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Abstract

This article focuses on the labour market integration of highly qualified
female refugees in cosmopolitan Berlin and smaller towns in the county
of Brandenburg. Based on interviews with civil society organisations designed
mainly for female refugees, universities, employees of the job agency and
government administrations, the gendered pathways of stratified access of
this group to the labour markets of the two areas were analysed. Special
attention was given to the role of emerging intermediary actors and their
powers to influence stratified access to the labour markets. As this research
shows, a variety of new approaches have evolved, and a web of migration-
related jobs to support these women has been created – with marked
regional differences.
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Introduction
In Germany, the rapidly rising numbers of refugee arrivals since 2015 initially

spurred a lively debate on labour market integration of refugee men, taking up

the common narrative of male job-seeking individuals and accompanying

women. At present, we face an altered situation in which a specialized support

structure has emerged that focuses explicitly on refugee women, often in the

form of pilot projects in selected German states (hereafter “Land” or “Länder”).

Various programmes at federal and local levels have addressed this highly het-

erogeneous group, and particularly, sometimes, the small group of highly quali-

fied women (a process, which one of our interviewees judged as “creaming”,

meaning “cherry-picking”). Due to the complex and constantly shifting strati-

fied nature of access to the German labour market for refugees in general, we

still miss detailed knowledge pertaining to the situation of highly qualified
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refugee women on the German labour market.1 Generally, the allocation of the

refugees to the labour market is tied to the overall allocation-system in

Germany, based on a rotation system that changes its criterion annually (the

so-called Königsteiner Schlüssel, see also section 3).

Drawing on the conceptual framework of “civic stratification”, this article addresses

this research gap and highlights the dynamics of differential inclusion of highly quali-

fied female refugees into labour markets in Germany. As recent research already points

to the weak labour market integration of female refugees (see among others Worbs and

Baraulina 2017; Pallmann et al. 2019; Pfeffer-Hoffmann 2018; Fendel 2019; Kalkum

et al. 2019), our interest was directed towards the processes and opportunity structures

that help this disadvantaged group to gain access to a rather closed labour market. We

put the role of emerging intermediary actors such as members and volunteers of civil

society organisations, universities, planning agencies, and municipal institutions centre

stage. They seemed to determine the access to the labour market and sometimes to dis-

rupt the parameters of the stratification. To date, academic literature has turned a blind

eye to the importance of these intermediary actors for the labour market integration of

highly qualified female refugees. To close this research gap, we chose to contrast two

regional realities, metropole Berlin, and smaller towns in Brandenburg.

The structure of the article is as follows. After a theoretical and conceptual discussion

and explanation of the methodology (section 1a and 1b), we detail the gendered num-

bers of refugees and the federal and Länder level policy contexts with a specific focus

on the labour market integration of female refugees (section 2 and 3). Section 4 then

outlines the reactions of civil society to the challenges of the labour market integration

of highly qualified female refugees. Section 5 presents the findings and emphasises the

reactions of intermediary actors as well as refugees themselves. The concluding section

summarises the empirical findings.

Theoretical and conceptual framework

As we know from research on the gender dimension of migration, migrant women gen-

erally have a lower educational status than men and face more difficulties than men

both during the migration journey and later on with their integration into the labour

market of their place of arrival (Hillmann and Wastl-Walter 2011). Not only are

women often attributed a lower professional status than men in the countries of origin

considered here. Frequently they show a lower level of education and – even more de-

cisive for their success in their place of arrival – they are less likely to have experienced

full immersion into the formal labour markets of their places of origin. As a conse-

quence, they are not prepared for integration into the highly formalized structure of

labour markets such as that which exists in Germany where, for instance, employees

tend to be asked for certified qualifications. This structural imbalance can work as an

higher burden for women than for men – as many professions do not require a formal

1The authors thank the organisers of two workshops on ‘Labor market integration of highly skilled refugees
in Sweden, Germany and The Netherlands’, Micheline van Riemsdijk and Linn Axelsson, taking place at the
University of Uppsala and the Stockholm University (2019) for their generous support and the participants
for their valuable comments. The research results presented here benefitted from the financial support of the
Oxford-Berlin Initiative within the Berlin University Alliance (grant OXBER_SOC5) and the Einstein Fellow-
Ship programme of the Einstein Foundation Berlin (EGP-2018-489, 489-2). We also thank three anonymous
reviewers for their comments.
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degree in the country of origin and women are even more likely to rely on informal

training. In accordance with the formalized structure of the German labour market, the

qualification system with its fragmented categories is hardly accessible for newcomers

(Knuth 2017; Konle-Seidl 2017). In addition, the German vocational training system

has, to date, not been sensible towards intercultural and gender-specific issues (Knuth

2018, p. 129). These described weaknesses are mirrored in all existing studies on the in-

tegration of female refugees into the German labour market. Existent literature con-

firms a low participation rate, a concentration in less attractive segments and part-time

jobs, and limited access to measures of labour market integration (Kalkum et al. 2019,

pp. 17–18; see also Worbs and Baraulina 2017; Pallmann et al. 2019; Pfeffer-Hoffmann

2018; Fendel 2019). Very recent research shows that the gender differences continue to

influence the labour market integration of female and male refugees (Brücker et al.

2019).

Existing discussions are aware of the heterogeneity of migrant groups and the roles of

multiple actors which shape labour market integration. Based on their gender, class,

and nationality, different migrant groups have access to varying degrees of socio-

economic and political capital, which, in consequence, produces hierarchies among and

within them. Not every migrant is equally positioned to make a claim to the labour

market in the city where he or she lives. In accordance with this contested nature of

space and claim making by migrants who are “differently situated both spatially and

temporally” (Cohen and Margalit 2015, p. 669) – we draw on the conceptual frame-

work of “civic stratification” - or “a system of stratified rights” (Morris 2003, p. 79f), to

help us to understand the differential access of highly qualified (female) refugees to

labour markets and to shed light on the related jungle of volatile regulations. Focusing

mainly on the legal differentiations, Morris analysed how “access to employment readily

illustrates a stratified system of inclusion and exclusion” in the UK (Morris 2002,

p. 411), and thereby moved beyond binary formulations of exclusion and inclusion

in the field of migration. This line of thought relies on the idea that migrants are

“neither fully included nor fully excluded from the community of citizens and the

rights to which they have access” (Mayblin 2016, p. 195). Similarly, Castañeda

(2012, p. 71 f.) shows that migrants may gain de facto citizenship status through their

involvement in labour markets (formally or informally), by paying taxes, volunteering, or

establishing organizations. Furthermore, unlike normative assumptions that depict them

primarily as vulnerable and passive recipients of humanitarian measures or welfare

benefits, migrants enact agency (Krause and Schmidt 2018, p. 10). This “vulnerability

rhetoric” is particularly evident in the course of migrant women who are viewed as “tied

movers, being dependent on male family members” (Schwenken 2018, p. 208).

Building on this knowledge, we contribute to existing research by showing that this

civic stratification is shaped by formal and top-down practices as well as by more infor-

mal and bottom-up strategies. Starting from the observation that since the arrival of a

high number of refugees a project-driven support structure, making use of voluntary

workers and NGOs, has emerged, informality has seemingly become a practice by

which to work around existing limitations and barriers. The stratification of access to

the labour markets is highly regulated in theory. In practice it is marked by confusing

and contradictory actions. At first sight, the field is characterised by a multiplicity of ac-

tors, whilst at second glance, the position of intermediaries is crucial as they have to
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bring together the stratified top-down policies with bottom-up strategies on the spot. A

layer of migration-related activities in between the formal and informal fields seemed to

have emerged. What has been observed on the global scale as migration industries, con-

trolling and facilitating migration flows, seemed also to be at work in places of destin-

ation (Nyberg-Sørensen and Gammeltoft-Hansen 2013). Hidden, somewhat “missing

actors” in this layer result to be of utmost relevance for the functioning of the support

structures aiming at integrating the newcomers. Among the first authors to point to the

roles of such missing actors, was Lipsky (1981), who wrote of street-level bureaucrats,

and underlined the importance of intermediary players such as social workers, members

of civil society organisations, janitors in accommodation centres, actors in planning

agencies, and municipal administrations. Relying on a broad definition of street-level bu-

reaucrats, several studies have focused on how intermediary actors, ranging from gov-

ernment employees, profit−/non-profit organisations, and people to public-private

partnerships, interact with migrants and act on their incorporation, sometimes in

contradictory ways (Edlins and Larrison 2018; Ambrosini 2018; Alpes and Spire 2014).

These works draw our attention to how intermediary actors manage and navigate the

differences between official policies and social realities (Ambrosini 2018) given “their

proximity to individuals on the frontlines of government” (Edlins and Larrison 2018, p.

3). Hinger et al. (2016, p. 446f) identify this layer as a “zone of negotiation”, in which so-

cial practises are spelled out in a horizontal and vertical way, and in which different spa-

tialities (bordering, locating, scaling) come together within existing migration regimes.

Despite differences in their formal positions, street level bureaucrats act as intermediary

actors between government policy makers and citizens/non-citizens as well as civil ser-

vants. They also translate administrative procedures and policies into concrete realities for

migrants – they are not only policy takers, but policy shapers who add to a policy assem-

blage made out of actors, institutions and knowledge, and actively structure the field in a

multi-level context (Dörrenbächer and Strik 2018, p. 65). When focusing on the local

scale, not only administration professionals, but also the present population (both locals

and asylum-seekers), must be integrated into the design of research (Doomernik and

Glorius 2016). However, with few exceptions, little is known about gender-differences

when looking at the local production of asylum (Mountz 2011), especially when also tak-

ing note of implicit patriarchal roles which may also be at work (Kofman 2020, p. 223).

Recent studies on the stratified access of refugees to certain rights draw attention to

“regional and local variations” as “access to rights and practices can be different for mi-

grants with the same legal status depending on their location in a nation-state” (El-

Kayed and Hamann 2018, p. 138), pointing on the spatial dimension of the

phenomenon (Doomernik and Glorius 2016; Hinger et al. 2016). In addition, the leeway

that cities and regional authorities have in re-interpreting national migration policies

has given rise to different governance structures than the ones which national states

impose (Mayer 2017). This, in turn, impacts on migrants’ capabilities and interactions

with other actors within the political opportunity structures of political and economic

participation (Koopmans 2004, p. 451 f.; see also Kemp et al. 2015). In this context, ref-

ugees’ access to labour markets cannot be disconnected from existing local contexts,

their participatory dynamics and instruments, and their socio-economic, political and

cultural fragmentations. Urban settings with a high degree of inner diversity may work

Hillmann and Toğral Koca Comparative Migration Studies             (2021) 9:3 Page 4 of 18



differently compared to smaller towns, as they may be more readily able to set up infor-

mal support structures due to the already present migrant population.

On methodology

In accordance with this theoretical and conceptual framework, we concentrate on the

interplay between the stratified labour market integration of highly qualified female ref-

ugees and the roles that intermediary support structures play out in different localities.

As to the case selection, we focus empirically on the cases of cosmopolitan Berlin and

the surrounding Land of Brandenburg to shed light on the urban–rural dynamics of

the stratified access to gendered labour markets. We consider how regions with a low

degree of diversity and a declining population are able to attract and bond highly quali-

fied refugees to be a key question of urban development. In the case of Brandenburg;

after re-unification in 1990 many towns lost their native female educated populations

to bigger cities all over Germany. When the arrival of large numbers of refugees into

the country began in 2015, the share of immigrant population was still below 3% and

thus clearly below the national average of around 10.5%. The case of Brandenburg rep-

resents a situation of double structural discrimination: newcomers arrive in an already

disadvantaged regional setting with a low level of diversity and a high degree of

xenophobia.

Finally, our empirical findings concentrate on the situation in cosmopolitan Berlin –

as here the access and willingness of interview partners was considerably higher than in

Brandenburg. In our sample, we concentrated on a group of the highly qualified female

refugees2 (holding an academic degree) within their respective support structures,

sometimes set up especially for them in a policy field that has been generated over only

the past four years.

Regarding data collection; in addition to the scrutinization of existing literature, we

conducted 17 semi-structured interviews with intermediary actors in Berlin and Bran-

denburg between January and August 2019. These actors included the staff/project

leaders and volunteers of civil society organisations designed mainly for refugee women

as well as project leaders from universities, employees of job centres and government-

related institutions.3 The relevant projects of the civil society actors and universities are

funded by an array of relevant Federal and Länder Ministries, city governments and the

Federal Employment Agency. Some of initiatives are also supported by both donations

and the involvement of volunteer groups.

Consistent with the standard techniques of analysing interview data, common themes

and patterns were identified and interpreted in accordance with the analytical frame-

work – following a flexible research design adapted to the moving nature of the field of

research (Büscher and Urry 2009). Finally, we participated in a series of meetings about

female refugees organised by civil society organisations and local authorities in Berlin

2Our sample involves the support structures that are focused on mainly female refugees from Syria, Iraq,
Iran, Afghanistan, Somalia, and Eritrea. Some of the initiatives stated that there were also female refugees
and asylum seekers from the Balkans and the former Soviet Union as well as migrant women from other EU
countries who have benefited from their support structures.
3Our sample included interviews with 8 NGOs in Berlin and 5 government-related institutions, 2 NGOs in
Brandenburg and 2 government-related institutions. Further, we included our knowledge from other inter-
views on migration and integration in Berlin and Brandenburg that took place in 2019 as they could give us
insights into special programs.

Hillmann and Toğral Koca Comparative Migration Studies             (2021) 9:3 Page 5 of 18



and Potsdam (=capital of Brandenburg). Through these meetings, which brought to-

gether multiple stakeholders ranging from members of civil society organizations, state

agencies, and refugees we gained additional insights into their perceptions and concrete

strategies about the focus of our research. We did not aim at understanding the process

of personal transformation as it is the case in relevant literature on highly skilled female

migrants when looking on inclusion (Riano 2015, p. 268ff).

On gendered numbers

In Germany, and regardless of gender status, the main group of refugees is from Syria,

followed by people from Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan, and Eritrea (OECD 2017: Pallmann et

al. 2019). Between January and September 2018, 43% of all asylum applications were

made by women; many seeking family reunification. In a representative study on the

labour market integration of refugees who arrived between 2013 and 2016, 86% of fe-

male respondents stated that they had planned to work in Germany (Fendel 2019).

Such high numbers with regard to expectations of work conflicted with the low level of

employment among female refugees actually realised. While the percentage of male ref-

ugees engaged in the labour market doubled to 30% between 2013 and 2017, that of

women grew from 2 to 6%. In addition, the study revealed the fairly unequal chances

that exist for refugee men and women to access the labour market. Women not only

seemed to face even more obstacles to find work than men, they were also less able to

accept the work offered. In contrast to men, who mostly came to Germany on their

own (57%), women only exceptionally travelled to Germany on their own (15%). The

study also revealed that refugee women were more likely not to have received any

school education (17% vs. 11% of the men), with 85% having no formal vocational de-

gree at all (against 83% of the men). Only 11% held an academic degree. However, the

most striking difference between the men and women who arrived as refugees in

Germany was that most men had participated in the labour market before coming to

Germany (80%), while only 40% of women had done so. Women came with less experi-

ence of the workplace. And - this is a crucial finding – they also tend to be older, a fac-

tor which, in turn, did not allow for the continuation or the restarting of their studies

and education in the place of arrival. Furthermore, many refugee women had children.

The general lack of childcare facilities in the places of arrival further narrowed their

employment opportunities; this factor had little impact on the labour market integra-

tion of the men. Moreover, male refugees more often took part in integration courses.

Adding to these imbalances, a mental feature became evident: while female refugees

tended to underestimate their knowledge of the German language, men tended to over-

estimate their knowledge (Kalkum et al. 2019, p. 13). As research shows, gender differ-

ences are at stake in both countries of origin and places of arrival (Kofman 2020). The

next section investigates the policy contexts of the places of arrival.

The policy context: formal measures of differential inclusion
Various policy reports as well as our interviewees underline the fact that in recent years

German federal policies regarding the labour market integration of refugees and asylum

seekers have been reformed (see among others OECD 2017/OECD 2018; Pallmann et

al. 2019). In response to the large numbers of arrivals since 2011, as well as a
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consequence of needing to conform to the Reception Conditions Directive of the Com-

mon European Asylum System adopted in 2013, Germany facilitated access to certain

segments of the labour market for asylum seekers. As a result of legislative changes in

2014, asylum seekers and so-called ‘tolerated persons’ have been granted the right to

work after a three-month waiting period following registration.4 In addition, currently

recognized refugees and those under subsidiary protection have full access to the

labour market. Following the introduction of the Integration Act in August 2016, the

priority restriction, which obliges employers to prove that the vacant position cannot

be filled by a German or other EU citizen, was suspended in most labour agency dis-

tricts with low unemployment rates until August 2019 (Konle-Seidl 2017, p. 5).

This differential treatment of different categories of asylum seekers has become more

apparent since the 2016 legislative changes. For example, as an administrative category,

asylum seekers with an allegedly “good prospect of staying” (mainly people from Syria,

Eritrea, Iraq, Iran, and Somalia) are targeted by so-called “early intervention” mea-

sures,5 such as integration courses, and granted access to mainstream labour market

measures. The pilot project, called Early Intervention – Early Labour Market Integra-

tion of Asylum Seekers, which ran between 2014 and 2015, mainly targeted skilled asy-

lum seekers in reception centres with a “good prospect to staying” in Germany (Konle-

Seidl 2017, p. 6f). This project included the “identification of skills, training, further job

counselling or job placement[s]”. However, asylum seekers from so-called safe countries

of origin (Bosnia and Herzegovina, Albania, FYR Macedonia, Montenegro, Kosovo,

Serbia, Ghana, and Senegal) are not entitled to work or access the labour market inte-

gration support measures. In this context, Germany’s asylum and refugee system can

be characterized by what Morris once called “a proliferation of statutes of partial mem-

bership” (Morris 2003, p. 83), with an opaque stratification of rights with respect to dif-

ferent legal statuses that disregard gender and qualifications. As also underlined by

Will (2018), under these circumstances different residency status and the accompany-

ing rights or non-rights are the most significant intervening factors that impact upon

stratified access to resources. The resultant hierarchical structure is even more relevant

when it comes to the labour market integration of female refugees and asylum seekers.

Our interviewees emphasized that there are at least two main categories of male and fe-

male refugees and asylum seekers. The so-called “big five” category, consisting of refu-

gees and asylum seekers from Syria, Iran, Iraq, Eritrea, and Somalia, who have access to

integration courses and the labour market, and the “safe countries of origin” category

which includes women from Afghanistan and provides limited, or no access to either

these support measures or the labour market. One of our respondents from a Berlin-

based NGO confirmed this and stated that the majority of female asylum seekers who

consulted the organization for employment opportunities came from “safe countries”

and that legal limitations put them in a disadvantaged position with regard to the

labour market. Similarly, as underlined by other interviewed civil society actors, women

with tolerated status experienced the stratification of rights and resultant insecurity in

4People under ‘tolerated status’ (Duldung) are those whose asylum applications have been rejected but who
cannot be deported due to factual, legal, or political reasons.
5Under the Integration Act, “early intervention” was underlined as the guiding principle to promote the
integration of refugees. Given the long waiting times in the asylum process, the idea behind the early
integration measures is to shorten the time of labour market integration of asylum seekers through language
and vocational training (Konle-Seidl 2017, p. 6).
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a more intense way. They found themselves stuck “in a precarious waiting position, be-

tween a constant threat of deportation and occasional incentives for a voluntary return”

(Will 2018, p. 182). As a response to these problems, the German government has

underlined the need to come up with specific support for refugee women (OECD 2017,

p. 59) whilst the Federal Employment Agency established the “Perspectives for Female

Refugees” (PerF-W) in 2016; an initiative that includes “vocational language training,

site visits at companies and counselling” as well as parallel child-care during the

programme (OECD 2017, p. 59). Similarly, the Ministry of Family Affairs, Senior Citi-

zen, Women and Youth funded the programme “Strong in the Job”, for which all mi-

grant women and natives with a migrant background were eligible (OECD 2017, p. 59).

In the case of Germany, the level of regulation of the sixteen Länder is of utmost im-

portance for the integration measures adopted in individual localities. While the federal

state has the main responsibility to develop the overall framework for labour market in-

tegration (ranging from language courses to the legal basis of the labour market access),

it is the Länder that formulates and implements policies on housing, health, education,

language, vocational training, and labour market integration, especially for asylum

seekers. This system incorporates the involvement of a number of different civil society

actors.

The reactions of civil society
In Germany, civil society has collaborated with municipalities and supplemented their

work in providing welfare services to migrants for a long time (Mayer 2017, p. 233).

There are many religious organizations, non-governmental organizations, volunteers,

partially paid helpers, and diaspora associations that support city and Land administra-

tions. Apart from addressing the social and economic needs of migrants, the intermedi-

ation actions of these civil society actors involve legal and political advocacy for the

rights of migrants. These varied civic actors are also highly active in “encouraging social

interactions between [migrants] and Germans” (Neis et al. 2018, pp. 103–104).

Since the 2015 refugee arrivals, Berlin has purposefully upgraded civil society involve-

ment in refugee issues (Toğral Koca 2019). Recently, after the city administration was

unable to cope with the many refugees who arrived in 2015 and 2016, the 2016 Master

Plan for Integration and Security (MPIS) underlined the importance of civil society,

particularly voluntary commitment, in the “reception and integration of refugees” (Mas-

ter Plan for Integration and Security (MPIS) 2016, pp. 32–35). The MPIS designs struc-

tural support for “welcome initiatives” and promotes financial, technical, and

administrative support. In 2018, the city of Berlin expanded this policy framework into

the Concept for Integration and Participation of Refugees (OECD 2018, p. 12). In line

with this framework, various civil society initiatives supporting the labour market inte-

gration of female refugees emerged.

Our interview data suggests that especially since 2015, the involvement of both the

Land’s government and civil society in refugee issues has gained momentum in Bran-

denburg as well. For example, supported by the Land’s government, a new initiative

called BEA-Brandenburg (Betriebliche Begleitagentur) was introduced in 2016. As a

model project and in cooperation with various stake holders, such as the Employment

Agency, the Job Centre, the Chambers, together with civil society organisations, this

initiative guides companies in the process of hiring refugees in cooperation with several

Hillmann and Toğral Koca Comparative Migration Studies             (2021) 9:3 Page 8 of 18



other initiatives open to all migrants (BEA Brandenburg 2019). Similarly, a pilot project

for the labour market integration of refugees and asylum seekers was started in 2017.

This project aims to connect the latter to mentors and provides funding for their pro-

jected business (see OECD 2017, p. 58). Furthermore, in Potsdam, and Cottbus, as well

as in smaller cities such as Wildau, and Eberswalde, universities and civil society orga-

nizations have become more visible in intermediating refugees’ long-term settlement in

general, and with regard to labour market integration in particular. Not only did the

presence of educational centres such as universities enhance civil society engagement

compared to the smaller cities without these centres. It also meant a concrete financial

stimulus for the region (see section 5c).

Findings: the gendered pathways of stratified access to the labour market
The literature on the German case argues that the lower degree of labour market inte-

gration of refugee women is to a large extent related to their lower educational levels

and lack of previous work experiences compared to male refugees (see Brücker et al.

2014). Yet, both the more recent literature and our fieldwork identified multiple other

and often interrelated conditions, including a) the legal setting, b) patriarchal gender

roles and missing child care facilities, c) lacking knowledge of the German language

and the structure of the country’s educational system; d) non-recognition of foreign de-

grees and work experiences. Furthermore, according to our field work, the majority of

civil society initiatives do not develop programmes exclusively for highly qualified fe-

male refugees; rather their initiatives target female refugees in general regardless of

their individual qualifications. Lastly, we observed, (e) a proliferation of migration-led/

related labour market for non-refugee women and the professionalisation of German

female social workers, often with an own migration biography, in this field.

a) The legal setting and gendered immobility

When reflecting on the interplay between labour market integration of refugees and

intermediary actors, one of the most important points was existing restrictions on resi-

dential mobility (Residenzpflicht). Following a regulation called “constraint of resi-

dence”, refugees are not allowed to choose where they live – the federal government

determines their individual place of residence for a minimum period of three years

(Hamann and Karakayali 2016, p. 83). When asylum seekers and refugees do not re-

spect this restriction, they face exclusion from welfare support. Only if they find a job

in another district or in certain cases for family reunification reasons, are they allowed

to move from their allotted place of residence.6 This regionalisation had severe implica-

tions in terms of gender. According to the interviewees, female refugees who already

face already multiple disadvantages find themselves in places where they cannot enact

agency, utilise their skills, access support structures, or find various facilities including

language courses and child-care. Here the importance of intermediary civil society or-

ganisations and well-connected jobcentres is obvious: immobile refugees need

6As evidenced within international literature, such restrictions can hinder labour market participation if
refugees have to live where there are no matching or available work opportunities (Scholten et al. 2017; El-
Kayed and Hamann 2018; Etzold 2017). Scholten et al. underline that these dispersal policies and the resultant
restrictions on residential mobility disregard “economic opportunity structures” (Scholten et al. 2017, p. 10).
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information to be brought to them and they are less likely to look after a specialised

offer proactively As one of our interviewee from a Brandenburg-based initiative argued,

female refugees living in areas with a lack of job opportunities are also far away from

support structures and have less chances of becoming part of relevant networks – this

scenario was often realised in Brandenburg. This puts the female refugees in a disad-

vantageous position when it comes to labour market integration compared to those liv-

ing in the big city of Berlin, where both employment opportunities and support

structures are more developed and better aligned to each other. In response to this

challenge, civil society initiatives and organizations in Berlin and Brandenburg have

started to actively establish more networks and encourage greater cooperation so that

they may benefit from their mutual experiences and opportunities. By attending their

meetings, we learned that the various actors exchanged their best practices and tried to

extend the support structures not only at a regional scale, but also nationwide. Offering

a platform for all stakeholders seemed to be a step out of the sectoral silos between the

different resorts of the administrations that in many cases still dominates, even in the

private sector and among NGOs.

b) Patriarchal gender roles and missing childcare facilities

Our civil society actor interviewees repeatedly underlined that the traditional division

of labour within families – seeing the man as the breadwinner and the woman as re-

sponsible for childcare and other family responsibilities – contributed to the stratified

access of female refugees to the labour market. One expert from a Berlin-based NGO

stated: “No matter how they are educated or qualified, this problem still persists in

Germany, forcing many female refugees to stay at home and deter their labour market

integration.” She claimed that refugee men often did not want their wives to gain better

qualifications in Germany and that in her view they were jealous when women learned

and spoke the language better than they did. Another interviewee, working in an NGO

offering language and work-related qualifications in Berlin, argued that they knew fe-

male refugees who had given up courses not only because of childcare responsibilities

but because of pressure from their husbands. Still, we found some success stories of fe-

male refugees who, with the support of civil society organizations, had managed to cir-

cumvent these barriers and found jobs.

Organisations/initiatives that exclusively target female refugees with children have

emerged. Supported mainly by female volunteers including refugee women, these initia-

tives not only offered training, language courses, and mentoring but also parallel child-

care facilities. For example, one Berlin-based initiative addressed the labour market in-

tegration of mothers with a migration background who have completed their studies

and wanted to start a new job or continue with their careers. This initiative provided

144 highly qualified female refugees and immigrants with training, coaching, and em-

ployment opportunities in cooperation with jobcentres, employers and other civil soci-

ety initiatives. Of these refugees, 95% had one or two children, and 23% of the

participants were single mothers. At the end of the project, which took place between

2015 and 2018, 42% were able to enter the labour market in accordance with their

qualifications, 29% were involved in retraining, and 18% continued with voluntary work

and engagements. Only a minor share of 11% of the participants did not engage in any
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of the fields. According to the spokesperson of this project, this latter group of highly

qualified female refugee could not be employed because of their childcare responsibil-

ities, pressure from their husbands, and demotivation arising from the labour market

conditions in Germany. Similar accounts were provided by the spokesperson of a

Potsdam-based professional and training programme for the high qualified refugees,

who stated that:

“In the beginning of the programme, we received many applications from female

refugees. Also, their participation in the programme was high. But recently, both

the number of applications and the attendance have been decreasing among the fe-

male refugees. Some of them got pregnant during the programmes and they had to

quit or have a break. We are not sure about the exact reasons but we can say that

family-related reasons seem to be among the main reasons for the decreasing

interest in the programme.”

Our interviews further revealed the risk that the women might be re-traditionalised

by the German institutional system, which, for example, registers husbands as the head

of households and results in, for instance, them being the recipient of any allowances

granted; putting their wives in positions of dependency.

c) Language and education

All our interviewees underlined that possession of insufficient German language skills

was one of the most significant challenges for the labour market integration of female

refugees regardless of their qualifications. One of the interviewees offering coaching

and mentoring to female refugees stated that

“no matter whether they are qualified and motivated, language is the most import-

ant barrier. Some of our programme participants studied and worked in the field

of education, political science and office administration in their home countries;

but they did not manage to find work even after completing their internship in

Germany. Because they could not meet the language requirements.”

The interviewees identified different reasons for the language problem. Some of our

interviewees said that they considered the state-led courses to be insufficient because of

the limitations which they offered to practice the language actively. This holds espe-

cially true for female refugees who live in shelters and are largely isolated from

German-speaking society. Our interviewees – both from the NGOs and government-

related institutions - emphasized that their participation in integration courses and

contact with German-speaking people was even further restricted. As the head of a

gender-specific programm of a state-related agency told us:

“The female refugees living in shelters are a more disadvantaged group. They have

degrees and other qualifications, but they have other priorities; family, children,

searching for a flat. Besides, they do not have any privacy in these shelters. They

cannot learn the language there, they do not have any life there.”
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Recent surveys have also confirmed that female refugees from Syria, Iraq and Eritrea

are under-represented in integration courses compared to male refugees and other at-

tendants from EU countries (Worbs and Baraulina 2017, p. 7). In addition, many of

those asylum seekers allegedly without a “good prospect to staying” had, at best, limited

access to the state-run courses. When made aware of this, some initiatives and NGOs

organized free language courses with the support of volunteers.

The civil society organizations interviewed in Berlin argued that the language training

opportunities that they offered had already improved the chances of highly qualified fe-

male refugees by opening up new spaces for empowerment and networking. Here, lan-

guage classes offered new spaces of inclusion and encounters between local people and

refugees, and thereby contributed positively to the language proficiency of the refugee

women. One of our Berlin-based interviewees told us that a refugee woman from Iraq,

an engineer, could not find a job for a long-time due to her lack of German proficiency.

After she got involved in some of the projects of the NGO, she first started to work as

a translator and then as an active supporter of the projects in general. This enabled her

to find a job as an engineer at a private company in Berlin. Similarly, a 41-year-old Syr-

ian refugee woman with a background in legal studies and volunteering for civil society

organisations, stated that through her active involvement in these organizations she

was able to improve her German. She also told us that Berlin’s cosmopolitan and

migrant-friendly culture motivated her to learn the language and to establish a new life

in the city.

Brandenburg towns offered language programmes. For example, at the Technical

University of Applied Sciences in Wildau, the Welcome Centre for Refugees offered

language courses to support the integration of refugees into degree programmes, finan-

cially supported by the German Academic Exchange Service (DAAD). The female refu-

gees who participated in these courses – mainly from Syria, Afghanistan, and Iran –

were indeed able to enrol in college course even in the field of natural sciences which,

in a German context, traditionally gains only a low proportion of female students. This

“premediated” continuation between language and academic courses activated new

spaces of empowerment for the refugee women. During the period of our research, we

observed that since 2015, universities, and universities of applied sciences have taken a

leading role in formulating programmes for refugees – in Berlin, but even more in the

smaller municipalities in Brandenburg. By doing so, they saw a chance to broaden their

internationalization strategies. According to a recent study female refugee participants

were less present than their male counterparts: the ratio between the two sexes was

about 20 to 80% in 2018 (Sachverständigenrat deutscher Stiftungen für Integration und

Migration (SVR) 2019). In 2016 and 2017 90,000 requests for consultancy from the side

of refugees at German universities were registered. Over 25,000 refugees who took part

in preparatory courses, around 6000 were thereafter enrolled in Masters courses. The

universities soon realized that they had to offer tailored preparation courses for this

specific target group. Funding was made available through DAAD for a small number

of refugee students. This situation favoured universities in the big cities over those in

smaller cities because a majority of migrants live in the bigger cities. Those universities

faced with shrinking numbers of students saw potential migrant students as a means by

which to mitigate against this loss through (Sachverständigenrat deutscher Stiftungen

für Integration und Migration (SVR) 2019, p. 35ff.). While there are no shrinking
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universities in Berlin, in Brandenburg three universities have lost students in the last

seven years. Here, the number of foreign students (from 1468 in 2012 to 2542 in 20,

179) counterbalanced the losses of native students (from 12,155 in 2012 to under 10,

000 in 2017) (Sachverständigenrat deutscher Stiftungen für Integration und Migration

(SVR) 2019), turning the recruitment of foreign students into a migration-related

regeneration strategy for Brandenburg.

d) Non-Recognition of certificates and De-Qualification

Even though refugees and asylum seekers are entitled to apply for recognition of

qualifications which they have received from outside of Germany, this is a lengthy and

complex bureaucratic process given Germany’s strict, yet contradictory, regulations in

this field. That is why organizations from the nation-wide Network IQ (Integration

through Qualification) in Berlin and Potsdam (Brandenburg) since long offer support

and advice to the refugees in their dealings with the complex bureaucratic processes.

As stressed by almost all interviewees, refugees faced extra challenges with regard to

getting their qualifications recognised because many of them had left behind their doc-

uments or lost them when they fled. One of our interviewees from a Berlin-based NGO

stated that “those female refugees, who managed to supply their documents, have a bet-

ter chance of getting a job and advancing their position compared to others lacking

their certificates.” There appeared to be a significant mismatch between the qualifica-

tions and work experiences that refugees had in their countries of origin and the Ger-

man vocational and labour market system. The interviewee from a Berlin-based project

that offered training programmes and consultations for the labour market integration

of highly qualified female refugees, stated that especially those with expertise in the

fields of medicine, law, and teaching experienced extra obstacles in getting their certifi-

cates or previous work experience recognised. She added that many of them had to

work either in low-skilled jobs or had to complete additional and lengthy training in

order to get their certificates or work experiences accepted. Some female refugees – es-

pecially younger and single ones - thus opted to obtain a new degree in Germany. Elder

women were not willing to change their fields as the process would require additional

commitment and result in further delays before they could enter the labour market,

our respondent said. This point was consistent with other interviews in Brandenburg

which highlighted that labour market integration is more difficult for older female refu-

gees even when they are highly qualified, know the language, and possess a wide skill

set. Another interviewee offering job-search consultation to female refugees in Berlin

added that this problem differed between nationalities. She argued that female refugees

from regions such as the Balkans and the former Soviet Union experienced minor

problems compared to women from the Middle East and African countries as they

came from totally different educational settings. These accounts demonstrate how the

stratified access of female refugees to the labour market is also conditioned by age and

national background.

A major barrier to integration in the labour market is the devaluation of qualifica-

tions and previous work experience by employers. Even if degrees are recognized, they

are discounted by employers (Verwiebe et al. 2019, p. 1404) Among the projects we vis-

ited, one initiative dealt with this issue in an outstanding way by setting up a pilot
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project especially for refugee teachers, financed by the Brandenburg Ministry of Sci-

ence, Research, and Culture (University of Potsdam). The programme addresses refu-

gees in general who have “successfully completed their teacher training abroad, [and]

who have already worked as a teacher in their home country”. Here, the goal is to pro-

duce “pedagogic professionals” for schools in Brandenburg. In particular, the 18-month

program offered “a linguistic and pedagogical qualification, a consultation on occupa-

tional perspectives, and it helps [individuals to] overcome structural hurdles when

accessing the profession of teaching”. This singular program did not explicitly look on

gender. In consequence, our interview partner could not specify what the implications

in terms of gender were. According to the spokesperson of the initiative,

“The idea of our project is based on if the refugees would not use their qualifica-

tion, they could lose them. So, we developed this programme in cooperation with

the Ministry of Education. In the beginning, it was not clear how to continue with

it. Now after completing their trainings, the refugees start their assistant teacher

positions mainly at primary schools, where there are severe teacher shortages, es-

pecially in the periphery of Brandenburg.”

Given the high number of teachers among the female refugees - especially from Syria

- as underlined by other interviewees, this programme offers a novel and significant

way for the inclusion of female refugees into the labour market.

Devaluation and dequalification were partly counterbalanced by the booming German

labour market with its labour shortages in various sectors, as this presented a

favourable situation for the labour market participation of refugees and asylum seekers

in these years. Refugees with specialisms in the fields of IT, medicine, and different en-

gineering sectors especially benefited, with various civil society initiatives – some of

which were supported by the federal state and the Länder – having emerged to support

the integration of refugees in these sectors.7 One of the initiatives (“Starke Unterneh-

merinnen für starke Frauen - Eine Initiative für geflüchtete Frauen”)8 offered not only

support for language training and information on the German labour market, but also

a variety of mentoring programmes for employers and female refugees – the future em-

ployees – together. Furthermore, the initiatives offered IT courses and training in

media studies. For example, a Berlin-based computer centre offered a training entitled

“Digital Empowerment”- in order enhance the female refugees’ labour market integra-

tion into the skill-sensitive and technical sectors.

Despite these efforts and the favourable labour market situation, all our interviewees

expressed the opinion that highly qualified (female) refugees faced precarious working

conditions and were often unable to find jobs that reflected their qualifications. The

director of a Berlin-based project that focused on the labour market integration of

highly qualified refugees underlined the fact that “it is more difficult for highly qualified

female refugees to integrate into the labour market because they do not like to work in

low-skilled occupations.” For many of them, this signifies downward social mobility ra-

ther than a proper integration into the labour market (Etzold 2017, p. 97). One

7Such initiatives encompass: a) “Refugee is not a profession” sought to “encourage local businesses to offer
job opportunities to migrants” (OECD 2018, p. 157) and to overcome prejudices among the native population.
8Meaning: “Strong entrepreneurs for strong women – An initiative for refugee women”
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interview partner, herself a Syrian refugee woman who had previously worked as a pro-

fessor at a university in Aleppo and was currently volunteering for a civil society organ-

isation, confirmed this statement. She expressed her frustration about the employment

opportunities and the stiff competition in German academia. Underlining the difficul-

ties of being a single mother, she told us: “I want to continue my career here and do

not want to accept low-skilled jobs, but I have been living here for five years, trying to

improve my German. Still, it is very difficult for me to find a position at a German uni-

versity.” Similar findings have been noted in studies on the precarious modes of exist-

ence experienced by exiled academics from Turkey in Germany (see Vatansever 2018).

e) Helping the helpers: migration-led regeneration of labour markets

During our empirical research, we became aware that it was especially women work-

ing for these initiatives that provided support to refugee women. As one of our inter-

viewees put it: “our concept is by women, for women, and with women.” They often

work in fixed-term or part-time positions. Some of them had completed their graduate

degrees and/or were still working at the universities. For instance, we came across one

case in which the innovative idea of combining language education with access to stud-

ies at the university of applied science translated into a major project financed by the

Land of Brandenburg. We met highly qualified refugee women who were able to assist

in local administrations and who became involved in the activities of NGOs as transla-

tors and consultants on a learning by doing basis. According to one of the interviewees,

the encounter and exchange between them and the refugees helped them to broaden

their knowledge. The interviewees identified three inter-related challenges that were

likely to hinder the success of their initiatives. First, project funding is mostly limited to

a maximum 2 years. According to one interviewee, “as many of these initiatives are de-

veloped as pilot projects, the idea is first to test whether they function or not”. She

added that this uncertainty and short-term approach prevented them from developing

sustainable structures to support the labour market integration of refugees in general.

Second, many interviewees pointed to the lack of sufficient infrastructure in terms of

staff and funding under this short-term approach, and how this hindered their capacity

to meet growing interest in their initiatives from amongst female refugees. Third, this

short-term perspective places them in a precarious and insecure position in the labour

market which is similar to that experienced by the female refugees. As many of the in-

terviewees underlined while conducting one project, they have to look for future fund-

ing and project opportunities. We think it is appropriate to speak here of the

migration-led emergence of a new labour market segment that contributed to the

process of stratified access for the female refugees and has been underestimated so far.

Similar to the processes of migration-led regeneration for cities (Hillmann and Pang

2020), migration becomes a driver for broader societal changes.

Conclusion
Our findings indicate that the labour market integration of (highly qualified) female ref-

ugees and asylum seekers takes place in an asylum and refugee system that is strongly

marked by the stratification of rights with respect to different legal statuses and gender

roles. Our analysis also shows that their positioning in the labour market is shaped by
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multiple and interrelated factors, such as nationality, their place of residence, access to

support structures, age, and the transferability of their social capital (e.g. recognition of

their certificates and skills).

Our analysis revealed that in response to this situation, multiple actors have devel-

oped various types of practices to facilitate better labour market integration. A

migration-related institutional infrastructure has emerged helping women of all qualifi-

cation levels, not only the highly qualified women. In Berlin, and Brandenburg we ob-

served that the cooperation and networks that have been created between the various

different state and non-state actors in the field have further developed in recent years.

Contesting the stratified access to the labour market, civil society actors in particular

play a vital and critical intermediation role between (highly qualified) refugee women

and the labour market by offering practical help, language and training programmes,

and bureaucratic assistance as well as new spaces of inclusion and encounter. In carry-

ing out these intermediary activities, civil society actors have also started to work in

close cooperation with each other and with state agencies such as the Jobcentre, the

Foreigners Office and other relevant Ministries. Refugees, including the highly qualified

ones, have been integrated into this framework. These findings affirm that “the actual

migration governance [can be] quite different from official policies” due to the involve-

ment of various intermediary actors (Ambrosini 2020, p. 4). A central finding of our re-

search is that the arrival of refugees- in particular female refugees – has also created its

own field of employment. Within this field all our interviewees were female profes-

sionals, either native or with a migration biography themselves.

Our research identified different outcomes in different regional and local contexts. It

revealed that Berlin, with its long-standing experience of migration and cosmopolitan

character seemed to offer a more fertile ground for both the emergence and practice of

support structures as well as the integration of highly qualified refugees into the labour

market than the Land Brandenburg. The Berlin-based jobcentre was able to quickly

connect with different local stakeholders who had been active in the field over a num-

ber of years. In contrast, Brandenburg, with its lower number of migrants and refugees,

complemented its relatively weak infrastructure and started working on a more wel-

coming institutional structure pro-actively. The Land also sought, through so doing, to

counterbalance the shrinking numbers of national students enrolled in some of its uni-

versities. As our research findings show, Brandenburg has witnessed significant im-

provements in refugee integration at both institutional and civil society levels. Still,

especially in the small towns of the Land Brandenburg, migrants in general face more

difficulties and especially those who are highly qualified – as they found themselves far

away from institutional settings that normally worked as contact points (universities,

civil society initiatives). In contrast, the variety of employment opportunities and the

established networks in the different sectors in Berlin continue to attract highly quali-

fied female refugees. Also, the higher degree of present diversity within the city turned

out to be of importance for the decision on where to live for the women. According to

them it just felt better to be among a culturally mixed environment. So, the lottery of

where refugees are allocated to, has strong implications for their possible future labour

market integration.

Initially we spoke of a possible trend of “creaming” which favours cosmopolitan

cities over small towns, as a consequence of the former offering attractive

Hillmann and Toğral Koca Comparative Migration Studies             (2021) 9:3 Page 16 of 18



programs for female refugees. Our analysis partly confirmed this tendency, but also

showed that their stratified access was further shaped by broader inequalities con-

cerning educational standards in their countries of origin, and through the pre-

scription of traditional gender roles once they arrived in Germany. Even if the few

highly qualified women finally could get into contact with the (female!) intermedi-

ary actors, their path to integration into the formal labour market remained long

and challenging for all concerned.
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