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Institutional Capital and Labour Devaluation: 
Th e Non-Recognition of Foreign Credentials 

in Germany

Harald Bauder*

Th e non-recognition of foreign credentials channels many international migrants 
into occupations below their skill levels. I examine processes of credential deval-
uation among so-called Spätaussiedler who migrated from Eastern Europe to 
Germany. An empirical study, involving an interview survey of NGO adminis-
trators, government bureaucrats, and employers in Berlin, suggests that institu-
tional processes of credential recognition are intertwined with cultural processes 
of distinction. Th e study illustrates how institutional labour market regulation 
links with forces of social reproduction and the cultural exclusion of migrants.

JEL classifi cations: J, J

. Introduction

International migrants often fi nd themselves in stopgap employment in the labour mar-

kets of their places of destination (e. g. Castles , Reitz , Waldinger ). In this 

paper, I explore the devaluation of immigrant labour in Germany. Of particular interest is 

the non-recognition of foreign credentials among so-called Spätaussiedler who migrated from 

Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union. I link the non-recognition of cre dentials to 
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wider processes of social distinction, and view the devaluation of immi grant labour as a 

mechanism of the social reproduction of privileged positions held by non-migrant labour.

After the fall of the Berlin Wall in , the Federal Republic of Germany has received 

a sharply increasing stream of returning migrants of German origin, or Spätaussiedler, from 

Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union. Legally these migrants are not perceived as 

immigrants but as fellow citizens (Gassner , Koopmans ). German law (i. e. the 

Bundesvertriebenengesetz [BVFG] §) defi nes as Spätaussiedler those ethnic Germans »who 

left the former Soviet Union, Estonia, Latvia or Lithuania after December ,  through 

formal procedure.« ( Juris , my translation) Th e law also specifi es that applicants have to 

demonstrate their commitment to the German nation through their ancestry, knowledge of 

the German language, education, and culture (BVFG §). Once accepted as Spätaussiedler, 
they are considered German citizens with unrestricted access to the labour market and with 

entitlement to the recognition of their foreign educational and occupational credentials.

Despite these privileges, Spätaussiedler have experienced diffi  culties in the German la-

bour market (Münz et al. ). A problem for some Spätaussiedler, such as former workers 

in the oil industry, is that their occupations do not exist or are not in demand in Germany, 

such as former workers in the oil industry. Other Spätaussiedler, however, are denied work 

in their own occupations due to the non-recognition of their foreign occupational and 

educational credentials (Münz et al. :  ff ., Koch :  ff .). Although they are le-

gally entitled to credential assessment, the practice of non-recognition apparently excludes 

Spätaussiedler from employment in the upper labour market segment.

Th e empirical study, involving an interview survey of administrators of non-govern-

mental organizations (NGOs), government bureaucrats, and employers, took place in the 

city of Berlin. Th e results of the survey illustrate the role of institutions in the devaluation 

of migrant labour. I interpret these results in light of theories of social reproduction.

. Background
. Spätaussiedler in the labour market

 percent of the Spätaussiedler who arrived in Germany in  were income earners and  /

or in the labour force prior to settling in Germany. Th is fi gure can be disaggregated into 

. percent for men and . percent for women. Th e remaining Spätaussiedler were either 

children, students, retirees or they were not in the labour force. Among those in the la-

bour force, . percent were in service occupations, particularly in social, administrative, 

transportation, health and sales occupations. Another . percent had industrial and trade 

occupations, especially as mechanics, locksmiths, and industrial helpers; . percent had 

technical occupations, including engineer and technician (Bundesverwaltungsamt ).

Tracking the labour market performance of these newcomers after their arrival in Ger-

many is diffi  cult. Th e government does not legally distinguish between Spätaussiedler and 

other Germans, and therefore does not provide separate labour market statistics for Spät-
aussiedler and native-born Germans. Statistical information on the labour market perform-
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ance of Spätaussiedler is therefore limited. Nevertheless, some studies indicate that only 

about  percent of Spätaussiedler are employed (Chrustaleva ), and most of those 

who are employed fi ll positions that are unattractive to German-born workers (Greif et al. 

). While about half of the employed Spätaussiedler still work in fi elds related to their 

pre-migration occupation, most work below their original qualifi cations (Münz et al. : 

 ff .). Th ese studies thus suggest that a large portion of Spätaussiedler are excluded from 

eff ective participation in the labour market, and those who do fi nd employment often suff er 

from the devaluation of their qualifi cations.

. Institutional regulation

Non-orthodox economics, such as the regulation school (e. g. Boyer , Tickell / Peck 

), has long challenged the idea that economies are self-regulating systems that gravi-

tate towards a general equilibrium state. Among non-orthodox labour market researchers, 

the social regulation of labour market has received particular attention (e. g. Hanson / Pratt 

, Peck , Bauder ). In this paper, I examine how labour markets are institu-

tionally regulated. While the term institution often includes a range of social confi gura-

tions (e. g. family, gender, community, etc.), my interest lies in government institutions and 

regulatory bodies responsible for setting occupational entry conditions. For inter national 

migrants, such as Spätaussiedler, an important occupational entry condition is the recog-

nition of their foreign credentials. Th e institutions responsible for foreign credential rec-

ognition control which migrants have access to certain occupations.

Th e institutional processes associated with credential recognition challenge human 

capital theory. Th is theory suggests that personal income and occupation refl ect investment 

in education and training. Immigrants supposedly upgrade their human capital as they 

improve their language skills and assimilate into the host society. Over time, they there-

fore move upward in the labour market (e. g. Chiswick , Borjas ). In this paper I 

suggest that education and skills do not always provide access to higher-wage occupations. 

Rather, institutional processes defi ne whether a worker is eligible to work in a particular 

occupation. Furthermore, eligibility is a function of pre-market processes of social distinc-

tion. For example, workers who do not possess the institutional authority to practice medi-

cine are excluded from medical occupations, whether they possess the necessary practical 

skills and theoretical knowledge – that is the human capital – or not. Moreover, wheth er 

or not they receive the privilege to practice depends on where they obtained their skills 

and knowledge. In this case, institutional capital rather than human capital regulates ac-

cess to occupations.

Formal institutions are an important element of social reproduction. Bourdieu (, 

Bourdieu / Passeron ) refers to the term institutionalized cultural capital to describe how 

a privileged elite in France relied on educational credentials to distinguish themselves from 

lower classes who did not have access to the prestigious institutions of higher education. 

Th e democratization of higher education in Western Europe and North America during 

the post-WW II period strengthened the role of institutional capital in regulating the la-
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bour market (Collins , Brint / Karabel ). Educational diplomas and occupational 

certifi cates have become central requirements for employment in most occupations.

While the popularization of the education system may have broken the monopoly ac-

cess of social elites to occupations in the upper segments of the labour market, it did not 

eliminate the institutional exclusion of some groups. Of particular interest in this paper 

is the exclusion of migrants. Th e non-recognition of foreign educational and occupational 

credentials excludes migrants from occupations that require these credentials, even when 

they possess technical expertise and practical experience similar to holders of domestic 

credentials. Th us, the institutional capital of domestic credentials serves as a mechanism 

of regulation that privileges domestic workers and excludes migrants.

Th e term institutional capital implies that institutional and economic processes cannot 

be easily separated from each other. In fact, Bourdieu () explains that various forms 

of monetary and non-monetary capital are inter-related elements of a wider system of social 

and economic relations. For example, institutional capital can be transformed into mon-

etary capital through entrance into a high-paying occupation. Below, I will draw atten-

tion to the economic nature of institutional processes by using terminology that is usually 

used to describe economic processes. For example, the non-recognition of foreign creden-

tials constitutes a devaluation of labour.

Th e non-recognition of foreign credentials as a mechanism of labour devaluation is 

not unusual in countries that receive large numbers of foreign migrants (e. g. Geddie , 

Bauder ). In Germany Spätaussiedler present an interesting case, in that, as German 

citizens, they enjoy rights and privileges unavailable to other migrant groups (Morris 

:  – ), yet they still fall victim to the double standard of domestic versus foreign 

credentials. In particular, Spätaussiedler have full legal access to the labour market and ob-

tain economic integration assistance (Bundesministerium des Innern ). In some cases, 

Spätaussiedler receive preferential treatment relative to other Germans – for example when 

applying for small business loans ( Juris : BVFG §). Regarding credential recogni-

tion, diff erent criteria apply to Spätaussiedler and non-German migrants. Spätaussiedler 
have a legal right to the full assessment and accreditation of their vocational qualifi cation 

to manage a small business and off er vocational apprenticeships – a right that is denied to 

foreigners and naturalized migrants ( Juris : BVFG §). Despite these privileges, 

Spätaussiedler still experience considerable labour market disadvantages due to the non-

recognition of foreign credentials (Koch :  – ). Th e focus on Spätaussiedler allows 

me to emphasize the role of institutional capital in disadvantaging workers who otherwise 

enjoy all legal rights and privileges.

. Study area and methodology

Th e empirical investigation undertaken in this study focuses on the city of Berlin. To share 

the cost and burden of integration, the federal government disperses Spätaussiedler spatially 

among regional states (Bundesländer). Berlin now receives . percent of all Spätaussiedler 
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arriving in Germany ( Juris : BVFG §), and roughly , of the . million ethnic 

Germans from the former Soviet Union who settled in Germany between  and  

(Bade  /Oltmer : ). Th e arrival of these newcomers constitutes an additional challenge 

to the already strained local economy of the unifi ed Berlin.

Th e state and structure of Berlin’s economy infl uence the integration of Spätaussiedler 
into the labour market. With unifi cation, two previously separate economies and labour 

markets were merged. Th e Western part of the city lost federal transfer payments designed 

to sustain the geographically isolated economy of the former West Berlin. At the same 

time, a signifi cant portion of the Eastern manufacturing industry closed its operations in 

light of increased competition. Skilled workers subsequently fl ooded the local labour mar-

ket and diminished opportunities for newly arriving migrants (Häußermann / Kapphan 

). Th e oversupply of labour is refl ected in extraordinarily high unemployment rates. 

In August , when empirical research for this study was conducted, the unemployment 

rate in Berlin was  percent (Doelfs ).

Th e economic situation of Spätaussiedler who settled in Berlin is worse than that of 

other residents. Recent fi gures indicate that  percent of women and  percent of men 

were unemployed. Only about  percent are legally employed, and women are less likely 

to fi nd employment than men. Many of the men and women who are employed work 

in low-skill jobs with considerable health risks and few chances for occupational upward 

mobility. While some workers, especially in technical professions, manage to secure jobs 

in their pre-migration occupations, only about half of those who fi nd employment at all 

work in their previous occupations. Sixty-eight percent of Berlin’s Spätaussiedler do not 

possess any recognized occupational certifi cation. Unemployment among Spätaussiedler 
concentrates disproportionately in regulated occupations that require certifi cation, such 

as teaching and the trades (Bundesanstalt für Arbeit ).

In the empirical analysis below, I draw on an interview survey of  government bu -

reau crats, administrators of non-governmental organizations (NGOs), labour market and 

settlement counsellors, and employers in Berlin who deal with Spätaussiedler and  /or some 

aspect of their situation in the labour market. Th e survey sample was developed from refer-

ence catalogues that list services for migrants (Ausländerbeauftragte des Senats von Berlin 

, a, b, c) and through word of mouth. Th e survey was designed to facil-

itate exploratory research. Interviews followed a semi-structured technique that allowed 

the interviewer to probe for specifi c issues, and that enabled respondents to elaborate on 

problems not included in the pre-designed interview guide. In the initial interview guide, 

the development of questions followed the relevant literature. Later in the research pro-

cess, I modifi ed the interview guide as my grasp of the material and the issues involved 

deepened. Th e insights gained during the research process also shaped the sample of in-

stitutions and respondents. Th e interviews varied in length, but they were on average  

minutes long. All interviews were conducted in German. Th ey were taped and transcribed. 

Th e quotes below are my own translations.
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. Results
. Labour market segmentation of Spätaussiedler

Th e interview respondents generally agreed that Spätaussiedler are confronted with con-

siderable diffi  culties in the German labour market. Respondents acknowledged the high 

un employment rates of Spätaussiedler and confi rmed that most Spätaussiedler who have 

jobs work in low-skill occupations. For example, respondents describe the following sce-

narios:

»Most of those who we place into the fi rst [i. e. unsubsidized] labour market are 

people with low qualifi cations, who work in cleaning fi rms, in small businesses. And 

yes, they are regularly exploited and work for very low wages.«

»[Spätaussiedler] take on the lowest jobs. Th ey receive the lowest hourly wages. [Th ey 

assume] work that nobody else wants. Cleaning women, many men work for clean-

ing fi rms, for example in the S-Bahn [light-rail urban-transit system], in building 

cleaning. Construction, many with secondary education work in installation.«

»Everyone works on an entry-level step. Th ey get eight Marks an hour, or work in 

construction.«

Respondents also mentioned that Spätaussiedler often work as truck drivers, manual labour-

ers, geriatric nurses, and in temp agencies. Th e manager of a settlement agency remarks, 

»temporary agencies like to hire [Spät]aussiedler because of their low wage level.« An oth-

er informant implies that the low wage levels of temp workers do not refl ect the value of 

their labour:

»Temp agencies take advantage of the situation by buying [Spät]aussiedler for eleven 

Marks and renting them for  Marks per hour. A lucrative business.«

Disproportionate representation in temporary employment indicates the role of Spätaus-
siedler as a »fl exible« workforce at the bottom of the labour market (Th eodore , Peck / 

Th eodore ).

. Th e non-recognition of credentials

A major contributing factor to the devaluation of Spätaussiedler’s labour and their segmen-

tation into low-wage and low-skill occupations is the non-recognition of their educational 

credentials and employment experience. German law states explicitly that Spätaussiedler’s 

  In the German context, the fi rst labour market usually refers to the unsubsidized labour mar-

ket. Th e second labour market includes positions that are government-subsidized to create employ-

ment opportunities that would otherwise not exist.

  Although the offi  cial currency at the time of the interviews was Euro (€), many respondents 

still used German Marks (DM) when they discussed price and wage levels. One DM corresponds 

to € ..
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»exams and proof of qualifi cation are to be recognized, if they are equivalent to the cor-

responding exams and proof of qualifi cation« in Germany ( Juris : BVFG §). Despite 

this legislation, most interview respondents still saw credential non-recognition as a major 

labour market barrier for Spätaussiedler. For example:

»In the context of labour market integration the non-recognition of degrees is an 

important topic. It is a gigantic problem [for Spätaussieder who have a] high school 

diploma, university degree, or employment experience. Th ere are people who already 

have  years of employment experience […] and nothing is recognized.«

»Th is is actually the most serious problem about taking up employment. Th e degrees 

that many migrants obtained in their home countries are not recognized here. We have 

a [client] who managed fi ve or six large canteens with her husband in their hometown. 

Th eir job is not recognized and her husband works as kitchen helper. Th is is really 

the biggest problem.«

Educational credentials obtained in the former Soviet Union and Eastern Europe are gen-

erally acknowledged, but respondents suggested that they are devalued and accepted at a 

lower level only. A settlement counsellor says:

»If they have the Spätaussiedler documents [Spätaussiedlerausweis], then their educa-

tion is of course recognized. A secondary educational degree [Abitur] is recognized 

as intermediate school [Realschule], two years of college [Hochschule] are recognized as 

a high school diploma. Th at’s quite something.«

Similarly, occupational qualifi cations are frequently not recognized. German law regulates 

occupations in the fi elds of health, pedagogy, food production and inspection, agriculture 

and forestry, law, accountancy as well as technical and trade occupations. In addition, all 

government employment is regulated. To practice in regulated occupations an employee 

requires specifi c degrees and  /or certifi cation. Although Spätaussiedler have the formal right 

to the recognition of their certifi cates, non-accreditation still constitutes a signifi cant hur-

dle to employment in regulated occupations. If degrees and certifi cates are formally rec-

ognized, it is often at a lower level. For example, a respondent reports:

»Engineers are generally recognized as technicians. Th e ones with Technikum, which 

was between vocational school [Berufsschule] and college [Hochschule], are relegated 

to trades occupations.«

For accreditation, the structure and contents of the foreign program is required to match 

the equivalent German certifi cate program (KMK : A.). A decree of the Standing 

Conference of the Ministers of Education specifi es that workers with technical degrees (Tech-
niker) from the former Soviet Union correspond to the lower category of skilled workers 

  Since the accreditation of foreign credentials is the responsibility of state governments (Länder), 
Spätaussiedler usually apply for accreditation after they have been assigned to a place of residence. In 

most cases, accreditation cannot be guaranteed prior to migration.
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(Facharbeiter) in Germany (KMK c). An employee in the Senate Administration of 

Berlin explained that her offi  ce is bound by this decree.

Th e interviewees generally diff erentiated between regulated occupations, such as edu-

cators and lawyers, in which recognition is nearly impossible, and non-regulated occupations, 

in which employers are not bound by law to hire workers with specifi c credentials (KMK 

a). However, even in the occupations not regulated by government, Spätaussiedler rarely 

fi nd employment in their fi eld because employers do not regard foreign credentials as equal 

to German credential in the same occupation. An employment counsellor suggests that 

Spätaussiedler in non-regulated occupations face an additional disadvantage because they 

are expected to enter the labour market without additional training.

»[Many migrants] have formal credentials [in a non-regulated occupation], well then, 

they do not need further training or education. Th e career guidance offi  cer says: ›You 

have credentials. Here are addresses. Simply apply.‹ But, of course, businesses do 

not take [migrants] who obtained their credentials [abroad]. Th e formal paper is not 

enough if one has not gone through the local system.«

Employers’ belief in the superiority of the German education and training systems trans-

lates into the devaluation of Spätaussiedler’s credentials, even in occupations not regulated 

by the state.

Another problem frequently mentioned in the interviews is the non-recognition of 

foreign work experience. One problem is that workers have experience in a fi eld outside 

of their training that did not match their credentials. An employment counsellor remarks:

»In the Soviet Union, one studied in a certain subject and then worked completely 

outside of this subject. For example, I counselled a physics teacher who worked in 

a wastewater treatment plant and had ten years of experience. And he had prob-

lems [fi nding employment] in a treatment plant here because he did not have the 

qualifi cations.«

However, even workers with work experience in their fi eld of study often get no credit for 

their experience because their degrees are not accredited. An employment counsellor who 

resettled from Russia fi nds herself in the bizarre situation that her work experience was 

invalidated because she did not acquire her training and experience in the exact sequence 

demanded by German regulators:

»In Russia an academic education is followed by practical training, but the practical 

hours are insuffi  cient for Germany. It had to be more, and therefore it is not recog-

nized. For example, in Russia I was a tailor. I attended a technical vocational school 
(technische Berufsschule). After school, I worked in the evenings. I worked for seven 

years, but here it is not recognized because there were too few practical hours in prac-

tical training. Th at I worked seven years did not make a diff erence. I do not have 
practical experience!«

Th is same respondent continues to explain that similar problems exist in other occupations:
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»Exactly the same happens with doctors who worked in the best clinics in Moscow 

and who do not have a chance here. […] Doctors, university teachers, and educators, 

they have almost no chance here and have to start from the beginning.«

In these occupations, work experience is only recognized if both practical and academic 

components of the degree program match those of the equivalent German degree. Decades 

of experience can be invalidated if the incorrect amount of practical training was completed 

in the context of the degree program.

Th e devaluation of educational and educational credentials often triggers a downward 

spiral of diminishing labour market opportunities. As Spätaussiedler struggle to complete 

the necessary programs to qualify for employment in their fi eld, they are removed from 

their occupations, and their practical experience becomes outdated. Th e administrator of 

an NGO which helps newcomers to settle in Berlin elaborates:

»Th e application for relocation [to Germany] is for many [ethnic Germans] asso-

ciated with the withdrawal from their work. […] Th ey come to Germany and are 

busy for three or six months with their documents and so on. Th en they participate 

for six months in a German-language program. So one year passes, without the pos-

si bility for them to work. […] Altogether there is a minimum period of two years – 

more often four to fi ve years – in which they do not work. In this situation they are 

devalued in the labour market because their knowledge of their subject is invalid, 

it is obsolete. If their resumé indicates ›unemployed since ‹, you won’t be able 

to place this person.«

. Legitimating credential non-recognition

Th e conventional explanation for the devaluation of foreign credentials is that the contents 

and length of education and training diff er between Germany and foreign countries. German 

law specifi es that the accreditation of foreign educational degrees is only possible if a cor-

responding degree exists in Germany (KMK b). An education counsellor explains that 

some of her clients from the former Soviet Union have degrees in subjects »[…] that do 

not exist in Germany, for example, Methodology and Psychology in Primary Education.« 

In these cases, accreditation is not possible. If a comparable degree exists in Germany, then 

both degrees must represent the same number of school years. In the former Soviet Union, 

a degree from a secondary educational institution is typically obtained in a shorter time 

period than in Germany. As several respondents remarked, a degree from the former Soviet 

Union should therefore not be equated with a German degree: »In Russia there are only 

ten or eleven grades, that’s not enough for here«, or »grade twelve and thirteen are miss-

ing to acquire the Abitur.«
German regulations allow NGOs to off er supplemental programs to compensate for the 

gap in length of education (Anabin : .). For example, the Otto-Benecke Foundation 

off ers a two-year educational program that enables migrants with a secondary diploma 

from Eastern Europe to obtain the educational standard required for entrance into German 
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universities. However, most migrants who qualify for such programs do not participate in 

these programs or fail to obtain the German equivalent to a secondary diploma.

Th e non-recognition of occupational credentials is also justifi ed by diff erences in con-

tent between German and foreign training programs. An administrator in the Offi  ce for 

Employment (Arbeitsamt) stresses the signifi cance of equivalent contents:

»Regarding the recognition of certifi cates, one must consider the quality of training 

in comparable occupations. Th e content often diff ers, so that comparability cannot 

easily be established. During the review the content is properly assessed: what was 

taught, and is it comparable to the knowledge and skills of German training? If yes, 

the certifi cate will be recognized. If no, it will not be recognized as equivalent.«

An offi  cial in the Berlin Senate Administration suggests that the German technical degree 

is superior to foreign technical degrees:

»In Germany, [technicians] need vocational training and practical training, and 

then the technical degree. And this is not so [in the Commonwealth of Independent 

States], where someone can pursue a technical degree immediately after ten years of 

school. Th ey therefore lack enormous practical knowledge.«

Another example are teachers. A settlement counsellor explains:

»Th e situation with teachers is that the degree is completed with two main subjects. 

In the Soviet Union there was only one subject. [Spätaussiedler] who settle here can-

not become teachers.«

Th e ideological orientation of training and educational programs is also a criterion for the 

recognition of credentials. An NGO administrator notes that this criterion aff ects espe-

cially teachers (who already have diffi  culties because they specialize in one subject rather 

than the required two as required in Germany): »Teachers aren’t recognized at all because 

the ideology isn’t right.« Other occupations are also aff ected: 

»What is generally not recognized are certifi cates in the fi eld of economics. […] 

Lawyers and graduates in the arts and humanities – one can list entire groups – are 

handicapped in this way.«

. Institutional practices and devaluation

Th e authority of credential recognition rests largely with the state. In this section I present 

two brief examples to illustrate the role of diff erent government institutions in the deval-

uation of migrant labour. Th e fi rst example is the occupation of medical doctor which is 

among the most tightly regulated occupations by the state. A particular characteristic of 

medical doctor is that certifi cation alone does not provide access to employment. In ad-

dition to certifi cation, the Berlin Senate Administration must grant a license to practice 

medicine to the individual worker (Approbation). To obtain this licence, an applicant must 



Harald Bauder: Non-Recognition of Foreign Credentials in Germany 85 

have completed six years of medical education at a university or equivalent and partici -

pated in  months of practical training. Applicants must also be in good physical health 

and have no criminal record. Permanent licences valid within Berlin are only issued to 

German citizens and EU nationals (Landesamt für Gesundheit und Soziales ). Between 

 and , the Senate Administration of Berlin issued between  and , medi-

cal licences (Medizinischer Newsservice ).

Medical doctors who arrive as Spätaussiedler are German citizens and therefore fulfi l 

the citizenship requirement for obtaining the license to practice. An administrator in the 

offi  ce responsible for issuing the license to practice medicine in Berlin confi rms the for-

mal eligibility of Spätaussiedler for the license to practice:

»[A Spätaussiedler] normally comes here and can say: ›I’m a medical doctor and want 

to work here. Can I do that?‹ Th en we examine his  / her education, citizenship, police 

record, Aussiedler-status; then we say: ›Positive! You are German, you are healthy and 

without criminal record and we assess your education in this manner.‹«

Th e fi nal remark by this respondent indicates that the appraisal of education constitutes the 

main problem for Spätaussiedler in obtaining the licence to practice. Th e same respondent 

noted later in the interview, »usually, the [medical] education of the former USSR cannot 

be considered equal.« He explains:

»One should not forget that in many countries credentials for medical doctor can 

be obtained much more easily. If someone was educated in the USSR, then one 

year of practical activity had to be performed as a part of the degree. Th en one was 

already in their view something like a medical specialist. Here the minimum prac-

tical training period [for medial specialist] is four years.«

If the quality and the content of the foreign educational program are not considered equal, 

a license to practice will not be issued.

To give Spätaussiedler the opportunity to upgrade their skills to meet domestic medi-

cal standards, the Berlin Senate Administration can issue a one-year limited work permit 

to practice. Th e one-year work permit can be renewed to a total of up to four years. With 

upgraded skills, the Spätaussiedler would be eligible for an unlimited license. An informant 

in the Berlin Senate Administration explains that the medical education of Spätaussiedler 
is frequently assessed as »not equivalent«, even after practising for four years in Germany 

with a time-limited work permit. In this case, a doctor will not receive the unlimited li-

cense and has to end his  / her career. An employment counsellor reports about a client who 

was a medical doctor in Russia, but practically has 

  New legislation restricts labour market access to foreign trained doctors even further. New regu-

lations for Approbation recognizes only the number of years of medical education obtained abroad, 

but not the completed exams. Spätaussiedler who received their medical training abroad are now 

subjected to examinations based on German professional standards (Bundesärztekammer ).
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»no chance [for Approbation]. She would need to complete twelve exams in Ger man 

language. She already said before the fi rst exam that she would not pass. It is unre-

alistic for her [to continue] as a medical doctor.«

Along the same lines, an administrator of an education and training program says:

»Medical doctors have almost no chance to obtain a license. When a doctor from 

Russia arrives, then we have experienced very dramatic situations, that highly skilled 

people with an incredible amount of experience were the last [people] who had a 

chance of employment. [Now] they work far below their qualifi cations.«

Th e second example illustrates the role of the Offi  ce of Employment (Arbeitsamt) as a key 

institution in the devaluation of labour. Th e interviews suggested that this offi  ce’s practices 

relating to career counselling and labour market placement eff ectively disadvantage many 

Spätaussiedler in the labour market. For example, counsellors in the Offi  ce of Employment 

regularly advise Spätaussiedler whether they should pursue additional education and train-

ing to become accredited in their previous occupations, or whether they should pursue 

alter native careers. Some of my informants believe that the Offi  ce of Employment actively 

channels Spätaussiedler into low-skill employment rather than encouraging them to get 

their credentials accredited. An offi  cer in an NGO for Spätaussiedler says:

»Th e offi  ce of employment says for example to doctors, engineers and so on: ›Forget 

it, care for the elderly is called for.‹ I also know a librarian, she never had anything to 

do with old and sick people and then retrained to become a geriatric nurse. Everyone 

becomes a geriatric or medical nurse. Th e librarian was in her mid forties and had 

never seen blood. In the middle of her program she collapsed and had to be picked 

up [by one of our staff ].«

To a large degree, the practices in the Offi  ce of Employment that channel Spätaussiedler 
into lower-skill occupations refl ect regulations imposed by other institutions. For exam-

ple, if foreign credentials are not recognized by the Berlin Senate Administration, then the 

Offi  ce of Employment cannot refer clients to their previous occupations. In addition, an ob-

jective of the Offi  ce of Employment is to introduce clients into the social insurance system 

where they are eligible to claim benefi ts after one year of regular employment. If employ-

ment in the previous occupation is not immediately possible because of non-accreditation, 

then Spätaussiedler are typically referred to low-skill positions in order to qualify for social 

insurance benefi ts. An employment counsellor in an NGO that co-operates closely with 

the Offi  ce of Employment explains:

»Sometimes we say, OK, if nothing else works, then you will clean one year. Th en you 

will have at least acquired the status of a regularly registered unemployed person at 

the Offi  ce of Employment. You will receive services from the Offi  ce of Employment. 

Th e Offi  ce of Employment is obligated to serve you. Th e state simply recognizes 

you diff erently, no matter whether someone worked as a janitor, newspaper carrier, 

or packer.«
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Th e common eff ect of this eff ort to integrate Spätaussiedler into the social insurance system 

is occupational deskilling. In this case, labour devaluation is a concession made by Spät-
aussiedler to ensure economic security and gain access to the social welfare system.

. Th e political economy of labour devaluation
Th e devaluation of labour, associated with the non-recognition of educational and occupa-

tional credentials and the invalidation of work experience, aff ects mostly migrants in the 

upper segments of the labour market, where occupations are more likely to be regulated. 

One respondent comments on this eff ect:

»Th e higher the level of education, the lower the chances for [labour market] inte gra-

tion. An absurd phenomenon that we experience. One can observe that the chances 

[for integration] are higher among the ethnic Germans from Russia who come from 

regions with relatively low levels of education.«

Not only are workers with devalued or invalidated credentials relegated to lower labour 

market segments, but their skills may be not be suited for employment in semi-skilled 

occu pations. Consequently, many fi nd jobs only in the very lowest segment of the labour 

market. Th e director of a settlement service organization that hired its own clients in an 

eff ort to integrate them into the labour market explains:

»We used to [hire Spätaussiedler] in the beginning – for reasons of solidarity. But that 

was a mistake because we did not realize that we require German offi  ce clerks for 

German offi  ce work and not Soviet engineers. With German engineers this wouldn’t 

work either. […] Th ese are simply things that require a little experience, an occupa-

tional qualifi cation.«

In the eyes of most interviewees the degradation of highly skilled Spätaussiedler to employ-

ment in a low segment of the labour market is a common phenomenon. Respondents re-

ported numerous examples that illustrate this phenomenon. For example:

»[My client] is a cleaning woman. But she completed university and has  years of 

experience in precision engineering. She is a senior engineer. And the representative at 

the Offi  ce of Employment (Arbeitsamt) could not say anything else [but] ›we referred 

her to this [occupation]‹, as cleaning woman! We often have cases like these.«

»No teacher is recognized as teacher. Th erefore they [clients with teaching degrees] 

go into construction; janitor is a common occupation; room maid.«

Only when highly skilled and experienced workers stay within their general fi eld of training 

do they have a chance to escape relegation into the lowest segment of the labour market. 

A career counsellor remarks that she advises her clients to pursue this strategy:

»Many [Spätaussiedler] work below qualifi cations and not in their [previous] occu-

pation, but electrical engineers work as electricians, medical doctors as nurses, or 

they retrain as geriatric nurses.«
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Another respondent states that »many [medical doctors with foreign credentials] try to stay 

close to the medical profession by working in nursing.« And a settlement counsellor reports 

about the experiences of two of her clients:

»›I have managed for  years a gynaecological section [in a hospital] and now I should 

work as a midwife-assistant.‹ Th is woman shed tears. And an orthopaedist was of-

fered a position as plasterer in a hospital.«

In these cases, Spätaussiedler work in subordinate occupations but are still able to apply their 

technical expertise and training.

Th e subordination of highly qualifi ed workers into less-qualifi ed, yet related, occupa-

tions is facilitated by labour market policies that regulate the upper segments of the labour 

market more tightly than the lower segments. For example, some migrants perform jobs 

where they apply their skills, but are paid relatively low wages because they are denied their 

professional titles. An informant explains how this process works in the context of the 

medical fi eld:

»While the title and the practice of academic [medical] occupations are protected, 

occupations [in non-academic occupations, i. e. nursing or massage therapy] can be 

practised, but the job title may not be used. Th e migrant can therefore come here 

and does not need accreditation. He [sic] only needs someone who lets him work. 

If he doesn’t have the title, then, in most cases, he will be subordinated in his labour 

contract to someone with permission to carry the job title.«

In this scenario, the main benefi ciaries of labour devaluation are employers, who get highly 

skilled and experienced workers for lower wages than German-trained workers would de-

mand. In the same vein, several respondents reported that employers often take advantage 

of the fact that foreign credential are not recognized and employ highly qualifi ed Spät aus sied-
ler as cheap apprentices. A settlement counsellor, for example, complains about employers 

who hire her clients so long as they participate in job training programs, but then refuse 

to hire them as regular employees:

»We have a partner [in the private industry]. We start and provide occupational 

coun selling and refer our participants there. […] Of  participants about  are 

actually working – but not always permanently. Possibly they return after the pro-

bationary period. Th e fi rms take someone else, because they are cheaper during the 

probation period.«

Other informants observe that employers receive excellent workers who work as interns 

for low or no wages:

»I know from our young interns that [employers] look closely at the [skills of ap-

plicants]. Someone has a company for agricultural machines, and the young man 

has university education and work experience exactly in the fi eld required by the 

employer.«
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»We have a lawyer here. He passed his fi rst state examination in Irkutsk, which was 

recognized. He attempted the second state examination in Germany but failed. Th e 

man is highly intelligent, but he could not cope with the exams from a language 

point of view. […] He [now] completes an internship once a week with a lawyer […] 

where he participates in communication with clients.«

Skilled and educated Spätaussiedler do not unlearn their skills or forget their knowledge. 

Rather, their skills and education are devalued, preventing them from claiming wages that 

refl ect their human capital. Institutional processes associated with credential non-recog-

nition thus supplies a labour force rich in human capital cheaply to German employers.

. Conclusion

»How many studies like this have there been? I think every one already knows what 

the cause is: level of education.« (Administrator in the Federal Offi  ce of Labour, 

Bundesanstalt für Arbeit)

Th is quote illustrates that the problem of unemployment and segmentation of migrants into 

low-wage occupations is commonly attributed to a lack of human capital. Th e above analy-

sis revealed that a key labour market barrier for Spätaussiedler indeed relates to educational 

and occupational credentials. However, the problem for Spätaussiedler is not so much that 

they lack education or skills, but that their institutional credentials are not recognized. In 

other words, the institutional capital Spätaussiedler acquired abroad is invalid or devalued 

in Germany. A settlement counsellor who has worked extensively with Spätaussiedler 
acknowledges this process, although he does not make the conceptual distinction between 

human and institutional capital:

»For every qualifi cation there is a certifi cate. And Germany is certifi cation-country, 

and what I don’t have on paper does not exist. […] Th ere have been attempts in 

Germany to certify informal knowledge [i. e. experience, skills, etc.] through assess-

ment. However, this is very complicated and expensive. One would need to certify 

every migrant. Who can aff ord this? Th us it leads to devaluation. Human capital 

is being destroyed.«

Popular perception is that the labour market for migrants is driven by supply and demand. 

Accordingly, Spätaussiedler would fi nd it easier to move into occupations where the supply 

of labour is relatively short. A government bureaucrat, for example, says the short sup-

ply of labour in accounting and sales occupations accounts for the » and  percent« 

success rate of accreditation among Spätaussiedler in these occupations. However, at the 

time of the interview an abundant supply of labour seems to have existed in these fi elds: 

the national unemployment rate for accountants was . percent and for sales clerks . 

percent, compared to an average of . percent across all occupations (Bundesanstalt für 

Arbeit ). A more likely explanation for the occupational segmentation of Spätaussiedler 
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is the institutional regulation of the labour market through the recognition of credentials 

and experience.

Which social processes and motivations underlie this system of institutional labour 

market regulation? Bourdieu (, Bourdieu / Passeron ) suggests that institutional 

capital in the form of credentials enables privileged groups to control their own reproduc-

tion. Bourdieu also argues that processes of social distinction are played out in varying 

institutional arenas, and that privileged groups strategically create and valorize new forms 

of capital to maintain their social and economic status. In the context of German immi-

gration, Spätaussiedler constitute a new group of residents that possesses citizenship priv-

ileges and potentially threatens the status of native-born Germans. Th e latter therefore 

have an interest in defi ning entry regulations to the most prestigious occupations in such 

a manner that German-born and educated workers have access to these occupations while 

Spätaussiedler are excluded. Since Spätaussiedler are German, citizenship is not an eff ective 

instrument of distinction and exclusion. Rather, credential recognition (or non-recogni-

tion) has emerged as a more eff ective tool for this purpose.

Many state-regulated occupations, such as medical doctor, lawyer or engineer, are 

well paying and prestigious occupations in the upper segment of the labour market. By 

excluding workers with foreign credentials, German-born and educated workers maintain 

privileged access to these occupations. For example, in the medical fi eld the German 

education system produces the number of doctors needed to fi ll the available positions. 

A bureaucrat in the Berlin Senate Administration explains that there is no need to off er 

licenses to foreign educated doctors:

»What works generally against issuing a licence to practice [to Spätaussiedler] is that 

there is a suffi  cient number of doctors in the state (Land ) of Berlin who provide 

care. And therefore we do not need more doctors.«

Demand for doctors is satisfi ed by the German education system, educating mostly German-

born medical students. Th e process of credential non-recognition serves to keep foreign-

trained Spätaussiedler out of this labour market.

Since upper-tier jobs are eff ectively reserved for German-educated workers, Spätaus-
sied ler are pushed into less prestigious and lower-paying jobs. As noted by one respondent: 

»Many [foreign-trained] educators go into nursing in senior homes. Th at is exactly the type 

of work that the indigenous population does not want.« In other words, the near-monopoly 

access of German-born workers to the upper labour market segment and the devaluation 

of migrant labour help to structure the entire labour market, from top to bottom.

Th e institutional regulation of labour markets does not occur within an ideological 

vacuum. Th e representation of the German education and training system as superior to 

foreign systems has the eff ect that the foreign credentials of Spätaussiedler can legitimately 

be invalidated or subordinated in comparison with German credentials. A senior admin-

istrator in the Berlin Senate Administration recognizes the strategic nature of valorizing 

the local educational system and jokingly remarks: »Our educational system is held highly 

[laughter]. It is worth a lot – at least that is how it is always represented.«
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