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Abstract

immigrant selection and integration outcomes.

JEL Classification: F22,J15,J24

This study analyses the selection of a sample of 203 young male asylum seekers from Middle Eastern and African
countries that recently arrived in Germany. The findings suggest that, on average, asylum seekers in our sample have
22% more years of schooling—the indicator used for human capital—when compared to same-aged males from
their country of origin. In addition, the analysis suggests that asylum seekers in the sample often accumulated rather
low or relatively high levels of schooling compared to same-aged males in their countries of origin. This phenom-
enon is even more pronounced for parental education. It is demonstrated that individual human capital influences
short-run integration outcomes in Germany. The paper discusses potential economic explanations for the findings on

Keywords: Immigrant selection, Asylum seekers, Human capital, Family background, Integration

1 Introduction

Recent immigration of refugees from primarily Middle
Eastern and African countries to Europe renewed con-
cerns about the economic and social costs of humani-
tarian immigration. Evidence from previous refugee
migration indicates that integration into the host econ-
omy and society often requires many years—although the
overall impact on host countries seems to depend on a
number of specific factors and the evidence is far from
conclusive.' One factor determining social costs and ben-
efits is the selection of immigrants. The term ‘selection’
refers to a non-random group of persons emigrating from
their home country. Do only the better educated or most
able individuals flee from political terror and human
rights abuse to distant countries, in order to find a bet-
ter life? Or, is the recent cohort of refugees that arrived
in Germany unaffected by this type of selectivity often
found for labour market migrants® and other refugees?’
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and the writing of the article
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and indicate if changes were made.

This study uses survey and administrative data from
a sample of male asylum seekers* from Middle Eastern
and African countries that recently arrived in Germany,

! Cortes (2004) and Evans and Fitzgerald (2017), among others, find that refu-
gees, after initial dependence on welfare, eventually become net fiscal contrib-
utors in the US; often surpassing assimilation outcomes of labour migrants.
For Sweden, Hansen and Loftstrom (2003) and Lundborg (2013) find that
refugees assimilate out of welfare at a faster rate than labour migrants, but do
not reach the levels of the native population. Borjas and Monras (2017) argue
that refugee flows may have significant distributional consequences adversely
affecting the labour market opportunities of directly competing natives in the
receiving countries. For a summary of the current debate on the economics of
humanitarian migration see Dustmann et al. (2017).

% According to Chiswick (1999, p. 181) the “standard proposition in the
migration literature is that migrants tend to be favorable self-selected for
labor market success”.

3 Buber-Enser et al. (2016) show that refugees from the Middle-East to Aus-
tria have been positively selected in terms of education. Kondylis (2010) argues
that the displaced Bosnian immigrants have been positively selected in terms
of labour market outcomes. These findings also appear to be in line with stud-
ies of the Holocaust refugees (see Blum and Rei 2018; among others).

* The term ‘asylum seeker’ officially refers to a person who has applied for
asylum, but has not yet received a decision on the application. We refer to
the surveyed individuals in our study as asylum seekers because most of
them belong to the group of asylum seekers as officially defined. See Sect. 2
for the data and sample description.

© The Author(s) 2019. This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium,
provided you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license,
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in order to shed light on this question. We analyse the
selection of a sample of 203 asylum seekers by assessing
their relative position—and in addition, the position of
their parents—in the distribution of human capital from
the country of origin. By comparing individual years of
schooling as an indicator of human capital to age-gender
specific country of origin averages, we seek to deduce
whether the asylum seekers in our sample are, on aver-
age, a positively or negatively selected group of the home
country’s population. In addition, we analyse the rele-
vance of parental education to the selection of the asylum
seekers—which is potentially particularly important for
young emigrants. Parental education may indicate wealth
and the degree of social ties, among other factors, and
thus broaden the understanding of international migra-
tion and integration outcomes (Abramitzky et al. 2012;
Borjas, 1993; Dustmann et al. 2012, among others).

Our contribution to the literature on the selection of
asylum seekers is threefold. First, our study provides new
evidence on the self-selection of international migrants
by focusing on a group of recent young male humani-
tarian migrants, who dedicated months and a consider-
able amount of money to reach a safe country (see also
Briicker et al. 2016; Buber-Ennser et al. 2016; Lange et al.
2017). Until now, studies which look at the self-selection
of this group are rare. Data at the individual level in the
home countries of asylum seekers is restricted, as human-
itarian emigration is often the result of conflict or turmoil
in the home country; where institutions providing data
become deadlocked. In addition, economic considera-
tions might not be the main driver of recent refugee emi-
gration (among others, see Hatton 2016; Chin and Cortes
2015; or Docquier et al. 2017), which should reduce self-
selection based on economic reasoning. However, there
still seems to be a rather limited understanding on how
these factors determine migration when it is not directed
to neighbouring countries but to countries far away.

Our second contribution is the inclusion of parental
background when studying selection among refugees for
a sample of young males coming to Germany. The edu-
cation of fathers and mothers contains complementary
information on the socioeconomic background of asylum
seekers and their socialisation. Parents likely play a role in
migration decisions, particularly when refugees are rela-
tively young, inexperienced, or have no savings. Parental
background may also exert influences on integration in
the host country. On the one hand, refugees who have
better educated parents might have stronger ties to their
home country, and therefore stronger motives for return-
ing more promptly. In such cases their incentive to invest
in host country specific skills may be lower. On the other
hand, better educated parents could push their children
to invest in integration within the host countries.
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Our analysis shows that asylum seekers in our sample
are, on average, positively selected with respect to our
indicator of human capital; confirming Chiswick’s (1999)
hypothesis of a general positive selection of migrants,
and the literature investigating earlier refugee waves.
However, going beyond the average, we show that selec-
tion varies substantially among asylum seekers. There
are considerable proportions of positively and negatively
selected asylum seekers. We analyse Borjas’ (1987) the-
ory for the selection of international migrants to find an
economic explanation for this observation. According to
Borjas (1987), immigrants in destination countries with
higher income inequality relative to their home country
are positively selected, because they expect to profit from
a higher income dispersion. Immigrants in destination
countries with lower income inequality are negatively
selected, because they aim to insure themselves against
low incomes in the wage distribution. Preliminary find-
ings indicate mixed evidence for this explanation. While
Borjas’ (1987) predictions do not explain the pattern
observed in the distribution of individuals’ education,
it seems to be consistent with the observed pattern of
parental years of schooling. Thus, depending on the indi-
cator of human capital used, results differ.

Finally, we estimate the relevance of schooling acquired
in the country of origin for short-term integration out-
comes in Germany. Chiswick and Miller (2003) and
Chiswick et al. (2005), among others, show that pre-
immigration schooling, work experience and skills are
significant positive factors influencing earnings in the
host country. Hartog and Zorlu (2009), however, present
evidence that higher education of asylum seekers in their
home countries does not translate into returns in the
Dutch labour market (see also Sanroma et al. 2015; For-
tin et al. 2016). We provide an empirical analysis of this
question using data on host country language proficiency
and employment. Results suggest that those asylum seek-
ers in the sample who acquired more years of schooling
perform better on a German language test, and in finding
employment. For every additional year of home country
schooling, the number of words increases by 0.62 and the
probability of being employed by 13%. Parental education
does not seem to influence language acquisition or the
probability of finding employment. For a third measure
of human capital—work experience in the country of ori-
gin—we find no statistically significant effect on integra-
tion outcomes.

The study continues as follows. The next section intro-
duces the data on newly arrived young male asylum seek-
ers and presents descriptive statistics on the indicators
of human capital. In Sect. 3, we analyse how the asylum
seekers are selected in terms of individual and parental
education, and discuss the relevance of socioeconomic
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explanations to better understand these findings. We
then investigate the relevance of asylum seekers’ school-
ing and their parents’ educational background for inte-
gration outcomes in Germany in Sect. 4, and conclude in
Sect. 5.

2 Survey data on newly-arrived asylum seekers
Europe, and in particular Germany, saw a substantial
increase in applications for asylum from 2014 to 2016. In
2015 alone, 890,000 persons, predominantly from Mid-
dle Eastern and African countries, immigrated to Ger-
many in order to seek asylum (BMI 2016). In this study,
we employ survey data from asylum seekers who were
a part of this large influx to Germany in recent years.
We utilize the “Real-World Laboratory Survey among
Asylum Seekers (Reallabor Asyl)’;, which contains infor-
mation on 370 asylum seekers living in two group accom-
modations close to the city of Heidelberg in Southern
Germany.” The data set contains items related to the
socioeconomic status of the surveyed asylum seekers,
both before and after they left their home countries, as
well as information on short-term integration indicators
such as German language proficiency and labour market
participation. We rely utmost on the self-assessment of
the interviewees’ and their parents’ educational attain-
ment. We retrieve years of schooling from the response
to the following question: “How many years did you go to
school? (If applicable, including university)’;® for the asy-
lum seeker as well as for the father and the mother. An
advantage of using years of schooling for our study is its
availability for most countries [see Barro and Lee (2013),
among others]. To the best of our knowledge, our analy-
sis is currently the only study which utilizes microdata on
years of schooling of recent asylum seekers and their par-
ents to explore selection patterns and refugee outcomes
in the host country.

We restrict the sample on two dimensions. First, we
omit asylum seekers from European sending countries,
due to an exceptionally low probability of recognition as
a refugee. Secondly, we do not consider female asylum
seekers due to the very small sample size (8 respondents),

% The survey was conducted in cooperation with the administration of these
group accommodations and the local foreigner’s administration offices in
August/September 2016. Participation in the survey was voluntary and
addressed all persons living in the accommodations. The computer-assisted
interviews were performed at the group accommodations by professional
native speaking interviewers. The aim was to cover the most frequently spo-
ken languages such as Arabic, Dari/Farsi, Tigrinya, Pashtu, English, and Ger-
man. The survey was complemented with information on asylum seekers’
time in Germany and their asylum status from the local foreigner’s adminis-
tration office. For details on the survey, see Deger et al. (2017).

© There is no further information on the curriculum, the length of a school
day or year, nor any other quality dimension of schooling. However, school-
ing should still be an adequate measure of human capital as it fosters com-
petencies generally linked to investments in human capital.
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and their arguably different migration decisions and edu-
cational attainment in the home country. In addition, we
disregard observations with missing information on own
or parental years of schooling.” The remaining sample
contains 203 non-European male survey respondents
(see Table 5 in Appendix for a summary of the sample
selection procedure). Our sample covers several source
countries in the Middle East and Africa. Almost 43% of
the asylum seekers in our sample originate from Afghani-
stan, 20.7% from Syria, and 18.2% from Iraq, which is in
line with Buber-Ennser et al. (2016). Gambians constitute
the largest group of African asylum seekers in our sam-
ple (10.3%). The remaining 7.8% stem from other Middle
Eastern or African countries.® Although the distribution
of sending countries is not representative of the latest
influx of asylum seekers in Germany, our sample covers
the main countries of origin.’

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics on the charac-
teristics of asylum seekers in the Reallabor Asyl sample.
In addition, we compare these statistics with the IAB-
BAME-SOEP survey, a representative survey of asylum
seekers in Germany (see Briicker et al. 2016, for more
information). The first and third column show means, the
second and fourth column present standard deviations.
This comparison emphasizes that our sample of analy-
sis is not representative of refugees in Germany. That
is mainly due to two reasons. First, we focus on asylum
seekers hosted in one region in Germany. Secondly, we
focus on the share of recently arrived young working-age
male asylum seekers. In addition, according to BAMF
(2017), 47% of the asylum seekers who applied for asylum
in 2016 were in the age group 18—34, and more than 70%
of them were male. In our sample of male asylum seekers,
91% are in this age group. Table 1 shows that the average
age in the Reallabor Asyl sample is 24.87 years, with the
youngest persons of age 18, which was the legal require-
ment to participate in the survey. Compared to the IAB-
BAME-SOEDP, the average age of our sample is 8.18 years
lower. At the time the survey was conducted, surveyed
asylum seekers had lived in Germany for 10.6 months on
average, indicating that they predominantly arrived at the

7 Alternatively, based on a random regression imputation, missing years of
schooling for fathers and mothers were replaced with their predictions and a
random component drawn from a normal distribution with the standard devi-
ation equal to the variance of the residual of the imputation regression (see
Little and Rubin 2002). Results are quantitatively and qualitatively equivalent
and therefore not discussed in the paper. They are available upon request from
the corresponding author.

8 These are Iran, Algeria, Niger, Turkey, Pakistan and Tajikistan. See Table 6
in Appendix.
o According to official data from BAMF (2017), the top three countries of

origin of asylum applicants in 2016 are Syria (36.9%), followed by Afghani-
stan (17.6%), and Iraq (13.3%).
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Table 1 Asylum seeker characteristics

Reallabor Asyl IAB-BAMF-
SOEP

Mean SD Mean  SD
Age in years 24.87 6.50  33.05 10.54
Time in Germany in months 1056° 300 16719 656
Years of schooling (S) 8.85 5.04 10.06 3.09
Years of schooling father (5" 5.86 591 - -
Years of schooling mother (M 3.79 522 - -
Parental years of schooling (5% 6.41 596 - -
Work in home country (yes: 1;n0:0)  0.73 045 097 0.18
Work Experience (in years) 551° 6.05 10.88 10.56
Number of words in language test 1548 864 - -
Work in Germany [1 yes; 0 no] 0.09 028 012 0.32
N 203 1993

Sources: Real-world Laboratory Survey among Asylum Seekers (Reallabor Asyl)
and IAB-BAMF-SOEP. The IAB-BAMF-SOEP sample is restricted equivalently to
the Reallabor Asyl sample in order to focus on the group of adult male asylum
seekers from the most recent immigration period. Accordingly, we do not
consider European and female refugees, nor refugees who migrated before 2014
or who are under age 18

2 N=201;°N=198; ‘N=195; ‘N =1990

end of 2015 when humanitarian immigration to Germany
reached its current peak.

In terms of human capital, asylum seekers spent, on
average, 8.85 years in education; a very similar figure
to our pilot study based on 81 asylum seekers (Lange
et al. 2017), and to the IAB-BAMF-SOEP (10.06 years).
Other studies using information on the highest educa-
tional degree obtained or school attended report similar
values on the educational attainment of asylum seek-
ers who recently migrated to Europe (see Buber-Ennser
et al. 2016 for Austria, and Rich 2016 for Germany).
Despite the mean of almost 9 years of schooling, there is
a substantial share of asylum seekers without any years
of schooling in our sample (14%). This is a common find-
ing for developing countries (Hertz et al. 2007) and is also
in line with other recent studies based on representa-
tive data. Briicker et al. (2016) and Rich (2016) report
the share of asylum seekers without any schooling to be
9 and 7%, respectively, while according to Buber-Ennser
et al. (2016), the share with no or very little schooling is
14% in their data.

Asylum seekers may also have interrupted or termi-
nated their education due to conflicts in their home
countries [see for instance Shemyakina (2011), or Diwa-
kar (2015)]. The observed years of schooling should
therefore be seen as a lower bound measure of the educa-
tional potential which might have been realized without
home country conflicts. In addition to years spent in the
education system, 73% of asylum seekers reported that
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they have acquired work experience in their home coun-
tries. The average years of work experience amounts to
5.51 years in the overall sample, and 7.63 years for those
with work experience only.

Fathers of the asylum seekers have accumulated, on
average, 5.86 years of education. Thus, on average, asy-
lum seekers acquired 50% more schooling compared
to their fathers—reflecting the expansion in education
seen in most countries around the world [see Morrison
and Murtin (2009); Barro and Lee (2013)]. Mothers have
acquired less years of schooling than fathers (3.79 versus
5.86 years of education), a gap that is not unusual for the
countries under investigation (Duflo 2012). We construct
a further indicator, referred to as parental human capi-
tal, which corresponds to the maximum of fathers’ and
mothers’ years of schooling. This variable is dominated
by fathers’ years of schooling. Nevertheless, for over
10% of our sample parental education exceeds fathers’
years of schooling, implying more schooling of mothers
than fathers.!® Since we are also interested in the socio-
economic selection of asylum seekers, we use parental
education throughout our study as a measure of human
capital of the households in which asylum seekers were
raised. Individual and parental years of schooling exhibit
a correlation of 0.45 in our sample. They thus cover dif-
ferent as well as related factors relevant for the selection
of asylum seekers and their integration outcomes.

The third panel of Table 1 presents two measures of
short-term integration outcomes. First, we rely on the
results of a German language test taken during the inter-
view, in order to assess the acquired German language
proficiency of participants. Using the test as a measure of
German language skills is particularly important in order
to avoid individual misrepresentation, which seems to be
common in self-assessed language measures (see Edele
et al. 2015). The test was designed to be straightforward
and focused on the verbalization of single words rather
than assessing grammatical knowledge. Survey respond-
ents were asked to name as many surrounding objects as
possible in 1 min in German. The environment was iden-
tical for all respondents. On average, asylum seekers were
able to name almost 16 surrounding objects. Secondly,
we utilize responses to the question as to whether asylum
seekers have worked in the last week. We hereby deliber-
ately allow for any kind of employment such as full- and
part-time work, internships or other work arrangements.
Similar to the IAB-BAMF-SOEP and Lange et al. (2017),
9% of asylum seekers self-reported as being active in
gainful employment.

10 Cases in which mothers exhibit more years of schooling are not driven by
single countries of origin, see Table 10 in Appendix.
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Table 2 Asylum seeker, parental, and country of origin years of education
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Average individual

Average schooling of peers

Average parental schooling  Average schooling

schooling (S) in the country of origin (S,) (5P) of parent’s peers
in the country of origin
(sh
Mean SD Mean p-value Mean SD Mean p-value
Afghanistan 752 542 6.61 0.12 5.28 5.65 359 0.01
Syria 10.40 3.83 7.64 0.00 8.14 5.64 6.95 0.16
Iraq 10.49 4.20 8.76 0.02 9.92 511 543 0.00
Gambia 752 5.63 5.65 0.15 243 4.75 238 0.96
Others 9.94 471 8.24 0.26 513 6.77 5.62 0.80
Total 8.85 504 725 0.00 641 5.96 465 0.00
N 203 203 203 203

Source: ‘Real-world Laboratory Survey among Asylum Seekers’ Data on average years of schooling in home countries have been calculated based on Barro and Lee
(2013). p-values are based on a two-sided t-tests of differences in means between years of schooling of asylum seekers or their parents and their respective home

country peers

3 The selection of asylum seekers
3.1 Individual, parental, and source country years

of schooling
In this section, we analyse the selection patterns of the
203 newly arrived male asylum seekers in Germany.
Selection is empirically assessed by comparing the indi-
vidual years of schooling of asylum seekers with the
average years of schooling of same-aged persons from
the country of origin. Ideally, we would use individual
administrative or representative survey data on years of
education from the countries of origin. This information
is, however, not available for the sending countries. We
thus dwell on the second best data source which is acces-
sible: Barro’s and Lee’s (2013) dataset on educational
attainment around the world. Although this data set only
supplies aggregate estimated information on years of
schooling, its main advantage is the possibility to com-
pute age-group-by-gender cells of years of education as
of 2010 for almost all sending countries.'! Age groups are
fine-grained by 5 year intervals. Since we know the age,
gender, and country of origin of the asylum seekers in
our sample, we are able to match each observation with
the average years of schooling of their peers from their
home country. Furthermore, we analyse whether educa-
tional selection of asylum seekers is already reflected in
the educational attainment of their parents, compared to
same-aged persons in the home country.'

! Barro and Lee (2013) assess the years of schooling by combining various
data sources on educational attainment in a large number of countries around
the world. Their data set unfortunately does not cover all asylum seeker send-
ing countries. 26 asylum seekers from Eritrea, Palestine, Gabon, and Nigeria
are excluded, since we were not able to acquire information on the years of
schooling for these sending countries. See Table 5 in Appendix.

12 Since our data does not contain information on the age of the parents,
nor whether the asylum seeker is the first or any other child of the parents,
we approximate the age of the parents in order to compare their years of

Table 2 shows the mean and the standard deviation of
the years of schooling of asylum seekers and their par-
ents for the main countries of origin in our sample. In
addition, it presents the average years of schooling for
the home country equivalents of the asylum seekers and
their parents, as well as the p-values of a two-sided t-test
of statistical differences in means. On average, Syrians
and Iraqis accumulated more than 10 years of schooling.
Afghanis and Gambians spent considerably less time in
the education system. On average, asylum seekers in our
sample have 22% or 1.6 additional years of schooling than
comparable-aged persons from their home countries.
The average young male asylum seeker thus seems to be
positively selected in terms of human capital.'® Further-
more, asylum seekers seem to originate on average from
positively selected households. Their parents accumulate
an additional 1.76 years of schooling than their same-
aged nationals, a difference of 38%, which is highly statis-
tically significant.

Exploring the relationship between parents’ and asylum
seekers’ education further, we classify asylum seekers by
their own, as well as their parents, years of education in

Footnote 12 (continued)

schooling to same-aged nationals. Based on United Nation (2013) data on
age at first birth for mothers, it is assumed that mothers are 25 years old
when giving birth. In addition, data from United Nations (2001) sug-
gests that fathers are, on average, 5 years older than mothers. Hence, it is
assumed the age of fathers to be 30 years at birth of the survey respond-
ent. Although the degree of educational selection of the parental households
depends on the age-at-birth assumptions, variations in these assumptions
do not change our results qualitatively. In any scenario presented in Table 8
parental households acquired on average more human capital than same-
aged nationals.

13 Average positive selection does not seem to be a pure aggregation effect.

It also holds for each home country separately, however, lacks statistical sig-
nificance for countries of origin with few observations.
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Table 3 Asylum seeker and parental years of schooling
relative to country of origin (# obs.; %)

Si>So Si<So Total (row)
sf > 55 90; 44%; 19; 9% 109; 54%
Sf < S/; 46; 23% 48; 24% 94; 46%
Total (column) 136;67% 67;33% 203; 100%

Source: ‘Real-world Laboratory Survey among Asylum Seekers’ for data on
individual and parental human capital. Average years of schooling for home
countries have been calculated based on Barro and Lee (2013). S; corresponds
to individual years of schooling of the asylum seeker, while S,P refers to the
maximum years of schooling of the parents.S, and SE refer to the average years
of schooling of persons in the same age-group in the country of origin for
asylum seekers and their parents, respectively

relation to the home country averages in four different
categories. The first and second columns of Table 3 dif-
ferentiate asylum seekers who have accumulated above
average years of education from those who have accumu-
lated below average years of schooling. The rows divide
parents’ education, where the first row refers to parents
with above and the second row to parents with below
average years of schooling.

If asylum seekers, as well as their parents, accumulated
above average years of schooling, they should belong to
the upper part of the skill distribution in the country of
origin. Analogously, asylum seekers and parents with
below average years of schooling will belong to the lower
part of the skill distribution. If asylum seekers accumu-
lated more than the average number of years of school-
ing, but their parents did not, this hints towards upward
mobility. If asylum seekers accumulated less than the
average number of years of schooling, but their parents
did not, this indicates a social decline (for instance, due
to disrupted educational biographies from the start of
violent conflicts in the home country).

In total, two thirds of asylum seekers are positively
selected in terms of their own education. Yet, they stem
from households with above or below average human
capital in almost equal proportions. Given this finding,
there seems to be a considerable number of asylum seek-
ers who were on an upward trajectory even before fleeing
their home country. The cell in the second row of the first
column in Table 3 supports this notion, with 23% of asy-
lum seekers belonging to this category. On the contrary,
asylum seekers experiencing downward social mobil-
ity make up only 9% of our sample. Furthermore, 44% of
our sample have above average own education, and come
from above average educated households. One third
of asylum seekers are negatively selected, whereas 24%
come from below average educated households and they
themselves have a below average education.
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The findings with regards to the positive selection of
our sample of asylum seekers is consistent with Chis-
wick’s (1999, p. 181) “standard proposition in the migra-
tion literature”; that immigrants are a positive selection
of the home country’s population. According to his study,
predominantly the more capable strive for economic pro-
gress, and thus migrate to countries with better perceived
economic opportunities net of migration costs. Although
this proposition was originally developed for labour
migrants, our results suggest that it also holds, on aver-
age, for our sample of internationally mobile humanitar-
ian migrants.

3.2 Selection of asylum seekers from their home countries
In this section, we investigate the distributional proper-
ties of the selection of asylum seekers. To do so, we cal-
culate the differences between asylum seekers’ years of
schooling and the mean years of schooling of same-aged
persons from their home countries: AS; = §; — S,. The
advantage of this measure is that it centres non-selection
at zero, allowing for direct interpretation. Negative values
denote below average human capital, and positive val-
ues above average human capital. We also calculate this
difference for the parents of asylum seekers, in order to
analyse whether asylum seekers stem from households
with above or below average human capital of the parent
population.

Panel (a) of Fig. 1 depicts the density estimates of AS;
for asylum seekers and Panel (b) of AS,P for their par-
ents.* The estimated densities show a double hump-
shaped pattern for asylum seekers. A local peak at
approximately — 6 indicates that a considerable number
of asylum seekers have fewer years of schooling in com-
parison to the average of their peers. However, the mode
of the distribution, the second local peak, lies at around
4 additional years of schooling. With four more years of
schooling, these asylum seekers have accumulated 51%
more schooling than their average home country peers.
Panel (b) illustrates the distribution of parental years of
schooling, which again is double humped-shaped. Now,
the mode of the distribution in the difference of years of
schooling is below zero (at approximately — 4). Many asy-
lum seekers stem from low or very low educated house-
holds. Nonetheless, parents’ average years of schooling
are above the number for nationals in the same age
group. A second local peak is located at around 6 years of
schooling. Thus, a substantial number of asylum seekers
stem from relatively highly educated parents.

14 The figures display the Epanechnikov kernel density estimator with a band-
width that minimizes the mean integrated squared error.
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Figure 1 suggests a bimodal distribution of the indica-
tor for human capital of asylum seekers and—even more
pronounced—of their parents. Thus, the patterns dis-
played in the figures seem to be at odds with the stylized
normal unimodal distribution of immigrant selection
[see Borjas (1987), Figure 1, p. 537]. The observed pattern
in our sample may be the result of two effects. First, the
group of asylum seekers might be divided into two sub-
groups: one group being a non-selected sample of the
sending country population, fleeing their home country
because of political persecution and/or violent conflicts
not specifically related to our indicator of human capital.
These persons presumably do not migrate primarily for
economic reasons. If this group is merged with persons
in our sample who may have migrated (also) for eco-
nomic reasons, the selection pattern presented in Fig. 1
may occur.

Secondly, since asylum seekers stem from different
source countries, Borjas’ (1987) hypothesis on migrant
selection might be helpful for explaining the observed
distributional pattern. His model focuses not only on
earnings differences, but in addition, on relative earn-
ings distributions in the home and destination countries.
It is argued that migrants with low human capital living
in a country with relatively higher income inequality will
choose to migrate to a destination country with relatively
lower income inequality, a negatively selected group.
Migrants with high human capital living in a coun-
try with relatively lower income inequality will choose
to migrate to the destination country with relatively
higher income inequality. This group would be positively
selected. If sending countries differ in their income ine-
quality relative to Germany, contrastingly selected groups

of migrants might choose Germany as the destination
country, leading to the observed pattern in Fig. 1.

In order to investigate whether Borjas’ (1987) predic-
tions apply to our findings, we establish whether asylum
seekers in the sample stem from countries with more or
less dispersed income distributions than seen in Ger-
many. Relying on Gini coefficients of income inequality
from the UNU-WIDER (2017) database, we compare
income inequality of asylums seekers’ home countries
to Germany. Recent data on income inequality of send-
ing countries is often not available, as such, we have to
rely on Gini coefficients sometimes more than a decade
old. According to the UNU-WIDER database, all sending
countries exhibit income inequality higher than or simi-
lar to that of Germany (see Table 7 in Appendix). Coun-
tries with a similar Gini coefficient comprise Afghanistan,
Syria, Iraq, Pakistan, and Tajikistan. Relating to Borjas
(1987), we may predict that asylum seekers from these
countries are neither positively nor negatively selected.
For the other countries of origin, income inequality is
higher than in Germany which should lead to a negative
selection of immigrants according to this reasoning.

We once again construct density plots for the asylum-
seeker-home-country differences in years of schooling.
Figure 2 presents the graphs for both groups of asylum
seekers, where Panel (a) refers to the group of asylum
seekers stemming from countries with similar income
inequality, and Panel (b) for sending countries with
higher income inequality. For Borjas’ (1987) predictions
to be applicable to our setting, Panel (a) should imply
no selection on years of schooling among this group of
asylum seekers, which is not the case. The mean differ-
ence is both positive and statistically significant.
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Fig. 2 Relative years of schooling by home country gini
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Panel (b) should show predominantly a strong nega-
tive selection of asylum seekers, if Borjas’ predictions
were to be applicable to this group of asylum seekers.
Yet, the mean difference is positive, and two thirds of
the asylum seekers accumulated more years of school-
ing than comparable peers from their home countries.
Figure 2 thus seems to indicate Borjas’ (1987) explana-
tion for the selection of labour migrants is not transfer-
rable to our sample of asylum seekers.

However, when looking at parental years of school-
ing, Borjas’ (1987) prediction on a negative selec-
tion seems to hold. Panel (b) of Fig. 3 illustrates that
asylum seekers from countries with higher income
inequality than Germany stem from households with
below average human capital. Parental education

might proxy otherwise unobserved factors of interna-
tional migrant selection, particularly when migrants
are young and parents are still quite influential, which
is likely to be the case for our sample. Despite pre-
dominantly non-economic reasons, the observed pat-
tern appears to be in line with economic explanations
of labour migration if the parental human capital indi-
cator is used.

We conclude that the selection of asylum seekers is
probably due to a mix of economic as well as non-eco-
nomic motivations for migration. On the one hand, push
factors such as violent conflicts and human rights abuse
are important drivers of international migration of asy-
lum seekers—generating international migration flows of
persons with presumably no specific economic reasons
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for emigration. On the other hand, asylum seekers who
have to leave their home country may deliberately engage
in migration to far-away countries, in search of higher
economic gains. The analysis thus far hints at different
conclusions with regard to the relevance of Borjas’ ideas
on international migrant selection for asylum seekers,
depending on which measure of human capital is utilized.

4 The role of human capital for short-term
integration outcomes in Germany
This section studies whether three indicators of human
capital, individual and parental years of schooling and
work experience in the home country, help to explain
short-term integration outcomes in Germany. The dis-
persed human capital distribution might indicate that
gaining labour market access could be differentially com-
plicated for asylum seekers. Asylum seekers with higher
levels of schooling may be more likely to achieve labour
market access in the short-term, or to learn the German
language faster. The general and potentially transferrable
dimensions of human capital acquired during schooling
may facilitate the adaption to a different language and
employment culture. In addition, parental education
might be an important factor influencing integration out-
comes in Germany. It may signify otherwise unobserved
factors, such as household wealth or social ties to the
home country, which may foster or hinder integration.
The following equation is estimated in order to test
the influence of human capital variables on these two
outcomes:

yi=a+ BS;i+ yage; + 8T; + dc + u;,
where y; refers to the short-term integration outcomes
for asylum seeker i. We use two different integration
indicators. First, we employ the result of a German lan-
guage test described in Sect. 2. Secondly, we utilize the
information as to whether asylum seekers were employed
within the week before the survey was conducted. §;
denotes the years of schooling of the asylum seeker. In

15 Since misreporting of time spent in Germany is common among asylum
seekers, we rely on data from the local foreigner’s administration offices on
that matter. This information was not available for all asylum seekers in our
sample. Due to an otherwise high number of missing values, we imputed the
time in Germany for individuals with missing information based on a regres-
sion framework which regresses the individual time in Germany on the mean
time in Germany of other asylum seekers from the same home country, coun-
try of origin dummies, the costs associated with the flight, whether the asylum
seeker migrated with their family, and whether they crossed the Mediterra-
nean. Excluding time in Germany as a variable, or running the analysis on the
reduced sample, does not change the results quantitatively nor qualitatively.
Regressions are available upon request from the corresponding author.

16 1t should be noted that we are not able to disentangle innate ability from
years of education in the country of origin. Thus, our indicator of human
capital should be interpreted as a proxy for the economic potential of asy-
lum seekers.
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some specification, we use parents’ years of schooling
(Sf) ) as another measure of human capital. T; refers to the
years spent in Germany until the day of the survey.'® Fur-
ther control variables include age and country dummies
d. for the most frequent countries of origin ¢ of asylum
seekers (Afghanistan, Syria, and Iraq).

Table 4 summarizes the estimation results of the equa-
tion presented above. The first column of Table 4 shows
the findings of a linear regression on the outcome of the
German language test. Asylum seekers’ years of schooling
are statistically significantly related to German language
skills. One additional year spent in the education system
in the sending country increases the number of words in
the test by 0.62 words. This corresponds, on average, to a
4% increase in the number of known German words per
additional year of schooling.'® Furthermore, the estima-
tion results suggest that the dominant factor in terms of
effect size is the time spent in Germany. An additional
year spent in Germany increases the number of words by
7.83, on average.

Column (2) in Table 4 presents the regression results
including parental education instead of own education.
The estimated coefficient of parental education is posi-
tive, but small and statistically insignificant. It seems that
parental education is, at least in the short term, not an
important driver of language acquisition. Parental edu-
cation, as an indicator of human capital, might be rather
country specific and works, among other channels,
through local networks. Such ‘soft’ factors might become
irrelevant in the host country.

Another way to investigate the influence of parental
education is to look jointly at own and parental educa-
tion of asylum seekers. In order to avoid running into
a bad control problem of jointly including parental and
own education in a single regression, we use the educa-
tion groups as defined in Table 3. In column (3) of Table 4
we include a dummy variable for each of the parent—child
education groups relative to the education in the country
of origin, i.e. the group of upward mobile if S; > S, and
Sf < Sf, downward mobile if S; < S, and Sf) > Sf, and
of asylum seekers and parents with below average home
country education if S; < S, and SIP < Sf . The reference
group is asylum seekers with above average schooling
whose parents also exhibit above average levels (S; > S,
and S? > SP). The estimated coefficient of the group of
upwardly mobile asylum seekers is statistically insignifi-
cant, although positive. Asylum seekers belonging to a
group with below average education perform signifi-
cantly worse than the reference group. Thus, we conclude
that early language acquisition seems to be predomi-
nantly driven by own and not by parental education.

The fourth column of Table 4 reports the average mar-
ginal effects of a probit regression, with employment
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Table 4 Regression results for short-term integration outcomes

Number of words (OLS) Work in Germany (Probit)

(M (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Si 0.62*** (0.10) - - 0.012*** (0.004) - -
sf - 0.07 (0.10) - - 0.005 (0.003) -
Upward mobile - - 146 (1.72) - - —0.027 (0.051)
Downward mobile - - —3.87%*(1.84) - - —0.066 (0.077)
Low education - - —4.65%%* (1.36) - - —0.144** (0.069)
Age —0.16(0.11) —0.14(0.12) —0.13(0.12) 0.003 (0.003) 0.004* (0.003) 0.004 (0.004)
Time in Germany 7.83%**(2.79) 8.01*** (2.60) 7.81%%* (2.76) —0.115 (0.099) —0.089 (0.100) —0.098 (0.099)
Constant 1.23 (4.00) 538(4.17) 7.06* (4.08) - - -
Home country dummies Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Adj. R%/Ps. R? 0.23 0.1 0.19 0.10 0.06 0.09
N 193 193 193 201 201 201

Significance levels are indicated by * p<0.10, ** p <0.05, *** p <0.01. Robust standard errors are shown in parentheses. S; corresponds to individual years of schooling
of the asylum seeker, while SI-P refers to the maximum years of schooling of the parents. Column (4) to (6) show marginal effects. The reference group for the education
groups in column (3) and (6) is asylum seekers with above average own and parental years of schooling. Home country dummies consist of three largest countries

of origin (Afghanistan, Syria, and Iraq). Source: ‘Real-world Laboratory Survey among Asylum Seekers’ for data on individual and parental years of schooling. Data on
years of schooling in home countries are calculated from data based on Barro and Lee (2013)

status in Germany as the dependent variable. The
dependent variable equals one if the asylum seeker had a
paid job in the week prior to the interview and zero oth-
erwise. The estimated coefficient of the individual years
of schooling is both positive and statistically significant
from zero. According to the reported average marginal
effect, an additional year of schooling in the home coun-
try leads to a 1.2% point increase in the probability of
finding a job in Germany. The magnitude is quite large,
and corresponds to a 13% increase in the likelihood of
being employed per additional year of home country
education. As in the case of early language acquisition,
the education of the parents does not seem to exert a
major influence on early employment in Germany (see
column (5)). The last column of Table 4 presents the
results of a regression of having a job in Germany on the
three human capital groups. We find no evidence that
asylum seekers of any group outperform asylum seekers
with above average years of schooling and above average
educated parents. For negatively selected persons from
households with below average human capital, we find
on average a significant penalty of 14.4% points.

These findings demonstrate that years of schooling in
the home country fosters integration outcomes in Ger-
many—at least in the very short-term. Whether this also
translates into long-term integration depends on a num-
ber of additional factors that we do not observe thus far
[cf., for example, Hartog and Zorlu (2009) who find no
long run influences of higher education for labour mar-
ket success]. Our results suggest that the parental back-
ground, for which information is absent in most studies,
has no influence on short-term integration outcomes.

In an alternative analysis, we include years of work expe-
rience in the home country as a third indicator of human
capital in the estimation. The results are largely robust to
that alteration (see Table 9 in Appendix). We thus con-
clude that work experience in the home country does not
generate measurable additional gains for short-term inte-
gration outcomes, conditional on years of schooling and
other control variables. Investments in work experience
in the home country presumably are specific to the labour
market of the home country, and may not produce signifi-
cant returns in the substantially different economic and
cultural environment in Germany.

5 Conclusion

In this study, the human capital selection of a sample of
203 young male asylum seekers from Middle Eastern and
African countries now living in Germany is investigated.
The main indicators of human capital used are individual
and parental years of schooling in the country of origin.
The selection on human capital is assessed relative to same-
aged persons in their countries of origin. By including
parental education, we aim to capture social and economic
factors specific to the home country which are otherwise
unobserved, and which should be informative for emigrant
selection, particularly in the case of young migrants.

Our findings suggest that the asylum seekers under
investigation have, on average, 22% more years of
schooling than same-aged persons from their home
countries; confirming positive self-selection. Notably,
almost 16% have more than 12 years of schooling, which
corresponds to the typical duration of high school in
Germany. Almost 14% of asylum seekers in our sample
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have never been to school. A similar pattern is observed
for parental education. Asylum seekers have relatively
less or highly educated parents, suggesting that a sub-
stantial number of asylum seekers stem from poor
households and from households of the upper class.

We find no clear evidence for Borjas’ (1987) predictions
on the selection of international migrants. While the
prediction is not valid for individual years of schooling,
it seems to be accurate for parental years of education.
Asylum seekers in our sample from countries with higher
income inequality than Germany stem, on average, from
poorer parents.

Our findings furthermore hint at a mix of economic
and non-economic reasons for emigration. On the one
hand, civil war and violent conflicts might affect most
groups in the sending country equally, leading to interna-
tional migration across every part of the skill distribution.
On the other hand, long distance international migration
might be particularly costly, and thus more beneficial
to persons from the upper end of the skill distribution;
explaining the on average positive selection of asylum
seekers from Middle Eastern and African countries.

Individual human capital seems to contribute to
short-run integration outcomes in Germany. Regression
results hint at statistically significant positive relationship
between asylum seekers’ schooling in the home coun-
try and the outcome of a language test as well as for the
probability of finding work in Germany.

Although the asylum seekers examined are a posi-
tive selection of the home country’s population, there
is a substantial gap in their level of education compared
to young Germans. Disregarding any concerns about
the comparability of years of schooling between asylum
seeker home countries and Germany, there is a difference
of approximately 5 years of schooling. This gap is pre-
sumably partly the result of interrupted education biog-
raphies and, to an even larger extent, of less investment
in schooling in the countries of origin. Still, despite an
on average positive selection, the gap in education may
constitute a major burden for integration outcomes. As a
consequence, investments into specific further education
and training opportunities for humanitarian migrants
after their arrival in Germany should be considered as
one dimension of integration policies. These investments
need to be targeted individually, given the heterogeneity
in the years of schooling from the home country—a chal-
lenging task for policy makers.

Our study sheds light on the human capital selection
of a sample of recently arrived asylum seekers in Ger-
many. The scope of our analysis is restricted to a sample
of young males seeking asylum in one region in Germany
and should be at best seen as a case study. Despite this
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limited scope, our findings may complement examina-
tions of asylum seekers based on representative data.
There are some further limitations that we are aware of.
For one, we rely on aggregate, not individual, educational
data from the countries of origin in order to assess emi-
grant selection. Furthermore, we utilize cross-sectional
data of a small sample of countries of origin of male
asylum seekers who have been living in Germany for
10 months, on average. The conclusions drawn in this
study should thus be considered preliminary in nature.
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Appendix
See Tables 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10.

Table 5 Sequential sample reduction by selection criterion

Sample size
Number of observations 370
From Europe 17
Women 5
No information on individual schooling 30
No information on father’s schooling 78
No information on mother’s schooling 8
No information on individual age 3
No information on years of schooling in country of 26
origin
Total 203

Source: ‘Real-world Laboratory Survey among Asylum Seekers’
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Table 6 Number of observations by country of origin

Country # observations
(share in %)

Afghanistan 87 (42.9)
Syria 42 (20.7)
Gambia 21(10.3)
Iraq 37(18.2)
Iran 2(1.0
Algeria 4(2.0)
Niger 2(1.0)
Turkey 3(1.5)
Pakistan 2(1.0)
Tajikistan 2 (1.0)
Total 203 (100)

Source: ‘Real-world Laboratory Survey among Asylum Seekers’

Table 7 Ginis from world income inequality database

(WIID)

Country Gini Year
Afghanistan 278 2008
Syria 320 2007
Gambia 47.0 2003
Iraq 309 2007
Iran 374 2013
Algeria 353 1995
Niger 34.0 2014
Turkey 40.2 2013
Pakistan 307 2013
Tajikistan 308 2014
Germany 30.1 2015

Source: UNU-WIDER Database WIID3.4

Table 8 Parental years of schooling with alternative assumptions about parental age-at-birth

Assumption of parents age at birth of child Father SF Mother SM Parents SP
20 years older than child 595 2.88 595
25 years older than child 540 237 540
30 years older than child 4.65 1.80 4.65
35 years older than child 4.10 142 4.10
Average 5.03 212 503
N 203 203 203

Source: ‘Real-world Laboratory Survey among Asylum Seekers’ Average years of schooling in home countries have been calculated based on Barro and Lee (2013)
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Table 9 Further regression results for short-term integration outcomes

Number of words (OLS) Work in Germany (Probit)

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
Si 0.65*** (0.11) - - 0.013*** (0.004) - -
sP - 0.06 (0.11) - - 0.006* (0.003) -
Upward mobile - - 1.09 (1.74) - - —0.038 (0.049)
Downward mobile - - —4.32%*(1.90) - - —0.071(0.076)
Low Education - - —4.80%** (1.44) - - —0.154**(0.065)
Work in Home Country 143 (1.68) 2.24(1.80) 2.02(1.74) —0.072(0.052) —0.073 (0.053) —0.074 (0.051)
Work Experience 0.02 (0.20) —0.20(0.22) —0.07(0.21) 0.003 (0.006) 0.003 (0.005) 0.004 (0.006)
Age —0.19(0.13) —0.05(0.14) —0.13(0.14) 0.002 (0.005) 0.004 (0.005) 0.003 (0.005)
Time in Germany 7.80%** (2.85) 7.72%%% (2.68) 774 (2.81) —0.120(0.105) —0.099(0.107) —0.094 (0.105)
Constant 0.94 (4.00) 340(4.31) 6.26 (4.17) - - -
Home country dummies Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Adj. R?/Ps.R? 0.24 0.12 0.19 0.11 0.07 0.1
N 188 188 188 196 196 196

Significance levels are indicated by * p<0.10, ** p <0.05, *** p<0.01. Robust standard errors are shown in parentheses. S; corresponds to individual years of schooling
of the asylum seeker, while 5,-” refers to the maximum years of schooling of the parents. Column (4) to (6) show marginal effects. The reference group for the education
groups in column (3) and (6) is asylum seekers with above average own and parental years of schooling. Home country dummies consist of three largest countries

of origin (Afghanistan, Syria, and Iraq). Source: ‘Real-world Laboratory Survey among Asylum Seekers’ for data on individual and parental years of schooling. Data on

years of schooling in home countries are calculated from data based on Barro and Lee (2013)

Table 10 Asylum seeker, parental and country of origin years of education for " > sF

N Average individual schooling (S) Average father’s schooling (sF) Average mother’s
schooling (5M)
Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
Afghanistan 7 6.86 418 271 335 743 3.69
Syria 7 12.57 276 6.57 5.86 10 473
Iraq 6 12 253 567 6.35 12 4.20
Gambia 2 85 6.36 1 141 9.5 9.19
Others 0 - - - - - -
Total 22 10.2 417 4.59 517 9.68 4.66

Source: ‘Real-world Laboratory Survey among Asylum Seekers' Data on average years of schooling in home countries have been calculated based on Barro and Lee

(2013)
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