempting to integrate to the German labour market. By asking refugees to reflect on these 
implications, new information for policy-makers can be acquired. This also helps 
overcome the assumptions about refugees being mere victims, and incapable of carrying 
on economic lives in the host country. 

 
  

																																																													
94 Joachim Gauck, Berliner Symposium Zum Flüchtlingsschutz (Speech). 30th June 2014, Berlin 
http://www.bundespraesident.de/SharedDocs/Reden/DE/Joachim-Gauck/Reden/2014/06/140630-
Fluechtlingsschutz.html 
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