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Introduction
In many European countries, refugees’ participation in the labour market is a key con-
cern. This participation constitutes an essential element of how refugees can contrib-
ute in the receiving society and is essential for the individual’s economic independence, 
social inclusion and personal well-being (Ager & Strang, 2008). However, compared to 
the majority population or other immigrant groups, refugees do not fare well on the 
labour market. They experience higher rates and longer periods of unemployment, and 
often end up in jobs beneath their qualifications (Lee et al., 2020).
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Until recently, most academic attention has been paid to the individual-level factors 
affecting refugee labour market participation, such as refugees’ demographic character-
istics, motivations and attainments. Less scrutiny has been dedicated to the ways the 
receiving society shapes refugee employment, in particular, the organisational-level 
implications of, for instance, employers, integration programmes, newcomer support 
organisations [NSOs] and professional chambers (Lee et al., 2020; Maletzky de García, 
2021; Phillimore, 2021).

This is problematic, given that, when perceived as a two-way process (Ager & Strang, 
2008), refugee labour market participation does not rest merely on refugees’ efforts and 
capabilities but needs to be paired with an inclusive social fabric that provides accept-
ance, services and opportunities. Civic integration programmes [CIPs] represent one 
of the central pillars of refugee labour market integration support structures in Euro-
pean countries. They aim to assist refugees into employment through language training, 
employment counselling and referrals. They also provide refugees with resources such 
as information, skills, and social networks that are central for their labour market access 
(Lee et al., 2020). CIPs have been shown to have an important impact on refugee integra-
tion processes and outcomes (Phillimore, 2021). However, the evidence whether their 
impact is facilitating or hindering is mixed. Valenta and Bunar (2010) show that CIPs in 
Scandinavia improve the employability of participating refugees yet do not eliminate the 
employment inequality between the general population and refugees. Having analysed 
refugee women’s encounters with the Swedish establishment programme, Spehar (2021) 
found that, in contrast, the refugee women did not find the assistance to be sufficiently 
quick or responsive to their needs. The perceived inadequate support was often seen as a 
critical factor hindering their labour market participation.

This article contributes to a richer understanding of the ways in which CIPs shape 
the labour market participation opportunity structures of highly educated refugees.1 
With this aim, I analyse the identification contestations that transpire within CIPs as 
perceived by highly educated refugees and show how these inform refugee integration 
support. The article draws on material obtained through 41 semi-structured interviews 
with highly educated refugees in Oslo (Norway), Malmö (Sweden) and Munich (Ger-
many). At the time of the interview, most interviewees had not lived in the destination 
country for longer than 3 years. Many had not entered into employment yet but were 
in the process of carving out their occupational trajectories while participating in CIPs, 
learning the language, and validating their qualifications. The interview material is rich 
with nuanced perceptions of the functioning of CIPs and the ways these give shape to 
participants’ trajectories. Here, the refugees’ occupational aspirations and understand-
ings are the measure against which the integration progress and support are assessed. 
As such, the article departs from the more prevalent approach in research on the role of 
institutional and organisational factors for refugee employment that examines the effects 
of policy designs (see, e.g., Valenta & Bunar, 2010). Moreover, it foregrounds the under-
standing of integration not as an outcome but rather as a process encompassing different 
challenges for the involved parties.

1 Here, the term refers to individuals who were granted asylum and possess a higher education degree from another 
country.
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The comparative aspect of the study is important. The integration contexts in Oslo, 
Malmö and Munich were chosen because they differ according to their comprehensive-
ness (the scope of the encompassed provisions) and the extent of their malleability (the 
capacity to provide various types of support, depending on the participants’ needs). 
Whereas the CIPs in Malmö display the most comprehensive and malleable framework, 
the provisions in Munich appear to be the most restricted and uniform, with the CIP in 
Oslo positioned somewhere between the two. The contrast between the refugees’ per-
ceptions of the CIPs among these diverging contexts allows me to delve into the ways 
CIPs’ malleability and comprehensiveness inform opportunity structures that influence 
refugee labour market participation.

In the following section, I clarify the conceptual foundation this article rests upon 
and elaborate on how a focus on identification contestations that transpire within CIPs 
can further our understanding of which opportunity structures impede or facilitate the 
labour market participation of highly educated refugees. Thereafter, I outline how CIPs 
in Oslo, Malmö and Munich represent cases of different opportunity structures, diverg-
ing in their extents of malleability and comprehensiveness, and present the empirical 
study this article draws upon. In the subsequent empirical sections, I demonstrate how 
(mis)matches between refugees’ identifications and perceived categorisations highlight 
opportunity structures that either hinder or foster highly educated refugees’ employ-
ment trajectories and extricate how the malleability and comprehensiveness of CIPs 
underpin these processes. I conclude the article by pointing out the salience of the refu-
gee categorisation within integration opportunity structures and the pitfalls connected 
to it.

Integration opportunity structures as constituted by civic integration 
programmes
Within migration studies, the concept of integration has been observed to have multiple 
and shifting meanings (Ager & Strang, 2008). Its understandings are contextual and con-
tested as they differ in time, space and between the various parties involved. Its ambi-
guity also derives from how the concept refers to numerous processes pertaining to an 
individual’s life, including employment, housing, education, health and social networks. 
The vagueness of the integration concept stems, as argued by scholars critical of the con-
cept (Favell, 2019; Korteweg, 2017; Rytter, 2019; Schinkel, 2018), from the careless adop-
tion of policy and popular discourses in academic analysis.

The entanglement of policy and academic discourses pertaining to migrant integration 
is problematic for further reasons. Most relevant for this article is that academics often 
adopt a normative understanding of migrant settlement, where migrant practices and 
performance are compared with those of the majority population. Employed as a bench-
mark of integration, the majority population is imagined as ‘a bloodless, unmovable, 
undifferentiated, static’ (Schinkel, 2018, p. 7) yet also a harmonious whole that is acquit-
ted of having any problems. The majority population is exempted from the integration 
equation. Conventional research, rather than conceiving it as a process pertaining to the 
society as a whole, renders migrants as problematic subjects and places the responsibil-
ity for integration on them.
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Here, in contrast, integration is conceived of as a two-way process (Ager & Strang, 
2008) that pertains not only to individuals but also requires accommodation on the part 
of the receiving society. To account for the mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion within 
the destination country, Phillimore (2021) suggests a focus on the so-called opportu-
nity structures. She understands refugee integration opportunity structures as clusters 
of resources, arrangements and routes that either facilitate or undermine integration, 
such as xenophobia or foreign qualification recognition procedures. She delineates five 
opportunity structure domains—locality, discourse, relations, structure, and initiatives 
and support—and outlines how the places where refugees live, through their availabil-
ity of housing, healthcare and employment, shape their integration processes and out-
comes. The media and political discourses also play a central role in refugee integration, 
as they inform the emotional orientation of the receiving communities towards refugees, 
shaping the inclusiveness or discriminatory stance of interpersonal relations. Asylum, 
integration, family reunification and naturalisation policies have also been identified as 
key structural factors moulding the settlement of refugees in addition to the support ser-
vices offered through integration programmes and support organisations.

Focusing on CIPs in three different contexts, this article is particularly interested in 
the opportunity structures that arise through the characteristics of support services. I 
argue that in order to explore the ways in which CIPs provide integration-impeding or 
integration-furthering opportunities, it is useful to highlight how the participants per-
ceive identification contestation processes that transpire within such programmes.

Civic integration programmes as loci of identification contestations

Migration and flight, in particular, represent life disjunctures that bring substantial 
changes, including the transformation of one’s sense of self. Fleeing one’s home country 
often entails not only the loss of a homeland, family and friends, familiar lives and jobs, 
but also a sense of who one is and where one belongs in the social fabric (Wehrle et al., 
2018). Highly educated refugees experience losses of both social and occupational status 
(Colic-Peisker & Tilbury, 2006). In the destination country, they have to figure out who 
they are and who they want to be.

This article takes a dynamic view on identities, where identities are not understood 
as essential entities that are simply chosen or ascribed but rather reproduced through 
a dialectic interplay between internal self-identifications and external categorisations 
(Brubaker & Cooper, 2000; Jenkins, 2000, 2008; Zetter, 1991). Indeed, the concepts of 
self-identification and categorisation, in addition to self-understanding and labels, 
provide useful heuristic tools to disentangle the forces encompassed within the iden-
tification contestation processes. Self-identification refers to the contextual act of char-
acterising and positioning oneself in relation to others, and it can be either categorical 
or relational. In contrast, categorisations refer to identifications imposed on individu-
als by others. They can be performed either by specific actors, for example, individu-
als or political bodies, or occur by means of, for instance, public discourses. Acts of 
self-identification are closely connected to a person’s own sense of themselves (i.e. self-
understanding) which involves one’s idea of who one is and of one’s social location, and 
therefore, how one should be prepared to act. Concurrently, categorisations always come 
hand in glove with the processes of labelling. Labels can be conceived of as marks of 
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categorisations; they represent a set of meanings assigned to the bearer of the label asso-
ciated with a given category.

In the destination country, highly educated refugees typically seek to find employment 
that is commensurate to their educational level and occupational experience. However, 
the pursuit of employment is not only a question of economic self-sufficiency but is also 
closely tied to the question of who one is and who one wants to be. Highly  educated 
refugees’ occupational aspirations are informed, among others, by their self-perceptions 
as motivated, ambitious, work-loving individuals eager to contribute to the receiving 
society (Mozetič, 2021; Willott & Stevenson, 2013). When seeking to attain the desired 
occupational goals, highly educated refugees encounter numerous hurdles. Whereas the 
devaluation of their educational credentials and work experience has been observed as 
one of the most notable challenges (Khan-Gökkaya & Mösko, 2021), many scholars also 
foreground the impeding effect of the imposed refugee categorisation. In his article on 
Syrian refugee artists in Austria, Parzer (2021) shows how being categorised as a refu-
gee, by bureaucratic institutions and in everyday encounters with the majority popula-
tion, affects artists’ practices, and their positioning and self-representation in cultural 
markets. Being seen as refugees creates the expectation to speak for the refugee com-
munity, rather than to express themselves beyond their refugee self. Showing how Dutch 
integration programme represents a core practice of Othering migrants like refugees, 
Blankvoort et  al. (2021) claim that the programme not only fails to contribute to the 
integration of its new members, but further perpetuates their marginalisation.

The refugee label is shifting and dynamic, assuming various meanings. Refugee catego-
risation can be seen as a “privileged” one (Cole, 2018) for granting access to international 
protection and integration support services (Ludwig, 2016; Mozetič, 2018). Refugees are 
occasionally depicted as defiers of authoritarian regimes and individuals eager to seize 
the given second chance at life (Haines & Rosenblum, 2010). The refugee label is, how-
ever, also a source of stigmatisation and marginalisation. Often, refugees are labelled as 
helpless, desperate, and suffering victims without agency, in addition to being an eco-
nomic burden and a potential security threat (Gupte & Mehta, 2007; Ludwig, 2016). As 
such, the refugee label is not neutral but rather conveys a set of judgements and expec-
tations, acting as a vital element that positions groups within symbolic orders (Zetter, 
1991).

Given that CIPs are affiliated with states and public institutions, the categorisations 
and labels that arise from within them can be distinguished from those used by individu-
als, in that they are formalised. Their apparent objectivity, however, often obscures the 
power dynamics comprised within them. They have the capacity to dictate, cement and 
alter how we think of and engage with the world around us (Moncrieffe, 2007). Through 
possessing the power “to state what is what and who is who” (Brubaker & Cooper, 2000, 
p.  15) and to impose such categorisations and labels upon others, the state as well as 
other public institutions represent some of the most paramount agents of the construc-
tion of social reality. While state categorisations and labels can be contested or changed 
(Crawley & Skleparis, 2018), their capacity to shape how people are regarded and 
treated, to determine which issues are presented and how they are to be thought of can-
not be denied.
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As such, the categorisations refugees are (or perceive themselves to be) classified 
within have real-life consequences for them, affecting how they behave and are treated, 
constrained and assisted. CIPs shape refugees’ understanding of their occupational 
opportunities, education and career pathways. Depending on the ways the perceived 
categorisations and self-ascribed identifications play out within these programmes, ref-
ugees not only experience diverse identification contestations but also foster different 
integration responses that inform their labour market trajectories. Identification contes-
tations that refugees perceive to transpire within CIPs thus create specific opportunity 
structures which either curb or advance refugees’ efforts to attain the set occupational 
goals.

Malleability and comprehensiveness of civic integration programmes
This section presents and compares the CIPs in which the interviewed highly edu-
cated refugees in Oslo, Malmö and Munich were participants. Particular atten-
tion is given to state integration programmes for refugees and tailored qualification 
programmes for migrants with specific occupational backgrounds. The distinctions 
between the three contexts lie along two dimensions—the malleability and compre-
hensiveness of the CIPs. In both dimensions, the integration programmes in Malmö 
and Munich stand in opposition to each other, while the Oslo programme can be 
placed somewhere in between them.

The malleability of the CIPs refers to their capacity to provide various types of sup-
port, depending on the participants’ needs. The capability to address the programme 
participants’ heterogeneous needs is considered central to the success of these pro-
grammes (Spehar, 2021). The comprehensiveness of the CIPs refers to the scope of the 
encompassed provisions (i.e. whether they include, for instance, employment guid-
ance or not). It has been noted that the lack of integration assistance can lead to fur-
ther hardship for the refugee population, but it also has the potential to strengthen a 
person’s agency and adaptability (Korac, 2003).

The CIPs in Malmö and its surroundings can be characterised as the most compre-
hensive and malleable of the three contexts. The core of CIPs in Sweden represents 
the establishment programme (etableringsprogrammet), which consists of orientation 
and language courses. Over the duration of 2 years, the programme enables refugees 
to reach solid Swedish language proficiency, qualifying most highly educated refugees 
to re-enter university education, to validate their professional qualifications as well as 
to apply for internships and positions that would jumpstart their careers. In addition 
to the language and orientation courses, the establishment programme offers specific 
measures targeting refugees’ labour market participation. The major responsibility 
for the implementation of the programme lies with the Swedish public employment 
services [PES] (Arbetsförmedlingen). The labour market integration measures con-
sist primarily of employment guidance by PES case officers who, on the basis of the 
individual’s occupational background and aspirations, are responsible for creating 
an employment plan and assisting them in validating their qualifications and finding 
job placements. In addition to the establishment programme, Sweden has created a 
number of tailored qualification programmes for migrants with specific occupational 
backgrounds. In general, these programmes offer parallel mapping and the validation 
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of qualifications plus occupation-related training and language courses. They enable 
refugees with certain backgrounds such as medicine, teaching and IT to quickly re-
enter their occupations. A number of such programmes were accessible to the inter-
viewees in Malmö: the fast-track (snabbspåret) and the short route (korta vägen) 
programmes, and a programme in web and system development.

In contrast to Malmö, the German integration course (Integrationskurs) can be char-
acterised as the least comprehensive and malleable. Similar to the establishment pro-
gramme, the integration course offers language and orientation courses, but lacks 
measures aimed specifically at refugee employment. Rather than implemented by the 
PES, as in the case of Sweden, the integration course is coordinated by the German Fed-
eral Office for Migration and Refugees [BAMF] and implemented by certified course 
providers like adult education centres (Volkshochschule). The German PES (Jobcenter) 
offers unemployed refugees access to mainstream employment measures, but these are 
not a part of the integration course and instead run parallel to it. This is problematic 
because not all refugees are aware of the guidance provided by the jobcentres and even 
less make use of it (Brücker et al., 2016, p. 10). The integration course is also limited in 
its duration. Unlike the 2-year establishment programme, the integration course finishes 
after the participant reaches the language proficiency equivalent to the B1 level of the 
Common European Framework of Reference for Languages [CEFRL]. This hinders refu-
gees from accessing higher education or validating their qualifications, as these often 
require the C1 level. Lastly, highly educated refugees in Munich did not have access to 
any qualification programmes tailored for highly educated migrants.

The Norwegian introduction programme (introduksjonprogram) can be positioned 
between those in Malmö and Munich when it comes to malleability and comprehen-
siveness. The structure and organisation of the programme closely resembles the Swed-
ish establishment programme. It is also implemented by the national PES (Arbeids- og 
velferdsforvaltningen—[NAV]) and lasts 2 years. In addition to the language and orienta-
tion courses, it includes labour market integration measures consisting of work place-
ments (those that emphasise language training and those that provide the opportunity 
to acquire occupation-related skills) and guidance by PES case officers. However, in con-
trast to the Swedish case and closer to the German case, highly educated refugees in 
Oslo did not have the possibility of participating in programmes tailored specifically for 
migrants in particular occupations.2

2 Despite that fast-track programmes (hurtigspor) in Norway and job-related language courses in Germany are available, 
none of the interviewed highly educated refugees living in Oslo and Munich took part or were aware of them. This may 
be due to the programmes not being offered where the interviewees lived, or, as in the case of the Norwegian fast-track 
programmes, they did not exist at the time of this study’s fieldwork. Whereas the sampling technique employed in this 
research undoubtedly contributed to the high number of the interviewees in Sweden participating in special integration 
programmes, their prominence within the Swedish integration landscape cannot be denied.
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Methods and material
The article draws on semi-structured interviews with 41 highly educated refugees living 
in Norway, Sweden and Germany. The sample includes individuals who originally came 
from a country in the Greater Middle East, possess a completed university degree from a 
non-EU country, and were granted asylum3 in the destination country.

The sample consists of individuals who lived in either Oslo, Malmö or Munich, or 
their surroundings. A total of 11 lived in Norway, 15 in Sweden and 15 in Germany. 
The majority of the interviewees (33) came from Syria, five from Afghanistan, one from 
Yemen, Iraq and Palestine respectively. The interviewees were between 24 and 56 years 
old (average age was 35 years). The majority were in their 30s (21), and the rest were in 
their 40s and 20s. One was above age 50. The sample includes 31 male and 10 female 
interviewees. The participants had lived in the destination country between 10 months 
and 5 years4 (average time since arrival was 27 months). A total of 16 individuals had 
degrees within regulated occupations: 11 were medical doctors and dentists, four were 
teachers, and one was a pharmacist. As for the rest, eight interviewees were educated 
in engineering and eight in IT, four in business administration, two in English litera-
ture and four had other degrees. All were educated in the Greater Middle East, with the 
exception of two who studied in other Asian countries and one who graduated in the 
USA. Four research participants had over 20 years of work experience, 15 had between 
10 and 20 years’ experience, 17 had less than 10 years’ experience, and four had none.

All interviews were conducted by the author between September 2016 and July 2017. 
The interviewees were recruited through personal contacts, integration programmes, 
NSOs and events for refugee academics. Individuals were also invited to participate in 
the study through mailing lists and social media.

The interviews took place when and where it was most convenient for the interview-
ees (cafés, the interviewee’s home, the workplace). The interviews resembled life-course 
interviews. They followed the individual’s educational and occupational trajectories, 
their asylum-seeking processes, initial time in the destination country, and future plans. 
The interview guide focused specifically on educational and occupational experiences 
and considerations as well as experiences pertaining to the CIPs, asylum, and qualifica-
tions validation procedures. This allowed me to map out the interviewees’ educational, 
occupational and migration trajectories, and to document their subjective perceptions 
of these. The interviews lasted between 30 min and three hours (average length being 
90 min). With the exception of two (following the request of the interviewees), all inter-
views were audio-recorded. The interviews were conducted in English, Norwegian, 
Swedish or German, depending on the interviewee’s language preference. The interview-
ees were conversant, many even proficient, in the chosen language, having principally 
no difficulties understanding the questions or expressing their ideas. The interviews 
were transcribed in the language of the interview and translated into English only when 
directly quoted in a publication.

4 One interviewee lived in Sweden for over 9 years, but the first 6 years were without a residence permit.

3 Given that one research participant’s wife (of Syrian origin) has Swedish citizenship, one man in Sweden received a 
residence permit as a family member. He is nevertheless included in the sample because he and his wife lived in Syria 
before deciding to leave the country at the end of 2013 due to the civil war.
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Initially, I analysed the material using descriptive and dramaturgical coding (Saldaña, 
2009), which allowed me to gain a general sense of the interviewees’ occupational objec-
tives, obstacles encountered along the way, strategies to pursue goals, and attitudes 
towards the settings they found themselves in. Whereas these first rounds of coding 
remained close to the terms used by the interviewees, I subsequently undertook the 
iterative process of converging the codes with theoretical concepts and frameworks. 
Whereas a bulge of material focused on the barriers linked to the interviewees’ lack of 
relevant human, cultural and social resources, a salient portion dealt with identification 
contestations. Of particular interest were those that transpired within the CIPs, compel-
ling me to further explore them in order to comprehend their formative character.

The following sections present the empirical findings, which show the perceived iden-
tification contestations and how these inform interviewees’ integration trajectories. For 
the sake of clarity, the comparative dimension of the findings is not taken up here but is 
instead elaborated on in the subsequent section.

Occupational self‑identifications, divergent and convergent categorisations
In the context of CIPs, the interviewed highly educated refugees mainly identified them-
selves as highly educated persons (within specific occupational fields). Rather than 
participating in these measures as refugees trying to enter some kind of employment, 
the interviewees hoped that the programmes would help them to obtain employment 
according to their educational and occupational background. Referring to a language 
course taken in his introduction programme in a town outside Oslo, Yasser,5 a Syrian 
medical doctor, negatively evaluated the course from his position as a medical doctor: 
“But when you know everything about me, you know that I’m a doctor. It is serious. So, 
you send me to some kind of experimental course? It’s a fake course.” Indeed, the major-
ity of the interviewees aspired to find employment according to their educational and 
occupational background. Yasser claimed he would not be able to recognise himself if he 
changed his occupation: “I cannot work as a sociologist. And I cannot work as a lawyer. I 
am not good at that. If I work in another occupation, I cannot recognise myself. (…) For 
me, it is a better solution to go to another country than to change my occupation.”

However, as the following two sections elucidate, it was predominantly the inter-
viewees in Malmö who felt that their self-identification as highly qualified individuals 
resonated with the way they felt they were perceived and treated within the CIPs. The 
majority of the interviewees in Oslo and Munich felt, in contrast, that the categorisation 
they were ascribed to was that of a refugee which overshadowed their educational and 
occupational selves.

Perception mismatches

The interviewees in Oslo and Munich predominantly thought that the CIPs were to a 
great extent created for refugees as a standardised category. Many perceived that the 
programmes failed to acknowledge the varying educational and occupational back-
grounds they possess. When discussing the Norwegian introduction programme, Hanin, 

5 All names used in the article are pseudonyms.
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a Syrian accountant, observed that it was designed to deal with refugees as a “fixed mass” 
rather than individuals with particular pasts:

I don’t think they deal with the refugees as individuals. They deal with them like 
they are some kind of a fixed mass of something, not of people, a fixed mass of some-
thing, just to get rid of it somehow. They think the goal they have to achieve is to send 
them to some city without looking at their experiences, at their work before, at their 
education, nobody cares about that. They don’t ask you about your CV. They don’t 
ask you really what work you did before.

Many interviewees experienced the reduction to their refugee status as a nullification of 
their occupational biographies and skills, as if the refugee categorisation overshadowed 
their occupational selves. Wehrle et al. (2018, p. 98) observe that the stories of loss that 
are associated with being a refugee do not necessarily cease in the destination country:

Rather, the various integration barriers to work and society (…) may come to 
threaten some of the last resources these people bring with them – their identities 
– and with that, their fundamental human needs for a sense of worth, distinctive-
ness, continuity, and control over who they are in general and in their vocation in 
particular.

The refugee categorisation, however, did not merely discredit interviewees’ existing 
identifications, but also imposed new, pejorative ones upon them (Wehrle et al., 2018). 
The perceived refugee categorisation brought with it, according to many, the disparag-
ing label of refugees as “stupid” and “lazy” individuals who “don’t want to learn” and 
require merely basic life provisions such as security and financial support. The assigned 
characteristics were often in stark contrast to how highly educated refugees understood 
themselves. They mainly saw themselves as resourceful individuals who are motivated, 
ambitious and eager to develop, and to whom meaningful work is of central value. Rather 
than accepting the ascribed role of that of a receiver, they saw themselves as contribu-
tors in the destination country. Farhad, an Afghani business administrator in Munich, 
explains: “They are providing us [with] money. What should we do with this money? We 
don’t need money. We want to improve! We want to make our career here once again!”.

Being seen for what they know

The majority of the interviewees in Malmö had a different story to tell. Many felt that 
the CIPs acknowledged their occupational identity, recognised their capabilities, and 
regarded them as ambitious and hard-working.

In contrast to the interviewees in Oslo and Munich, who often perceived the PES case 
officers as being dismissive of their professional selves, many interviewees in Malmö felt 
that the PES case officers acknowledged their occupational backgrounds and goals. The 
perceived affirmations of the interviewees’ own self-understandings were greatly appre-
ciated, as they gave them the confidence to pursue their occupational ambitions. A Syr-
ian electrical engineer living in Malmö, Firas felt that the assured and positive attitude of 
his PES case officer towards him as an electrical engineers instilled him with a sense that 
his life and priorities matter, and also with hope:
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She [his PES case officer] gave me a lot of hope that we can take a place in society 
and that there is a real need for us, especially engineers. There are companies that 
need energy engineers, that we are welcome in society, that we can take a place (…) 
She talks about internships for foreign electrical engineers like me. She talks about 
my case. But she smiles, I can remember very well. It was really, really important 
for me because for the first time, I meet someone from the community, and we talk 
about something serious. We plan for my life, we talk about school, about internship, 
about jobs. It felt very good. She gave me a lot of hope. She spoke with faith, a lot of 
confidence: ‘You will get an internship. You will get a job.’

As he explained later, the encouragement motivated him and helped him re-establish his 
professional life in Sweden.

In addition to their encounters with the PES case officers, many interviewees in Malmö 
mentioned tailored qualification programmes as spaces where their occupational identi-
ties received affirmation. The participants of those programmes unanimously felt that 
their occupational pasts and aspirations were recognised there. Mahwash, an Afghani 
medical doctor in Sweden, was satisfied with her participation in the short route pro-
gramme because she felt that all the participants were on the same level: “All partici-
pants are nurses, medical doctors, engineers. What we talk about—it is our world. In the 
language course [encompassed within the establishment programme], I was there with 
youngsters.”

Paving the way forward
The (mis)match between highly educated refugees’ self-identifications and self-under-
standing, and the way they feel they are categorised and labelled has important reper-
cussions. The (dis)accord can not only give rise to feelings of frustration and passivity 
but also hope and motivation, shaping refugee employment trajectories. Refugees are 
often highly motivated to find work, yet the lack of needs-based assistance, poor eco-
nomic conditions, and high barriers to employment can eventually lead to demotivation, 
lower self-efficacy, and prompt passivity (Lee et al., 2020; Rytter, 2018; Willott & Steven-
son, 2013).

As elaborated in the subsequent sections, the (dis)harmonious identification and cat-
egorisation processes have further impacts. The acknowledgment of interviewees’ occu-
pational selves within CIPs as experienced by many interviewees in Malmö implied the 
acknowledgment of their occupational capabilities and goals, leading to integration 
opportunities that were conducive to their aspired labour market trajectories. In con-
trast, the friction between occupational self-identification and refugee categorisation, as 
often felt by the interviewees in Oslo and Munich, brought with them integration sup-
port that was not conducive to their employment plans. The oversimplified refugee cat-
egorisation and label were perceived as overshadowing their occupational identifications 
and as framing them as “a monolithic mass” (Ludwig, 2016, p. 7) with assumed needs 
that were in disaccord with the actual needs of interviewees. Consequently, the support 
encompassed within CIPs in Oslo and Munich was often deemed irrelevant, making the 
interviewees embark on the occupational trajectories on their own, or it appeared to 
direct them towards underemployment.
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Towards underemployment

Many interviewees in Oslo and Munich were under the impression that the CIPs did 
not allow them to think big. This led them to feel that their occupational dreams were 
curtailed, and instead, that they were redirected towards the more attainable, short-
term goal of completing the CIP. They also reported that the received support hardly 
surpassed that of financial assistance and basic language training. The elementary nature 
of CIPs’ provisions is understandable when we consider that, among others, the pro-
grammes’ aim is for fast refugee employment. This is problematic because refugees are 
often expected to find whatever kind of employment, not necessarily employment com-
mensurate with their occupational background. This can be counterproductive to their 
integration, as it creates frustration and apathy (Rytter, 2018).

Indeed, the interviewees in Oslo and Munich often felt that the CIPs were not able to 
cater to their aspiration to enter employment in line with their qualifications, but instead 
the CIPs provided uniform support regardless of the refugees’ occupational background. 
Several interviewees in Munich raised criticism about how the integration course ends 
once the participant reaches language proficiency equivalent to the B1 level of the 
CEFRL. This represented a serious hindrance for highly educated refugees who hoped to 
ameliorate their chances on the German labour market by enrolling at a university which 
requires a higher level of language skill. Moreover, many felt that their PES case offic-
ers did not recognise their needs as qualified individuals, instead offering support that 
was not conducive to their aspirations. For instance, most interviewees in Oslo thought 
that their PES case officers did not help them obtain occupation-related internships but 
could provide them with language-training internships in day-care centres, elderly care 
homes and supermarkets, which were unrelated to the interviewees’ occupations. The 
only internship that Salim, a Syrian medical specialist, was offered by his PES case officer 
was at an elderly care home or a supermarket:

They [his PES case officer] said, ‘You have the opportunity to practice in elderly care 
homes’. I said, ‘Yes, but elderly care homes have nothing to do with medicine. Elderly 
care homes are for nurses or healthcare workers, not for me.’ They said, ‘Yes, but you 
can practice Norwegian. You can talk to people there, and you get more knowledge 
in Norwegian’. I said, ‘Yes, but I know that many people who live in elderly care 
homes are demented. It’s very difficult to talk to them or they talk very strange, or…’ 
(…) They said, ‘Okay, but that’s what we can offer you. No more. Or you have KIWI 
[laughs] and Coop [names of two supermarket chains]’.

Salim was not the only one who mentioned that the PES offered language internships at 
a supermarket like KIWI. They felt that when the PES case officers “think of a refugee, 
they think of KIWI” (Nabil, a Syrian dentist from Oslo).

Taken together, many interviewees in Oslo and Munich felt that the integration pro-
grammes dragged them away from an employment trajectory corresponding to their 
qualifications and instead directed them towards underemployment. As Saleh, a Syrian 
mechanical engineer in Munich, observed: “To be honest, sometimes you feel that the 
system pushed you to or forced you to work in some [low-skilled] places.”
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Left to fend for themselves

Many interviewees in Oslo and Munich felt that the support catering past their needs 
was hardly better than having no support at all. Hanin, a Syrian accountant living in 
Oslo, claimed that, even though refugees seemingly receive a lot of help, they in fact do 
not because most of it does not effectively address the needs of highly educated:

You think when you read the newspaper, [that] everybody is helping us somehow. 
But we are not getting any help. They have to stop writing that everybody is helping 
us, everybody is giving us money, everybody is doing the impossible things to help us 
to continue. Stop saying that. (…) You have to choose and say, ‘It’s not our job to help 
anyone’. Then you will understand nobody is going to help. Or say, ‘We are helping 
these people’ and [than actually] help me then. You have to help them then in an 
efficient way.

The comparison of highly educated refugees’ experiences with CIPs in Oslo and Munich 
is important, particularly in relation to the employment guidance received through 
PESs. Whereas the interviewees in Munich were subject to either mainstream employ-
ment guidance or none at all, the employment guidance for those in Oslo was an integral 
part of the introduction programme, and yet, it was perceived as seldom tailored to the 
individual’s needs. References to PES guidance among the interviewees in Munich were 
predominantly either non-existent or negligible. The absence of guidance made many 
interviewees rely on themselves when seeking internships, programmes and courses that 
would advance their occupational trajectories. Moreover, they sought information and 
assistance through their personal acquaintances and local NSOs (Gebhardt, 2016; Hill-
mann & Toğral Koca, 2021). Korac (2003) shows that the lack of integration assistance 
forces refugees to rely on their own resources when reconstructing their lives. While the 
interviewed highly educated refugees did not have to rely on their social networks in 
order to survive, as did many ex-Yugoslavian refugees in Rome, the perception of having 
to depend on themselves finds attestation also within this study.

I claim, however, that it was not only the lack of employment guidance that made the 
interviewees feel they were left to carve out their occupational trajectories themselves 
but also the non-existence of tailored, needs-based guidance. The interviewees in Oslo, 
one after another, recounted how they had to “work alone” (Yasser) to advance along 
the set employment trajectory or to receive help from their social contacts. “The sys-
tem can’t help you. You only can count on who do you know. And how can they help. 
And that’s all”, reflected Hanin. Mazen, a Syrian civil engineer, felt that the Norwegian 
introduction programme left it up to the highly educated refugees themselves to find 
employment: “NAV [Norwegian PES] can’t do anything. They do a lot for society, but 
for refugees who have good education, they always say: ‘You have to find yourself, you 
have to travel yourself ’.” Indeed, the internship he did at a consulting engineering group 
was found and arranged by himself without the assistance of his PES case officer. As a 
matter of fact, Mazen felt that the completion of the introduction programme made him 
“free” to finally pursue his own occupational interests, invoking the lock-in effect CIPs 
have been criticised for (Gebhardt, 2016). A similar observation is made by Nardon et al. 
(2021) who analyse the role of NSOs in refugee employment integration. They show 
that refugees who did not accept NSOs’ recommendation to embark on a career path 
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incommensurate with their occupational background and experiences often disengaged 
from NSOs’ services and were left to carve their labour market trajectories on their own.

Furthering opportunity structures

In contrast, many interviewees in Malmö perceived that the received support catered to 
their needs as highly educated individuals, offering them opportunities that fostered the 
pursuit of their aspired labour market trajectories. Many felt that their PES case officers 
went to great lengths to help find occupation-related internships and to direct them to 
tailored qualification programmes commensurate to their occupations. As such, the PES 
case officers represent not only markers of facilitating opportunity structures but also 
the means of accessing additional furthering opportunities.

Indeed, occupation-related internships and tailored qualification programmes were 
seen as particularly conducive to their aspired occupational trajectories. The interview-
ees felt enabled to tap into existing occupational skills, obtain occupational language 
skills, and foster social networks within their occupational fields, all of which were con-
sidered critical to their employment trajectories. Moreover, the tailored qualification 
programmes were appreciated for their support with licensure and for accelerating the 
labour market re-entry.

Fleshing out the comparisons
The following comparison is not meant to be an evaluation of the CIPs in Oslo, Malmö 
and Munich. Rather, employing the presented programmes as cases of CIPs with differ-
ent extents of malleability and comprehensiveness, it interrogates how these CIPs’ char-
acteristics shape highly educated refugees’ opportunities to pursue their occupational 
goals.

The comparison demonstrates the significance of CIPs’ malleability in creating inte-
gration opportunity structures that advance highly educated refugees’ employment 
trajectories. As perceived by the highly educated refugees in Oslo and Munich, the 
less malleable CIPs often ceased to advance support commensurate to their needs. The 
interviewees often felt that the programmes directed them towards underemployment, 
making them rely on themselves to pursue their desired trajectories. In contrast, highly 
educated refugees felt that the more malleable CIPs in Malmö, by acknowledging indi-
viduals’ educational and occupational backgrounds, created opportunities for them to 
pursue their employment ambitions.

Not all research pertaining to the Swedish establishment programme documents its 
ability to provide needs-based assistance (see, e.g., Bucken-Knapp et  al., 2018; Geb-
hardt, 2016; Spehar, 2021). As elaborated in a later section, the implementation of inte-
gration provisions does not necessarily follow their design, and refugees’ perceptions 
of the measures are coloured by their encounters with street-level bureaucrats. A pos-
sible explanation for the dominance of perceptions documenting individually tailored 
support lies in the specific local structure of integration programmes in Malmö and its 
surroundings, and the sample of interviewees. Ten out of 15 interviewees in Sweden 
had backgrounds in fields (medicine, teaching and IT) in which there existed tailored 
qualification programmes. These programmes aided the interviewees in pursuing their 
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occupational aspirations and provided the PES case officers with opportunities for rel-
evant referrals.

This brings me to the second point of discussion. CIPs’ potential for creating inte-
gration opportunity structures for highly educated refugees stems not only from their 
design but also their implementation. Whereas the Norwegian integration programme 
and the Swedish establishment programme both promise individually tailored meas-
ures (occupation-related internships and PES case officers’ employment guidance), 
highly educated refugees’ perceptions of support in Oslo seldom resembled those of 
interviewees in Malmö. In fact, they were often aligned with more critical and dissatis-
fied accounts of interviewees in Munich. The presented empirical findings indicate that 
the PES case officers may represent the crux of this puzzle. Through their capacity to 
acknowledge the participants’ occupational background and aspirations, the case offic-
ers determined what type of employment guidance and referrals were needed to further 
integration support. They acted as the markers and means of facilitating, or else imped-
ing, opportunity structures.

This is not to say that the PES case officers single-handedly determined the refugees’ 
employment trajectories. Their guidance and support depend on adopted categorisa-
tions (Grip, 2020) and the amount of relevant information and knowledge (Bucken-
Knapp et al., 2018). Their work, however, always transpires within larger socio-political 
frameworks that depend on specific policy contexts, localities with a set availability of 
relevant referrals (Khan-Gökkaya & Mösko, 2021; Lillevik & Tyldum, 2018), and histori-
cal events like the 2015 ‘refugee management crisis’ (Brekke & Staver, 2018). That said, 
the perceptions of highly educated refugees document PES case officers’ central role in 
the everyday fostering or impeding of integration opportunities, echoing the idea that 
policy is made not only through political decision-making but also through the ongo-
ing practice of individual case workers (Spehar, 2021). Although the comparison across 
different contexts necessarily amplifies the predominant patterns of refugee perceptions 
within each setting, this does not imply that there was no variation. Facilitating and 
impeding opportunity structures were reported across all three contexts, regardless of 
how malleable the CIPs are designed to be.

Lastly, the comparison not only shows how the lack of integration opportunity struc-
tures prompted the interviewees to rely on themselves to pursue their occupational aspi-
rations but also highlights how the existing structures that hinder these aspirations do 
so. Causing refugee employability to be dependent on the refugees’ own resourcefulness 
and social networks can add to their vulnerability, delaying their labour market re-entry 
and casting them into economic difficulties. Through its potential to create spaces for 
independence, it can, however, also activate their social networks, foster self-sufficiency 
and amplify their agency, ingenuity and adaptability (Gupte & Mehta, 2007; Korac, 2003; 
Mozetič, 2021). Despite these potentially favourable outcomes, refugee independence in 
their employment pursuit is problematic, as it absolves the destination country from the 
responsibility of refugee integration and shoulders it solely on the refugees themselves.
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Concluding remarks
The article demonstrates the importance of paying attention to the receiving end of the 
integration equation (i.e. the ways highly educated refugees perceive the role of CIPs in 
fostering or impeding their integration pathways). Despite their proactivity, motivation, 
and eagerness to obtain the necessary resources to pursue their occupational goals, only 
a fraction of highly educated refugees felt that the CIPs promoted their desired trajec-
tory. When the refugee professionals felt that they were seen and treated as highly edu-
cated individuals, they thought that the guidance and support of the CIPs formed an 
opportunity structure that promoted their employment participation. In contrast, many 
other perceived that the CIPs approached them as an unvaried mass of refugees, neglect-
ing their occupational history and capacities, and failing to acknowledge the diversity 
of their needs. They found that these CIPs largely provided opportunity structures that 
hindered the attainment of their occupational aspirations, and in their view, the pro-
vided support had the potential to lead to their underemployment.

The differences in perception regarding the (un)suitability of the provided opportunity 
structures can be traced back to the malleability of the CIPs. This falls in line with previ-
ous research which stresses the importance of integration measures’ capacity to recog-
nise and be responsive to the heterogeneity of the refugee population and their needs, 
whether it be according to age, gender, or, as shown here, educational and occupational 
background. Indeed, as the highly educated refugees’ encounters with the Norwegian 
introduction programme indicated, the comprehensiveness of the CIPs was considered 
of little importance if the support is not tailored to the participants’ needs. The provided 
opportunity structures are seen as irrelevant to the individuals’ employment goals, caus-
ing them to disengage with the offered support and rely on themselves instead. In that 
respect, comprehensive, yet uniform programmes foster integration strategies similar to 
contexts with absent support provisions.

In light of this, the article highlights the states’ complacency in refugee labour mar-
ket participation. It testifies to the enduring salience of the refugee categorisation and 
label, and pitfalls associated with them. The failure to adequately understand the diverse 
capacities and needs of refugees has been shown to affect the provision of asylum 
protection (Crawley & Skleparis, 2018), humanitarian aid in refugee camps (Gupte & 
Mehta, 2007; Zetter, 1991), and, as demonstrated in this article, their settlement. This 
is problematic, as it not only negatively impacts individuals’ experiences of flight and 
settlement but also hinders the creation of receiving-society opportunity structures that 
would facilitate integration rather than obstruct it. Resting on an such oversimplified 
categorisation that does not reflect the lived realities of individuals, the array of meas-
ures in place, such as the CIPs, that are intended to foster refugee integration, perpetu-
ate their marginalisation instead.
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