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Refugees do not represent a homogenous group. Their experiences of flight and settlement, 

including their access to employment, are shaped by differences connected to, for instance, their 

gender, age and education.  

In this article-based dissertation, I look at how highly educated refugees perceive their labour 

market participation. To do so, I conducted 41 semi-structured interviews with highly educated 

refugees in Oslo, Malmö and Munich. The comparison between these three settings is deemed 

compelling due to the similarities and differences in their labour market characteristics, refugee 

immigration as well as refugee integration approaches, particularly in connection to the 

structure of civic integration programmes and foreign qualification recognition procedures. 

I am specifically interested to see how individuals’ social positions of being ‘highly educated’ 

and a ‘refugee’ mould their labour market participation, and what the juxtaposition of highly 

educated refugees’ perceptions of their labour market participation in Oslo, Malmö and Munich 

shows us about refugee integration opportunity structures. 

The dissertation is comprised of three single-authored articles. In the first article “Cartographers 

of their futures: The formation of occupational aspirations of highly educated refugees in 

Malmö and Munich”, I pay attention to how highly educated refugees’ occupational goals are 

formed. I show that the predominant aspiration of re-entering one’s occupational field stems 

from the interaction of individuals’ educational and occupational resources, their self-

understanding and their interpretation of local opportunity structures, as influenced by the case 

officers at public employment services. In doing so, I challenge the idea that refugee labour 

market participation is steered by personal traits, such as motivation. Instead, I highlight the 

social nature of the highly educated refugees’ occupational aspirations and foreground the 

importance of integration opportunity structures in their labour market participation.  

In the article “A help or hindrance? Highly educated refugees’ perceptions of the role of civic 

integration programmes in accessing the labour market in Oslo, Malmö and Munich”, I ask 

whether the highly educated refugees perceive that the civic integration programmes foster or 



curb their employment (re-)entry. I tackle this question by analysing how highly educated 

refugees identify themselves and how they perceive themselves to be categorised within these 

programmes, how these identification and categorisation processes converge and diverge, and 

with what effect. According to the highly educated refugees, the malleability of civic integration 

programmes, i.e. their capacity to recognise refugees’ particular needs, allows for the overlap 

between individuals’ self-identifications and external categorisations, thus establishing 

integration opportunity structures that facilitate their labour market participation. The article 

bears witness to the salience of categorisation processes within refugee integration structures, 

and highlights their significance for refugee occupational trajectories. 

In the third article, “In their own time: Refugee healthcare professionals’ attempts at temporal 

re-appropriation”, I engage with the temporal dimension of highly educated refugees’ 

employment participation. I analyse how the perceived tension between the imposed temporal 

structures and individuals’ bids at temporal re-appropriation shape refugee healthcare 

professionals’ perceptions of licensure procedures in Oslo and Malmö, and their employment 

trajectories. By pointing to the significance of institutional plasticity within licensure processes, 

the article testifies to the centrality of refugee temporal agency and its importance for their 

employment trajectories. 

The dissertation adds to the growing body of literature on highly educated refugees’ labour 

market participation, particularly in Norway, Sweden and Germany. Besides its empirical input, 

it also seeks to make conceptual and policy-relevant contributions. It forces us to reconsider 

how we think of refugees and highly skilled migrants. It underlines the plurality of refugee 

needs and experiences, specifically in connection with their educational backgrounds. By 

foregrounding refugees’ potential to make contributions related to their skills, the dissertation 

challenges our association of highly skilled migrants with globally mobile elites. The 

dissertation, furthermore, contributes to a more nuanced conceptualisation of refugee labour 

market participation. With its focus on subjective perceptions, it expands our understanding of 

what are perceived worthy occupational goals, and how these can be achieved. 

Lastly, with its comparative dimension, the dissertation foregrounds the traits of integration 

opportunity structures that, according to highly educated refugees, foster or impede their labour 

market participation. In particular, integration opportunity structures’ capacities to 

acknowledge the heterogeneity of refugee needs and to be shaped by the individuals themselves 

are underscored. 

 


