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Abstract: Approximately 1.2 million refugees arrived in Germany between 2015
and 2016. The national and international public discourse surrounding the arrival
of these refugees covers the full spectrum of opinions. These opinions range from
sceptical assessments regarding the 2015 influx as a “refugee crisis” to optimistic
appraisals considering the immigration of refugees to be a solution to demographic
change and labour shortages. These views are often driven by ideology and emoti-
ons rather than grounded in evidence. In this paper, we use data from a unique,
nationally representative household survey of refugees who came to Germany
between 2013 and 2016 to describe who these refugees are, focusing particularly on
demographic and skill characteristics relevant for their successful and sustainable
economic integration. We also discuss German public policies and institutional
environments to promote refugees’ integration. Our descriptive analysis shows that
the processing of asylum applications and the overall provision of accommodations,
safety-nets, and integration programs by German authorities have advanced the
refugees’ integration process, although the initial shortcomings have been wides-
pread. Over the years, German institutions have generally been open to helping
refugees and other immigrants gain ground in Germany. However, there are still
challenges for policymakers. One such issue is the gender gap that is reflected in the
support for female refugees with childcare obligations, which delays their language
acquisition and slows their integration. Nevertheless, the empirical evidence has –
contrary to the expectations – given no indications that the influx of refugees in
2015 led to a “refugee crisis” in Germany.
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Hat es eine „Flüchtlingskrise" gegeben?
Neue Erkenntnisse über die jüngste Einwanderung von Geflüch-
teten nach Deutschland und deren Integrationsperspektiven

Zusammenfassung: Rund 1,2 Millionen Geflüchtete sind 2015 und 2016 nach
Deutschland gekommen. Der nationale und internationale öffentliche Diskurs über
die Aufnahme dieser Geflüchteten deckt das gesamte Meinungsspektrum ab. Diese
Auffassungen reichen von der skeptischen Charakterisierung des Anstiegs der
Fluchtmigration 2015 als „Flüchtlingskrise“ bis hin zu optimistischen Einschätzun-
gen, wonach die Zuwanderung von Geflüchteten eine Lösung für den demografi-
schen Wandel und den Arbeitskräftemangel darstellt. Diese Meinungen und Ein-
schätzungen werden oft von Ideologie und Emotionen getrieben, sie sind in der
Regel nicht durch Evidenz fundiert. In diesem Beitrag verwenden wir Daten aus
einer einzigartigen, national repräsentativen Haushaltsbefragung von Geflüchteten,
die zwischen 2013 und 2016 nach Deutschland gekommen sind. Auf dieser Grund-
lage beschreiben wir die Eigenschaften der Geflüchteten, insbesondere ihre demo-
grafischen Charakteristika und Qualifikationsmerkmale, die für eine erfolgreiche
und nachhaltige wirtschaftliche Integration relevant sind. Wir diskutieren auch das
institutionelle Umfeld und verschiedene Politiken in Deutschland in Hinblick auf
ihre Rolle bei der Förderung der Integration. Unsere deskriptive Analyse zeigt, dass
die Bearbeitung von Asylanträgen und die Bereitstellung von Unterkünften, die
soziale Unterstützung und verschiedene Integrationsprogramme durch Politik und
Verwaltung die Integration insgesamt vorangetrieben haben, obwohl zahlreiche
Mängel anfangs weit verbreitet waren. Im Laufe der Jahre haben sich die Institutio-
nen jedoch verstärkt dafür geöffnet, die Integration von Geflüchteten und anderen
Migrantinnen und Migranten dabei zu unterstützen, in Deutschland Fuß zu fassen.
Die Entscheidungsträger in Politik und Verwaltung stehen jedoch weiterhin vor
erheblichen Herausforderungen. Ein solches Problem sind die Genderdifferenzen in
verschiedenen Dimensionen der Integration, die unter anderem auf der geschlechts-
spezifischen Arbeitsteilung bei der Betreuung von Kindern beruhen und den
Spracherwerb und andere Fortschritte bei der Integration von Frauen behindern.
Die empirische Evidenz bietet jedoch, im Unterschied zu vielfältig geäußerten
Erwartungen, keine Hinweise darauf, dass die Zuwanderung von Asylbewerberin-
nen und -bewerber im Jahr 2015 zu einer „Flüchtlingskrise“ in Deutschland geführt
hat.

Stichworte: Geflüchtete; Arbeitsmarktintegration; Soziale Integration; Asylverfahren; IAB-
BAMF-SOEP-Befragung von Geflüchteten
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Introduction
In 2015, Germany experienced the largest influx of refugees1 since the wave of dis-
placements and migration movements in the aftermath of World War II. The initial
surge of public and private efforts to welcome refugees and ease their inclusion in
German society was quickly overshadowed by a discourse dominated by ideologies
and emotions (Horn 2015). Some views were rather sceptical, describing a “refugee
crisis” that threatened to overburden the capacity of the economy and society in
Germany (Anon 2015). Other views were more optimistic vis-à-vis the arrivals of
refugees, indicating a net benefit in economic and social terms that might inter alia
help solve demographic challenges and labour shortages (Cohen 2015). Against this
background, the objective of this paper is to provide evidence based on novel data
sources to inform this debate.

Understanding the socioeconomic and demographic characteristics of refugees, as
well as their motives, norms, and values, is a crucial prerequisite to any informed
discussion about policy instruments aimed at facilitating integration. Empirical evi-
dence on the composition and traits of newly arrived refugees and how well they
fare in the labour market is, however, scarce, due not least to the lack of appropriate
data. Fortunately, Germany has initiated a comprehensive, nationally representative
survey of refugees at the time of their arrival.2 This longitudinal household survey
of refugees – the IAB-BAMF-SOEP-Refugee Survey3 – was conducted in 2016,
2017, and 2018.

Using this novel survey, this paper aims to provide comprehensive stylized facts
about the refugee population arriving recently in Germany. Our aim is to describe
integration achievements thus far, while also investigating prospects for successful
and sustainable integration in the coming years. To this end, it is necessary to
describe and study the resources and structure of Germany’s refugee population, as
well as look at the institutional capacities provided by German federal agencies.
Extensive descriptive data allow closer examination of factors critical to structural
integration. For the refugee population, these include sociodemographic composi-
tion, human capital components, and cultural factors such as religious affiliation.
We consider the provisions of the receiving country by examining both the effici-

1

1 The term “refugee” is used here as a category covering all individuals seeking asylum outside
their home countries or any other form of protection irrespective of their legal status.

2 Most of the existing surveys conducted during this phase of mass influx of refugees have,
understandably, relied on convenience samples (see, for example, AFAD Survey of Syrian refu-
gees in Turkey, AFAD 2013) and the FIMAS study in Austria, a survey drawn from employ-
ment services data (see, though, see and the FIMAS -study in Austria, a survey drawn from
employment services data, Hosner, Vana, and Khun Jush 2017).

3 This study uses the factually anonymous data of the IAB-BAMF-SOEP Survey of Refugees,
wave 2. Data access was provided via a Scientific Use File supplied by the Research Data
Centre (FDZ) of the German Federal Employment Agency (BA) at the Institute for Employ-
ment Research (IAB). DOI: 10.5684/soep.iab-bamf-soep-mig.2017.
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ency of asylum procedures and the use of educational opportunities, childcare, and
language courses as catalysts for structural integration. If integration is understood
as a dynamic reciprocal process, it is essential to consider both contexts – arriving
and receiving. In the final discussion, we address changes in the German labour
market in recent decades. Overall, the findings contribute to a better understanding
of the challenges the German society and economy faced after the surge of refugees
in 2015 and provide new insights regarding the progress of economic integration
and social inclusion.

State of the Research and the Scope of this Paper
Our study is related to recent advances in the theoretical and empirical migration
literature as well as to recent research on refugee migration and integration. We
focus on the structural, social and cultural dimensions of the refugees’ integration
process (e.g., Esser 2001). Refugees are forced to leave their origin countries due to
war, persecution, and oppression (Dustmann et al. 2017). These circumstances
affect the level of selectivity of refugees and their economic success in a host coun-
try (Borjas 1987; Chiswick 1999). Whether refugees are positively or negatively
selected depends necessarily on factors such as the personal and economic risks in
home and transit countries, the costs and risks of fleeing, and the nature of human
capital resources (e.g., Aksoy/Poutvaara 2019; Guichard 2020; Spörlein et al., this
volume). Using the IAB-BAMF-SOEP Refugee Sample, Guichard (2020) demons-
trates that recently arrived refugees from Iraq and Syria are positively selected with
respect to their education, while refugees from Albania and Serbia are negatively
selected. Our analyses aim at complementing these findings by showing that across
all refugee source countries, members of ethnic minorities or religious groups that
face severe persecution and oppression are overrepresented in the recently arrived
refugees to Germany.

The structural dimensions capture the advances in refugees’ integration into the
education system and the labour market. In this context, institutional characteristics
of the host country, including immigrant integration policies and active labour
market programs, are crucial predictors of the immigrants’ integration prospects
(e.g., Reitz 1998). Our argument here also builds on new developments in integra-
tion theories emphasizing that migrants’ resources and structural opportunities in
labour markets and education systems must work together to facilitate structural
and social integration (Alba/Nee 1997; see also Kogan/Kalter, this volume). The
cultural dimension encompasses factors such as religious affiliation or ethnicity
(e.g., Esser 2001). In this paper, we address the level of selectivity in these dimensi-
ons across source countries of refugees and compare it with the population in the
home countries.

The handful of studies examining Germany’s recent refugee immigration (Brenzel
et al. 2018; Brenzel/Kosyakova 2019; Brücker et al. 2016, 2019; Brücker/Rother/

2
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Schupp 2017) have focused on the nature of the refugees’ arrival process, motives
and values, and access to public integration programs. We expand on these contri-
butions in three ways. First, we examine the demographic composition of refugees
and compare that to the overall demographic structure in Germany. Second, we
explore gender differences regarding family and household structure upon arrival
and support by social networks prior to arrival. In doing so, we discuss the import-
ance of social networks regarding information and migration costs (Koser/Pinker-
ton 2002) and social and economic integration (Crisp 1999; Hein 1993; Kalter/
Kogan 2014; Koser 1997; Massey et al. 1998; Scalettaris 2007; Williams 2006).
Third, we elaborate the reception of refugees in Germany, which ensures the provi-
sion of integration programs and the access to welfare benefits (safety-net coverage)
and housing services.

The Scale of the Recent Refugee Immigration Surge
The most basic question to start with is certainly: how large is the number of recent
refugees? According to the Federal Office for Migration and Refugees (Bundesamt
für Migration und Flüchtlinge, BAMF), which maintains official records of all new
arrivals, approximately 1.2 million refugees came into the country between 2015
and 2016.4 Figure 1 indicates the monthly inflow of refugees to Germany over this
period. In the first half of 2015, approximately 40,000 refugees arrived each month.
This number rose dramatically in June of that year, driven primarily by Syrian refu-
gees. There are three likely reasons for this increase. First, as Jordan, Lebanon, and
Turkey – Syria’s neighbours that previously absorbed the refugees – became over-
whelmed, they tightened restrictions on refugees. In tandem, local residents exhibi-
ted greater hostility toward the refugees, and international aid agencies cut their
support. Second, transport costs on the Eastern Mediterranean and Balkan routes
decreased substantially. Third, Southern European countries began redirecting arri-
vals straight to Germany.

Germany’s refugee influx reached its peak with 210,000 arrivals in November 2015.
Thereafter, the numbers declined more precipitously than they had risen, settling at
a relatively stable 10,000 to 15,000 per month from March 2016 onward. It is diffi-
cult to say what drove this decrease. The onset of winter probably played a part, as
did entry hurdles imposed by countries along the Balkan route. The stable low rate
in spring 2016 was likely cemented by institutional arrangements, such as the clo-

3

4 The data come from the so-called EASY system, which digitally records refugee arrivals in Ger-
many and assignments to federal states (Länder). Counting refugees and refugee arrivals in a
country is notoriously difficult, and this system also suffers from double-counting and other
measurement error. Nevertheless, it is widely used as a proxy for arrivals. While the EASY sys-
tem counts 1,091,819 arrivals in 2015 and another 321,371 in 2016, the German Ministry of
Home Affairs estimates actual arrivals at 890,000 and 280,000, respectively. If this is true, the
EASY figures tend to overstate the actual refugee influx by approximately one-fifth (see BMI
2017 for details).

28 Herbert Brücker/Yuliya Kosyakova/Ehsan Vallizadeh

https://doi.org/10.5771/0038-6073-2020-1-2-24 - am 30.01.2026, 19:12:56. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/0038-6073-2020-1-2-24
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


sure of the Balkan route and the EU-Turkey migration agreement in March 2016 to
discourage refugees from entering the European Union.

Figure 1: Refugee Arrivals in Germany, 2015 and 2016

Source: BAMF (2017 b), authors’ calculations.

Is the number of arrivals in Germany large? Yes and no. At 1.2 million, it represents
the largest refugee influx since the aftermath of World War II.5 It is also in absolute
terms four times the numbers of refugees taken in by France (367,000), Sweden
(313,000), and Italy (247,000), which are the other top EU recipient countries.6
However, the numbers pale in comparison with the volume of refugees hosted by
Turkey (3,116,000), Lebanon (1,031,000), Iran (980,000), and Jordan (721,000)
over this period. In per-capita terms, these smaller, more resource-challenged neigh-
bouring countries have clearly borne the brunt of the 20 million refugees who were
externally displaced by the end of 2016.7 The influx to Germany is also modest
when viewed against the 12 million to 14 million displaced ethnic Germans who
immigrated to the country in the aftermath of World War II (DESTATIS 1953;
Faulenbach 2012). In relative terms, the 1.2 million refugees amount to 1.5 percent
of Germany’s population. Again, this is large compared to most EU and OECD
countries. Only Sweden (3.2 percent), Malta (2 percent), and Austria (1.9 percent)

5 The fall of the Iron Curtain and the Balkans War also sparked a large influx of refugees,
reaching a height of 438,000 in 1993 (BAMF 2017).

6 In comparison, the stock of refugees, people in refugee-like situations, and asylum-seekers
numbered 816,000 in the United States, 121,000 in Canada, and 71,000 in Australia by the
end of 2016 (UNHCR 2017).

7 These figures refer to people in refugee-like situations and refugees whose cases are not yet
decided who left their home countries by the end of 2016 (UNHCR 2017).
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report a higher share. Nevertheless, Germany hardly merited the moniker “refugee
nation.”8

Given these figures on the net-arrival rate and the stock of refugees, the evidence
seems to counter the widespread perception of a “refugee crisis” that might overs-
train the capacities of the German economy and society. However, the situation in
today’s Germany is hardly comparable with that of Germany after World War II or
of the main refugee destinations neighbouring the origin countries, affected by war,
persecution and other forms of violence. In particular, the advanced German econ-
omy and its highly skilled labour force as well as the highly developed welfare state
may create both resources for and impediments to structural integration and social
inclusion. Thus, although the refugee debate has been dominated by how many
people have arrived in Germany, who the refugees are might be much more relevant
to assessing their opportunities and risks. So far, the public discussion on the cha-
racteristics of the refugee population has been largely speculative, informed by news
stories, personal experience, or anecdotes. To paint a fuller picture of these new arri-
vals and their potential for successful integration in Germany, we will use the IAB-
BAMF-SOEP Refugee Survey (2019), which is briefly described in the next section.

Data on Recently Arrived Refugees
The IAB-BAMF-SOEP-Survey of Refugees is a longitudinal study of individuals
who have sought asylum in Germany in the recent years (Brücker et al. 2016, 2019,
2017). The first wave of the survey was conducted in 2016 and covered 4,465 adult
refugees living in 3,289 households in Germany. The survey also collected basic
information on 5,350 minor children living in the surveyed households. The
anchor persons in the survey were drawn from the Central Register of Foreigners
(Ausländerzentralregister, AZR), the national registry of all foreign citizens in Ger-
many (Kroh et al. 2017; Kühne/Jacobsen/Kroh 2019). The sample frame targeted
registered adult refugees who arrived in Germany between January 1, 2013, and
January 31, 2016, and were recorded by the Central Register of Foreigners no later
than June 30, 2016.9 The survey covered all individuals seeking asylum or any
other form of protection irrespective of their legal status. To facilitate the analysis of
specific subgroups, the survey oversampled females, older persons, and nationals of
countries with presumptive eligibility for asylum status. The survey was carried out
in 169 representatively selected sampling points all over Germany. This allows us to
draw representative conclusions at regional levels. The gross participation rate was

4

8 Figures in this paragraph are from UNHCR (2017). Refugee shares in Jordan and Turkey are
7.6 percent and 3.9 percent, respectively.

9 Note that registration is mandatory in Germany. The Central Register for Foreign Nationals
contains contact details along with information on the legal status of all registered foreigners in
Germany, including refugees. The sample frame does not include unaccompanied minors.
Between 2013 and 2016, approximately 100,000 unaccompanied minors arrived in Germany
(DESTATIS 2017).
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approximately 50 percent of the addresses originally drawn, substantially higher
than in comparable surveys of the German population (Brücker et al. 2017; Kroh et
al. 2017).

Our analysis is based on the second wave of the IAB-BAMF-SOEP-Survey of Refu-
gees, conducted between July 2017 and March 2018. The second wave covered 67
percent of the participants in the first wave (Brücker et al. 2019). An additional
sample was conducted in the second wave, covering refugees who arrived in Ger-
many through December 31, 2016, and were recorded by the Central Register of
Foreigners no later than January 1, 2017. Altogether, the second wave consisted of
2,559 panel respondents living in 2,071 households and 2,897 first-time respond-
ents living in 2,090 households. Using appropriate sample waves, the data allow us
to make representative inferences for refugees who arrived in Germany from the
beginning of 2013 through the end of 2016 and resided in Germany at the inter-
view time (IAB-BAMF-SOEP Survey of Refugees 2019). Most of the second-wave-
respondents – 62 percent – arrived in Germany in 2015. Refugees who arrived in
2014 and 2013 represented 14 percent and 3 percent of the sample, respectively.
Refugee arrivals in 2016 made up 20 percent of the sample, while those arriving
after 2016 accounted for less than 1 percent.

The interviews were carried out face to face with computer assistance (CAPI).10

The questionnaire was available in seven languages (Arabic, English, Farsi/Dari,
German, Kurmanji, Pashtu, and Urdu) as well as with auditory instruments for sur-
veying people who were illiterate (Jacobsen 2019). If needed, the interviews were
supported by translators.

The survey was based on three questionnaires: a personal-biographical questionn-
aire that each participant had to answer, a household questionnaire that was answe-
red by the head of the household, and a brief interviewer questionnaire. The perso-
nal-biographical questionnaire contained approximately 450 questions and covered
a wide array of topics: the participants’ entire migration, education, and employ-
ment biographies in their home and transit countries and in Germany. In addition,
it encompassed information regarding motives, personality traits, health conditions,
participation in language courses integration programs, and many other topics. The
average length of the personal-biographical interview was approximately 80 minu-
tes. The household questionnaire addressed all issues relevant to the household,
such as the receipt of benefits, the housing situation, access to public transport, and
infrastructure. Finally, the interviewer questionnaire covered the context of the
interview, the housing environment, the language proficiency of the interviewees,
and so forth.

10 We are aware of the data from inappropriately conducted interviews; we relied on data clean-
sed of any such interviews (Kosyakova et al. 2019).
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Characteristics of Refugees
Integration of immigrants is a two-sided process shaped by the newcomers’ resour-
ces and the host-country environment. We start by describing the sociodemogra-
phic composition of the newcomers as well as their human, cultural, and social
capital – resources often considered vital to the successful long-term integration of
immigrants into host societies (see Alba/Nee 1997; Esser 2006; Kogan 2016;
Kogan/Kalter, this volume).

Country of Origin, Gender and Age
Table 1 shows the basic demographic composition of the refugees. The sample is
split by year of arrival; the final column, Total, provides summary statistics for all
the arrival cohorts combined. The table provides context for interpreting Figure 1.

Table 1: Characteristics of Refugees, by Year of Arrival (in Percent)

 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
 2013 2014 2015 2016 1) Total
Country of origin

Syria 18 41 47 40 44
Afghanistan 15 12 19 20 18
Iraq 4 4 15 8 11
Eritrea 9 13 3 4 5
Iran 1 2 2 5 3
West Balkan 5 3 1 0 1
Other countries 49 25 13 23 18

Age
Under 20 1 1 4 9 5
20 – 35 65 61 66 61 64
36 – 50 29 33 24 22 25
51 – 65 4 5 5 7 5
Over 65 0 1 0 1 1

Gender
Male 77 81 76 57 73
Female 23 19 24 43 27

Arrival status
Alone 63 49 35 41 39
With family 32 36 58 50 52
With friends and/or others 6 14 7 9 8

Support by networks in Germany prior to immi-
gration

 

No support by friends or relatives 85 81 82 82 82
Support by friends or relatives 15 19 18 18 18

Religion
Christian 17 26 12 13 14

5

5.1
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 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
 2013 2014 2015 2016 1) Total

Muslim 71 66 82 82 79
No religious affiliation 9 7 6 5 6
Others 3 1 0 1 0

Schooling
No school 19 7 15 17 15
Left without degree 28 23 26 21 25
Secondary-school degree 12 21 22 17 20
Upper secondary-school degree 26 42 28 38 32
Other school degrees 3 3 3 3 3
No response 11 5 5 4 5

Higher education
None 74 72 74 80 75
Left without professional degree 4 8 7 4 7
Company-based training /vocational school
degree

3 3 6 4 5

University/ technical-college degrees 12 16 11 9 11
No response 6 1 1 2 2

Language proficiency before migration 2)

None at all or poor 97 97 98 99 98
Fair 1 1 1 1 1
Good or very good 1 2 0 0 1

Language proficiency after migration 2)

None at all or poor 30 17 33 46 34
Fair 33 34 32 36 33
Good or very good 37 49 34 18 33

N 298 867 3253 1010 5428

Note: All calculations account for sample weights (see Data). 1) Refers to those arrived in 2016 and
afterwards. Less than 1 percent of the respondents arrived after 2016. 2) Self-reported German lan-
guage proficiency.
Source: IAB-BAMF-SOEP Refugee Sample, V34.

Panel (a) of the table shows a pronounced change in the arrivals’ origin country
since 2014. In 2013, arrivals came predominantly from “Other countries,” which
included African countries (predominantly Gambia, Nigeria, and Somalia), MENA
countries (predominantly Palestine), former Soviet-bloc countries (predominantly
Russia), and Asian countries (predominantly Pakistan). In 2014, arrivals from Syria
started to pick up. By 2015, they accounted for almost half the influx. In total, 44
percent of refugees arriving between 2013 and 2016 were Syrian, 18 percent were
Afghani, 11 percent were Iraqi, 5 percent were Eritrean, and 3 percent were Iranian.
These countries were the five highest contributors to the refugee influx; six coun-
tries from the Western Balkans together accounted for a further 1 percent of the
arrivals.
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Table 1 also documents six salient demographic characteristics of recent refugees.
First, they are relatively young. Second, they are overwhelmingly male. Third, parti-
cularly among men, they tend to be single. Fourth, they are overwhelmingly Mus-
lim. Fifth, they have modest levels of education. Sixth, almost none spoke German
at the time of their arrival (see also Brücker et al. 2016, 2019). We discuss each of
these features in turn.

We begin with age composition. The share of refugees under the age of 35 is 69
percent (Table 1, panel (b)). The corresponding proportion within the German
population is only 21 percent. Figure 2A describes the age distribution of refugees
in more detail. Approximately 178,000 male refugees are between 20 and 24; for
female refugees, the corresponding figure is 50,000. Almost 73 percent of refugees
are male, and they tend to be younger than female refugees (Figure 2A; Table 1
panel (c)).

On the surface, this age composition seems promising given the ballooning pension
costs and labour market shortages precipitated by Germany’s aging population
(Fuchs et al. 2018); Figure 2B shows the demographic pyramid for the total popula-
tion living in Germany in 2017. However, this promise is illusory. The absolute
number of refugees is too modest to resolve Germany’s demographic crisis. As indi-
cated by the black segment at the end of each gender-specific bar in Figure 2B, the
refugees barely make a dent in the country’s population pyramid. The potential
contribution of the refugee population to overcome current and future labour shor-
tages is thus limited purely for quantitative reasons.

Figure 2: Demographic Composition of Refugees and Total Population in 2017

Note: All calculations account for sample weights (see Data).
Source: IAB-BAMF-SOEP Refugee Sample, V34 (Figure A), and Socio-Economic Panel v34 (Figure B).

34 Herbert Brücker/Yuliya Kosyakova/Ehsan Vallizadeh

https://doi.org/10.5771/0038-6073-2020-1-2-24 - am 30.01.2026, 19:12:56. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.5771/0038-6073-2020-1-2-24
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Family and Household Structures
Approximately half of the refugees arrived in Germany with their families. Another
39 percent arrived alone, and 8 percent came with friends or others (Table 1, panel
(c)). At the same time, 18 percent report having premigration support from relati-
ves or friends who lived in Germany (Table 1, panel (e)). These figures are slightly
lower for earlier cohorts and higher for later ones. On the other hand, stratified
analyses show that these factors are mainly true for men. Women, in contrast, ten-
ded to arrive with very distinct social support structures, mainly their families
(Table A1, panel (d)). In addition, panel (d) of Table A.1 shows that women had
much higher premigration social network support. These patterns are correspondin-
gly reflected in household composition. As shown in Figure 3, more than half of
households are single-person households, i.e., individuals living without their spou-
ses or children. Thirty-four percent of households consist of couples, and most of
them have children in their households. Six percent of households are single-parent
households, with more single refugee mothers than fathers. The remaining 6 per-
cent include three-generations households (1 percent) or some other combinations
without children (5 percent). Further analyses (not shown here) reveal that approxi-
mately one-third of male refugees and more than two-thirds of female refugees have

Figure 3: Household Structure (in Percent)

Note: All calculations account for sample weights (see Data).
Source: IAB-BAMF-SOEP Refugee Sample, V34.

5.2
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minor children in their households (see also Brücker et al. 2019).11 Moreover, there
are more single refugee mothers than fathers. This places potential constraints on
women’s ability to participate in formal integration programs (Koyama 2015). We
will return to this later.

Religion and Human Capital
Given their countries of origin, it is unsurprising that 79 percent of new arrivals are
Muslim (Table 1, panel (f )). Interestingly, as Figure 4 shows, religious minorities are
overrepresented  in  the  refugee  population  relative  to  their  home countries.  For
example, the share of Syrian refugees who belong to religious minorities (e.g., Chris-
tians or other non-Muslim religions) or have no religious affiliation exceeds 15 per-
cent. That is compared with 10 percent within Syria. By contrast, the ruling Alawite
minority in Syria is barely represented within the refugee population. Among Iraqi
refugees, the share of religious minorities (largely Yazidi) and individuals with no reli-
gious affiliation is 48 percent, compared with 5 percent in the home population.

Figure 4: Religious Affiliations of Home Country Population and of Refugee Population
in Germany (in Percent)

Note: All calculations account for sample weights (see Data). The religious affiliations of the refu-
gee population are taken from the IAB-BAMF-SOEP-Refugee Survey; those of the home country
populations are from Maoz and Henderson (2013).
Source: IAB-BAMF-SOEP Refugee Sample, V34 and Maoz/Henderson (2013).

5.3

11 The figures deviate from those reported by Brücker et al. (2019), since we consider the struc-
ture of households only. Brücker et al. (2019) described the family situation of male and
female respondents separately even if they belonged to the same household. Here, the figures
count only separate households.
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In regard to education, there is some evidence of positive selection, with adult refu-
gees aged 18-64 tending to be better educated than their counterparts in their home
countries. For example, approximately 17 percent of the refugees from Syria have a
tertiary degree (11 percent of all refugees have a university degree, see Table 1 (h)),
while the corresponding proportion in Syria is only 6 percent (Guichard 2020).12

By the same token, educational attainment among refugees is low in both absolute
terms (Table 1, panels (g) and (h)) and relative to the German population. The pro-
portion of German university graduates is approximately 18 percent – almost dou-
ble that of the general refugee population. Similarly, very few refugees (5 percent)
have vocational training degrees. Owing to Germany’s dual apprenticeship pro-
gram, 59 percent of the German population have apprenticeship degrees.13

At the bottom end of the education spectrum, 15 percent of refugees arriving in
Germany have no education at all (7 percent among refugees from Syria), while 25
percent have only primary education or incomplete secondary school education (22
percent among refugees from Syria).14 Altogether, 40 percent of the refugees have
no secondary schooling degree (29 percent among refugees from Syria). In Ger-
many, which has compulsory schooling requirements, only 4 percent of the popula-
tion falls into this category.

Language also presents a challenge. Among refugees, 98 percent had no German
language proficiency upon arrival (Table 1, panel (i); see also Brücker et al. 2019).
This is not surprising given that Germany was not a major colonial power, and
widespread use of the German language is confined to Germany, Switzerland, and
Austria. Nevertheless, it is one of the most important prerequisites for successful
economic integration.

The demographic features described do not suggest any “refugee crisis.” Apart from
the fact that the inflow constitutes a small fraction of the population, the age and
gender composition of the refugees is likely to facilitate, rather than hinder, labour
market integration. This is because younger cohorts are easier to (re)train than older
ones, and men, statistically, tend to have higher labour force participation than
women. The fact that fully half of the younger cohort has a secondary education is
promising in this respect.

Nevertheless, education is likely to require active policy engagement. The education
levels of refugees are generally low, and the skills of the better-educated segments are
unlikely to transfer readily to the German economy (Brücker et al. 2018; Kogan

12 See also Kristen et al. (this volume). The information on educational degrees of the newly
arrived refugees was also previously discussed by Brücker et al. (Brücker et al. 2016, 2019,
2017).

13 The German figures are taken from the 2017 Microcensus and refer to the population with-
out migration background from 15 years of age (DESTATIS 2018 a).

14 These proportions are comparable in older (over 35 years of age) and younger (35 and under)
cohorts.
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2012). This implies that investment in education and training is crucial. Language
– as a key component of cultural integration – is a crucial ingredient here. German
is a notoriously difficult language to learn, even more so for people coming from a
non-Latin-based script such as Arabic (Isphording/Otten 2011, 2014; Melitz/Tou-
bal 2014). As we will discuss later, the numbers related to language acquisition look
promising, but they are self-reported and participation in language courses is not
commensurate with language requirements in the formal labour market. We will
also discuss later how women, especially those with children, are disadvantaged in
regard to language acquisition.

Context of Refugee Reception and Integration Policy
Whether a refugee inflow constitutes a “crisis” also depends on the preparedness of
the host country and its institutions. In this section, we discuss refugees’ legal situa-
tion in Germany upon their arrival and their access to Germany’s institutional sup-
ports, including public services, entitlements to education and training, and social
safety-net coverage. We try to provide a broad picture to illustrate the general insti-
tutional environment.

Arrival, Allocation and Asylum Process
Economic integration is only feasible to the extent that refugees’ legal status allows
for it. In this section, we discuss how this process unfolds. When refugees first
arrive in Germany, they are registered by German border police or staff of the
BAMF (for further details see BAMF 2016 b). Upon registration, they are issued a
landing document by the regional authority. This document also serves as a tem-
porary ID that must be used when applying for public benefits such as housing,
medical care, and food.

Within a few days of arrival, refugees are sent to a predesignated federal state (a
Bundesland) based on a quota system: the so-called Koenigsteiner Schluessel.15 Each
state runs its own reception facilities for newly arrived refugees. The asylum proce-
dure itself is administered by BAMF and ends with a decision on whether the refu-
gee is allowed to stay in Germany, or the asylum application is denied. German law
affords four types of protection that permit a refugee to remain in the country: (i)
asylum for the politically persecuted (Asylstatus, based on Article 16 a of the Ger-
man Constitution), (ii) refugee protection (Flüchtlingsschutz, based on the Geneva

6

6.1

15 This quota is adjusted on a yearly basis and determines the number of refugees that every
federal state receives (and is responsible for). To calculate the quota, tax contributions and
population are taken into account. In determining the allocation of refugees across Germany,
the home country of the refugee also plays a role, as some centers are responsible for specific
home countries. Depending on their home country, refugees in the application process can
stay up to six months or until the decision has been made about their application in a recep-
tion center. Under certain circumstances, such as family reunification, the refugee can be
transferred within this time frame to another reception facility.
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Convention), (iii) subsidiary protection (Subsidiärer Schutz, based on German
asylum law), and (iv) prohibition of deportation (Abschiebeverbot, based on the Ger-
man residency law). Individuals whose asylum applications are rejected are assigned
the status of temporary toleration (Duldung, based on German residence law) –
which can be withdrawn on short notice – or must leave the country immediately
(Ausreiseverfügung).

If the person falls within categories (i) or (ii), he or she is granted a three-year resi-
dence permit that includes a work permit and allows him or her to apply for perma-
nent residence status. Legal entitlements for those in categories (iii) and (iv) are
weaker. Residence permits in these cases last for only one year, although renewal
may be possible. These refugees are eligible to apply for permanent residence status
after five years, but the criteria are stringent: Applicants need to demonstrate Ger-
man language proficiency and show that they are economically self-sufficient. Refu-
gees who fall into categories (iii) and (iv) are given unrestricted work permits for the
duration of their residence permit. In contrast, individuals with a temporary refugee
status need continued approval of the immigration offices (Ausländerämter) to work
(see Brenzel/Kosyakova 2019; see also Kosyakova/Brenzel, this volume, for further
details).

In the first three months of the application process, refugees have no legal access to
the labour market. After that, they are entitled to work once they obtain formal per-
mission from the Federal Employment Services and the immigration offices.16

BAMF classifies asylum applicants by country of origin, with citizens of some coun-
tries receiving presumptive eligibility for refugee status. At the time of the survey,
citizens from Eritrea, Iran, Iraq, Somalia, and Syria had presumptive eligibility (see
also Kosyakova/Brenzel, this volume, for further details).

Figure 5 shows how time consuming the asylum process can be. Only 32 percent of
refugees with presumptive eligibility arriving in 2013 received a decision on their
asylum application within 12 months. Increased bureaucratic capacity then led to
substantial improvements in the processing of applications: Among 2015 arrivals,
68 percent received decisions within 12 months. Overall, the asylum process for
nationals with presumptive eligibility was relatively efficiently managed from fall
2015 onward, with considerable declines in processing times. For refugees without
presumptive eligibility, however, long delays persisted. Only 20 percent of 2015
arrivals in this group received a decision within 12 months of their application.

Delays in resolving asylum status are economically costly. Hainmueller, Hangartner,
and Lawrence (2016) show that in Switzerland, which has labour market instituti-
ons and language barriers similar to Germany, one additional year of waiting for a
decision on asylum status reduces subsequent employment rates by up to 5 percen-

16 The Federal Employment Service verifies whether wages and other working conditions
adhere to legal standards. In labor market districts with high unemployment rates, it also
ascertains that no German or EU citizen can fill the position.
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tage points (or more than 20 percent of the average employment rate). Likewise,
Kosyakova and Brenzel (this volume) find for Germany that a six-month delay in
asylum processing reduces the transition rate to the first job by 11 percent; they
observe a similar relationship for the transition to the first language course.

Figure 5: Asylum Application Processing Time (Probability of Recognition of Asylum
Requests by Waiting Time in Months, in Percent)

Note: All calculations account for sample weights (see Data). The calculations are based on Kaplan-
Meier estimation of the probability of recognition of the asylum requests at a specific point in
time (failure function). Presumptive eligibility refers to asylum applicants from, Eritrea, Iran, Iraq,
Somalia, and Syria.
Source: IAB-BAMF-SOEP Refugee Sample, V34.

Overall, the administrative capabilities of the German asylum system were clearly
overexerted in the beginning of the 2015 surge in the number of asylum applicati-
ons. The system adjusted, however, relatively quickly to the new situation and was
able to reduce processing times within a brief period, thereby promoting the inte-
gration of approved refugees.

Participation in Education and Training
Germany has free and compulsory schooling for children between the ages of 6 and
16 to 18 (depending on the federal state). Consequently, 91 percent of refugee
children between the ages of 6 and 17 are in primary and secondary schools (Table
2, b). In this context, school-aged refugee children are best placed to catch up with
natives in terms of language proficiency and primary- and secondary-school com-
pletion.

6.2
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Public provision of childcare and education for youngsters under the age of 6 (Table
2 (a)) is more challenging. In principle, all children in this age group are entitled to
childcare. In practice, there is not enough public childcare to satisfy even domestic
demand. While the proportion of refugee children aged 3 to 5 presently enrolled in
kindergarten is relatively high – 79 percent on average and up to 86 percent for
those who arrived in 2014 – only 18 percent of the children under 3 years of age
who arrived in 2013 are in childcare. Given that early childhood language and edu-
cation deficits cast a long shadow in terms of later schooling and labour market suc-
cess, this warrants attention (see, for example, Elango et al. 2015). Moreover,
restricted childcare opportunities might particularly affect female refugees’ partici-
pation in integration and language programs (Kosyakova/Brenzel 2017).

Table 2: School Participation Rates, by Year of Arrival (in Percent)

 2013 2014 2015 2016 1) Total

Childcare  
0 – 2 years old 18 14 13 31 18
3 – 5 years old 72 86 80 69 79

School  
6 – 17 years old 95 93 90 91 91

Vocational Training, University or Technical Colleges  
18 – 35 years old 15 15 12 6 11
18 – 35 years old with secondary schooling degree 18 22 17 8 16

Note: All calculations account for sample weights (see Data). 1) Refers to those arrived in 2016 and
afterwards. Less than 1 percent of the respondents arrived after 2016.
Source: IAB-BAMF-SOEP Refugee Sample, V34.

Universities and technical college programs are open to refugees in older age groups,
as are dual apprenticeship programs (BAMF 2016 a; BMBF 2018). Indeed, sectors
such as nursing and elder care have actively tried to recruit young refugees into dual
apprenticeship programs to respond to skills shortages in the workforce. However,
de facto entry barriers can be formidable. Universities and technical colleges require
German proficiency and attestations of prior learning to admit students. These for-
mal requirements are aggravated by the challenges that come with settling into a
new country, particularly one in which the rules, language, and culture are unfami-
liar.

Consequently, up to 16 percent of refugees in the 18-35 age group with a secondary
school education are enrolled in postsecondary educational institutions (Table 2
(c)); only 38 percent of those are participating in vocational training. Resettling in a
new country is a laborious process. The fact that only 22 percent of the 2014
cohort was enrolled in postsecondary educational institutions in 2017 – three years
after the refugees’ arrival – suggests that the issue may be more structural. Neverthe-
less, refugees’ self-reported aspirations regarding professional education are high: 80
percent of the refugees with a secondary school education in the 18-35 age group
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report that they aspire to participate in vocational or university education in the
future.

In addition to granting refugees access to extant educational infrastructure, the Ger-
man government has also instituted a portfolio of targeted training initiatives.
Public language programs incorporate “integration courses” that include both Ger-
man language instruction and orientation classes that introduce refugees to German
institutions.17 Additional language programs, funded by the European Social Fund
(ESF) and BAMF, are focused on groups with more advanced language skills.
Several labour market training programs are provided by the Federal Employment
Agency (Bundesagentur für Arbeit, BA).18 Beyond that, private actors and govern-
ment institutions at the municipal level offer further language and training pro-
grams. Approximately three-quarters of refugees took part in at least one of these
classes.19 At the time of the survey in the second half of 2017, some 84 percent of
the refugees participated in at least one language program, or were still participa-
ting, while 54 percent had finished at least one language program.

A striking aspect of the participation in language and labour market programs is the
gender gap (see also Brücker et al. 2019; Kosyakova/Brenzel 2017). As demonstra-
ted in Figure 6, this disparity is closely correlated with the need for childcare (see
also Koyama 2015 for the United States). For example, the participation of women
without children in public language classes is 11 percentage points lower than that
of males. It is merely 3 percentage points lower for women with children in child-
care but up to 36 percentage points lower for women with children who are not in
childcare. This gender gap is also mirrored in private language courses and in parti-
cipation in job-training programs.20

Program enrolment matters to the extent that it facilitates integration. An encoura-
ging piece of evidence in this respect is language acquisition. The proportion of
refugees who report having no knowledge of German falls from 98 percent upon
entry into Germany to under 50 percent within the first two years of arrival (Table
1, panels (i) and (j)). It drops a further 33 percentage points for those who have

17 This includes the legal system, history and culture, and their rights and obligations, as well as
common values such as religious freedom, tolerance, and equal rights.

18 Since August 2016, refugees have been required to participate in the integration courses offe-
red by the German government soon after arrival. For most refugees, these courses are provi-
ded by the government free of charge. In 2015, the cost to the government was approxi-
mately €2,000 per refugee. There are exceptions to this general obligation; see, for example,
BAMF (2019).

19 The refugees in the survey were asked about participation in integration and language classes
of the BAMF and the BA. They were also asked whether they participated in “other language
classes” that were not further specified.

20 Note that this evidence complements Brücker et al. (2019), who did not consider factual
childcare support availability, and Kosyakova and Brenzel (2017), who focused on participa-
tion in various childcare support programs in 2016.
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been in Germany for two or more years, at which point 32 percent of refugees
report having a “fair” knowledge of the language and 34 percent report that their
German is “good or very good.”21

Figure 6: Language and Job-training Program Participation, by Gender (in Percent)

Note: All calculations account for sample weights (see Data). The category “no children” refers eit-
her to persons with no child at all or those with children above age 17. The category “with child-
ren” refers to persons with at least one child below the age of 18. External childcare includes
nursery, kindergarten, day-care mother, or other paid or unpaid caregivers, including friends,
neighbors, or relatives. Public language courses include integration classes, ESF-BAMF language
classes and BA language classes. Private language courses include other language programs. Public
job-training programs include “Prospects for Refugees,” “Prospects for Young Refugees,” “Pros-
pects for Female Refugees,” and “KompAs” programs, as well as a Labor Market and General
Advice by the Employment Agency (BA).
Source: IAB-BAMF-SOEP Refugee Sample, V34.

Given the gender gap in language course participation, it will come as no surprise
that men make substantially more progress on this front than women. At the time
of the survey, 37 percent of the males – but only 21 percent of the females – report
good or very good German language skills (Appendix Table A-1, panel (i)). More
than one-fifth of women who have one or more children but lack childcare report
no improvement in their German language acquisition since arrival; for men this
share is approximately 10 percent. This suggests that the dearth of childcare may
play an important role in explaining the gender gap in language acquisition.

21 Self-reported German language proficiency correlates positively with the interviewers’ judge-
ment of the respondents’ German skills: Pearson’s correlation coefficient is 0.64, statistically
significant at 1 percent.
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Social Safety Net Coverage
The federal state to which a refugee has been assigned is responsible for accommo-
dating the refugee. It is also responsible for providing in-kind benefits, although
these are largely funded through the national budget. Refugees have the right to
housing. Upon arrival in the designated federal state, they stay in reception centres
before being assigned longer-term accommodation. More than half of the refugees
in the sample live in private, as opposed to collective, housing. This proportion is
naturally lower (58 percent) for the 2015 arrival cohort than it is for the 2014 arri-
val cohort (69 percent; see Table 3, panel (a)). In addition to housing and other in-
kind benefits, refugees arriving in 2015 received an average of €327 per month in
cash benefits.

Benefits are determined by the Asylum Seeker’s Benefits Act (Asylbewerberleistungs-
gesetz) for refugees in the application process or for those denied asylum status.22 In
line with this, 55 percent of refugees in the application process and 58 percent of
those rejected received social benefits for refugees in 2017 (Table 3, panel (b)). For
those who received a positive decision, mean-tested benefits are provided according
to the German Social Code Book II (Sozialgesetzbuch II), which comprises the
mean-tested German benefit system. Effectively, this group receives benefits analo-
gous to those of natives with the same socioeconomic characteristics. Among appro-
ved refugees in the sample, 59 percent received social benefits and 11 percent recei-
ved other benefits.

In summary, refugees have largely been absorbed into the extant German institutio-
nal environment, with supplemental public service provision pertaining to social
and cultural integration and language acquisition.

6.3

22 This law determines basic benefits and services, including food; accommodation; heating;
money for personal necessities; clothes; health care; household goods; money to cover illness,
pregnancy, or childbirth; and other payments contingent on individual circumstances. If
accommodation is provided in reception facilities, the basic benefits are provided as benefits-
in-kind. For other types of accommodation, such as community housing or private housing,
the asylum applicant can also receive extra payments. More information about these pay-
ments is provided by the responsible city or local government.
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Lessons Learned
The recent refugee influx has dominated German politics and disrupted relations
between Germany and her EU partners.23 Much of the discussion has been colou-
red by personal biases and political expediency. This paper uses data from a unique,
nationally representative household survey of recent refugees to Germany, surveyed
soon upon arrival, to deepen our knowledge about this population. We examine the
size of the refugee influx, the demographic characteristics of these refugees as they
pertain to economic integration, and public policies in place to facilitate integra-
tion.

The 1.2 million refugees who arrived in Germany between 2015 and 2016 are, by
historical standards, a large group. However, since they constitute only 1.5 percent
of the German population, they by no means offer a “solution” to the economic
strains imposed by Germany’s aging population. That being said, the timing of
their arrival was fortuitous from an economic perspective. Germany was enjoying a
sizeable budget surplus in tandem with historically low unemployment rates. It is
therefore difficult to argue that the fiscal burden or other economic losses overstrai-
ned the capacities of German economy and the welfare state.

Nevertheless, there are numerous challenges that policymakers must address if the
refugees are to be successfully integrated into the German economy and society.
The first hurdle is the asylum procedures, which are crucial for creating legal cer-
tainty and, hence, an important precondition for investments in human capital,
employment and other dimensions of economic and social integration (see also
Kosyakova/Brenzel, this volume). Low processing figures of asylum applications in
the beginning of the influx clearly indicate that the administrative and institutional
capabilities of the German asylum system were ill-prepared to handle the sharp rise
in the number of asylum applications in 2015. However, the German asylum sys-
tem adjusted to this challenge within one year and thus established one of the most
important preconditions for economic integration and social inclusion. A second
relevant hurdle is language acquisition, and here the data are promising. More than
80 percent of refugees have participated in language courses. While only 2 percent
of refugees report any knowledge of the German language upon arrival, 64 percent
report at least fair knowledge by the second year into their stay. A major issue in
language attainment is the gender gap, which is driven by female refugees with
childcare responsibilities. Refugee men and women have de jure equal access to lan-
guage and integration classes. However, gender imbalances in childcare obligations
together with inadequate public childcare support seem to preclude women’s parti-
cipation in integration classes and other language or labour-market programs. This

7

23 Cross-Atlantic relations have not remained immune to the refugee influx. As U.S. President
Donald Trump tweeted in June 2018, “The people of Germany are turning against their
leadership as migration is rocking the already tenuous Berlin coalition” (Oltermann, Borger,
and Boffey 2018).
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might put refugee women at a disadvantage, hampering their medium- to long-
term prospects for integration.

In regard to education, refugees tend to be better educated than their counterparts
in their home countries (for more on refugee selectivity, see Spörlein et. al., this
volume), but their educational attainment is low both in absolute terms and relative
to that of the German population. This is not problematic for the approximately 30
percent of this group who are school-aged children or toddlers. Over 90 percent of
the school-aged children participate in the regular educational system, and the
norm is to mainstream them in German schools, which is likely to foster both lan-
guage acquisition and cultural acclimatization (for more of refugee children and
adolescents’ educational attainment, see Will/Homuth, this volume). However, 70
percent of all refugees are aged 18 or older, and 85 percent of them have no profes-
sional qualifications. Without institutional support, large-scale labour market inte-
gration of this group is likely to be challenging.

That said, recent figures related to vocation training are promising. The number of
Syrians and Afghanis who began vocational training increased from 3,000 in 2016
to 10,000 in 2017, a three-fold jump that occurred soon after their arrival in Ger-
many (DESTATIS 2018 b). The booming labour market is helpful in this respect,
as is the shortage of skilled workers in many occupations that require vocational or
on-the-job training. German firms, for their part, appear to see potential in
employing refugees. Many companies, in fact, are mobilizing to demand easier
labour market access for refugees and for the refugees’ right to stay in Germany (for
example, the DIHK 2019). German legislators adopted an Immigration Act in
summer 2019 that regulated the conditions attached to entry and residence of skil-
led and highly skilled migrants from 2020 onward. In this context, labour market
access for refugees whose asylum applications have been rejected is moderately
extended by employment or vocational training, which is granted under restrictive
conditions. Germany’s private sector largely advocates expanding the scope of this
law to grant more generous employment opportunities and legal security to those
whose asylum status is denied.

Since skill requirements in the German labour market have been shifting in recent
decades, with the demand for educated workers continuously rising and (even
native) low-educated workers facing hurdles to labour market success, the low parti-
cipation of refugees in higher education might be something to keep an eye on (see
Black/Spitz-Oener 2010; Dustmann et al. 2014; Dustmann/Ludsteck/Schönberg
2009; Spitz-Oener 2006, among others). More research is needed to understand
why this gap exists. Insufficient language proficiency, as well as financial pressures
to enter the labour market sooner rather than later, likely play a role.

The refugees in our sample have been in Germany for four years or less, and it is
difficult to learn a language, navigate the bureaucracy, find an apartment, support a
family, acclimate to a new culture, and participate in (higher) education within such
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a time frame. Legal uncertainties regarding refugees’ longer-term work permits may
also be a deterrent.

In conclusion, our findings do not provide any indication that the recent influx of
refugees to Germany has created severe economic and social disarrays, justifying the
term “refugee crisis.” In contrast, the institutional framework and the provision of
language and other programs has adjusted relatively rapidly to the new challenge.
Although it is still too early for an overall assessment of the integration process, pro-
gress can be seen on many fronts. This progress, in terms of language acquisition,
vocational training and labour market integration, has been obviously facilitated by
the favourable environment of the German economy and the relaxed fiscal situation
of public budgets. However, our descriptive analysis also highlights challenges for
policy makers. The economic and social integration of refugees takes a great
amount of time. Thus, the success of the integration process depends on the ability
of institutions to effectively address issues regarding legal certainty, housing and
family support, language, education, and job training. The efforts hitherto made to
address these issues are important first steps and can be further improved.
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Appendix
Table A-1: Characteristics of Refugees, by Gender (in Percent)

 Men Women

Country of origin
Syria 44 43
Afghanistan 18 19
Iraq 10 15
Eritrea 5 4
Iran 3 3
West Balkan 1 2
Other countries 19 14

Religion
Christian 14 15
Muslim 79 81
No religious affiliation 7 4
Others 0 0

Arrival status
Without family, friends, and others 49 12
With family 41 83
With friends and/or others 10 5

Support by networks in Germany prior to immigration
No support by friends or relatives 86 73
Support by friends or relatives 14 27

Age
Under 20 5 4
20 – 35 67 57
36 – 50 23 31
51 – 65 5 7
Over 65 0 1

Schooling
No school 13 20
Left without schooling degree 25 23
Secondary schooling degree 20 21
Upper secondary schooling degree 33 30
Other schooling degree 4 2
No response 5 5

Higher education
None 72 83
Left without professional degree 8 3
Company-based training / vocational schooling degree 6 3
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 Men Women

University/ technical-college degree 12 9
No response 2 2

Language proficiency before migration1)

None at all or poor 98 99
Fair 1 1
Good or very good 1 0

Language proficiency after migration1)

None at all or poor 29 47
Fair 34 32
Good or very good 37 21

Note: All calculations account for sample weights (see Data). 1) Self-reported German language
proficiency. 2) Self-reported German language proficiency.
Source: IAB-BAMF-SOEP Refugee Sample, V34.
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