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Abstract

In the light of a recent surge of refugee migration to Germany, labor market integration as well as employ-
ers’ experiences and consequences are key determinants of immigration’s macroeconomic welfare impacts. 
Our contribution aims at analyzing recent empirical evidence of employers’ expectations, obstacles, conse-
quences and benefits as well as strategies to strengthen refugees’ labor market inclusion. To achieve these 
goals, we first sketch potential negative and positive short- and long-run macroeconomic immigration ef-
fects on host countries like Germany and the decisive role of refugees’ labor market integration in this 
respect. Then, employers’ expectations and obstacles of refugee employment are discussed. Furthermore, 
employers’ overall experiences, their engagement in hiring refugees and the resulting employment status of 
refugees in Germany are reconsidered. Based on secondary quantitative research and qualitative findings, 
we argue that refugees’ labor market situation may change in the future, particularly as female refugees 
frequently adopt considerably higher employment aspirations in Germany compared to their countries of 
origin, in which they have often been restrained by diverse obstacles. We finally analyze and discuss major 
ways to improve refugees’ labor market perspectives in general, and for female refugees specifically. 
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1. Introduction 

Currently, there are some 1.5 million people with a 
refugee background living in Germany. More than 
one million of them immigrated to Germany since 
2015 (Brücker et al., 2019: 50). Accepting the im-
migration of this unprecedentedly high number of 
refugees has been justified by German Chancellor 

Angela Merkel as a “humanitarian duty to help peo-
ple fleeing war” (Witte and Birnbaum, 2015).1 The 
argument follows ethical human rights concepts 
based on Immanuel Kant’s ethics of duties (San-
del, 2010: 103-139), international human rights 
agreements (Council of Europe, 2010/2017) and a 
“politics of dignity” (Hemel, 2019).2 As such, the 
underlying motivation of the German Chancellor’s 
political decision was based on human rights and 
not on economic utility maximizing cost-benefit 
analyses. Nevertheless, economists have estimated 
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the economic impacts of complying with this hu-
manitarian duty on the German economy.

From an economic short-run perspective, refugee 
immigration causes high fiscal costs in the first 
years. The government may run a deficit due to 
immigration-driven state expenditures for hous-
ing, language training, education, unemployment, 
and many more. For instance, despite a potentially 
positive demand effect, Bach et al. (2017: 40) have 
estimated relatively high state expenditures and fis-
cal burdens for Germany until 2020 due to the 2015 
refugee immigration. 

Economic long-run models of immigration predict 
a net income increase for Germany due to the im-
migration which, since 2015, is mainly driven by 
low-skill immigrants from countries like Syria, Eri-
trea, Afghanistan, Somalia and Iraq as well as from 
the Western Balkan (Brücker, 2015: 3). The immi-
gration of foreign workers increases low-skill labor 
supply, which can reduce low-skill wages in Ger-
many. Hence, domestic low-skill workers in Ger-
many may be migration losers. However, the own-
ers of other domestic production factors (notably 
capital owners) working in an in-migration country 
like Germany are supposed to gain more than the 
low-skill workers lose. Moreover, also taking into 
account changes in an in-migration as well as in an 
out-migration country, a net gain is predicted as the 
output in the immigration country increases more 
than the output in the refugees’ country of origin 
decreases (Appleyard, Field, 2014: 248-258). 

Empirically, the German Institute for Economic 
Research (DIW) together with the German Insti-
tute of Employment Research (IAB) have estimated 
potential effects of the cohort of 890,000 refugees 
who entered Germany in the year 2015 (Bach et al., 
2017). They estimate the German GDP to increase 
by some nine billion euros, i.e. 0.3% until 2030. 
This primarily reflects the income increase (after 
taxes and social contributions) attributable to the 
refugees. However, also the income of the domestic 
population is predicted to increase by ca. 1.2 billion 
euros, an effect that is mainly driven by additional 
business and asset income as well as multiplier ef-
fects of the demand expansion on goods markets 
(Bach et al., 2017: 38). Excluding state expenditures 
for refugees’ children (as these are supposed to be-

come long-run net benefits when today’s children 
enter the German labor market after 2030), fiscal 
deficits are estimated to turn into fiscal surpluses in 
2026 (Bach et al., 2017: 38-39). 

A major assumption of long-run models is that a 
substantial fraction of all refugees will be able to en-
ter and stay in the labor market. The faster and bet-
ter the migrants are integrated into the labor mar-
ket, the more beneficial the economic results are for 
both, the domestic population and the refugees. In 
the light of these insights, Bach et al. (2017) have 
called their study “Refugee integration – a worth-
while investment”.

Corporate employers are the major gatekeepers 
with respect to the decisive question, whether and 
how well refugees can and will be integrated into 
the German labor market. In the light of the central 
role of German corporations as employers, this pa-
per aims at analyzing recent empirical evidence of 
employers’ expectations, obstacles, consequences 
and benefits. A further aim is to discuss strategies 
that foster refugees’ labor market integration.

To achieve these goals, we first consider asylum 
seekers’ potentials and obstacles in the eyes of em-
ployers in Germany. Thereafter, we elaborate the 
current state of employers’ engagement and expe-
riences and consider further potentials and chal-
lenges, notably the employment of female refugees. 
We finally discuss ways forward as well as recom-
mendations from employers’ and general economic 
perspectives.

Methodologically, we mainly build on recent quan-
titative surveys among employers but enrich the 
analysis with insights of a qualitative exploration 
among 76 refugees in Germany who have been 
interviewed in the years between 2016 and 2018 
(Schmidtke, Volkert, 2019).

2. Refugees’ job potentials and obstacles – 
employers’ perspectives

Employers in Germany see high recruitment poten-
tials of asylum seekers mainly related to positions 
of unskilled auxiliary workers, apprentices and to 
a certain extent also with respect to skilled workers 
(Figure 1). 
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Figure 1 Recruitment potential of asylum seekers in different positions
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According to a survey by the Ifo Institute of 3,148 
companies from manufacturing, construction and 
retail sectors, 41% of the companies reported that 
they saw great potential in hiring refugees as un-
skilled laborers and 37% saw a high potential for 
recruiting refugees as trainees. However, less than 
a quarter of companies saw a high potential for em-
ploying asylum seekers as skilled workers. For lead-
ership positions, refugees are hardly eligible in the 
eyes of German employers (Battisti et al., 2015: 23). 
Additionally, internships have so far been the most 
important way of entry into the German labor mar-
ket for refugees (Flake et al., 2017: 4). 

At the same time, the willingness to hire refugees is 
typically higher in large companies than in smaller 
ones (Battisti et al., 2015: 23). According to the Ifo 
manager survey, where 500 managers were inter-
viewed, 8% of companies with up to 49 employees, 
12% of companies with 50 to 199 employees and 
24% with more than 200 employees have had ex-
periences with refugees (Garnitz, Wohlrabe, 2016: 
62).

Nevertheless, the integration of refugees into the 
labor market is still a major challenge. For instance, 
employers often have to be persuaded to hire and 
promote refugees, even when there is no clear pros-
pect for it. Companies also face bureaucratic hur-

dles. Furthermore, time, effort and patience are re-
quired to look after the refugees until they are ready 
to enter the labor market. (Brücker et al., 2016: 10) 
In addition, the large number of changing contact 
persons in institutions, complicated structures of 
authorities and difficult-to-understand constructs 
such as changes of the legal system can make inte-
gration difficult (IAW, 2017: 40).3

Beyond that, employers mention several additional 
barriers that have to be overcome (Figure 2):

• Lack of linguistic competence in German 
is an obstacle for companies employing 
refugees, as operational processes are often 
not understood and everyday communica-
tion with colleagues is prevented.

• Lack of evidence of school and profes-
sional skills hinders refugees’ access to 
business and educational opportunities. 
Firms emphasize that without certificates, 
assessing professional experience may be 
difficult.

• The lack of knowledge of refugees about 
the German labor market and the oppor-
tunities of accessing it represent further 
hurdles.
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2.1 Experiences regarding language skills 

In the first year after the large immigration in 2015, 
97 % of 1,163 companies surveyed by the Ifo Insti-
tute cited a lack of refugees’ language skills as the 
major barrier to integration (Bellmann, Falck, 2016: 
60). Similarly, in an IAB job survey that interviewed 
36 companies in Germany, one of the responding 
managers reported that most refugees were not suf-
ficiently prepared for the German labor market. “Ba-
sic knowledge of the German language is required. I 
expected more of the employment of this clientele” 
(Büschel et al., 2018: 15; authors’ translation).
Overall, most companies emphasized the impor-
tance of a common language. Experiences with ex-
isting language skills of the refugees, however, have 
been sobering, particularly in the first years. Refu-
gees may not fulfill employers’ expectations, while 
companies also understand that language training 
can only be effective in the long term. In general, 
workplace expectations of the required language 
skills depend on the following three dimensions: 
customer contact, occupational safety and the com-
plexity of the work (Büschel et al., 2018: 16). It is 
clear that only refugees with highly advanced Ger-
man language knowledge will be placed in positions 
with customer contact.
Corresponding to these findings, Gürtzgen et al. 
(2017: 4) find that 48.9% of the companies surveyed, 
who did not want to employ refugees in 2016, stated 

that the lack of language skills of the refugees was 
crucial for this decision. 

2.2 Experiences regarding formal qualifications

38% of the managers interviewed by Gürtzgen et 
al. (2017: 4) stated that refugees mainly have in-
adequate qualifications and therefore cannot be 
included into operational processes. Those who 
are employed, often work as auxiliary workers, but 
only a few as skilled workers (Flake et al., 2017: 7). 
Before 2015, companies were prepared to employ 
refugees as skilled workers only after 10 to 15 years. 
A manager explains: “The professional knowledge 
they [the refugees] bring with them is usually not 
enough. [...]For the majority of them, to qualify to 
a production assistant level, it already costs a lot of 
effort. The qualification to become a skilled worker 
takes years and costs a lot of money” (Büschel, et al., 
2018: 21; authors’ translation).
Another manager complains about the often de-
ficient qualifications of the refugees: “75 percent 
of Afghans are illiterate, 60 percent of Eritreans. I 
received the best here in the company. They have 
elementary school education” (Büschel et al., 2018: 
20). With regard to employment, various compa-
nies continue to report missing or deficient cre-
dentials of the specified qualifications. “There were 
quite a few [refugees] with certificates, which we 
could not employ in the company. Internships help 
us. [...] If you have a look at the nine people [that 

Figure 2 Major corporate obstacles related to the employment of refugees
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we employ], then these are all highly skilled peo-
ple. Among them is a lawyer, some with degrees in 
mechanical engineering, English studies, commu-
nication, mathematics, a career officer, a self-em-
ployed person with his own shop etc. Nevertheless, 
the reality looks very different. Degrees from these 
countries and their activities are not comparable to 
German degrees” (Büschel et al., 2018: 20: authors’ 
translation). Without suitable qualifications, vari-
ous companies see opportunities in the labor mar-
ket for refugees only in the area of   auxiliary jobs 
(Büschel et al., 2018: 21).

2.3 Experiences regarding soft skills
In the IAB job survey, in which 36 companies were 
asked about the role of soft skills for refugees’ labor 
market integration, virtues were mentioned which 
many refugees need to understand and adopt, such 
as punctuality, reliability and teamwork. The compa-
nies reported a large number of positive experiences 
with refugees, such as a generally high level of moti-
vation to work. Difficulties rather emerged with dif-
ferent work rhythms and only occasionally with is-
sues of equal rights. However, companies expect the 
refugees to adapt to the “company and its operational 
processes after a certain settling-in period.” (Büschel, 
et al., 2018: 26) Employers mention that “the refu-
gees themselves say that a learning process is taking 
place in order to understand the significance of the 
virtues in Germany” (Büschel, et al., 2018: 24).

3. Employers‘ engagement and experiences

As Figure 3 shows, the employment of immigrants 
from war-torn and crisis countries in Germany 
has continuously increased from December 2016 
to December 2018 from 16% to 32%. The refugee 
unemployment rate decreased from 50% in 2016 
to 33% in the same period. This development was 
also due to refugees’ improved language skills. In 
a 2017 survey, 31% of respondents estimated their 
German language skills to be “very good” or “good” 
while this was only the case for 15% in 2016. It is 
worth mentioning that these self-assessments of 
refugees show a close correlation with the inter-
viewers’ assessments of how well the survey could 
be conducted in German (Brücker et al., 2019a: 
53). Unemployment has also decreased consid-
erably. Nevertheless, refugees’ labor market inte-
gration advances still more slowly than the labor 
market integration of other groups in Germany. 
Major reasons for this are lack of language skills, 
low skill levels and institutional hurdles (Brück-
er et al., 2019b: 3).4 Therefore, in recent years, a 
number of programs have been set up to address 
the needs of companies and to promote integra-
tion of refugees. At the same time, many existing 
programs have been specifically opened up for the 
qualification and employment of refugees (Flake 
et al., 2017: 7).

Figure 3 Employment and unemployment rates 2016/18 of refugees immigrating from war‑torn and 
crisis countries* in %
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According to Gürtzgen et al., 33% of companies with 
500 or more employees have experiences with refu-
gees. That means they have received applications from 
refugees in the past, and interviewed or also hired 
them. 17% of companies with 500 or more employees 
actually recruit refugees in the end. Among medium-
sized companies, the proportion of companies with 
refugee experience is more than 25%, whereas among 
micro enterprises with fewer than ten employees, it 
is only 6%. Taking into account that most companies 
in Germany are small businesses, it can be seen that a 
total of more small than large companies have gained 
experience with refugees (Gürtzgen et al., 2017: 2).

Many companies report positive experiences with 
the labor market integration of refugees (Figure 4). 
As part of a survey of the IW Personal Panel of 1,030 
companies on the subject of integration of refugees 
into the labor market, nine out of ten companies 
consider the employment of refugees as enriching 
(93.7%). Thanks to their dedication and motivation 
(88.6%), refugees have mostly convinced the com-
panies to be good employees. Eight out of ten com-
panies also claim that investing in qualification of 
refugees is worthwhile for them (83.3%) (Flake et 
al., 2017: 10).

Figure 4 Positive experiences with the employment of refugees
Percentage of companies, extrapolated; Based on the 23 % of n = 1,030 companies that do employ or have 
employed refugees in the past three years
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Job centers report that many refugees rather find 
employment with employers who have migrant 
backgrounds themselves, as it reduces linguistic 
hurdles and collaboration is less influenced by cul-
tural conflicts (Brändle, 2017: 12).

The IW Personal Panel further specifies that two-
thirds of the 1,030 companies surveyed agree that 
supervision expenditures for refugees are high. No-
tably large companies mentioned this experience. 
SMEs seem to be able to integrate refugees with 
less effort, which may be due to the sometimes flat-
ter organizational structures (Flake et al., 2017: 10). 
Göbel et al. (2018) confirm that over three-quarters 
of the companies surveyed, who employ refugees, 
indicate that they had few or no problems with 
refugees in their day-to-day operations. Employers 

who employ several refugees tend to be more satis-
fied (Göbel et al., 2018: 4).

Based on these general potentials, obstacles and 
experiences from employers’ perspectives, we will 
now analyze more specifically the hidden labor 
market potentials and barriers of female refugees.

4. Hidden potentials and challenges: 
employment of female refugees

The public perception of refugees in Germany is 
shaped by men between 20 and 30 years of age, 
who represent a quantitatively significant group. 
Women are slightly dominated by this image and 
above all are characterized by their lower pres-
ence in the labor market. However, from January to 
September 2018, 43% of applications for asylum in 
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Germany have been submitted by women (Fendel, 
2019: 1). The BAMF Brief Analysis of 2016 confirms 
that female refugees are affected by gender-related 
disadvantages in terms of education and labor mar-
ket experience, as well as structurally unfavorable 
conditions for participation in German social life. 
In particular, the very low employment rate could 
lead to economic and social challenges in the me-
dium and long term. Among male refugees, 75% 
have already worked in their country of origin; in 
Germany 92% of these men want to become gain-
fully employed. This increase may be partially due 
to obligations such as transferring remittances to 
families in the home country. However, it also re-

flects that refugees are very young, and many of 
those who arrived in Germany as adolescents who 
had never worked before, have become adults in the 
meantime and are searching for a job.

Only one third of all women who have applied for 
asylum in Germany had gained work experience 
in their country of origin. Just 6% of female refu-
gees have been employed at least once in Germany 
compared to 30% of male refugees (Fendel, 2019: 
1). As such, women’s willingness to work and po-
tential opportunities for labor market integration 
seem to be very restricted at first glance. However, 
once they start living in Germany, 79% of the female 
refugees want to work as Figure 5 shows. 

Figure 5 Female/male asylum applicants’ labor market experiences and aspirations in %
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Source: BAMF/Worbs, Baraulina, 2017: 9-11, own figure 
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86 % of female refugees who are (still) not employed 
say that they will probably or certainly start to work 
in Germany (Fendel, 2019: 1). Moreover, the sub-
stantial increase of women’s willingness to work is 
also shaped by their experiences of new opportuni-
ties for women who used to work in Germany. As 
a result, quite a number of female refugees have 
established new life goals which have not been fea-
sible in their home countries. The related change of 
women’s self-perception and understanding of their 
role and increased freedom of action have been re-
peatedly emphasized in our qualitative exploration 
among refugees. For instance, an Iraqi woman em-
phasized in a qualitative interview:

„I want to change this routine […] always this 
opinion that the man has to do everything; but 

I want to achieve something else in Germany. I 
can also contribute and have a job […]. My goals 
[are] that I have a job and education. In Iraq, it is 
impossible and I did not have that in mind. And 
these two goals I found here in Germany […]“ 
14_f_IR_YAG_AIP_12m (authors’ translation)

As their educational background is more limited 
than that among men and because they have less 
work experience than men (Fendel, 2019: 2), wom-
en often adapt to their limited possibilities and are 
prepared to make apprenticeships as a foundation 
for their future employment (BAMF/Worbs, Ba-
raulina, 2017). As an Iraqi woman explains:

“What is important for me is to make an appren-
ticeship, e.g. when I am cleaning our apartment 
or so, I always think of an apprenticeship for my 
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future.” […] 15_f_IR_YAG_AA_10y (authors’ 
translation)

Overall, these developments of women’s agency 
and labor market aspirations are a sign that more 
refugees may participate in the German labor 
market than anticipated in the early immigra-
tion stages of 2015 based on the low employment 
experiences of women in their home countries. 
However, in the light of the low educational level 
of female refugees, their labor market integration 
will remain a challenge to overcome in the next 
years.

Having analyzed the state, potentials and obsta-
cles of refugees’ labor market integration, current 
discussions and recommendations how to further 
improve refugees’ labor market integration are ex-
plained and discussed in the next section. 

5. Further ways forward – employers’ and 
further recommendations

Based on the mentioned employers’ experiences, 
various recommendations to improve refugees’ la-
bor market integration are discussed in Germany. 
Figure 6 provides a first overview.

Figure 6 Incentives for hiring refugees

Percentage of companies. Base: All companies that have not employed refugees within the last three years
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Language training, improved information and sup-
port for employers, labor market liberalization are 
among the major recommendations and will be dis-
cussed in the following text.

5.1 Language training

As has been shown above, refugees’ acquisition of 
the domestic language is of major importance for 
employers, but has also been strongly emphasized 
by refugees in qualitative interviews (Schmidtke, 
Volkert, 2019). Before 2015, German governments 
had invested little in refugee integration. Integra-
tion courses were open only to recognized refugees. 
With the implementation of the Asylum Procedures 
Acceleration Act on 24 October 2015, such courses 

have become available to all asylum seekers regard-
less of their protection status. This has reduced the 
time refugees have to remain idle waiting for their 
permission to start language courses, thereby ena-
bling more rapid labor market integration. Despite 
this and other first improvements, Bach et al. (2017) 
have shown that additional investment in language 
training effectiveness would not only be beneficial 
for refugees but would also increase the long-term 
positive economic effect of refugee integration on 
the income of the refugees and domestic popula-
tion (Bach et al., 2017). 

Therefore, the promotion of language skills should 
become a priority for all institutions engaged in 
integration processes. At the same time, particu-
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larly access to vocational-based language support 
should be freely accessible for refugees soon after 
the asylum application has been submitted (Söhn, 
Marquardsen, 2017: 13).

A generally promising way is to combine employ-
ment with on-the-job language training. In a survey 
conducted by the Ifo Institute, 500 managers from 
the industrial, construction, trade and service sec-
tors responded about ways to foster refugees’ labor 
market access. In-service language training or other 
qualification measures by external providers appear 
to be the most popular assistance measures (87%) 
(Garnitz, Wohlrabe, 2016: 64).
Lack of childcare has been a major obstacle for fe-
male refugee integration. In qualitative interviews 
with refugees, women repeatedly mentioned that 
they could not participate in language courses, par-
ticularly when their husbands attended language 
courses at the same time and children could not 
be left alone in asylum seeker homes (Schmidtke, 
Volkert, 2019). In the meantime, language courses 
can be combined with childcare. Findings show 
how important this step is, as the share of women 
who participate or have participated in language 
and integration courses is 15 percentage points 
lower for women with children than for women 
without children (63% versus 78%). For male refu-
gees the difference is only four percentage points 
(83% versus 87%). For female refugees with children 
aged six years and less, the difference is 22 percent-
age points (54% versus 78%) and just three percent-
age points for men (84% versus 87%) (Fendel, 2019: 
3). An increasing number and scope of language 
courses combined with childcare will be a major 
step to foster women’s labor market integration, as 
language is decisive for further education as well.

5.2 Investing in education and training of refugees

According to Bähr et al. (2017), refugees’ labor mar-
ket integration usually only takes place after prior 
education or training. However, advising younger 
refugees is frequently a challenge for placement 
experts, as refugees often need to be convinced to 
start a multi-year vocational training. Many refu-
gees are not familiar with the dual education sys-
tem in Germany, as similar schemes do not exist in 
their home countries. Furthermore, parents often 
expect their children to either rapidly make money 
to support the family financially or to go to univer-
sity (Bähr et al., 2017).5 On the contrary, the path to 
a vocational qualification is much longer and more 

difficult for young refugees than for native young 
people (Knuth, 2016: 13).

Professional and competent advice, as well as tar-
geted information, training and university prepara-
tory measures are key to make the most of the edu-
cational potential of refugees. (Brücker et al., 2016: 
12) Employers rate short-term training measures 
best, while longer-term measures appear to have 
no positive effects. Researchers as well as employ-
ers confirm that assessments of job suitability and 
short-term training, such as the provision of neces-
sary knowledge and skills, have a significant posi-
tive effect on the employment of refugees, while job 
application training seems to be less efficient (IAW, 
2017: 68).6

A specific contribution could be to provide or 
even to co-finance language courses or internships 
for younger refugees (IZA, 2015: 3).7 Providers of 
further education need higher efforts for the voca-
tional training of refugees than in trainings of other 
foreigners in Germany (Knuth, 2016: 25). Especially 
opportunities to combine professional develop-
ment with other offers, such as counseling for the 
recognition of qualifications, job coaching, or the 
promotion of German language skills, are classified 
as particularly beneficial.

5.3 Flexible entry-level formats

For the willingness of companies to hire refugees 
and to invest in their training and qualification, 
planning security is of central importance. This 
could be increased by recognizing the vocational 
preparation year as the first part of the vocational 
training of refugees. In order to motivate compa-
nies to invest in the training of refugees, the so-
called 3 + 2 regulation has been established within 
the framework of the Integration Act 2016. It states 
that asylum seekers are granted toleration for the 
entire duration of their education plus two more 
years for employment in the profession (Flake et al., 
2017: 16).

However, in some regions of Germany this is ne-
glected by the public administration. There, refu-
gees are deported immediately at short notice, al-
though they are employed or in apprenticeships. 
These administrative practices cause uncertainty 
and high transaction costs for employers as well as 
economic welfare losses. Peter Saalfrank (2018)8, 
chief executive of the Chamber of Commerce in 
Bavaria, emphasizes the employers’ high burden to 



Marlene Saal, Juergen Volkert: Labor market integration of refugees in Germany: Employers’ experiences and consequences

434 God. XXXII, BR. 2/2019. str. 425-438

enforce the legal concept against the public admin-
istration. He complains that 450 more firms in his 
region are on a waiting list to find refugees whose 
dropout quote is lower than that of German ap-
prentices. He further specifies:

“We fight specifically for each [of our refugees].” 
[…]. “Residence permits are unnecessarily limited 
to very short periods. Therefore, certainty for reli-
able plans is missing for firms and young people” 
[employed refugees]. (Saalfrank 2018; translation 
J. V.)9

Hence, integration-oriented public institutions for 
refugees and Germans, complying with the 3+2 
regulation of the German Integration Act 2016 are 
a major precondition to achieve planning security 
for employers, labor market integration for refu-
gees and positive welfare effects for the German 
population.

In order to enable refugees with low language skills, 
starting from the German language A2 level, to 
enter a profession, new and more flexible formats 
must be created. Hereby, each company can devel-
op and offer suitable formats such as internships or 
shorter and simplified training models (Salzwedel, 
2018: 286). 

Liberalizing the labor market is also a sensible 
measure. It is not only about canceling or short-
ening the ban on working for refugees with a lim-
ited residence and working permit, but also about 
grasping the possibilities and competences in such 
a way that it is possible to start working without the 
proof of foreign certificates.

Employers are more flexible than the labor market 
administration in this respect. They emphasize the 
potential of a test employment in which refugees 
can show their actual skills and expertise. As a man-
ager explains in an interview (IAW, 2017)10:

[…] “when the underlying qualification fits”, […] 
and someone has a vocational education in a 
comparable form, I know that the vocational edu-
cation is different here [in Germany]. […], “when 
similar tasks have already been done, I think this 
is no barrier, the rest we can achieve by our train-
ing. […] when he has welded, then he will also be 
able to do that here.” (Company 39)

Moreover, almost three of four companies (74.8%) 
would find wage subsidies useful, which could com-
pensate for refugees’ lower productivity (Flake et 
al., 2017: 14) in early stages of employment. Ad-
ditionally, employers recommend tax relief for the 
employment of refugees (41%) and easing of the 

minimum wage (39%) as a further step to take ac-
count of refugees’ lower productivity (Garnitz, 
Wohlrabe, 2016: 64).

As women’s motivation for social and labor market 
participation in Germany is much higher than in 
their country of origin, companies should make use 
of this potential, thereby avoiding traditional gen-
der roles and promoting women’s potential (Worbs 
et al., 2016: 311). Again, part-time employment and 
childcare availability will be key for women to enter 
the labor market. 

5.4 High self-employment rate of workers from 
non-EU countries

Refugees do not only have potential as workers, but 
also as self-employed individuals, notably in the re-
tail sector. Gainfully employed persons from non-
EU countries have the highest self-employment 
rate in the trade sector. Their rather poor chances 
in the labor market induce their self-employment, 
as with their business they can specifically serve 
immigrants from their home country, so that lan-
guage barriers are less relevant (Orhan, 2017: 43). 
Therefore, flexible entry level formats are also about 
creating new opportunities beyond education and 
training and include the targeted promotion of 
start-ups, by which refugees can become self-em-
ployed (Salzwedel, 2018: 287). 

5.5 Advice and support of companies

Another important step is the concrete support 
of those companies or employers who think about 
hiring refugees without being sufficiently prepared 
or who still have doubts about refugee employ-
ment. Information, consultations or exchange of 
experience can be effective methods of support 
(Salzwedel, 2018: 288). Companies that are already 
employing refugees emphasize positive experiences 
with integrating refugees and with support services 
they have used. To better satisfy this need in the fu-
ture, existing programs should be aimed even more 
precisely at companies (Flake et al., 2017: 16). Eight 
out of ten companies in the IW Personal Panel 
survey would like to have access to a permanent 
contact person who provides information they spe-
cifically need. Frequently, respondents also want an 
external partner to assist in vocational preparation 
(65.7%) or a partner to take on the pre-selection 
and preparatory training (64.2%) (Flake et al., 2017: 
14). In the survey of Garnitz and Wohlrabe (2016: 
64), employers also indicate that particularly indus-
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trial and construction companies would be more 
willing to hire refugees provided that they received 
external support; 36% would appreciate a better 
provision of information and advice.

5.6 High integration potential in sectors suffering 
from low labor supply

Given the shortage of skilled workers, manual oc-
cupations are a major opportunity to gain quick ac-
cess to the labor market and to find a job for the 
long term. In the meantime, many companies have 
recognized the potential of refugees in the craft 
sector, and separate projects and networks have 
emerged in order to create new possibilities for 
refugees, particularly in the craft sector (Salzwedel, 
2018: 292).

Nursing occupations, e.g. caring for elderly people 
or children, also suffer from a shortage of skilled 
workers and will be even more in need of motivated 
and educated employees in the future. They offer 
promising opportunities for refugees who would 
like to work in the social sector or bring along 
medical expertise. In addition, newcomers who are 
prepared to get trained, e.g. make apprenticeships, 
have good prospects for a secure job in this sector 
(Salzwedel, 2018: 292).

Moreover, in recent years, the German labor mar-
ket has attracted more and more skilled labor. As a 
result of this gradual process, the number of jobs 
for low-skilled workers has been substantially re-
duced, highlighting even more the problem of 
structural unemployment in Germany (Vollmer, 
2015: 13). Nevertheless, it would be an illusion to 
assume that the current refugee influx could rem-
edy the shortage of specialists and skilled workers 
in Germany, since there is a mismatch of refugees’ 
skills and labor demand requirements for profes-
sionals. The IZA therefore recommends targeting 
potential skilled workers among refugees. This re-
quires systematic profiling immediately after their 
arrival in order to identify those refugees as early as 
possible whose labor market integration seems par-
ticularly promising due to their qualifications and 
work experience (IZA, 2015: 3).11

5.7 Social contacts: a major way to foster  
refugees’ labor market integration 

A well-documented positive impact on the access 
to employment is social networking. Although 

those who use social contacts tend to have inferior 
knowledge of the German language, their level of 
education plays a minor role in this search strategy. 
Hence, a lack of social networks has a detrimental 
effect on the access to employment. However, refu-
gees who find a job via personal networks on aver-
age score lower in economic terms than those who 
have found their employment via an advertisement, 
the public employment service or a direct applica-
tion (Söhn, Marquardsen, 2017: 13). Hence, more 
private contacts with Germans may help refugees 
to use, practice and improve their language skills, 
which also helps them finding a job.

6. Conclusions

In general, the vast majority of companies are will-
ing to contribute to the integration of refugees into 
the German labor market (Büschel et al., 2018: 31). 
Already today, companies make a key contribu-
tion to the integration of refugees as about every 
sixth company already has one or more refugees in 
training, internships or regular employment (Flake 
et al., 2017: 17). However, on the one side, compa-
nies generally emphasize positive experiences with 
refugees, on the other side, they still report about 
diverse challenges. To overcome these, a variety 
of proposals is explored by German corporations, 
some of which have been discussed in the former 
section. In addition, it has been proposed to ex-
amine how existing programs can be tailored even 
more to the needs of companies (Flake et al., 2017: 
18).

Beyond all this, the domestic population can en-
hance the social and labor market integration of 
refugees in Germany in a very simple way. In quali-
tative interviews, refugees repeatedly emphasized 
their wish to have more social contacts with Ger-
mans, which would improve their social and labor 
market integration (Schmidtke, Volkert, 2019). 
Therefore, an unprejudiced open-mindedness to-
gether with mutual contacts are easy, promising 
ways to promote refugees’ labor market integration 
with social and economic benefits for both Ger-
mans and refugees.
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Integracija izbjeglica na tržište rada  
u Republici Njemačkoj: Iskustva poslodavaca  
i njihove posljedice 

Sažetak

S obzirom na nedavni porast imigracije u Republiku Njemačku, osobito izbjeglica iz kriznih područja, in-
tegracija na tržište rada, iskustva poslodavaca i posljedice za njih, uvelike određuju makroekonomske učin-
ke imigracije. U radu se analiziraju novija empirijska saznanja o očekivanjima poslodavaca, preprekama s 
kojima se suočavaju, posljedicama i koristima, te o strategijama za intenzivnije uključivanje izbjeglica na 
tržište rada. Prvo se iznose potencijalne negativne i pozitivne kratkoročne i dugoročne makroekonomske 
posljedice imigracije na zemlje domaćine kao što je Republika Njemačka te odlučujuća uloga koju pritom 
igra integracija izbjeglica na tržište rada. Nakon toga se analiziraju očekivanja poslodavaca kad je riječ o 
zapošljavanju izbjeglica i prepreke s kojima se suočavaju. Nadalje, razmatraju se iskustva poslodavaca, nji-
hov angažman u zapošljavanju izbjeglica i status izbjeglica na njemačkom tržištu rada koji iz toga proizlazi. 
Na temelju sekundarnog kvantitativnog istraživanja i kvalitativnih nalaza zaključujemo da bi se situacija 
na tržištu rada kada su u pitanju izbjeglice u budućnosti mogla promijeniti, osobito kad se uzme u obzir 
da žene izbjeglice često imaju značajno veću težnju da se zaposle u Republici Njemačkoj, nego li je to bio 
slučaj u njihovoj zemlji podrijetla, gdje im je to na različite načine bilo zapriječeno. Na kraju se raspravlja o 
najvažnijim načinima kako poboljšati perspektive izbjeglica na tržištu rada, pogotovo žena. 
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