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OVER-EDUCATION AMONG 

IMMIGRANTS IN GERMANY 

Chapter 1 

Introduction 

1.1 Introduction 

In most European countries today, a growing number of people fail to benefit from their 

education, working in jobs and occupations that do not match their level of obtained education. 

This phenomenon called over-education is particularly problematic among people with a 

migration history. In 2011, around 33% of foreign-born people in the European Union were 

considered over-educated and possessed a higher level of education than required in their 

respective occupations, compared to 21% among the native population (see Eurostat 2011). For 

the group of immigrants coming from non-European countries, this rate even amounts to more 

than 40%. Similar numbers are obtained for Germany. Figure 1 displays the distribution of 

over-education among natives and immigrants in Germany who are between the age 18-65. 
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Figure 1: Distribution of over-education among natives, first-generation immigrants and second generation 

immigrants in Germany. Source: Microzensus 2009 

 

Over-education has therefore attracted the attention of international organizations, politicians, 

as well as researchers. All actors are primarily concerned with the most efficient and profitable 

integration of immigrants into the labor market. When individuals’ education does not match 

the requirements of their occupation, a mismatch occurs. Reasons why politicians and 

researchers are eager to solve such mismatches can be ascribed to the negative consequences 

associated with over-education. Over-educated workers earn less than adequately employed 

individuals (Bauer, 2002; Chevalier, 2003) and have reduced chances of upward mobility 

(Battu & Sloane, 2004; Büchel & Mertens, 2004; Stier & Levanon, 2003). Over-education also 

leads to lower job satisfaction and productivity (Peiró, Agut, & Grau, 2010; Verhaest & Omey, 

2009), as well as poorer health (Chen, Smith, & Mustard, 2010). The potential misallocation of 

resources is remarkable, particularly in an economy which consistently struggles with a 

shortage of (skilled) labor. In 2012, the president of the German Employer Association, Dieter 
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Hundt, emphasized that “the shortage of skilled workers is one of the biggest impediments to 

economic growth” (Handelsblatt, 2012) and urgently appealed to the German government to 

counter this problem by filling the shortage with foreign high skilled employees. The co-

occurrence of a skilled labor shortage on the one hand and an overrepresentation of over-

educated immigrants on the other raises the question why qualified immigrants are not 

successfully integrated into the German labor market, although the demand for them is obvious. 

It becomes clear that a thorough study of potential causes is urgently required. Only if we 

understand why immigrants face such high risks of over-education appropriate policy measures 

can be implemented.  

So far, the majority of studies focus on the native population. Only recently, over-education 

among immigrants has received some attention, mainly restricted to the US (Chiswick & Miller, 

2009), the UK (Battu & Sloane, 2004; Lindley, 2009) and Sweden (Duvander, 2001). But 

research specifically aiming at migrants is necessary because immigrants face very different 

obstacles than natives with regards to labor market integration. Migrant-specific problems such 

as non-recognition of credentials (Kogan, 2012) and discrimination (Kaas & Manger, 2012) 

additionally hamper the search for adequate employment. Over-education has been primarily a 

topic among economists with a strong focus on human capital factors such as education or 

language skills (Battu & Sloane, 2004; Chiswick & Miller, 2009). The economic research 

spectrum thereby follows Human Capital Theory, which defines human capital as a 

composition of education, experience and abilities, all of  which are linked to the productivity 

of the worker (Becker, 2009). Under the assumption that the labor market is efficient and no 

discrimination exists, variation in immigrant performance reflects differences in the “quality” 

of their human capital (Mattoo, Neagu, & Özden, 2008). In the examination of the causes of 

over-education, unexplained variance is thus attributed to other unobserved human capital 

factors (Chiswick, 1978; Friedberg, 2000; Mattoo et al., 2008). Hence, if educational levels are 
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constant, immigrants who are more likely to be over-educated than others are so because they 

lack certain skills such as cognitive skills or country-specific knowledge. They are therefore 

correctly allocated to jobs they are “over-educated” for, because they miss relevant human 

capital factors. I call this the human capital variation hypothesis. If the human capital variation 

hypothesis holds true, then lower wages and lower job satisfaction are natural, justified 

consequences and can only be tackled by improving the quality of education and professional 

skills. 

However, there is another side to the story. The economist perspective is driven by the 

perception of individuals being atomized actors who behave outside a social context. Certainly, 

some economists criticize the assumption of efficient labor markets with non-existing 

discrimination (Becker, 2010). Reitz (2001), Battu and Sloane (2004), and Jakobsen (2004) 

argue that particularly immigrants are prone to labor market discrimination and therefore unable 

to tap their full potential. Although this notion is a valuable contribution to the discussion, 

empirical testing of the discrimination hypothesis is missing. Nevertheless, raising 

discrimination as a factor influencing the risk of immigrant over-education is a first step towards 

acknowledging that over-education can also reflect skill-underutilization and not only human 

capital variation.  

A thorough theoretical challenge of this pure “market” approach to economic action is provided 

by pioneers of the socio-economic spectrum among whom Granovetter is a leading figure. He 

reinforces the term embeddedness1 arguing that (economic) behavior depends on the social 

structure individuals are embedded in (M. Granovetter, 2005). Several researchers have 

followed his footsteps by emphasizing the embeddedness of individuals and their economic 

action within social relations (for example, Lancee, 2012), as well as institutions (for example, 

                                                           
1 The term embeddedness war originally introduced by Polanyi, Arensberg and Pearson (1957).  
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Kogan, 2007). These studies point out that from a sociological perspective, individuals’ success 

on the labor market does not only depend on the quantity and quality of human capital. Rather, 

individuals are embedded in opportunity structures that influence individual decision making 

and action. Hence, individuals may be over-educated because they are not able to tap their full 

potential. Following this approach, individuals who are over-educated under-utilize their skills 

and are therefore genuinely over-educated. I call this the skill under-utilization hypothesis.  

Depending on which approach to follow the implications of over-education are quite different 

(Wirz & Atukeren, 2005). Interpreting over-education as underutilization of skills attributes 

over-education to market inefficiencies due to rigidities and adjustment problems of 

qualifications. Hence, qualified immigrant job seekers end up over-educated because the labor 

market of the destination country is not capable of integrating foreign human capital into the 

domestic labor market. According to this approach, immigrants end up accepting jobs, for 

which they are genuinely overqualified, a problem which could be reduced by policy measures 

which, for example, facilitate foreign credential recognition. Perceiving over-education as a 

reflection of unobserved differences in personal characteristics or differences in the quality of 

education (Chevalier, 2003) leads to the conclusion that over-education is present yet justified, 

labor markets are efficient, and skills not under-utilized.  

The goal of this dissertation is therefore to identify potential causes of over-education and to 

relate them to the consequences, thereby introducing a sociological perspective to the topic. 

While exploring several factors which are likely to explain the risk of over-education among 

immigrants in Germany, I do not neglect previous contributions made by economists but rather 

incorporate them into my theoretical model. I refer to traditional economic theories which are 

prevalent to the discussion, such as human capital theory, technological change theory, search 

and matching theory and signaling theory. Prominent in the economics literature, these theories 

do not take into account potential opportunity structures reflected in discrimination, 
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institutional barriers, the economic context and social capital. I thereby follow an individual, 

institutional, and meso-level approach. On the individual level I look at the amount of human 

capital that immigrants bring along when migrating to Germany. I thereby differentiate between 

educational quality, professional skills and host-country knowledge. On the institutional level 

I examine immigrants’ legal status, discrimination, as well as certain labor market 

particularities, all of which shape the opportunity structure of immigrants within the host-

country. In a second step, I move to the meso-level studying the impact of social capital on 

immigrants’ risk of over-education, thereby examining the impact of both, weak ties in form of 

civic involvement and strong ties (friendship and partnership). Finally, by studying job 

satisfaction I ask to what extent immigrants are affected by over-education. In comparing 

immigrants to natives, I am able to show that differences in the determinants of over-education 

between these two groups are also reflected in the consequences of over-education. To 

summarize, this dissertation studies immigrants’ characteristics, their networks, as well as labor 

market characteristics. The employers’ side is taken into account indirectly, for example, when 

measuring discrimination. However, further research of employers’ decisions is not done due 

to the lack of proper data. 

In the first chapter, I discuss the concept of over-education and then provide an explanation 

why Germany is a particular interesting case to study over-education of immigrants. This 

chapter also provides the theoretical framework in which I refer to concepts which relate to the 

human capital variation hypothesis and to the skill-underutilization hypothesis. I elaborate on 

the research design in chapter 2. Chapter 3 is devoted to the question whether immigrant over-

education is merely due to insufficient human capital or whether institutional barriers constrain 

immigrants’ efforts on the labor market. I contribute to the literature by studying several 

determinants simultaneously and find that next to insufficient skills, institutional barriers indeed 

hamper the integration process of immigrants. Contributing factors are mainly legal barriers, 
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but also statistical discrimination, and licensing of occupations. I continue with a thorough 

discussion of the relationship between over-education and social capital in chapter 4 and chapter 

5. The aspect of social capital has been, with a few exceptions (see Duvander, 2001), neglected 

in the over-education literature. Although my main focus is the case study of Germany, I extend 

my study to several other EU countries in chapter 4, where I focus on the effects of active 

participation in voluntary associations. Incorporating other EU countries allows me to further 

examine policy variations with regard to immigrant credential recognition. Chapter 5 deals with 

the question why contact with native friends and inter-ethnic partnership decreases the risk of 

over-education. The main contribution of this chapter lies in the examination of well-known 

assumptions about the relationship between contact with natives and immigrant labor market 

outcomes, which, however, have hardly been tested so far. I can show, for example, that the 

beneficial effect of having contact with natives is not due to natives’ higher amount of human 

capital, as so often argued in the literature (e.g. Lancee 2012).I conclude my empirical part by 

studying the consequences of over-education on job satisfaction in chapter 6. My results 

indicate that over-education has quite different consequences for migrants than for natives. 

Whereas the latter are hardly affected by over-education with regard to their job satisfaction, 

first-generation immigrants seem to suffer from non-adequate employment. I close the 

dissertation with chapter 7 which provides a final summary and discussion of the main results. 

 

1.2 The Concept of Over-Education 

The term over-education stems from research on occupational mismatch starting in the mid 

80’s. Over-education refers to employees whose educational level is higher than the level 

actually required for their occupation. Theoretical elaborations on this term are generally 

missing in the literature. In most cases, supposed discussions regarding the definition of over-

education instead reflect the on-going discussion about its measurement (see Büchel & Mertens, 
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2004; Groot & Maassen Van Den Brink, 2000; Hartog, 2000; Sicherman, 1991 and many 

others). One of the few theoretical elaborations on the term over-education is the one by Büchel 

(1998). According to Büchel, over-education relates to the vertical dimension of occupational 

flexibility and not to the horizontal dimension. Occupational flexibility on the horizontal 

dimension means changing from a job to another which is located in a different branch but 

demands the same level of education. An example would be a trained nurse who works as a 

medical technical assistant. She is not working in the job she was trained for, but since both 

jobs require the same amount of education, she would not be considered over-educated (p.19). 

Occupational flexibility on the vertical dimension, however, implies having a job which 

requires less education than the employee provides. A medical doctor working as a nurse would 

be an example. She is still working in the branch she was trained for, but she executes tasks for 

which medium vocational training is sufficient.  

Over-education is distinct from other labor market outcomes such as occupational status and 

earnings. Over-education captures a downgrading of valued productivity and may therefore 

have personal consequences for the individual with regard to motivation and job satisfaction 

(Peiró et al., 2010; Verhaest & Omey, 2009). For example, person A may possess a higher 

occupational status than person B. However, person B is adequately employed whereas person 

A is over-educated. Hence, person A may be less satisfied with her job than person B because 

her career expectations are not met. Studying occupational status solely does not capture this 

difference but would suggest that person A is better off than person B in every aspect.  

Also, individuals experience different levels of over-education. A lawyer who works as a 

cleaning lady experiences a higher degree of over-education than a lawyer who works as a 

paralegal. Hence, the latter person would present a higher occupational status and earnings than 

the first person. However, she will still feel the consequences of over-education because she is 

not able to work in the profession she was trained for. Therefore, studies on occupational status 
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and earnings might underestimate the problems which occur on the labor market and a thorough 

study of over-education is required. 

 

1.3 The case of Germany: Recognition of foreign credentials 

Germany is a classic example of occupational labor market (Shavit and Müller, 1998). 

Vocational training is highly standardized and possesses a clear signaling power to the 

employer. In contrast stand countries such as Great Britain which are characterized by an 

internal labor market with little standardization and stratification of the educational system 

(Allmendinger 1989; Shavit and Müller, 1998; Hilmert, 2002). Next to countries such as 

Switzerland and Denmark, Germany is one of the few countries, which possesses a strong dual 

educational system. Next to general education, students can follow vocational training where 

they acquire occupation-specific skills, which prepare them optimally for their future 

occupation (Ebner, 2013). One the one hand, this provides occupation-specific vocational 

training with a strong signaling power to potential employers. Due to the strong standardization 

of the dual educational system, German employers know what to expect of their employees. On 

the other hand, such a system makes school-work transitions rather inflexible, particular for 

immigrants, who did not take part in the German dual system but acquired their education 

abroad.  

For this reason, Germany’s labor market is often said to be strongly certificate-based. 

Employment is mainly acquired by possessing occupation-specific vocational certificates 

(Kalter & Granato, 2007; Konietzka & Kreyenfeld, 2001; Muller & Shavit, 1998). Credentials 

serve as the signal in the recruitment process for employers and immigrants and natives need 

to possess certain credentials in order to work in the occupation they were trained for. This is 

not a problem for second generation immigrants who have been born in Germany and who 
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possess a German degree. Many first-generation immigrants, however, obtained their 

qualifications in their home country and apply for recognition. Knuth (2012) emphasizes that 

recognition is important in two ways: First, it refers to the actual formal recognition of skills 

and credentials and to the right to perform certain tasks. Second, it refers to the recognition of 

work performance and societal appreciation which influences immigrants’ self-esteem and self-

perception. Because many of my arguments made in this dissertation refer to the problem of 

credential recognition I devote this section to a detailed description of the recognition process 

in Germany.  

The recognition of credentials by either the state, professional chambers or employers is 

necessary for adequate employment. However, such recognition is not easy to obtain as some 

studies show. In fact, recognition of foreign credentials is identified as the major impediment 

to adequate employment of first-generation immigrants (Brussig, Dittmar, & Knuth, 2009; 

Englmann & Müller, 2007; Kogan, 2012; Konietzka & Kreyenfeld, 2001). In this context, it is 

differentiated between three recognition goals: Immigrants who wish to study at a German 

institution apply for academic recognition. Those who wish to work in the occupation they were 

trained for apply for professional recognition. Lastly, immigrants can apply for holding their 

academic title (“Gradführung”) (Kulturministerkonferenz).  

Academic recognition occurs automatically with the application at a German tertiary institution. 

Each university decides whether they recognize the foreign education or not.  Professional 

recognition is mainly necessary for immigrants who wish to work in so called reglemented or 

licensed occupations. Licensed occupations are mainly found in the health sector but teacher 

and lawyer are also licensed occupations. Also for unlicensed occupations a formal evaluation 

of the credentials can be useful. For certificates of the tertiary track, the Central Office for 

Foreign Education (Zentralstelle für ausländisches Bildungswesen 

(ZAB))(Kulturministerkonferenz, 2014) is responsible. The ZAB follows the guidelines set up 
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in the Lisbon treaty which was signed 1997 and became law in 2007. If immigrants want to 

apply for an evaluation and recognition of their professional training, they have to follow the 

guidelines of the recent law of recognition (Berufsqualifikationsfeststellungsgesetz [BQFG]) 

which came into force April 2012.  The law of recognition is a federal law and regulates both, 

licensed and unlicensed occupations, and finally gives all migrant groups the legal right to apply 

formally for credential recognition. Among them are around 350 professional trainings within 

the frame of the dual vocational training system, which are regulated by the Vocational Training 

Act (Berufsbildungsgesetz (BBiG)) and by the crafts code (for fellow guild members) 

(Handwerksordnung (für Gesellen)). The law or recognition introduced several changes: First, 

it guarantees immigrants for the first time the legal right to get an evaluation of their 

professional credentials in the unlicensed sector. Prior to the law of recognition such a legal 

right existed only for ethnic Germans (Aussiedler), based on the Federal Expellees Act 

(Bundesvertriebenengesetz). Second, this law is particularly useful for third country nationals, 

for whom until April 2012 no regulations existed and from whom recognition of professional 

qualifications was therefore very difficult. Third, for licensed occupations, regulations existed 

already before the law or recognition based on the recognition treaty (2005/36/EG); however, 

these regulations applied only to immigrants from the European Union. The law of recognition 

now also allows third country nationals to claim their right to get an evaluation of their foreign 

credentials. In addition, around 40 licensed occupations such as medical doctors, nurses or 

lawyers are regulated by federal law (siehe Kulturministerkonferenz). Further, many other 

occupations exist—such as teacher or engineer—which are regulated by country law, hence, 

these professions are not affected by the law or recognition.  Also, with regard to the application 

for holding an academic title, each county is responsible for itself, and rules and regulations 

vary which makes transferability of foreign credentials more difficult. 
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 Unfortunately, not enough time has passed since the law of recognition was released in order 

to make representative statements about its efficacy. All my analyses are based on data which 

was collected before the spring 2012. However, I strongly encourage other researchers  to 

investigate the law of recognition and its effectiveness more closely once proper data is 

available.   

Professional recognition is the most complicated procedure and Brussig et al. (2009) provide a 

comprehensive discussion about this recognition process in Germany. Recognition of 

credentials describes the procedure of examining the equivalence of foreign to domestic 

degrees, as well as the result of this procedure, namely the declaration of such equivalence 

(Brussig et al., 2009, p. 3). In Germany, the state differentiates between two forms of 

recognition, de jure and de facto.  For so called licensed or reglemented occupations, a 

certificate acknowledged by the state, which leads to a so called de jure recognition, is required. 

Non-licensed occupations can theoretically be practiced without any formal educational or 

vocational qualification recognized by the state. In these cases a de facto recognition occurs if 

employers decide that the qualifications of the foreign applicant are sufficient for pursuing the 

occupation. National law and EU law regulate the recognition of foreign credentials. Because 

of the federal structure of the German state, no central authority exists which regulates the 

recognition of foreign credentials (Kogan, 2012). The fact that immigrants face serious 

problems when applying for the recognition of their credentials has long been known by 

experts; however, only recently have researchers begun to pay attention to this topic as well. 

Brussig et al. (2009) show that among immigrants who receive unemployment benefits (ALG-

II), almost 30% have a degree not recognized in Germany. Immigrants who are not able to get 

their professional qualifications recognized have the same chances of getting employed as 

immigrants without any professional qualification. Also, many immigrants do not even apply 

for recognition because they fear the costs which arise. For example, immigrants have to 
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translate their diplomas, which is a rather costly endeavor. Many immigrants are not aware that 

the German state covers costs up to 260 Euros due to the recognition process. All these 

regulations are not only confusing for immigrants; also, responsible authorities are not 

adequately prepared for the process of foreign credential recognition. In the IAQ report a 

responsible authority is quoted saying:  “[Foreign credential recognition] is extremely 

complicated. (…) I personally do not have the overview. I did not even bother to remember 

everything because it differs from federal state to federal state” (IAQ 2009, p. 136). The situation 

probably improved in 2012, when the Recognition Law (Anerkennungsgesetz), which serves 

as the first guideline of how third country nationals should be integrated into the German labor 

market, came into effect (see chapter 1, p.13). 

Previous research 

The topic of credential recognition has only slowly entered the academic debate. A qualitative 

study by Müller and Ayan (2013) examines the trouble migrants have in the social and health 

services. Migrants tell of the contempt they experience as well as the lack of support of 

authorities.  Kogan (2012) examines quantitatively immigrants from the former Soviet Union 

asking who applies for recognition and in what form do immigrants benefit from such 

recognition. She finds that half of the respondents never even applied for recognition and only 

one fourth indicated that their credentials are fully recognized. Immigrants are more likely to 

apply for recognition if they possess good language skills and tertiary education, and if the 

occupation is licensed. Also, Jewish migrants are more likely to apply for recognition than 

ethnic Germans (Aussiedler), which is surprising because the latter enjoy special rights with 

regard to recognition. Kogan also shows that on average, immigrants who apply for recognition 

do not enter the labor market immediately. However, once they have gotten their credentials 

recognized, they find employment of higher occupational status than those who received no 

recognition. Nevertheless, applying for recognition remains a risky procedure. Those who try 
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for recognition but fail are also at a disadvantage because the recognition procedure slows down 

their labor market entry. Immigrants who never tried to apply for recognition at least entered 

the labor market rather quickly. Kogan’s study shows that the topic of credential recognition is 

a complex matter affecting immigrants’ chances on the host-country’s labor market 

tremendously. I therefore also take credential recognition into account when studying 

immigrants’ chances of adequate employment. Unfortunately, I have only access to information 

about the recognition of educational credentials and not about occupation-specific vocational 

credentials. However, results of chapter 3 show that even educational credential recognition has 

a major impact on immigrants’ risk of over-education.  
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Chapter 2 

Research Design 

 

2.1 Introduction to the data sources 

I utilize three different data sets: I start giving a broad overview of the appearance of over-

education in Germany using the microzensus from the year 2009. Most empirical chapters are 

based on the starting cohort 6 of the National Educational Panel Study (NEPS) (Blossfeld, 

Roßbach and Von Maurice, 2011) except for chapter 4 in which I make use of the first wave of 

the European Social Survey (ESS) (ESS, 2002).  

2.1.1 National Educational Panel Study 

The National Educational Panel Study (NEPS) is a study carried out by the Leibniz Institute for 

Educational Trajectories (LIfBi) at the University of Bamberg, Germany. The target activity of 

the NEPS is to collect longitudinal data on the development of competencies, educational 

processes and educational returns over the life course. It contains detailed information about 

individual biographies such as educational and occupational trajectories. Information about 

migrants’ and their parents’ home-country allows me to link several home-country 

characteristics to the individuals and study their impact on immigrants success on the German 

labor market. Moreover, due to the biographical nature of the data I am able to follow the 

educational and occupational development of the migrants back to before they migrated to 

Germany. This allows me to test to what extend pre-migration experience impacts post-

migration developments. Lastly, the NEPS data contains detailed information about 

individuals’ social capital which other data lack. This enables me to test assumptions about the 

relationship between social capital and immigrant labor market outcomes (in this case over-
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education) in a much more thorough way than done before. The NEPS data therefore is very 

suitable to answer my research questions.  

The NEPS contains five pillars and eight stages. Each pillar is ascribed to a theoretically 

coordinated dimension: Competence development, learning environments, educational 

decisions, migration background, and returns to education. These pillars cross eight stages 

starting from birth to early child care (stage 1), kindergarten to elementary school (stage 2), 

elementary school to lower secondary school (stage 3), lower to upper secondary school (stage 

4), upper secondary school to higher education/vocational training/labor market (stage 5), from 

vocational training to the labor market (stage 6), from higher education to the labor market 

(stage 7), and adult education and lifelong learning (stage 8). 

Source: https://www.neps-data.de/en-us/projectoverview/structure.aspx 
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Because I am mainly interested in educational labor market returns of migrants I make use of 

the starting cohort 6 (SC6) which consists of individuals born between 1944 and 1986. The data 

offer detailed retrospective information on the histories of education, employment, and family 

of an adult population. “The current release of NEPS SC6 comprises data from three data 

collection waves that took place in 2007/2008, 2009/2010, and 2010/2011. The first wave 

represents a forerunner study called Working and learning in a Changing World (ALWA) that 

had been conducted by the Institute for Employment Research (IAB) in Nuremberg, Germany. 

The NEPS started at 2009/2010 with data collection by taking over targets from the ALWA 

study (those with panel willingness) and by refreshing and piling up the original ALWA sample 

to older birth cohorts. Hence, the first NEPS data collection is marking the second wave 

effectively for a significant part of the sample. The third wave had been conducted in 2010/2011 

by NEPS (study B67). Some cases from ALWA who temporally dropped out at wave 2 have 

been successfully interviewed at wave 3” (Skopek, 2013, p. 16).  

 

Sampling 

Data were collected by using computer-assisted personal and telephone interviewing (CAPI & 

CATI). 8997 persons showed panel willingness if the ALWA study of which 6572 were finally 

interviewed. A refreshment sample of 6547 people covering birth cohorts from 1956 to 1986 

was drawn of which 1971 were finally interviewed. An additional sample covering individuals 

born between 1944 and 1955 was drawn (11465) of which 3106 were interviewed. Hence, in 

the first wave of the NEPS data, 11, 649 respondents were interviewed. Of these 11, 649 

individuals, 9, 322 participated also in the second wave. 

Although the selection of respondents is based on representative sampling, I use weights in 

order to account for the probability to be selected into the sample. I use standardized design 

weights for the second wave as well as probability weights, which encounter for the probability 
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that respondents who took part in wave two also take part in wave three (Gilberg and Kleudgen, 

2013) .  

 

Sample 

As described above, two waves exist so far which were collected in 2009/10 and 2010/11. I 

only selected individuals who participated in both waves (6,131 natives and 567 first-generation 

immigrants and 603 second generation immigrants). I excluded all individuals from the analysis 

who reported to be self-employed because for this group over-education is difficult to assess. I 

also excluded individuals who are living in East Germany from my sample because East and 

West Germany differ not only economically but also possess different migration histories. 

The variables of interest were drawn from retrospective data (for example, in order to assess 

occupation and education before migration or the legal status at migration) as well as from 

cross-sectional data from the first and second wave. All time-variant variables were drawn from 

wave 1. The dependent variable over-education was drawn from wave 2. This leads to a one-

year gap between time-variant variables of interest and the dependent variable which makes 

causality more likely. Using the retrospective data I distinguish between factors which 

happened before migration (such as labor market experience before migration), factors which 

are relevant at time of migration (legal status), and factors which were relevant during the time 

after migration (recognition of credentials, vocational training in Germany). In order to obtain 

further information about home-country characteristics I additionally use external data from the 

United Nations Development Programme (UNDP, 2013), and Freedom House (Freedom 

House, 2014). 
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Main measures  

In the following I will provide an overview of the measurement of the dependent variable over-

education as well as relevant control variables. Variables measuring the concepts which are 

introduced in the theory sections of this dissertation are described in the respective chapters.  

Over-education:  

Over-education refers to the difference between the educational attainment of the employee and 

the required level of education of his or her occupation. In almost every data, information about 

individuals’ education is provided. It is more difficult, however, to obtain the required 

educational level of specific occupations. Overall, four different methods are discussed in the 

literature which are used to determine the required level of education and which can be 

differentiated between ‘data-based’, ‘subjective’ and ‘objective’ measurements (Groot & 

Maassen Van Den Brink, 2000). I will shortly discuss every method and explain why or why 

not this measurement is suitable for my research. 

Rather popular are data-based measurements such as the average-based or realized matches 

approach which have the “advantage of always being available” (Chevalier, 2003, p. 511). The 

required education is derived from the mean or mode educational attainment of employees in 

their specific occupation. Taking the mean approach as an example, an employee is over-

educated if his education is greater than one standard deviation above the mean for the specific 

occupation (for example Cohn & Khan, 1995). However, this measurement is also considered 

problematic since no rationale is behind the choice of one standard deviation (Hartog, 2000; 

Sicherman, 1991; Wirz & Atukeren, 2005). Since I study immigrants who often obtained their 

educational degree in their home country, the use of the International Classification of 

Education (ISCED) is recommendable. However, the ISCED is strictly speaking not a metric 



25 
 

variable but an ordinal variable and therefore the calculation of the mean educational level 

becomes problematic. 

An alternative suggested by Kiker et al. (1997) is using the modal value instead of the mean 

level of education. Hence, employers are considered over-educated if their attained education 

is above the modal value of the respecting occupation. Kiker et al. (1997) argue that another 

advantage of this measure is that it is less sensitive to outliers and technological change. Studies 

using this approach can be found, for example, in (Battu & Sloane, 2004) or (Lindley, 2009). 

However, the frequent occurrence of multiple modes per occupation also forces researchers to 

make subjective decisions about which mode to take. 

Subjective measurements are based on self-reports by the respondents. Respondents are either 

asked directly whether they are over-educated or they report the educational requirements for 

their job. Studies using the self-assessment method are, among others, Alba-Ramirez (1993), 

Sloane, Battu, and Seaman (1996) , and Zakariya and Battu (2013). The NEPS data also contain 

the question about the required level of education; however, what is problematic is that 

individuals tend to overstate their situation. Hence, they might report a higher level of education 

than actually required. In addition, since I focus on the immigrant population, I cannot assume 

that every immigrant is so familiar with the German occupational and educational system that 

they are able to identify the correct level of education. For those reasons I decided that the 

subjective measurement is not suitable for my research.  

Two forms of objective measurements exist. One is the use of professional job analysts who 

evaluate occupations (for example Halaby, 1994; Kiker, Santos, & De Oliveira, 1997; 

Rumberger, 1981). However, this measurement is rather complicated and expensive  and 

therefore hardly used.  
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The second refers to a measurement by the International Labor Organization (ILO) which 

provides a classification of occupations and required levels of education which is international 

comparable (ILO, 2012, p. 14). Individuals are considered over-educated when they report a 

higher ISCED-97 code than required for the respective ISCO-08 major group (1). Individuals 

who are adequately employed or even under-educated serve as the reference group which is 

coded (0). For the sake of convenience I will refer to the reference group as ‘adequately 

employed’.. Individuals in armed forces occupations were excluded since no particular skill 

level can be attributed to this occupational group.   A distinction is made between nine 

occupational groups2 which are allocated to four educational levels3.  

Tabelle 2.1: Major ISCO groups and respective skill levels 

ISCO major group Broad occupation group Skill level 

   

1: Legislators, senior officials, managers  High-skilled non-manual Tertiary (SCED 5-6) 
2: Professionals 

3: Technicians and associate professionals 

   

4: Clerks Low-skilled non-manual Secondary (ISCED 3-4) 
5: Service workers, shop, market sales 

workers 

 

6: Skilled agricultural and fishery workers 

 

Skilled manual 

7: Craft and related trade workers 

8: Plant and machine operators and assemblers 

   

9: Elementary occupations Unskilled Primary (ISCED 1-2) 

Source: (ILO, 2012) 

                                                           
2 Managers, professionals, technicians and associate professionals, clerical support workers, services and sales 
workers, skilled agricultural, forestry and fishery workers, craft and related trade workers, plant and machine 
operators and assemblers, and elementary occupations. 
3 1. Primary, 2 lower secondary, upper secondary and post-secondary (non-tertiary), 3. First stages of tertiary 
education (short/medium duration), 4. First stage of tertiary education (first degree) and second stage of 
tertiary education. 
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This definition of mismatch contains the major advantage that is comparable over time as well 

as across nations. Results are therefore strictly comparable. Both aspects are very important for 

my study because in chapter three I measure over-education prior to migration which implies 

different time points since Germany has a migration history which goes back several decades. 

Also, I am interested in the incidence of over-education in the home-country which makes a 

comparability of over-education across countries necessarily. Lastly, the classification of 

occupations and educational levels is broader than it is the case with the other measures; hence, 

it is a rather conservative measure of over-education leading to firm results.   

Immigrants: I define the migration status of a person by the country of birth which is reported 

for the respondent as well as for his or her parents. Second generation immigrants are 

individuals who have been born in Germany but who have at least one parent who is born 

outside of Germany. First-generation immigrants refer to people who were born outside of 

Germany. Because some of the first-generation migrated to Germany as children or teenager 

and therefore experienced the German educational and vocational system, I further differentiate 

between the ‘real’ first-generation and the 1.5th generation. The latter group contains 

immigrants who migrated to Germany before the age of 18.  

In all models I control for the following variables: 

Religion and religiosity: Religion and religiosity is an important control factor as it may 

influence the likelihood of social integration (for example, decrease the chances of inter-ethnic 

contact which in turn affects immigrants labor market outcomes [see chapter 5]) as well as 

trigger taste discrimination, particularly against Muslims. I therefore include religious 

denomination of the people (No religion (0), Christian (1), Jewish/other (2), Muslim (3)), as 

well as their religiosity ranging from 1(very religious) to 4(not religious at all). The variable 

religiosity was recoded into (very) religious (1) and (not very) religious (0). 
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Gender: I control for whether the respondent is male (0) or female (1).  

Family status: Since developments in personal life and work life are interdependent (Greenhaus 

& Powell, 2006) I further control for family status, distinguishing between married (0), divorced 

(1), widowed (3), and single (4). 

Children: For the same reason, I also control whether small children under the age of 6 are in 

the household. This may affect particularly women who tend to work part-time when having 

small children. This is relevant since part-time employment strongly correlates with over-

education.  

Age: Age also affects the risk of over-education. Studies show that particularly young 

employees who recently entered the labor market are affected by over-education (Büchel and 

Mertens, 2004). Over time, many people experience a transition from over-education into 

adequate employment. It is likely that this effect is not linear but curve-linear since elderly are 

again a risk group. I therefore further control for age². 

Education: Over-education is strongly correlated with the level of education which a person 

possesses. A person with only minimal amount of education can hardly be over-educated 

compared to a person with tertiary education. Therefore, the risk of over-education increases 

with each year of education. I therefore control for the years of education using the CASMIN 

classification which ranges from 1 (inadequately completed general education) to 9 (higher 

tertiary education).  

Class repetition: Whether a person has repeated a class in school (1) or not (0) may be an 

indicator for his or her cognitive abilities and skills.  
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Length of stay (in years): The longer migrants stayed in the host-country the higher their 

chances of acquiring host-country cultural capital which facilitates social and structural 

assimilation into the receiving country.  

Citizenship: Naturalization signals legal equalization between the former immigrant and his 

native peers. It provides immigrants with rights which directly concern the labor market. 

Citizenship enables immigrants to work in the governmental sector, for example. In addition, 

citizenship may reduce discrimination by employers. Citizenship signals commitment and the 

willingness to stay in the country which would “increase the employer’s incentive to invest and 

pay for an employee’s training” (Gathmann & Keller, 2013, p. 3). It is therefore an important 

factor to control for.  

Region of origin: The NEPS data provides a classification of regions from where immigrants 

and their parents come from. The regions are: Italy, Poland, Romania, Turkey, former 

Yugoslavia, former Soviet Union, Central- and South America and the Caribbean, North- and 

West Europe, North America, Middle East and North Africa, rest of Africa, Asia, Central- and 

East Europe, rest of South Europe. 

The NEPS data is only informative about immigrants who have not re-migrated to their home 

country. This can be viewed positively since most policy makers are mainly interested in 

successful labor market integration of long-term migrants who intend to stay in the host-

country. On the other hand, it neglects migrants who decided to return to their home-country 

and who still provided a valuable asset to the German economy.  

 



30 
 

2.1.2 European Social Survey 

Although the NEPS data is very valuable in most aspects it lacks suitable measurements for my 

research question in chapter 4. In this chapter I am interested in the effects of active participation 

in voluntary associations on immigrants’ probability to be over-educated. In chapter 4, I 

therefore make use of the ‘European Social Survey’ (ESS), carried out in 2002/2003.4 This 

wave is chosen due to its specific focus on civic engagement. The empirical analysis is 

conducted using pooled individual-level data for 1,356 first-generation immigrants from 17 

European countries. Although the main focus of this dissertation is the case study Germany, I 

expand to the EU in this chapter in order to take into account policy variations regarding 

immigrant labor market integration. 

The main analysis is restricted to first and second generation migrants who were in any form of 

employment at the time of the interview. As in chapter 3, I define first-generation migrants as 

those people that state a different country than the country of the interview as their country of 

birth. However, to compare revealed effects for the first-generation migrant sample with 

second-generation migrants, we additionally replicate our analysis for a sample of 997 second 

generation immigrants. This further allows us to evaluate whether associational involvement 

presents a valuable resource for successful labor market integration beyond the group of first-

generation immigrants. Only observations for which all important variables could be obtained 

are included in the analysis. 

 

 

                                                           
4  The countries analysed are Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, 

Luxembourg, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden and the UK. Israel, the Czech 
Republic, France and Switzerland, although covered in the ESS, are excluded due to missing variables. 
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Measurements 

Degree of over-education: Because of the larger sample size (compared to the NEPS data) I 

distinguish between three groups of over-education. Adequately employed (0)5, medium over-

educated (1) and severely educated individuals (2). The European Social Survey provides a 

broader measurement of the ISCED-97 score as the NEPS data which makes an equal 

measurement of over-education not possible (as a reminder: With the NEPS data I rely on the 

ILO classification of over-education). However, with the ESS data I do not use any 

information about the employment status prior to migration which is why I do not need a 

measurement which is comparable over time. I therefore decided to follow the data-based 

approach and consider people as over-educated if their obtained education exceeds the modal 

level of education in their respective occupation and country (Kiker et al. 1997). Hence I first 

construct a dichotomous variable that takes the value one if the person reports to have a 

higher educational degree than the most frequent educational degree within their occupation; 

otherwise, the person receives the value zero. 

EducLeveli,j,c  >  Mode(EducLevelj,c),  (with subscript i for individual, j for occupation and c for country) 

To differentiate between educational levels, I use harmonised information on the highest level 

of completed education according to the ISCED97 codes (1-digit). I distinguish occupations by 

using the ‘International Standard Classification of Occupations’ (ISCO88).6.  

                                                           
5Again, the term adequately employed includes also under-educated individuals.  
6  Since the number of observations within certain occupations and countries might become quite low, I use 

ISCO88 occupations at the 4-digit level where the number of observations is 15 or more and aggregate to the 
next higher level as long as the number of respondents remains below this threshold.  
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Compared to the NEPS data used in chapter 3, the ESS provides a rather high number of 

immigrants which allows me to look at the difference between an individual’s personal 

education—measured in years of obtained education—and the average years of education 

among people in the same occupation and country. I distinguish between medium over-educated 

individuals who possess one to five more years of education than required for their job and 

severely over-educated individuals who obtain more than five years of education than required 

for their job. This leaves me with three groups: adequate employed (0), medium over-educated 

(1) and severely over-educated (2). 

Years since migration: In chapter four, I am partly interested in the effects of civic involvement 

on the degree of over-education by time immigrants spend in the host-country. I therefore do 

not make use of a continuous variable as I do in analyses which are based on the NEPS data but 

differentiate between four groups: second generation (0), first-generation immigrants who lived 

more than 10 years in the host-country (1), 10-6 years (2), and lastly immigrants who lived 5 

years or less in the host-country (3). This allows me to estimate the marginal effects of civic 

involvement on the degree of over-education for each of these groups. 

Language skills: Unfortunately, I do not have any information about the exact language skills 

of immigrants. I therefore include a dichotomous variable capturing whether the first language 

spoken at home is an official language of the current country.  

Region of origin: Unfortunately, I do not have any information about the specific country of 

origin of second generation immigrants. However, I do know the region of origin of the 

parents born outside of the host-country. I distinguish between immigrants from Europe and 

North America (0), Latin America and the Caribbean (1), Africa and the Middle East (2), and 

Asia and the Pacific (3).  
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Credential recognition: The ESS provides no information about individual credential 

recognition or country policies with regard to credential recognition. I therefore added host-

country information derived from the Migrant Integration Policy Index (MIPEX) (Mipex, 

2011). Unfortunately, longitudinal data is not available so I make use of the information which 

is provided for the year 2007, which is closest to the interview date of the NEPS respondents. 

MIPEX consists of 7 policy areas on migrant integration for all countries which are also used 

in the ESS. Because I am interested in labor market integration I chose the policy area labor 

market mobility from which selected the topics access to general support and targeted support.  

The topic access to general support covers the sub-topics “access to public employment 

services”, “equality of access to education and vocational training, including study grants” and 

“recognition of academic and professional qualifications acquired outside the EU”. The topic 

targeted support covers the sub-topics “state facilitation of recognition of skills and 

qualifications obtained outside the EU”, “measures to further the integration of third-country 

nationals into the labor market”, additional measures to further the integration of third-country 

nationals into the labor market”, and “support to access public employment services”. For each 

sup-topic a score was provided ranging from 0 “not provided” to 100 ”fully provided”. The 

scores where then aggregated to a total score for each topic. Hence, for each home-country I 

receive one score for access to general support and one score for targeted support.  

Unfortunately, no information about pre-migration labor market experience could be derived. 

Therefore I am unable to take pre-migration professional skills and licensing of occupations 

into account as I do with the NEPS data.  

At country-level, I further include the level of unemployment (source: World Bank World 

Development Indicators), as well as total public cash expenditures compensating for 

unemployment (source: OECD Social Expenditure Database; both taken from Samanni et al. 
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(2012). High unemployment rates may force job seekers to take on jobs for which they are over-

educated more frequently (Groot et al., 2000). On the other hand, public unemployment 

expenditures ease the personal costs of being unemployed, which may lead people to be more 

patient during the job search in order to find jobs that are better matching their qualifications.  

The main advantage of the ESS data of 2003 is the detailed measurement of civic involvement 

in voluntary associations (see chapter 4 for detailed description). Whereas the NEPS data wins 

with regard to detailed measurements of strong ties such as friendship and partnership, it lacks 

a profound measurement of weak ties (such as membership in voluntary associations). 

Moreover, it allows me to test my hypotheses beyond the borders of Germany. However, as it 

is often the case with such large-scale data, the ESS lacks detailed information about 

individuals’ biography which allows for cross-sectional analyses only.  

 

2.1.3 Microcensus 

The microcensus serves the purpose of showing differences in the extent of over-education 

between natives and immigrants. The Microcensus (MC) is a representative annual sample 

survey of 1% of the German population with all households having the same probability of 

selection. Data are collected by interviewers from the statistical offices of the Länder (counties), 

who conduct mostly face-to-face interviews with all members of the household. I analyze the 

Microcensus Scientific Use File of the year 2009, which is an anonymized 70 per cent 

subsample of the original microcensus in 2009. I chose this year since the main population of 

the NEPS data was interviewed in 2009/2010.  
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Sample 

The sample is limited to respondents aged 18-65 years old. First-generation immigrants are 

defined by country of birth or nationality and year of migration. I distinguish between the first-

generation of immigrants who arrive after the age of 18 and immigrants, who themselves have 

been born in Germany but who have parents with migration background (second generation 

immigrants). The measurement of over-education equals the measurement with the NEPS data. 

After excluding self-employed, individuals who are living in East Germany and those who have 

missings on the variables of interest, I end up with a total sample of 27, 886 first-generation 

immigrants.  

The Microcensus is mainly used for obtaining a representative description of the risk of over-

education for natives and immigrants. No further variables are therefore considered. 

 

2.2 Statistical techniques 

I mostly make use of linear probability models (LPM), which are linear regressions used to 

predict binary variables (Mood, 2010). The predicted value is therefore a probability ranging 

from 0 to 1.  

𝑌𝑖 =  𝛽0 + 𝛽1𝑋𝑖 + 𝑢1 

The LPM has been criticized because values can exceed the 0-1 boundary. However, this 

problem also occurs with linear regression models and is, according to Mood (2010) only a 

problem if it affects multiple values. The assumption of homoscedasticity does not hold for 
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LPM, however, this problem can be corrected by calculating heteroscedasticity-robust standard 

errors.  

One of the major advantages of using LPM is the simple interpretation of the results as well as 

the comparability of parameters across models (Mood, 2010). In logistic regression coefficients 

depend both on the effect sizes and the magnitude of unobserved heterogeneity which is why 

the interpretation and comparison of coefficients is not as straightforward as in linear regression 

(ibid, p.79). In chapter 4, my dependent variable consists of three outcomes: adequately 

employed (0), medium over-educated (1), and severely over-educated (2). I therefore decided 

to estimate the odd ratios of being medium over-educated/severely over-educated compared to 

adequately employed. The best method is therefore multinominal logit.  In chapter 6 my 

dependent variable is linear (job satisfaction on a scale of 0-10) which is why I use linear 

regression models for those analyses. As with LPM, coefficients are easily comparable over 

models and easy to interpret.  

In all models I calculate robust standard errors and cluster for country of origin. For second 

generation immigrants, the country of origin refers to their parents’ home-country. 
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Chapter 3 

Immigrant Over-education: Human capital 

variation or skill under-utilization? 

3.1 Introduction 

The aim of this chapter is to give a broad over-view of potential determinants of over-education 

among immigrants. Whereas previous studies have focused solely on human capital factors I 

contribute to the literature by considering several important factors and mechanisms 

simultaneously. In chapter 1, I elaborated on two main streams in the literature with regard to 

immigrant over-education: Among economists, who dominate in the scientific debate, 

immigrant over-education is mainly attributed to lower amounts of skills (e.g. Chiswick, 1978; 

Freidberg, 2000; Mattoo et al., 2008). Immigrants, so the argument, often possess human capital 

of lower quality than required in the host-country, or face problems with its transferability to 

the host-country labor market because of insufficient language skills (human capital variation 

hypothesis). On the other hand, migrants may also be hindered in the full utilization of their 

human capital because of external constraints such as discrimination and institutional barriers 

(skill under-utilization hypothesis). 

This chapter is a first attempt to test both hypotheses by examining human capital factors and 

institutional factors simultaneously. I first identify three forms of human capital, instead on 

focusing on just one, as mainly done in previous studies: Educational quality, professional 

skills, and host-country knowledge. I then continue with an introduction of external constraints 

which may hinder immigrants in finding adequate employment. Depending on their legal status, 
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immigrants face few or many difficulties getting their credentials recognized. Moreover, 

immigrants are discriminated against by potential employers. Lastly, immigrants’ chances to 

find adequate employment may also be influenced by the specific regulation of their occupation.  

In the following I will thoroughly discuss my choice of determining factors and the theoretical 

concepts which help to understand why these factors influence immigrants’ risk of over-

education.   

  

3.2 Human Capital Variation Hypothesis 

The human capital variation hypothesis derives from human capital theory and emphasizes that 

over-educated workers lack certain skills (observable and unobservable) required for adequate 

employment. Human capital theory defines human capital as a composition of education, 

experience, and abilities which are all linked to the productivity of the worker (Becker 1971). 

Individuals who are over-educated in the sense that their level of education is higher than the 

required level of education, may lack other forms of the above mentioned skills. Examples 

could be labor market experience but also soft skills such as communication skills or 

organizational skills. Moreover, immigrants are also very likely to lack other forms of relevant 

human capital such as host-country knowledge. Human capital theory therefore clearly 

attributes over-education to human capital variation between individuals. The problem of 

human capital theory is its rather broad definition of human capital. As a result, researchers 

“pick” one form of human capital, such as language skills, which they believe to be most 

relevant, thereby neglecting other important human capital factors.  For a correct testing of the 

human-capital variation hypothesis a differentiation between relevant forms of human capital 

is necessary. I therefore identify three forms of human capital which affect the risk of 

immigrants to become over-educated: Educational quality, professional skills, and host-country 
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knowledge. All three of them are hard to measure, however, I suggest a valid proxy for each 

factor. 

One general argument often heard is that even if immigrants possess the right credentials, the 

quality of their education does not suffice for the demands of the host-country labor market. 

This can be the case if the country of origin, where the education was acquired, is 

technologically not as advanced as the host-country since technological advancement directly 

affects the quality of education. For example, a degree of medicine in Morocco might be of 

lower quality because the country does not have the financial means to invest in state-of-the-

art medical devices. Hence, a Moroccan doctor might fall into over-education in Germany, 

because he lacks the necessary technological knowledge. This argument goes in line with 

technological change theory (Kiker et al. 2000) according to which firms and employers adapt 

to technological change over time by increasing school-provided skill requirements for 

occupations. For example, for positions where vocational training was sufficient in earlier 

times, nowadays a university degree is required. Hence, recently hired employees possess 

higher educational degrees than (the majority of) employees hired previously and are therefore 

considered over-educated. The technological change theory can also be applied to the 

immigrant case with a slightly different focus. Instead of speaking of technological change over 

time one can look at differences in technological developments between countries as described 

above. Employers hire immigrants with, for example, a tertiary education, for a job which in 

Germany requires only higher secondary education, in order to make sure that the immigrant is 

really suitable for his or her job. In order to see whether the quality of education affects 

immigrants’ labor market chances in the host-country, I specifically look at the amount of 

money origin countries spend on education. This factor has been previously used as a valid 

proxy for educational quality in relevant studies in which immigrant labor market integration 

is studied (Mattoo, Neagu, & Özden, 2008).  
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Other forms of relevant human capital can be derived from signaling theory (Spence, 1973). 

Singaling theory stresses the dependency of the employer on some signal for the future 

productivity of a potential employee (“Hiring as an investment under uncertainty” [Spence 

1973, p. 356]). Common signals of productivity are usually educational and vocational 

credentials (Kreyenfeld and Konietzka 2001). Most immigrants possess foreign credentials 

which are unknown to host-country employers. Foreign credentials therefore lose their 

signaling power because employers are not able to interpret them. In addition to credentials, 

two other signals of productivity are relevant on the labor market: Professional skills and host-

country knowledge. Immigrants differ tremendously in their labor market experience and 

professional skills. For example, a Lebanese immigrant might possess a high quality 

educational degree in medical training from the American University of Beirut7 but due to the 

economic circumstances was not able to gain any professional experience in her home-country. 

Potential employers in the host-country will interpret the lack of professional skills as a negative 

signal of her productivity and will therefore not offer her adequate employment. The fact that 

immigrants come to the host-country with different employment histories has received very 

little attention so far (Chiswick and Miller 2009; Piracha et al. 2012). I am therefore filling an 

important gap by looking specifically at pre-migration labor market experience in order to 

assess professional skills.  

Lastly, host-country knowledge serves as an important signal to potential employers. Host-

country knowledge works as a translator and transformer of education and professional skills. 

A well-educated American might still have difficulties finding adequate employment in 

Germany if she is not acquainted with the German language. Most studies focus on language 

skills as a typical (and measureable) form of host-country knowledge (e.g. Chiswick and Miller 

                                                           
7 One of the top universities in Lebanon 
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2003). I will follow this approach and also include language skills as an important factor into 

my theoretical model.  

To conclude, technological change theory and signaling theory allow me to conceptually 

differentiate more specifically between educational quality, professional skills, and host-

country knowledge.  I will continue by discussing how those concepts are related to each other, 

why we should consider them and which measures are most appropriate.  

 

3.2.1 Educational quality: The origin hypothesis  

An argument made frequently by economists is that many immigrants provide lower levels of 

human capital than required in the host-country and therefore acquire jobs for which they are 

only on paper over-educated. This point of view supports the idea that these migrants are in fact 

correctly allocated to jobs which match their skills. I previously argued that based on 

technological change theory, such theoretical human-capital variation can be attributed to the 

origin countries which vary in their educational quality. A Bachelor degree from Ghana may 

be of lower quality than a Bachelor degree from France. Hence, the risk of over-education 

depends strongly on where immigrants come from. This idea is not new in the literature. 

Friedberg (2000) finds for Israel, for example, that particularly immigrants from Africa and 

Asia experience lower returns to their education than immigrants from Europe and the Western 

Hemisphere. Chiswick and Miller (2009) also find strong differences in over-education 

depending on the country of origin and Matto et al. (2008) find for the US that well-educated 

immigrants from Latin American and Eastern European Countries are more likely to end up in 

unskilled jobs than immigrants from Asia and industrial countries.  

The underlying assumption of the association between country of origin and success on the 

host-country’s labor market is connected to the idea that human capital is “imperfectly portable 
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across countries” (Friedberg 2000, p. 246), among others because countries differ in educational 

quality. Hence, immigrants who are from countries of low educational quality are more likely 

to be over-educated because they do not have sufficient skills necessary for adequate 

employment. This goes in line with the technological change theory (Kiker et al. 2000) as 

discussed above. Immigrants who come from countries with low educational quality because 

of, for example, little investment in education, lag behind the technological change within 

Germany and are therefore less likely to keep up with Germany’s demands. Therefore, they are 

not only less likely to enter adequate employment but are pushed into over-education because 

they are expected to show higher educational credentials than usually required within a specific 

occupation in order to proove their ability. Mattoo et al. (2008) suggest that one way of 

assessing educational quality is looking at the investments of a country into its education sector. 

Mattoo et al. study occupational placement of immigrants in the US and find that immigrants 

who come from countries which invest little in their education sector have more difficulties to 

integrate into the host-country labor market than immigrants who come from countries which 

invest a lot in education. I want to follow this approach and therefore take investment in 

education as one indicator of educational quality.  

H3.1.1: The lower the educational quality within an immigrant’s home-country, the higher the 

risk of over-education in the host-country.  

 

However, another factor reflects educational quality as well and can be derived from signaling 

theory (Spence 1973). As mentioned before, foreign credentials may possess low signaling 

power in the German labor market because they are less known to German employers than 

German credentials. However, not every foreign educational system is equally unknown or 

known to German employers. Friedberg (2001), Chiswick and Miller (2003), and Mattoo et al. 

(2008) argue that an important factor for the transferability of human capital is the similarity 
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between home-country and host-country institutions. One major difference between countries 

lies in their type of regime. People from countries which are ruled by dictators are very likely 

to receive a different education than citizens from democratic countries. Differences exist in 

opinions about what is important to study and how content is transferred in school and at the 

university. One non-governmental organization which focuses on the measurement of regime 

types and political rights is Freedom House (2014). With Freedom of the World, Freedom 

House provides detailed measurements of regime types of almost every country in the world 

from the year 1973 to 2013. Next to measurements of political rights and civil liberties, 

Freedom House distinguishes between free, partly free, and unfree countries. I take up on this 

differentiation of countries and based on my argument stated above, hypothesize the following: 

H3.2: The more different the regime type of the home-country to the regime type of the host-

country, the higher the risk of over-education in the host-country.  

 

 

 

3.2.2 Professional skills: Pre-migration labor market experience 

 

 Next to educational quality immigrants also differ in their professional skills when arriving in 

the host-country. A conceptual distinction between educational and professional skills is 

important since people might possess an educational degree of high quality but fail to 

accumulate occupation-specific human capital. Ignoring professional skills leads to biased 

results with regard to skill-underutilization. Above, I gave the example of an over-educated 

female Lebanese in Germany who received a high quality degree in medicine from one of the 

best institutions of her country but was not able to gain any meaningful labor market experience 

in her home-country due to unfortunate economic circumstances in Lebanon. If only taking the 
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quality of education into account one would over-estimate the under-utilization of her skills, 

because she is not employed adequately although having a high quality degree. However, taking 

her professional skills into account, the picture changes; the woman may be over-educated 

because she did not gain any labor market experience and therefore possesses very little 

professional skills. Knowing this, one would interpret her over-education not as skill-

underutilization but attribute it to insufficient skills.    

To assess professional skills is at least as difficult as measuring educational quality. Preferably, 

one would have precise measurements of occupation-specific skills. However, the availability 

of such data is rare. What has been done, however, is looking at labor market experience in 

terms of time actually spent on the labor market (e.g. Chiswick and Miller 2010). Individuals, 

so the argument, who gain experience on the labor market through employment accumulate 

occupation-specific skills. Therefore, they can be expected to possess higher levels of 

professional skills than those without any labor market experience. Also, independently of 

whether the above mentioned assumption is true or not: Labor market experience is crucial 

because work records in general serve as the signal to employers about the productivity of 

potential employees (Signaling theory (Spence 1973)). 

Studies that look at labor market experience mainly focus on labor market experience in the 

host-country. Theoretically, this is justified as human capital acquired in the host-country is 

perceived as particularly valuable whereas home-country human capital is associated with 

problems of transferability (Friedberg 2000, Duvander 2001)8. Although this aspect is of utmost 

importance because it reveals host-country specific skills and assimilation, it only tells half of 

                                                           

8 The interpretation of post-migration labor market experience with regard to professional quality is not as 

straightforward as first assumed. Although studies find that longer host-country labor market experience leads to 

higher labor market returns for immigrants (source), this effect can not only  ascribed to acquisition of professional 

quality but also to an increase of language skills and social capital. Immigrants might have been already highly 

skilled at time of migration, but needed to acquire language skills and knowledge about the host-country labor 

market in order to tap their full potential. 
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the story. Most migrants, at least of the first-generation, already possess a certain amount of 

labor market experience before migration. By only looking at career developments after 

migration, the following problems might occur: First, a subtle assumption is stated that migrants 

have equal amounts of labor market experience when arriving in the host-country. This is 

problematic as it neglects a huge variation among immigrants with regard to their professional 

skills. Second, this might lead to an over-estimation of the effect of post-migration labor market 

experience since it is very likely to be affected by pre-migration labor market experiences. 

Therefore, pre-migration labor market experience has to be included in analyses when talking 

about professional skills. 

Only a few studies have taken pre-migration labor market experience into account when 

studying immigrant labor market integration.  Using the 2000 census, Chiswick and Miller 

(2009) look at over- and under-education among immigrants in Australia. Their results suggest 

that the longer migrants have worked in their home-country, the more likely they are to be over-

educated in the host-country. This is an interesting finding since the effect of pre-migration 

labor market experience is opposite to the effect of post-migration labor market experience. 

Whereas duration of the latter is associated with a lower risk of over-education, long 

employment periods before migration actually increase the risk of over-education in the host-

country. Chiswick and Miller (2009) suggest that this finding could be due to differences in 

professional skills between countries. If occupational standards are lower in the origin country 

than in the host-country, long labor market experience can be perceived a signal of lower work 

productivity. If this assumption is true, then the negative effect of pre-migration labor market 

experience should only hold for immigrants from lower developed countries or from countries 

of which the employer thinks that quality differences exists. I offer an additional explanation: 

Migrants with foreign labor market experience are just too specialized in home-country specific 

tasks, thereby less able to adapt to the destination country’s requirements. In this interpretation, 
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foreign labor market experience is not of lower quality than host-country labor market 

experience but of different quality.  

H3.3: The longer migrants have been employed over-educated prior to migration, the stronger 

its negative effect on over-education in the host-country.  

 

However, for prospective employers it is not only important to know whether and for how long 

an immigrant applicant was employed in his or her home-country; it might be even more 

important what kind of occupation was held before migration. To be more precise, did the 

applicant work in the profession he is applying for in the host-country or not? The chances of 

finding adequate employment are much lower if over-education occurred already in the home-

country. To give an example, a trained doctor who worked in his home-country as a taxi driver 

for 10 years will also not be likely to find a position as a doctor in the host-country. In most 

occupational fields a tremendous development of technology and knowledge takes place which 

the individual cannot keep up with. Hence, not working in adequate jobs may lead to skill 

decreasing as suggested by technology change theory (Kiker et al. 2000). Hence, in addition to 

the duration of employment prior to migration it is labor market experience in the wrong 

occupation, which hampers successful labor market integration in the host-country (Piracha et 

al. 2012). This would support the human-capital variation hypothesis because immigrants 

indeed lack certain job-relevant skills required from the host-country labor market.  

To my knowledge, only one study looks at pre-migration over-education. Pirarcha, Tani and 

Vadean (2012), using the Longitudinal Survey of Immigrants to Australia (LSIA), show that 

controlling for over-education previous to migration doubles the explanatory power of their 

models, indicating that not only the duration of previous labor market experience, but also its 

adequacy, plays an important role for successful labor market integration in the destination 

country. Hence, there are good reasons to assume that pre-migration labor market experience 
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matters with regard to over-education within the host-country. Moreover, the effect should be 

stronger the longer migrants have worked in this job.  

H3.4: Immigrants who were over-educated prior to migration (in the home-country) are more 

likely to become over-educated in the host-country than immigrants who have been employed 

adequately prior to migration.  

 

3.2.3 Host-country knowledge 

Lastly, I will discuss the concept of host-country knowledge within the theoretical framework 

of the human capital variation hypothesis. The concept of host-country specific knowledge is 

rather broad and refers to skills and information which immigrants possess and which are 

directly linked to the host-country labor market and culture. Examples include language skills, 

knowledge about the host-country culture, and information about the structure of the labor 

market. According to assimilation theory immigrants receive higher returns to education the 

longer they stay in the host-country because over time they become familiar with the host-

country labor market and acquire language skills as well as other host-country specific 

knowledge, thereby assimilating to the native society (Chiswick and Miller 2009). Moreover, 

host-country knowledge sends a positive signal to potential employers because it reflects 

productivity, ambition, and assimilation. Host-country knowledge facilitates the transferability 

of other human capital factors to the labor market. A doctor may possess the best skills but if 

he is not able to communicate his knowledge to patients and colleagues due to insufficient 

language skills, then his occupational skills are almost useless.  

The measurement of host-country knowledge remains one-dimensional with a strong focus on 

language skills. This is certainly justified as language skills are among the most important 

predictors of successful labor market integration (Chiswick and Miller 2003) and I will follow 
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this approach by looking at immigrants’ ability to speak, read, and understand the host-country 

knowledge. However, I would like to mention that host-country knowledge certainly consists 

of more than language skills. One example would be host-country cultural knowledge which 

helps for orientation on the labor market. Knowing what form of behavior and communication 

is appreciated and can be helpful in interviews since it portraits similarity between the 

immigrant and (native) employer. In addition, host-country cultural knowledge signals 

productivity. Employees who are familiar with the cultural customs are likely to be better able 

to deal with clients and to create a positive work atmosphere (Bursell 2007). Unfortunately, the 

data at hand do not provide a good measurement of cultural knowledge such as knowledge 

about host-country customs which is why I have to rely on language skills solely.  

H3.5: Host-country knowledge in form of language skills decreases the risk of over-education.  

 

3.3 Skill Under-Utilization 

I just discussed several human capital factors which I assume to influence immigrants’ risk of 

over-education and which serve as indicators for the human capital variation hypothesis. I will 

now turn to the skill under-utilization hypothesis which puts a different focus on the question 

why certain immigrants are more likely to be over-educated than others. Skill under-utilization 

takes place if individuals are not tapping their full potential but work in jobs for which they are 

genuinely over-qualified. In this scenario it is not the individual who is lacking certain attributes 

needed on the labor market. Rather, he or she is inhibited by external factors to fully explore 

his or her skills.  

The utilization of skills is co-determined by the actual opportunities and constraints that may 

have a decisive influence on whether or not immigrants are integrated on a labor market. 

According to this understanding, over-education is not an objective but a relative phenomenon. 

The legal status of immigrants, the degree of discrimination, and the regulation of the respective 
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national economy are factors that impact on the prospects of immigrant labor market 

integration. They determine to what extent immigrants are able to make use of their skills on 

the host-country labor market.  

In what follows I will look at three factors that shape the opportunity structure of immigrants: 

Their legal status, discrimination, and the regulation of the German labor market. Again, I have 

to rely on proxies for context variables since no direct measurement is available. I thereby 

differentiate between three types of immigrant status: Ethnic Germans, EU migrants, and third 

country nationals, arguing that each group possesses several institutional-based advantages and 

disadvantages which in turn affect their chances of finding adequate employment. I then move 

on to the concept of discrimination which in part is related to the legal status of immigrants 

(institutional discrimination) but also becomes apparent in taste discrimination and statistical 

discrimination. Finally, I argue that the chance of finding adequate employment depends on 

economic circumstances in the host-country’s labor market. I thereby specifically focus on the 

differentiation between licensed and unlicensed occupations.  

 

3.3.1 Legal status: EU migrants, Ethnic Germans, and third country nationals  

As a first step I want to discuss immigrants’ chances of finding adequate employment 

depending on their legal status. When studying immigrant labor market integration, it is 

common to differentiate between main ethnic groups which are characterized by their ethnicity, 

a specific culture, and a set of shared values. In the US, for example, researchers differentiate 

between races such as Whites, Afro-Americans, Hispanics, and Asians (for example Chiswick, 

1973; Nee and Sanders, 2001; Tuch and Martin, 1991). In Europe, the line is rather drawn on 

the basis of nationality (Koopmans et al. 2005). The four largest groups in Germany included 

in most of the relevant studies are Turks, Ex-Yugoslaves, Italians (for example, Kalter and 

Granato 2002), and ethnic Germans (e.g. Konietzka and Kreyenfeld 2001). In current debates 
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the Turkish group is perceived as the ‘problem child’, again with regard to education but also 

with regard to religion and non-liberal values. Variance with regard to values, in-group 

solidarity, and culture is assumed to be small within ethnic groups and large between ethnic 

groups. Wimmer criticizes the use of ethnic groups as self-evident units of observation (2009) 

and argues that specific outcomes, which are usually attributed to differences between ethnic 

groups, are often a result of differences in institutional constraints and social and human capital. 

Wimmer speaks of boundary-making when talking about group differences. Boundaries 

develop and become salient depending on the context. For example, if the focus of public 

discussion is cultural integration of immigrants religion becomes an obvious boundary marker. 

In the context of labor market integration Wimmer (2009) suggest another factor forming 

boundaries between immigrant groups: labor market institutions and the rights and 

opportunities which they impose on immigrants. Following Wimmer’s notion I suggest to 

differentiate between immigrants based on their legal status at time of arrival rather than their 

country of origin or ethnic background. Immigrants’ legal status is strongly connected to 

institutional constraints; depending on their legal status at time of arrival, immigrants have 

different opportunities to acquire systematic information or to get their foreign credentials 

recognized. Not only does the legal status at time of arrival affect immediate developments, it 

also has an impact on immigrants’ chances of finding adequate employment in the long run.  

Employment trajectories are path-dependent and disadvantages at the beginning of migration 

cumulate over time, a phenomenon which is known as the “Matthew Effect” (for example, 

Dannefer 1987; Merton 1968). Hence, if immigrants are impeded by institutional constraints 

due to their legal status at the beginning of migration the consequences will be observable even 

years later (Fuller and Martin 2012; Kogan and Weissmann 2013). One could argue that 

ethnicity remains an important factor, among others because it influences social distance 

between immigrants and natives; certain ethnic groups are more similar to the German native 
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population than others. However, those mechanisms are often driven by ethnic-related factors 

such as education, values, or aspiration. I capture most of these factors by studying explicit 

characteristics of immigrants’ home-country and by including average-based estimations of 

education and language skills of origin groups. In addition, I control for religious denomination 

and religiosity, two factors which strongly influence people’s values and attitudes and thereby 

the social distance between immigrants and natives (Nesdale 2002; Lubbers, Molina, and 

McCarty 2007; van Tubergen 2007). In this section, I therefore focus exclusively on 

immigrants’ legal status and differentiate between three immigrant groups which vary in their 

legal rights with regard to the German labor market: EU migrants, Ethnic Germans 

(Aussiedler), and third country nationals.  

EU immigrants are assumed to possess the most privileges on the German labor market. Within 

the European Union, an economic community of shared values, several international 

agreements exist which facilitate the labor market integration of EU immigrants within other 

EU countries. Particularly after the implementation of the Bolonga reform in 1999, mutual 

recognition of credentials has been simplified. Such agreements lead to an increased 

“compatibility of human capital received abroad with the skill requirements of the host-country 

labor market” (Friedberg 2000, p. 225). One of the biggest problems of credential recognition, 

namely the evaluation of foreign credentials and degrees, has been resolved by establishing 

comparable structures of studies (Bachelor and Master) and quality protection of the fields of 

study. In Germany, such structures are coordinated by the Central Office for Foreign Education 

(Zentralstelle für ausländisches Bildungswesen [ZAB)]). Also, the European Union offers 

several information platforms which are intended to help European immigrants to inform 

themselves about credential recognition (e.g. http://europa.eu/pol/educ/index_de.htm). In 

addition, EU migrants have the chance of partial recognition of their credentials. If the 

respective authority thinks that the EU migrant still lacks certain skills he or she is allowed to 

http://europa.eu/pol/educ/index_de.htm
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participate in further education programs which aim at filling the skill gap (Müller, 2008). EU 

migrants then have a second chance of re-evaluating and eventually full recognition of their 

credentials and professional skills (Müller 2008).  

Ethnic Germans, so called Aussiedler, are of German decent and originate from Eastern Europe. 

Ethnic Germans also enjoy specific rights in Germany with regard to citizenship, work permit, 

residence permit, and credential recognition. Those privileges are based on the Federal 

Expellees Act (Bundesvertriebenengesetz) of 1953. The Federal Expellees Act regulates the 

admission and integration of ethnic Germans who started to migrate back to Germany after the 

Second World War. Examples of privileges include the immediate guarantee of German 

citizenship at time of arrival and the right of credential recognition. For such reasons ethnic 

Germans are expected to be privileged on the German labor market compared to other 

immigrant groups.  

Lastly, the same arrangements which privilege EU migrants simultaneously constrain third 

country nationals in their ability to integrate into the German labor market.  Until recently, any 

statutory basis for formal recognition was missing for third-country nationals. Hence, third 

country nationals had and still have difficulties to legally back up their requests. However, the 

lack of legal regulations is not only misfortunate because of the institutional barriers which it 

creates; it also leads to a diffuse information landscape. Hadeed (2004), Englmann and Müller 

(2007), Brüssig et al. (2009) all emphasize the lack of support and transparent information 

regarding recognition of foreign credentials. Hadeed studied 260 refugees in Lower Saxonia 

(Niedersachsen) and finds that only 12% were informed about their options regarding 

recognition. Next to paucity of information, Englemann and Müller (2007) further emphasize 

insufficient competency from the German authority side. Moreover, applications for credential 

recognition are either accepted or rejected. It is not possible that part of the skills and credentials 

are recognized so that applicants can improve their skills and then again apply for full 
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recognition as it is the case for EU migrants (Müller 2008). In addition, labor market experience 

can, but does not have to be considered. The situation probably has improved 2012 when the 

Recognition Law (Anerkennungsgesetz) came into effect which serves as the first guideline of 

how third country nationals should be integrated into the German labor market. Several 

information platforms were created although several are in German only.  

A subgroup of third country nationals are refugees and asylum seekers. Refugees are perhaps 

the least prepared to leave their home countries. Military conflict and persecution forces them 

to the leave their country abruptly. This leaves little opportunity to tap valuable social capital 

and to gather information about which destination country might provide the best labor market 

opportunities. In addition, important documents might be missing which further increases their 

difficulty to integrate into destination country’s labor market. Empirically, Mattoo et al. (2008) 

could show that military conflict prior to arrival decreases chances of having a skilled job. 

Moreover, an opportunity to work depends on whether they are recognized as refugees or 

whether they are susceptible to deportation. In 2011, 53347 people applied for asylum in 

Germany. Only 1,5% were recognized as refugees whereas 20,8% received another form of 

residence permit. Over 50% were rejected (UNO-Flüchtlingshilfe, 2014). Hence, over one fifth 

of refugees are not able to integrate fully into the labor market. To conclude, major differences 

with regard to legal barriers exist between EU migrants, ethnic Germans and third country 

nationals. I therefore hypothesize that:  

H3.6: EU migrants are least likely to be over-educated, followed by ethnic Germans and third 

country nationals.  
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3.3.2 Discrimination 

Another form of external constraint is imposed by discrimination. Discrimination is frequently 

mentioned as a source of social inequality between certain immigrant groups and between 

immigrants and natives. Discrimination refers to the “the difference between the treatment that 

a target group actually receives and the treatment they would receive if they were not members 

of the target group but were otherwise the same” (Quillian 2006: 302). 

 Based on field experiments, recent studies reveal the extent of labor market discrimination 

among immigrants in Germany. Researchers sent out similar curriculum vitae with a name 

which can be associated with the majority (native) population or a name which is rather 

associated with a minority group (ethnic or religious minority). Such experiments have been 

conducted in many countries with the main finding that applicants with foreign-sounding names 

receive  less call-backs or invitations to a job interview than applicants with a typical majority 

name (Bertrand and Mullainathan 2004 (US); Kaas and Manger 2012 (Germany)).  

 If immigrants are hindered in their attempt to integrate into the labor market because of 

immigrant-specific attributes, then their skills are under-utilized. Reitz (2001) even goes so far 

to define over-education as “one form of ‘employment discrimination’ based on immigrant 

status or immigrant origins” (p. 353). Discrimination can be divided into three main categories: 

Taste discrimination, statistical discrimination, and institutional discrimination. The latter is 

closely linked to immigrants’ legal status mentioned above. Institutional discrimination (e.g. 

Reitz 1998) can influence immigrants’ chances of acquiring an adequate occupation. How easy 

it is to get one’s qualification recognized might play a role as well as institutional exclusion of 

immigrants of certain job positions, such as public sector jobs in Germany (Kogan 2007, p. 12).  

Discrimination based on simple taste (taste of discrimination (Becker 1971)) leads to 

immigrants not getting properly employed because employers dislike certain ascribed 
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characteristics such as their ethnic background or their religious denomination. Differences in 

culture, religion, as well as in physical appearance can shape those resentments. Such form of 

discrimination is closely linked to the concept of social distance which refers to natives’ 

attitudes towards immigrants (Bogardus 1959; Portes and Rumbaut 1996). Social distance 

emerges, when people differ in certain aspects which are very important to their identity. 

Employers may prefer employees who are similar to themselves in culture, religion, or ethnic 

background and who follow the same social code. The decision to employ someone who is 

culturally similar to oneself is not so much an economic decision as a social decision. “It is 

made because it is believed to have positive implications for the social atmosphere at the work 

place” (Bursell 2007, p.8).  

Discrimination can also occur due to lack of full information about the applicant´s country of 

origin and the value of her degree. In such cases employers may use information about the 

social group (which can be based on gender, religion, age, and origin) the applicant belongs to 

in order to assess her potential. This ‘average-based’ approach can lead to non-employment 

because the employer believes that, for example, the language skills of the immigrant job seeker 

are not very good since on average this ethnic group possesses low language skills (even though 

this particular applicant might be perfectly fluent in the host-country’s language). Such kind of 

discrimination is called statistical discrimination (Arrow, 1972). In the above mentioned field 

experiement by Kaas and Manger (2012) statistical discrimination was measured by randomly 

assigning reference letters which emphasize “favorable information about the candidate’s 

personality traits such as conscientiousness and agreeableness” (p.3). They find, that once such 

information is added, no significant difference in call-backs is registered, when comparing 

applicants of Turkish origin with German applicants. Hence, immigrants have difficulties 

finding adequate employment because employers know little about their origin and the quality 

of their credentials and therefore rely on their superficial knowledge about the origin group. 
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This serves as an indicator for statistical discrimination which can be reduced when employers 

receive more information about the applicant on which they can base their decision. 

As discussed above, institutional discrimination is partly captured by the different treatments 

immigrants receive which depend on their legal status. Taste discrimination, on the other hand, 

is very difficult to detect with survey data. Because of social desirability employers would 

rarely admit that they do not hire an immigrant applicant because they dislike his or her ethnic 

background. Statistical discrimination is a bit better to capture. One possibility is described 

above. Since survey data does not provide the possibility of application manipulation I decided 

to calculate the mean level of education and language skills per origin group. If immigrants, 

independently of their own human capital, are more likely to face over-education because they 

belong to an origin group which is characterized by low amounts of human capital then 

statistical discrimination may be at hand.   

H3.7: Immigrants who belong to an origin group with low average human capital (education, 

language skills) are more likely to be over-educated, independently of their own human capital.  

 

3.3.3 Regulation of the German labor market and Social Closure 

As already mentioned, one of Germany’s particularities is the strong regulation of the labor 

market. Germany’s labor market is very much certificate-based and employment is mainly 

acquired by possessing occupation-specific vocational certificates (Müller and Shavit 1998; 

Konietzka and Kreyenfeld 2001). Konietzka and Kreyenfeld (2001) emphasize that 

occupational mobility is “strongly horizontally segregated along occupational entitlements” (p. 

270). Hence, labor market outcomes depend among others on the type of degree and the 

occupation the degree is related to. One factor which affects the link between vocational 

training and labor market entry is the regulation, or licensing, of occupations in the German 
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labor market. Licensed occupations imply restrictions and permissions from the state which 

regulate who is eligible to acquire those occupations (Weeden 2002). Licensing can thereby be 

theoretically linked to closure theory. According to Weber (1978) social closure occurs if 

people compete for resources and therefore create groups interested in reducing that 

competition. By creating social and legal barriers which hinder people, whom this group 

considers ineligible, in accessing specific resources, advantages for in-group members are 

monopolized and rewards maximized. Social closure can occur on the basis of any visible or 

invisible characteristic such as gender, race, religion, or education (Weber, p.342). According 

to Parkin (1979), over the years a shift has occurred from exclusion based on ascribed 

characteristics to exclusion based on “individualistic” characteristics such as educational 

credentials (Weeden 2002, p.58). By excluding people of accessing specific resources 

inequality arises. Social closure also creates inequalities in the labor market as Weeden (2002) 

shows in her essential article about the relationship between social and occupational closure 

and income inequality. Weeden (2002) argues that “occupational closure is a specific instance 

of social closure” (p.59). Occupations are considered closed if the access to them is restricted 

by social and legal barriers. In this sense, occupations have to be able to organize themselves 

and to create some kind of organization, which is able to create those social and legal barriers 

through collective action. Weeden thereby provides a deeper understanding of social 

occupational closure by examining the mechanisms through which closure affects rewards and 

explains why closure strategies differ in terms of their economic and social payoff. She argues 

and empirically shows that closed occupations receive higher rewards in terms of income than 

open occupations. She thoroughly introduces different mechanisms such as restricted supply of 

practitioners, increasing diffuse demand for services, channeling demand for services, and 

signaling good quality of the services. Through those mechanisms employees of closed 

occupations are able to ask for higher wages and are more privileged than employees in open 

occupations. Weeden also identifies five closure strategies which trigger those mechanisms: 
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licensing, credentialing, certification, unionization, and representation by associations.  

Licensing relies on the state to enforce supply-side restrictions. Licensure requires that 

individuals obtain permission from the state “in order to identify themselves by an occupational 

title (for example, psychologist) and, in many cases, practice a particular set of skills (for 

example, counseling)” (Weeden 2002, p.62). Credentialing refers to “familiar symbols or 

markers of knowledge (e.g. grades, diplomas) conferred by formal educational institutions to 

monitor entry into occupations’ (p. 61). Certification refer to educational titles obtained outside 

of formal educational institutions (e.g. by educational associations) and certificate additional 

qualifications.  Unions represent interests of specific occupations and have the right to go on 

strike. Associations, on the other hand, represent several occupations and are usually located 

within specific industries.  

I want to follow up on Weeden’s work and ask the question how social closure of occupations 

affects immigrants’ labor market integration. I am not so much interested in income distribution 

but in the chances of finding adequate employment. As discussed above, immigrants, 

particularly those who migrated at adult age, face the highest risk of becoming over-educated. 

One of the major problems identified by experts is the non-recognition of their foreign 

credentials (Englmann and Müller 2007). Many immigrants have obtained their education and 

vocational training in their home-country before coming to the destination country. The 

recognition of foreign credentials can be perceived as a strategy of social closure. It presents a 

social and legal barrier which hinders immigrants to work in the occupation they were trained 

for. Only if they, to speak in Weber’s terms, are able to cross the border and become a member 

of the in-group by getting their credentials recognized, immigrants are able to receive higher 

rewards. The strong regulation of the German labor market and in particular the licensing of 

occupations is a very good example for occupational closure. Licensing affects directly the form 

of recognition immigrants need to acquire. Licensed occupations include jobs both in the high-
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skilled and medium skilled sector: Examples are doctors, teachers, lawyers, pharmacists or 

architects but also masseurs, carpenters, nurses, and stone carvers (see appendix A for a list of 

licensed occupations in Germany). Immigrants who have been trained in occupations which are 

licensed in Germany have to acquire formal recognition by the state of their educational and/or 

occupational credentials for which they have to fulfill specifically defined skills and 

qualifications (Brussig et al., 2009). This is called de-jure recognition. Working in unlicensed 

occupations requires only de-facto recognition by the employer.  

Following the distinction between licensed and unlicensed occupations, two contradicting 

hypotheses can be derived; the exclusion-hypothesis and the resource-hypothesis. According to 

the exclusion-hypothesis immigrants who have been trained in their home-country in licensed 

occupations are systematically excluded from those occupations in Germany by specific closure 

strategies. De-jure recognitions in licensed occupations often includes additional years of host-

country education which is only possible if enough savings are in place in order to make up for 

the opportunity costs which arise from investment into education (van Tubergen and van de 

Werfhorst 2007). This makes it particularly difficult for immigrants with few savings and those 

who have a family to take care of. Recognitions in unlicensed occupations, so called de-facto 

recognitions, take place informally by the employer who decides whether those immigrants are 

qualified for their job or not. Finding adequate employment in the unregulated sector might be 

easier since strict requirements are missing (Englmann & Müller 2007). Hence, immigrants 

who wish to work in licensed occupations will have more difficulties getting their credentials 

recognized, hence are not able to work within their occupation, and are therefore more likely to 

be over-educated.  

H3.8: Immigrants who have received home-country training in licensed occupations are more 

likely to be over-educated than immigrants who have received home-country training in 

unlicensed occupations. 
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However, according to the resource-hypothesis, occupational closure can also provide a chance 

for job-seeking immigrants. As Weber and Weeden argue, social closure is characterized by 

monopolized and maximized resources. Hence, closed occupational groups are better able to 

transfer their resources to soon-to be members. This goes in line with the search and match 

theory which attributes over-education to imperfect transmission of information on the labor 

market (Hartog 2000; Pissarides 2000). One major advantage of licensed occupations is 

therefore the associated information landscape. The German medical council (Deutsche 

Ärztekammer), for example, provides detailed information about requirements for credential 

recognition (Bundesärztekammer, 2014). Also, the German government provides a summary 

of licensed occupations and refers to the specific area and authority of competence (e.g. 

http://www.anerkennung-in-deutschland.de). This well-structured information landscape 

enables immigrants to acquire the necessary information. Also, licensed occupations are usually 

represented by respective chambers and councils (such as the German medical council) which 

offer specific trainings needed for credential recognition. For example, the Federal Chamber of 

Architects (Bundesarchitektenkammer) has established specific institutions and academies of 

architecture where people can pursue further education programs (e.g. 

http://www.bak.de/architekten/fortbildung/). 

Such offers and opportunities are not provided by unlicensed occupations to the same extent. 

As mentioned above, the decision about credential recognition of unlicensed occupations is 

made by employers. This contains two pitfalls for immigrants: First, requirements differ from 

employer to employer and are often based on subjective criteria. Such structures facilitate 

arbitrariness. Moreover, information is not standardized and experiences made by co-workers 

in company A may not be transferable to company B. This makes it extremely difficult for 

immigrants, who are often not familiar with the German labor market, to acquire knowledge 

about where and how to find adequate employment. Second, the lack of standardized 

http://www.anerkennung-in-deutschland.de/
http://www.dict.cc/englisch-deutsch/Chamber.html
http://www.dict.cc/englisch-deutsch/of.html
http://www.dict.cc/englisch-deutsch/Architects.html
http://www.bak.de/architekten/fortbildung/
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procedures creates room for discrimination. Statistical discrimination is very likely, particularly 

for immigrants from non-Western countries. Moreover, employers may exploit the 

disadvantaged situation of qualified immigrants and employ them in order to make use of their 

skills for free (Knuth, 2012, p. 128). 

Whether resources differ between licensed tertiary and non-tertiary occupations is difficult to 

say.  Most occupations are represented by chambers, the nurse as well as the architect, which 

are eager to provide as much information about their occupations as possible. For this reason, I 

make no further assumptions about differences between tertiary and non-tertiary occupations. 

However, the following hypothesis is clearly competing with hypothesis 3.8. 

H3.9: Immigrants who have received home-country training in unlicensed occupations are 

more likely to be over-educated than immigrants who have received home-country training in 

licensed occupations. 

As already mentioned in chapter 1.3 the German labor market is strongly certificate-based, 

meaning employment is mainly acquired by possessing occupation-specific vocational 

certificates (Kalter & Granato, 2007; Konietzka & Kreyenfeld, 2001; Muller & Shavit, 1998). 

For immigrants, the transition from education to employment is only possible if their credentials 

are recognized either by the state or potential employers. The recognition does not only depend 

on the degree but also at the content of schooling. In chapter 3.x I discussed how this can be 

problematic as immigrants may possess the “right” degree but they lack specific knowledge 

due to institutional differences.  

With regard to licensed occupations I would like to address a different problem. In order to get 

credentials recognized, credentials have to be present. This is not always the case, particularly 

in the area of skilled manual labor. Because of the dual system, which is typical for Germany, 

students have to follow vocational training for at least three years, in which they are trained in 
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the job as well as in school. This process is highly standardized and results in a vocational 

degree which allows respective graduates to pursue their profession. Only a few other countries 

such as Switzerland and Denmark have such a stratified educational system as Germany 

(Brzinsky-Fay, 2007). This can be problematic for immigrants who are trained, for example, in 

skilled-manual labor. They might possess the relevant skills; however, lack the certificates 

which are needed in order to pursue licensed professions in Germany. With regard to unlicensed 

occupations, the employer decides whether the immigrant applicant fits the requirements. 

Hence, if the applicant brings along valuable labor market experience the employer may decide 

that he is a good choice even if the usual certificate is missing. Hence, occupational closure 

may apply particularly to occupations in the non-tertiary sector.   

For occupations which require tertiary education the system is more standardized across 

countries. In almost every country one has to study medicine in order to become a medical 

doctor. Hence, this group almost always possesses some certificate. Whether this is accepted 

by the state is another question. However, with regard to licensed occupations tertiary graduates 

may possess an advantage compared to non-tertiary graduates as they at least bring along 

certificates which then can be evaluated.  

How does this relate to the two contradicting hypotheses which I discussed above? First, 

according to my argument, occupational closure should be more an issue for occupations in the 

non-tertiary sector since many migrants who wish to work in these occupations do not even 

possess a certificate. Second, possessing a certificate may be also the prerequisite for resources 

provided by the chambers to work. All the support with regard to further education and 

credential recognition is only useful for immigrants who actually have a degree.  This leads me 

to my final hypothesis of this chapter: 
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H3.10: Immigrants who have received home-country training in licensed occupations and who 

have a non-tertiary degree are more likely to be over-educated than immigrants who have 

received home-country training in licensed occupations and who have a tertiary degree.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

All main hypotheses are summarized in figure 2.  
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Figure 2: Theoretical model, chapter 3. Human capital factors and external constraints as determinants of 

immigrants’ risk of over-education 

 

3.4 Data, methods, and measurements 

In order to examine the extent of which human capital factors and external constraints impact 

immigrants’ risk of over-education, I make use of the two waves of the starting cohort 6 of the 

NEPS data, as descripted in chapter 2. In this chapter I study first-generation immigrants only, 

leaving me with a total sample of 466 respondents.  

Measures 

The measurements of the dependent variable over-education as well as of all control variables 

are described in chapter 2. I therefore restrict myself in this chapter to the description of the 

main variables of interest.  

Educational quality: Educational quality was measured by origin countries’ investment in 

education and the regime type of the home-country at time of migration. Origin countries’ 

investment in education was deducted from the Human Development Index (HDI) provided by 
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the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP, 2013). The HDI was developed in order 

to assess general factors of development, besides economic factors. The HDI contains therefore 

next to dimensions of health and standard of living an index of education.  From this education 

index I chose a factor which I believe capture the educational quality of a country the best: The 

expenditure on education (% of GDP) which is also identified in previous studies to be a valid 

indicator of home-country educational quality (for example, Mattoo et al. 2009). Unfortunately, 

education expenditure is only measured in 2009. UNDP also provides retrospective data on 

those scores, however, the data is repeatedly incomplete and contains many missings, mainly 

for the lower developed countries. I therefore decided to use only the 2009 data in order to have 

a proper measurement. If information was missing for a country I took the mean score of the 

respective origin group. For example, if education expenditure was missing for Morocco, I 

would replace this missing by the average education expenditure score of all North African 

countries (see p.23 for the list of regions). 

In order to distinguish between different regime types I make use of data provided by the non-

governmental organization Freedom House (2014). Freedom House provides the Freedom in 

the World country ratings, starting from 1972 until 2014. Based on surveys and analyses by 

country experts, countries are identified either as free (1), partly free (2), or not-free (3). 

Migrants received that score which was relevant at the time of migration. This allows me to 

capture changes over time. Because the country ratings started only in 1972, I gave every 

migrant who came to Germany before this time point the score of 1972.  

Occupational skills: Immigrants who were already over-educated before migration are 

assumed to have much less occupational skills than migrants who have been employed 

adequately before migration and are therefore, according to hypothesis 3.4, more likely to 

experience over-education in the host-country  In order to assess professional skills I made use 

of the retrospective employment spell data. Several migrants had a job before migration. If the 
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respective migrant was occupied several times before migration I chose the job which ended 

closest to the migration date. For each job the ISCO score is available. Immigrants are 

considered over-educated before migration when they report a higher ISCED-97 code (prior to 

migration) than required for the respective ISCO-08 major group (1=over-educated; 

0=adequately employed). Immigrants who were not employed before migration received a 

separate code (2). I also control for length of labor market experience before migration (in 

months). 

Host-country knowledge: Language skills were used in order to measure host-country 

knowledge. Respondents reported how well they could read, write, speak, and understand 

German (very good [1] to very bad [6]). I first reversed the scale for each factor and then 

constructed a scale from 6 items (Cronbach’s Alpha .70). Hence, a score of 1 indicates very 

low German language skills. 

 Legal status: I am interested in the legal circumstances of immigrants at time of migration and 

differentiate between three groups: EU migrants, ethnic Germans, and third country nationals 

(TCN). The European Union was extended successively over the years. Because I am interested 

in the advantages migrants experienced at time of migration, I only coded those migrants to be 

from the EU if they migrated to Germany after their home-country became a member of the 

European Union. For example, Portugal entered the European Union in 1986; hence, a 

Portuguese who migrated to Germany before that year will be considered a third country 

national and not an EU citizen as would be the case with a Portuguese who migrated in 1990. 

The reason behind this coding is that I assume that not only current events shape the opportunity 

structure of migrants but already legal constraints at arrival may impact immigrants’ labor 

market success several years later (Matthew effect).  
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Statistical discrimination: For the assessment of statistical discrimination I calculated the mean 

level of education (in years) and the mean level of language skills per origin group.  

Licensing: Many first-generation immigrants obtained their education in their home country. 

The education spell data contains information about the occupation for which individuals are 

trained for. I took the highest educational degree before migration in order to see for which 

occupation immigrants were trained for in their home-country. I indicated occupations which 

are strongly regulated on the German labor market. I thereby follow the guidelines of the 

Central Office for Foreign Education (Zentralstelle für ausländisches Bildungswesen) 

summarized in the Anabin data base (Information portal of the recognition of foreign 

credentials [Informationsportal zur Anerkennung ausländischer Bildungsabschlüsse]) as well 

as the detailed categorization of Andreas Haupt who also attests the statutory basis for each 

licensed occupation (Haupt 2014, p.322-327). Following those guidelines I coded the relevant 

occupations as licensed (1) vs. non-licensed (0), using the German Classification of 

Occupations 88 (Klassifizierung der Berufe 88). Immigrants who did not follow any education 

prior to migration, who followed education but only on the primary level or who did not 

completed their education were coded (2). 

 

3.5 Results 

All models are based on weighted data and are estimated using linear probability models. I also 

estimated the models with logistic regressions, but results are substantially the same. Because 

in logit models one cannot compare coefficients across models with different independent 

variables (Mood, 2010) and because the results do not differ, I present the estimates obtained 

with the linear probability model with estimated robust standard errors. In addition, I cluster for 

country of origin. First descriptive results are presented in table 3.1. 
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Third country nationals are slightly over-represented among over-educated immigrants. The 

group of over-educated immigrants also possesses slightly lower average scores for language 

skills and education. With regard to licensed occupations we see that among over-educated 

immigrants 13 percent have been trained in licensed occupations compared to only 8 percent 

among the adequately employed migrants. With regard to immigrant human capital we see that 

among over-educated immigrants a lower score for expenditure on education per GDP and a 

GDP per capita is presented than for the adequately employed migrants. Also, 8 percent of the 

over-educated immigrants have been over-educated before migration compared to only 1 

percent of the adequately employed. In addition, adequately employed immigrants possess 

better language skills. 
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Table 3.1: Descriptives of main variables (human capital factors and institutional barriers) for first-generation 

immigrants, by over-education status. 

 

Adequately 

employed Over-educated   

  mean sd mean sd Min max 

Educational quality:       

Home-country expenditure on 

education 4.51 1.08 4.31 1.11 1.6 8.7 

Home-country regime type: 

Free 0.29  0.22  0 1 

Partly Free 0.40  0.53  0 1 

Not Free 0.31  0.26  0 1 

       

Professional skills:       

Adequately employed prior to 

migration 0.28  0.42  0 1 

Over-educated prior to 

migration 0.01  0.08  0 1 

Does not apply 0.70  0.50  0 1 

Months of employment prior 

to migration  40.28 67.84 77.32 93.46 0 435 

       

Host-country knowledge:       

Language skills 2.88 0.27 2.72 0.43 1 3 

       

       

Legal status:       

EU migrants 0.12  0.07  0 1 

Ethnic Germans 0.45  0.44  0 1 

Third country nationals 0.43  0.49  0 1 

       

Statistical discrimination:       

Average language skills per 

origin group 2.82 0.14 2.79 0.16 2 3 

Average years of education 

per origin group 13.48 0.75 13.36 0.73 12 16 

       

Occupational closure:       

Home-country training: in 

unlicensed occupation 0.30  0.43  0 1 

In licensed occupation 0.08  0.13  0 1 

Does not apply 0.63  0.44  0 1 
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Table 3.1: continued            

 

Adequately 

employed Over-educated    

  mean sd Mean sd Min max 

       

Controls:       

Non-recognition of home-

country school credentials 0.09  0.24  0 1 

Recognition of home-country 

school credentials 0.18  0.21  0 1 

Does not apply 0.73  0.55  0 1 

 

No vocational training in host-

country 0.17  0.38  0 1 

Vocational training in host-

country 0.73  0.50  0 1 

Does not apply 0.10  0.12  0 1 

 

Length of stay in years 25.12 11.65 21.06 10.26 1 60 

1.5 generation migrants .40  .22  0 1 

Citizenship 0.74  0.62  0 1 

Education (in years) 13.37 2.76 14.31 2.44 9 18 

Gender: Female 0.49  0.50  0 1 

Age 42.84 11.57 44.37 10.09 20 65 

Children at home under the 

age of 6 0.18  0.18  0 1 

Married 0.74  0.84  0 1 

Divorced 0.05  0.06  0 1 

Widowed 0.01  0.01  0 1 

Single 0.20  0.09  0 1 

Religious denomination: 

Christianity 0.70  0.70  0 1 

No Religion 0.20  0.17  0 1 

Jewish/other 0.02  0.03  0 1 

Muslim 0.08  0.09  0 1 

Religiousity 0.60  0.66  0 1 

N 288   178       
       

 

It should also be mentioned that only 9 percent of the adequately employed did not get their 

educational credentials recognized, compared to 24 percent of the over-educated. Also, 73 
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percent of the adequately employed immigrants have pursued their education in Germany 

compared to 50 percent of the over-educated immigrants. This shows that credential recognition 

and host-country vocational training are very important control factors.  

Table 3.2 presents the effect of migration background on over-education. Only control variables 

are included which refer to natives and second generation immigrants. Whereas second 

generation immigrants are not significantly different from natives, first-generation immigrants 

possess a 13% higher risk of being over-educated than natives (model 3.1). It is difficult to 

estimate models for immigrants and natives which include all the migrant specific factors since 

there is no fitting equivalent for the native population. I therefore continue with studying first-

generation immigrants only. 
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Table 3.2: Linear probability regressions; Impact of migration background on probability to be over-educated. 

 Model 3.1 

  beta se 

Migration background (natives=ref.)   

First-generation immigrants .127*** (.031) 

Second generation immigrants .012 (.027) 

   

Citizenship -.065* (.050) 

Education in years .068*** (.003) 

Repetition of school classes .000 (.017) 

Gender (female) -.016 (.014) 

Age .132 (.006) 

Age² -.074 (.000) 

Children under age 6 .016 (.025) 

   

Family status (married=ref.)   

Divorced .013 (.031) 

Widowed -.013 (.048) 

Single .021 (.021) 

   

Religious denomination 

(Christianity=ref.)   

No Religion -.002 (.018) 

Jewish/other .039+ (.112) 

Muslim .027 (.081) 

   

Religiousity -.014 (.016) 

R-Squared .037          

Observations 5187          

 +p<.1, *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 

 

Immigrant over-education: Human capital variation… 

In table 3.3 I proceed with estimating multivariate models that predict the risk of over-

education. Presented are standardized coefficients in order to compare the magnitude of the 

effects to each other. In model 3.2 the effect of the log of expenditure on education (% of GDP) 

is presented and serves as an indicator for educational quality. We see that immigrants who 

come from countries which spend a bigger fraction of their GDP on education are significantly 
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less likely to risk over-education in Germany. This supports hypothesis 3.1. I also argued that 

differences in regime types affect immigrants’ educational quality. In model 3.3 we see that 

immigrants who come from countries which were considered partly free or non-free at time of 

migration are significantly more likely to be over-educated than immigrants who migrated from 

free (and democratic) countries. Interestingly, the effect of partly free home-countries is 

significantly larger than the effect for non-free countries. One reason could be that partly free 

countries often are in a state of transition which might affect educational quality even more 

negatively. I will come back to this point in the discussion.  For now, it can be concluded that 

the hypothesis 3.2 is not supported by the data. Although immigrants who come from regimes 

which differ from Germany are more likely to be over-educated, the effect is not linear as the 

hypothesis predicts.  

I proceeded by estimating the effects of professional skills which are indicated by pre-migration 

labor market experience (model 3.4). My results are not in line with hypothesis 3.3 as I do not 

find any positive effect of the duration of labor market experience prior to migration on over-

education. However, immigrants who have been over-educated before migration are .07 points 

more likely to face over-education in the host-country than immigrants who have been 

adequately employed. The effect is only significant at the 10% level, still, this is a very relevant 

finding which has been neglected in the literature so far and hypothesis 3.4 is supported by the 

data. 

Lastly, I was interested in to what extent host-country cultural knowledge impacts the risk of 

over-education among immigrants in Germany (model 3.5). In line with many other studies I 

assumed that immigrants who speak, write, understand, and read the German language very 

well are much less likely to face over-education than immigrants who lack these forms of 

cultural knowledge (hypothesis 3.5). This hypothesis is not supported as I find no significant 

effect of language skills on the risk of immigrant over-education. This is surprising as language 
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skills are often found as one of the main determinant of immigrant labor market integration. 

However, subsequent analyses (not presented here) reveal that the language effect is completely 

captured by the “vocational training in Germany” effect. Once, this variable is taken out of the 

model, the language effect becomes highly significant. The reason is that immigrants who 

participated in vocational training in Germany possess much better language skills than 

immigrants who followed their education in their home-country only.  
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Table 3.3: Linear probability regressions: Impact of human capital factors on probability to be over-educated  (first-generation immigrants). 

 Model 3.2  Model 3.3  Model 3.4  Model 3.5  Model 3.6  

  beta se Beta se beta se beta se beta se 

Educational quality:           

Home-country expenditure on education -.095* (.080)       -.047 (.089) 

Home-country regime type (free=ref.)           

Partly Free   .203** (.064)     .173** (.063) 

Not Free   .129* (.053)     .096+ (.060) 

           

Professional skills:           

Employment status prior to migration 

(adequate empl.=ref.)           

Over-educated prior to migration     .070+ (.121)   .078* (.121) 

Does not apply     .009 (.080)   -.011 (.079) 

Months of employment prior to 

migration      .009 (.001)   -.068 (.001) 

           

Host-country knowledge:           

Language skills       -.114 (.099) -.065 (.115) 

           

Recognition  of home-country school 

credentials (No=ref.)           

Yes         -.189* (.102) 

Does not apply         -.213* (.104) 

Vocational training in host-country 

(No=ref.)           

Yes -.139** (.048) -.147** (.051) -.139* (.057) -.123* (.050) -.129* (.061) 

Does not apply .097 (.089) .079 (.080) .094 (.101) .076 (.084) .058 (.079) 

           

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



76 
 

 

Table 3.3: continued 

 Model 3.2  Model 3.3  Model 3.4  Model 3.5  Model 3.6  

  beta se Beta se beta se beta se beta se 

Length of stay in years -.219* (.004) -.230** (.004) -.228 (.006) -.230* (.004) -.214* (.005) 

1.5 generation migrants .079 (.111) .070 (.115) .071 (.128) .090 (.107) .106 (.116) 

Citizenship -.081 (.054) -.116* (.055) -.051 (.049) -.038 (.050) -.094 (.062) 

Education (in years) .291*** (.008) .291*** (.008) .276*** (.009) .296*** (.008) .285*** (.009) 

Repetition of school classes .023 (.088) .031 (.088) .028 (.089) .028 (.084) .054 (.080) 

Gender: Female .012 (.039) .013 (.039) .020 (.039) .010 (.039) .016 (.035) 

Age 1.106** (.015) 1.029** (.015) 1.069* (.018) 1.115** (.016) 1.104** (.016) 

Age² -.886* (.000) -.793* (.000) -.865* (.000) -.892* (.000) -.843* (.000) 

Children at home under the age of 6 -.014 (.097) .012 (.105) -.005 (.100) -.009 (.092) .002 (.106) 

Family status (Married=ref.)           

Divorced .027 (.113) .037 (.112) .027 (.112) .022 (.107) .013 (.105) 

Widowed -.031 (.233) -.043 (.231) -.040 (.253) -.043 (.262) -.020 (.216) 

Single -.075 (.068) -.062 (.059) -.077 (.068) -.066 (.065) -.056 (.056) 

Religious denomination 

(Christianity=ref.)           

No Religion -.030 (.070) -.035 (.063) -.014 (.070) -.024 (.072) -.033 (.068) 

Jewish/other .038 (.102) .049 (.119) .055 (.118) .039 (.108) .047 (.116) 

Muslim .001 (.091) -.009 (.094) .049 (.088) .027 (.094) -.061 (.103) 

Religiousity .063 (.051) .071 (.051) .070 (.053) .076 (.048) .076 (.046) 

R-Squared .170  .183  .165  .173  .206          

Observations 466   466   466   466   466          

+p<.1, *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
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In model 3.6, all variables of interest are included. I also added the variable credential 

recognition as a large part of my explanations refer to the problem of credential recognition. 

One should bear in mind though, that this variable refers to school credentials only and not to 

vocational credentials. The effect of expenditure on education decreases and becomes 

insignificant, mainly because of the variable regime type. Non-free and partly free countries 

invest much less money in their educational system as do democratic states. Hence, these two 

factors seem to be interdependent. Both effects of partly free and non-free regimes remain 

significant, although they decrease significantly. The effect of professional skills remains and 

increases even by .008 points and becomes more significant, although the change of the 

coefficient is not significant, as additional analyses based on seemingly unrelated regression 

(SUR) show (not presented here). Hence, the human capital factors are partly correlated. For 

now, these results support the human capital variation hypothesis. Educational quality and 

professional skills affect the risk of immigrants to become over-educated. Language skills do 

not show the assumed effect, however, this is mainly because the effect is covered by the 

vocational training in Germany affect.    

 

… or skill-underutilization? 

We just saw that variation in human capital is definitely part of the problem. Immigrants come 

with different sets of skills, independently of their level of education. However, is the risk of 

immigrant over-education solely due to human capital variation or are there additional external 

constraints which can explain immigrant over-education despite their level of human capital? I 

want to answer this question by estimating the effects of legal status, average level of education 

and language skills per origin group (statistical discrimination), and the regulation of the labor 

market on the risk of over-education (table 3.4).  
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Model 3.7 to 3.9 show the estimates without controlling for human capital variables. The whole 

model is presented in model 3.10. In model 3.7 the effects of immigrants’ legal status are 

estimated. I hypothesized that EU migrants are least likely to be over-educated, followed by 

ethnic Germans and third country nationals. The results do not support this hypothesis. EU 

migrants are indeed least likely to be over-educated compared with ethnic Germans and third 

country nationals. However, the group most at risk are ethnic Germans and not, as expected, 

third country nationals. This is surprising as ethnic Germans are much more privileged than 

third country nationals with regard to the support they receive from the German government.   

One explanation could be that ethnic German immigrants are less positively selected into 

migration than third country nationals. Also, as discussed above, the regime type plays a role. 

Ethnic Germans are coming mainly from countries which are characterized by communism and 

dictatorship. Communist regimes differed from Western capitalist regimes in many aspects, 

also in the educational and vocational system. Results can be observed even today where after 

the fall of the Berliner wall, many citizens of the former GDR were not able to translate their 

credentials to the West German labor market. Hence, the transferability of their skills may be 

strongly affected by the regime type of their home-country. I will come back to these arguments 

later.  

In model 3.8 I tested the statistical discrimination hypothesis. I argued that immigrants who are 

members of an ethnic group which is on average characterized by lower levels of human capital, 

such as Turks, for example, are more likely to be over-educated than immigrants who are 

member of an ethnic group characterized by high levels of human capital (Japanese, for 

example). No effect was found for group-specific language skills, however, immigrants who 

belong to an  origin group which is characterized by high levels of education are significantly 

less likely to be over-educated, independently of their own education (although the effect is 

only significant on the 10% level). Hence, hypothesis 3.7 is partly supported by the data.  
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Table 3. 4: Linear probability regressions: Impact of external constraints on probability to be over-educated (first-generation immigrants). 

 Model 3.7 Model 3.8 Model 3.9 Model 3.10 

  Beta se beta se beta se beta se 

Legal status (EU migrants=ref.)         

Ethnic Germans .266** (.097)     .171 (.119) 

Third country nationals .211** (.064)     .158* (.076) 

         

Statistical discrimination:         

Average language skills per origin 

group   -.044 (.153)   .058 (.240) 

Average years of education per 

origin group   -.121+ (.046)   -.108 (.048) 

         

Occupational closure (unlicensed 

occupation = ref.)         

In licensed occupation     .062 (.087) .061 (.094) 

Does not apply     .015 (.098) -.009 (.120) 

         

Educational quality:         

Home-country expenditure on 

education       -.047 (.104) 

Home-country regime type 

(free=ref.)         

Partly Free       .096 (.065) 

Not Free       .034 (.063) 

         

Professional skills:         

Employment status prior to 

migration (adequate empl.=ref.)         

Over-educated prior to migration       .082* (.116) 

Does not apply       .001 (.084) 

Months of employment prior to 

migration        -.040 (.001) 

         

Host-country knowledge:         

Language skills       -.070 (.120) 
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Table 3.4: continued         

  Model 3.7 Model 3.8 Model 3.9 Model 3.10 

  Beta se beta se beta se beta se 

Recognition  of home-country 

school credentials (No=ref.)         

Yes       -.203* (.108) 

Does not apply       -.223* (.107) 

Vocational training in host-country 

(No=ref.)         

Yes -.147** (.047) -.131** (.047) -.134* (.059) -.110+ (.059) 

Does not apply .069 (.082) .106+ (.084) .099 (.116) .075 (.087) 

Length of stay in years -.194* (.004) -.226* (.004) -.249** (.004) -.133 (.005) 

1.5 generation migrants .074 (.110) .066 (.107) .081 (.119) .084 (.116) 

Citizenship -.135+ (.078) -.046 (.051) -.059 (.049) .000 (.) 

Education (in years) .295*** (.008) .315*** (.008) .282*** (.010) .313*** (.009) 

Repetition of school classes .017 (.083) .027 (.085) .021 (.089) .048 (.077) 

Gender: Female .018 (.036) .011 (.039) .012 (.038) .011 (.031) 

Age 1.033** (.016) 1.051** (.016) 1.041** (.015) .943* (.017) 

Age² -.818* (.000) -.830* (.000) -.817* (.000) -.738* (.000) 

Children at home under the age of 6 .003 (.096) -.009 (.097) -.007 (.093) .005 (.102) 

Family status (Married=ref.)         

Divorced .035 (.102) .034 (.108) .028 (.112) .023 (.098) 

Widowed -.036 (.247) -.037 (.251) -.044 (.249) -.020 (.229) 

Single -.069 (.062) -.068 (.072) -.080 (.069) -.049 (.057) 

Religious denomination 

(Christianity=ref.)         

No Religion -.022 (.067) -.034 (.065) -.022 (.074) -.026 (.070) 

Jewish/other .050 (.110) .046 (.116) .055 (.110) .061 (.119) 

Muslim .028 (.087) -.040 (.127) .047 (.085) -.078 (.131) 

Religiousity .052 (.051) .062 (.050) .058 (.058) .070 (.047) 

R-Squared .177  .175  .166  .210          

Observations 466   466   466   466          

 +p<.1, *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
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I proceed with testing the effect of licensed occupations. From social closure theory I derived 

two competing hypotheses: According to the exclusion hypothesis (hypothesis 3.8) immigrants 

are more likely to be over-educated in Germany when they have received home-country training 

in a licensed occupation. Licensed occupations require de-facto recognition of foreign 

credentials granted by the state, thereby systematically excluding those immigrants who do not 

obtain such recognition. The resource-hypothesis (hypothesis 3.9), however, assumes that 

because of the exclusive character of licensed occupations immigrants are much better able to 

receive information and support which they need in order to successfully integrate in the labor 

market. Estimates shown in model 3.9 first support neither of the hypotheses. Although the 

effect of being trained in a licensed occupation is positive it is not significant. Hence, my results 

are not in line with hypotheses 3.8 and 3.9. I also hypothesized that licensing affects mainly 

immigrants with non-tertiary education rather than immigrants with tertiary education. I 

therefore estimated marginal effects of home-country licensed occupation by years of 

education. Results are presented in figure 3. The picture becomes much clearer: Immigrants 

who were trained in licensed occupations are much more likely to face over-education in 

Germany; however, the effect constantly decreases with each year of education. For immigrants 

with tertiary education, licensing even has a negative effect. Hence, I find support for 

hypothesis 3.10. This means that licensing actually decreases inequality between lower and 

higher educated immigrants in Germany. This is an essential finding and I will come back to 

this point in the conclusion. .  
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Figure 3: Marginal effect of licensed occupation by years of education. 

 

In model 3.10 all estimates are presented, including all human capital factors and credential 

recognition. We see that being ethnic German has no effect on the risk of over-education 

anymore. Subsequent analyses reveal that this is partly because of the regime type variable. 

However, third country nationals remain significantly more likely to be over-educated than EU 

migrants. This suggests that the legal status impacts the chances of immigrants on the German 

labor market. Third country nationals are still the migrant group which struggles the most with 

credential recognition because they lack the rights and the support by the German government. 

The statistical discrimination variable becomes insignificant, mainly because of the variables 

which serve as indicators for educational quality. Origin groups which possess on average a 

high amount of human capital usually migrate from countries which spend quite some money 

on their education and which are characterized by a democratic regime. Of all human capital 

factors, only the effect of professional skills remains significant. However, the effect is only 
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half as big as the legal status effect. This leads to the conclusion that the skill-underutilization 

hypothesis has slightly more explanatory power.  

 

3.6 Conclusion 

This chapter addresses the long-lasting debate about the reasons for immigrants’ over-education 

in Germany. More specifically, it deals with the question whether over-education among 

immigrants is mainly due to insufficient skills (human capital variation hypothesis), as argued 

by classical economist, or whether immigrant over-education is due to external constraints 

which hinder them to tap their full potential (skill under-utilization hypothesis). The topic of 

immigrant over-education has been mainly addressed by economists who very much focus on 

human capital factors. I contribute to the existing literature by studying immigrant over-

education from a sociological perspective. This allows me to consider not only individual 

human capital variation but also external constraints within the host-country. Also with regard 

to human capital factors I show that a distinction between different forms of immigrant human 

capital is missing in the literature, thereby providing theoretical explanations why certain 

human capital factors are relevant for immigrant over-education.  

In order to test the human capital variation and skill under-utilization hypotheses properly I first 

suggest valid measures of both, human capital and external constraints, although some factors 

are measured by proxies. Based on human capital theory, technological change theory and 

signaling theory I argue that a proper measurement of immigrant human capital requires a 

distinction between educational quality, professional skills, and host-country knowledge. 

Particularly professional skills have received very little attention in the literature so far (except 

for Chiswick and Miller 2009 and Piracha 2012). I continue with providing several examples 

of external constraints which I mainly attribute to the legal status of immigrants at the time of 
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arrival, discrimination, and the strict regulation of the German labor market. Previous studies 

have mainly focused on one factor mentioned above. Mattoo et al. (2008), for example, focus 

on educational quality only whereas Chiswick and Miller (2009) also include, next to country 

of origin and language skills, pre-migration labor market experience; however, they miss to 

consider any external constraints within the host-country which may hamper immigrants to find 

adequate employment. Other studies focus on discrimination only (for example, Kaas and 

Manger 2012). I first confirm that the economic point of view on immigrant over-education is 

partly correct. Immigrants do face a higher risk of becoming over-educated when they come 

from countries with low educational quality. Also, pre-migration labor market experience 

matters. If an immigrant has been over-educated already prior to migration her chances of 

finding adequate employment in Germany are very low, too. In such cases, immigrants miss 

the relevant professional skills and are disadvantaged compared to immigrants who were able 

to gain professional experience in their home-country. Following classical economics the story 

would now be over. Remaining unexplained variance would, in some cases (see Battu and 

Sloane 2004), be attributed to discrimination. However, I was interested in whether other 

external factors constrain immigrants’ chances of finding adequate employment. I therefore 

looked at three aspects: Legal status, statistical discrimination, and labor market characteristics. 

I first argued that depending on where immigrants come from their legal status is different and 

so are their chances on the German labor market. I differentiated between EU migrants, ethnic 

Germans, and third country nationals. EU migrants benefit from international agreements (such 

as the Bologna reform) which facilitate credential recognition and labor market integration. 

Ethnic Germans are also privileged with regard to citizenship and credential recognition. Third 

country nationals were assumed to be most disadvantaged, because for this group hardly any 

international agreements exist and until 2012 no law was present which was stating rules and 

norms regarding the educational and occupational recognition procedure for third country 

nationals. Ethnic Germans and third country nationals are indeed much more likely to be over-
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educated than EU migrants. However, the risk is even higher for ethnic Germans than for third 

country nationals. This is very surprising because ethnic Germans are considered more 

privileged on the German labor market than third country nationals for three reasons: First, due 

to their family history they often possess much higher German language proficiency than other 

migrant groups. However, good language skills would explain advantages in comparison to 

other migrant groups, not disadvantages. Second, ethnic Germans are on average rather highly 

educated. Since higher educated individuals are most likely to be over-educated ethnic Germans 

might face a particular high risk of over-education. However, I do account for education.  

Hence, higher education does not serve as an explanation either. Third, ethnic Germans are 

fully entitled to settlement, German citizenship and recognition of their educational and 

vocational credentials. However, credential recognition may be hampered by the fact that most 

ethnic Germans were socialized in communist and non-free countries. Compared to EU 

migrants, ethnic Germans lack the advantage of comparable educational systems. Ethnic 

Germans who obtained their education and vocational training in their home-country are 

socialized in communist regimes and many skills are not easily transferable to Germany’s social 

market economy. The fact that EU migrants and ethnic Germans do not differ anymore in their 

risk of becoming over-educated, once, the regime type of the host-country is taken into account, 

supports this assumption and hints towards the distinction between legislative intent and law 

implementation (Bjerre et al., 2014). Ethnic Germans may have the legal right to get their 

credentials recognized but necessary prerequisites such as comparability of educational systems 

are not given which makes their legal status less valuable.  

Another potential explanation could be that third country nationals are more positively selected 

into migration as well as into employment than ethnic Germans. Third country nationals often 

encounter higher migration costs than ethnic Germans due to travel distance (for example 

migrants from Asia or Africa), policy requirements, and discrimination. Once in the country 
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the similar impediments make it difficult for third country nationals to enter the labor market. 

Hence, third country nationals who decided to take on the long and expensive journey to 

Germany and who then even manage to enter the labor market might be particularly motivated. 

Ethnic Germans also migrate to Germany in order to improve their economic situation, 

however, they have to encounter fewer barriers when entering the country, acquiring residence 

and work permit and learning German. Hence, ethnic Germans may be less positively selected 

than third country nationals and therefore less likely to find adequate employment.  

I continued by testing the statistical discrimination hypothesis. Statistical discrimination occurs 

when employers lack full information about the applicant´s country of origin and the value of 

his or her degree. In such cases employers often use information about the social group the 

applicant belongs to in order to assess her potential (statistical discrimination). Indeed, 

independently of their own skills, immigrants who belong to an origin group which is 

characterized by low levels of education are more likely to risk over-education. Fortunately, 

research shows that statistical discrimination can be tackled by providing as much information 

about ones productivity as possible.  Kaas and Manger (2012) show that adding reference letters 

to job applications which emphasize “favorable information about the candidate’s personality 

traits such as conscientiousness and agreeableness” (p.3) can reduce statistical discrimination.  

Lastly, I was interested in whether the regulation of Germany’s labor market impacts 

immigrants’ chances of finding adequate employment. I differentiate between immigrants who 

were trained in occupations which are licensed in Germany and immigrants who were trained 

in unlicensed occupations. According to the exclusion hypothesis immigrants are less likely to 

find adequate employment when they have been trained in their home-country in a licensed 

occupation because licensing requires de-jure recognition of the state and thereby constitutes a 

barrier for immigrants. The resource hypothesis, however, argues that immigrants who were 

trained in licensed occupations have better access to information and support because licensed 
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occupations are organized under umbrella associations which take care of their professions. For 

entering unlicensed occupations, on the other hand, information and support is difficult to 

acquire because no standardized information is available. At first sight, results are not in line 

with neither of the two competing hypotheses. Neither vocational training in licensed nor in 

unlicensed occupations has an effect on over-education. However, more in-depth analyses show 

that the effect of occupational licensing depends on the educational degree of the immigrant. 

Whereas immigrants with non-tertiary education are much more likely to be over-educated if 

they are trained in a licensed occupation, immigrants who have tertiary education actually 

benefit from being trained in a licensed occupation. I argue that this may be because Germany 

requires, due to its dual system, for many occupations in the non-tertiary system specific 

credentials which do not exist in such a form in other countries. Hence, for this group it is much 

more difficult to obtain de-jure credential recognition by the state, simply because the 

credentials are missing. In most countries, on the other hand, a university degree is required for 

occupations which also require a university degree in Germany. A good example is the medical 

doctor. Hence, immigrants who are trained in academic professions can provide a degree which 

format (university degree) is familiar to German authorities. Because of this initial privilege, 

these migrants even seem to benefit from the resources provided by occupational chambers and 

have an easier access to professions than immigrant academics who seek employment in 

unlicensed occupations. Hence, licensing seems to reinforce inequality by additionally 

penalizing lower educated immigrants. Employers and occupational chambers, particularly in 

the manual labor sector, should strive after a better system to incorporate foreign human capital.  

Due to the rich data I was able to use detailed information about immigrants’ human capital and 

the external constraints they face on the German labor market. Studies by Mattoo et al. (2008) 

or Chiswick and Miller (2009), for example, use census data thereby restricting themselves to 

only a handful of explanatory factors.  Of course, this study also faces several limitations. First, 
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the downside of such detailed survey data is the small sample size. Several group differences 

(for example separate analyses for men and women) could not be estimated because the sample 

sizes would become too small. Larger data would be appreciated for such analyses. Second, 

although many variables of interest are measured at the time of migration, several factors, such 

as religiosity, were measured only one year before the dependent variable over-education was 

measured. The effects of the models should therefore be re-estimated once more waves are 

available.. Third, due to the retrospective nature of the study the sample consists of immigrants 

who have not (yet) re-immigrated to their home country. Many migrants who have failed to find 

adequate employment may have left the country within the first years after migration. In this case, 

the magnitude of immigrant over-education may be even under-estimated. Moreover, the data 

provides only information about immigrants who stayed in Germany and little can be said about 

migrants who re-migrated to their home-country.  

To conclude, this study shows that immigrants are still under-utilizing their skills when entering 

inadequate employment. External constraints such as missing rules regarding credential 

recognition, discrimination, and regulation of the labor market still hinder immigrants to find 

adequate employment. This is an important finding because it shows that the German labor 

market does not work as efficiently as it should and that much potential is lost. This is 

remarkable, particularly because Germany is consistently struggling with a shortage of skilled 

labor. The German government has partly acknowledged this problem and introduced several 

measures to tackle the problem. For example, with the introduction of the recognition law in 

2012 the recognition of foreign credentials of third country nationals should be regulated and 

simplified. Also, the purpose of the “Blue Card” is to facilitate labor market integration of 

highly skilled immigrants.  Future research should consider those policy changes and study 

whether third country nationals indeed benefit in terms of finding adequate employment. 
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Moreover, German employers should be more informed about foreign education and 

occupation systems in order to correctly allocate immigrant job seekers to adequate positions.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 4 

The role of civic involvement for avoiding over-
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education 

4.1 Introduction9 

We have seen that immigrants face different obstacles when trying to find adequate 

employment. On the one hand they bring along insufficient human capital which is not 

transferable to the host-country labor market. On the other hand, immigrants face unfavorable 

opportunity structures in the host country, such as legal constraints in credential recognition 

and statistical discrimination. In the following two chapters I want to focus on the aspects which 

may facilitate immigrants’ chances to find adequate employment once they are in the host 

country, namely social capital. Whereas most existing studies concentrate almost exclusively 

on human capital factors in explaining over-education, the role of social capital—often 

understood as resources embedded in social connections (Coleman, 1990) — is mostly 

neglected. This is rather surprising since in the general labor market integration literature, the 

value of social connections and networks is widely acknowledged (Aguilera & Massey, 2003; 

Drever & Hoffmeister, 2008; Kanas, Van Tubergen, & Van der Lippe, 2011; Lancee, 2012; 

Portes & Sensenbrenner, 1993). According to this line of research, individuals’ access to 

employment or mobility on the labor market depends not only on their human capital but also 

on the social networks they are embedded in and the resources (e.g. labor market-related 

information, contacts to employers, moral support during the job search) those networks 

provide (De Graaf & Flap, 1988; Freitag & Kirchner, 2011; Seibel & van Tubergen, 2013). 

Nevertheless, the role of social networks with respect to over-education has barely been 

explored (exceptions are Duvander, 2001; Franzen & Hangartner, 2006). 

                                                           
9 This chapter is mainly based on an already published article in the Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies 

(Griesshaber & Seibel, 2014) written by myself and my colleague Nicolas Griesshaber who has been a PhD 

student at the Berlin Graduate School of Social Science at the time of publication. Authorship is in alphabetical 

order with equal contributions. 
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In addition to offering motivational support and encouragement during the job search (Freitag 

& Kirchner, 2011), social networks can provide important information regarding adequate 

employment opportunities, relevant job openings, application processes, and the labor market 

in general. Such information is thereby not only transmitted and obtained quicker than through 

formal channels, but also fairly easy to acquire, since it is mostly “obtained as a by-product of 

day-to-day relationships without much effort” (Freitag & Kirchner, 2011, p. 392). As a 

consequence, search costs to find adequate employment are reduced (Granovetter, 1973; 

Montgomery, 1992; Mouw, 2003).   

At the same time, information obtained via social networks is also considered to be more trustful 

and detailed than when acquired through alternative, more official means (Franzen & 

Hangartner, 2006; Granovetter, 1973). Detailed information about a job reduces uncertainty 

regarding the requirements of a position and thus, should decrease the risk of educational 

mismatch and disappointment (Freitag & Kirchner, 2011). One of the few studies looking at 

the relationship between social networks and skill match was conducted by Franzen and 

Hangartner (2006). Analysing a sample of 8,151 Swiss University Graduates in 2000, they find 

that graduates who searched for a job via social networks possessed increased chances of 

finding employment which matched their educational level. For immigrants, Duvander (2001) 

looks at their risk of over-education in Sweden and finds, among others, that immigrants who 

have a native partner face a lower risk of over-education than immigrants with a co-ethnic 

partner. Those studies hint towards the importance of social networks in the search for adequate 

employment which is why I devote two chapters to this relationship.  

Chapter 4 deals with the impact of active participation in voluntary associations on immigrants’ 

risk of becoming over-educated and shows that the effect of active participation depends on the 

type of association. Also, the group which benefits most strongly from these social networks 

are immigrants who are in the host-country less than five years. In chapter 5, the focus shifts 
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from associations to close networks, namely friendship and partnership. It answers the question 

why being friends with natives and having a native partner positively influences immigrants’ 

chances of finding adequate employment. Results show that this relationship cannot be 

explained by natives’ higher amount of human capital or job-related resources, as often 

assumed. This suggests that there exists a pure native effect reflected in cultural knowledge. 

Before starting with the main theory part of this chapter I first start with a short excursion into 

the literature of social capital, providing several definitions of frequently used concepts.  

 

4.2 Excursion: Determinants of social capital 

As already mentioned, social capital refers to the resources embedded in social relations 

(Coleman, 1990). Such resources range from practical support to emotional support, as 

described above. The amount of these resources depends on several characteristics of the social 

network and the network members such as a) characteristics of the network members, b) the 

nature of the ego-alter tie, and c) the network structure. Because the literature is so extensive 

and broad in this regard I will focus here on factors and examples which illustrate the relevance 

of social capital for labor market outcomes of immigrants. 

With regard to characteristics of network members the most revealing finding is the importance 

of ethnicity. Many studies have found that immigrants who have contact with natives, in form 

of friendship, partnership, or as acquaintances or colleagues, benefit from these networks with 

regard to employment, status, and income (Duvander, 2001; Kanas & Van Tubergen, 2009; 

Kanas et al., 2011; Lancee, 2012; Muttarak, 2011). Another important characteristic which is 

often neglected in the immigrant literature is human capital. Several studies show that the 

amount of human capital in the network positively affects individuals’ occupational attainment 
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(Bernardi, 1999; Lin, 1999; Verbakel & De Graaf, 2009). This aspect has hardly been studied 

in the immigrant literature and I will come back to this in chapter 5.  

With respect to the nature of the ego-alter tie, an important concept was introduced by 

Granovetter (1973), who stresses the value of weak ties (over strong ties) for successful labor 

market integration. Whereas strong ties refer to a collection of close relationships with 

individuals like intimate friends or family members that are likely to be in contact with each 

other, weak ties can be described as loose connections to a set of different individuals (e.g. 

colleagues or acquaintances) who might possess strong ties on their own but are rather unlikely 

to know each other well. According to Granovetter, weak ties increase the chance of access to 

valuable resources such as job related information, since they serve as local bridges between 

otherwise unconnected networks. In networks that mainly consist of strong ties, on the other 

hand, information is likely to become redundant as participants of the network may possess 

very similar knowledge. Weak ties therefore should have the advantage over strong ties in 

linking individuals to information novel to them and otherwise not accessible (Burt, 2004). 

Granovetter’s assumption about the 'strength of weak ties' is challenged by Grieco (1987) who 

stresses rather the importance of strong ties in the job seeking process. She argues that 

information about job opportunities are faster transmitted to close friends than acquiring this 

information through general channels which results in a time advantage. Also, the given can be 

trusted; often it is more detailed which helps the person looking for a job to assess whether the 

specific job fits his or her interests and abilities. I therefore decided to study both, the effects of 

strong and weak ties on immigrants’ chances to find adequate employment.  

Conceptually very similar to strong and weak ties is the distinction between bonding and 

bridging ties. Bonding ties refer to contacts within a closed network and which foster norm 

enforcement through trust, expectations and sanctions (Coleman, 1988). Members of such 

networks usually know each other and have contact frequently. Bridging ties, on the other hand, 
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serve as bridges between otherwise unconnected networks, covering structural holes, to speak 

in Burt’s terms (2004). In the immigrant literature, the terms bonding and bridging ties are 

linked to ethnic relations. Bonding ties exist between members of the same ethnic group and 

are expected to enhance solidarity and trust (Portes and Sensebrenner, 1993) and provide access 

to trusted labor (Flap, 1999). Networks between immigrants or ethnic minorities may ease the 

entry into the labor market, especially for new arrivals (Waldinger, 1994). Although bonding 

ties may help finding employment, they are likely to lack the resources needed to find adequate 

employment.  Bridging ties refer in the immigrant context to contacts with natives. Similar to 

weak ties, bridging ties are assumed to be advantageous because they provide non-redundant 

information about labor market opportunities. Natives are assumed to have access to more and 

better information about employment and job seeking strategies than immigrants (Kanas, Van 

der Lippe, and Van Tubergen, 2010; Lancee, 2012). In the following, bridging ties will refer to 

contact with natives and bonding ties to contact with immigrants. Ties can be therefore 

strong/weak and bonding/bridging, resulting in four different types of ties10. An example of a 

strong bonding tie would be a close friend of the same ethnic group, whereas a weak bridging 

tie rather refers to, for example, a native acquaintance. Unfortunately, I am not able to study all 

four types of ties simultaneously. The NEPS data provides excellent measurements of strong 

ties (both bonding and bridging), but lacks suitable measurement of weak ties for my study. I 

therefore make additionally use of the European Social Survey (2002) which contains very good 

measurements of a classic form of network which produces weak ties, namely voluntary 

associations. Although the focus of my dissertation is Germany I extend the scope to other EU 

countries in this chapter. This allows me to further examine policy variations in the EU level, 

although voluntary associations will be the focus of this chapter. In chapter 5 I will then 

                                                           
10 Strong bonding tie (for example, close friend of same ethnic group), strong bridging tie (for example, native 
partner), weak bonding tie (for example, neighbor of same ethnic group) and weak bridging tie (native 
acquaintance). 
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subsequently focus on strong ties studying the relationship between friendship and labor market 

integration. I thereby more specifically focus on the concept of bonding and bridging ties and 

their effect on immigrants’ risk of over-education. 

Lastly, social networks differ in their structure. Depending on their degree of closure different 

forms of social capital emerge. Closed social networks, in which network members have 

regularly contact with each other and have expectations toward each other, enforce group norms 

with regard to each other’s behavior (Coleman, 1988). This becomes apparent in families or 

close circles of friends. I will come back to this issue in chapter 5 where I discuss the relevance 

of career-oriented norms in friends’ and partners’ networks and their relation to their 

characteristics, namely ethnicity and human capital.  

In this chapter I start with the study of weak ties by looking at the effect of active participation 

in voluntary associations on immigrants’ risk of over-education. I thereby make use of the first 

wave of the European Social Survey which provides rich information on different types of 

voluntary associations.  

4.3 Voluntary associations 

As already mentioned this chapter is devoted to the relationship between active participation in 

voluntary associations and immigrants’ risk of becoming over-educated. Voluntary associations 

are a key element of civic society (Putnam, 1995) and are a type of formal social networks often 

considered most suitable for the creation of weak ties, and the importance of associational 

membership for the job search process has been widely emphasized by many researchers (see, 

for example, McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Cook, 2001; Seibel & van Tubergen, 2013; Wilson 

& Musick, 2003). Active members of voluntary associations usually interact on a regular basis, 

connected by certain common interests. Both aspects are expected to increase a) the willingness 

of members to share important information with each other and b) the ability to estimate which 
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information is most valuable to the job seeker (Ruiter & De Graaf, 2009; Seibel & van 

Tubergen, 2013). Those factors seem equally valuable for natives and immigrants. However, 

there are several reasons to believe that immigrants benefit in particular from active 

membership in voluntary associations. Associational involvement is likely to provide 

immigrants with links to natives who have host-country specific experience and knowledge, so 

called bridging ties. Various studies show that bridging ties positively affect immigrant labor 

market integration in terms of employment, occupational status, and wages by providing host-

country-specific information (Battu & Sloane, 2004; Kanas et al., 2011; Lancee, 2012).  

Moreover, for immigrants, voluntary associations are not just valuable because they receive 

information. Active membership also symbolises a sense of belonging to the host country. 

Within associations, contacts to individuals that share the same interests are established, leading 

to an experience of mutual resonance (Rosa, 2012). This can result in a feeling of belonging 

and cultural integration which provides the immigrants with the necessary confidence and 

stamina needed for the difficult process of finding adequate employment. Overall, this leads to 

the expectation that involvement in voluntary associations provides immigrants with valuable 

resources likely to increase their chance of obtaining adequate employment, leading to this 

chapter’s first hypothesis. 

H 4.1:  Migrants that are actively involved in voluntary associations should be less likely to 

experience over-education than migrants not involved in such networks.  

The question then arises whether all immigrants are affected equally by active involvement or 

whether certain migrant groups benefit more from those weak ties than others. Recent migrants 

are most likely less familiar with the specifics of the host-country labor market (Büchel & Frick, 

2005) and therefore should clearly benefit most from social networks that can provide them 

with important information, contacts and a platform of integration into the local society. Social 
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connectedness through associations may then present one of the quickest ways for people new 

to a foreign country to acquire such valuable information and contacts regarding the labor 

market. The longer people stay in the respective country, however, the more they are likely to 

accumulate host-country-specific human capital such as language skills or knowledge about the 

host country’s labor market and culture (Büchel & Frick, 2005; Li, 2004) and thus, the more 

they may refer to rather direct approaches to employers (Battu, Seaman, & Zenou, 2011). 

Associations may then present only one of several means to achieve adequate employment, 

playing a less crucial role for the job search due to existing substitutes.  

H 4.2:  The beneficial effect of active associational involvement is strongest among migrants 

who immigrated rather recently and should decrease with the amount of time a migrant has 

been living in the host country.  

Some associations, however, may be more useful than others regarding possession and 

distribution of valuable information, as well as provision of important contacts in the job 

searching process. For instance, not all voluntary associations may equally provide immigrants 

with links to the native population or promote cultural integration. Muslim immigrants who 

indicate to be a member of a religious association are very likely to meet more migrants than 

natives in that organization, just because Islam is not  widespread among natives in Europe. A 

considerable amount of literature has indicated important differences between involvement of 

immigrants in ethnic and native organizations with respect to their integration in the host society 

(Eggert & Giugni, 2010; Jacobs & Tillie, 2004; Schrover & Vermeulen, 2005; Vermeulen, 

Tillie, & van de Walle, 2012). 

Building on Granovetter (1973), one would expect those networks which are able to provide 

bridges between separate clumps of social structure and groups to be more beneficial for 

immigrants, while absence of such bridges or cross-cutting ties within associations may lead 
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towards social closure and isolation. Following Paxton (2002) and Paxton (2007), an intuitive 

way through which associations may acquire such bridges to other networks and parts of 

society, is via multiple participations of their members. In associations that have a large share 

of members likewise involved in other groups, people should have access to information and 

resources present in other networks since they know at least some persons from these groups 

and parts of society through their own (connected) network (see also Grießhaber & Geys, 2012; 

Tillie, 2004). Members of an isolated organisation, on the other hand, have access mainly to the 

resources of that organisation, lacking access to resources of other networks due to the absence 

of inter-associational connections (Tillie, 2004). Similar to strong-tie networks, information 

distributed in isolated groups (with less overlapping memberships) is then likely to become 

redundant as well as to be of lower reach and less diverse.  

As argued earlier, the more familiar people are with the host-country culture and labor market, 

the less dependent they are on social networks in order to acquire job-related resources. This 

also implies that the sort of social network becomes less relevant for acquainted individuals 

such as natives or second generation immigrants. For immigrants, however, who arrived to the 

host-country only recently, it may be relevant whether their social network is rather isolated or 

more connected to other parts of society. Moreover, isolated associations also may carry the 

risk of being of a bonding nature. An example would be religious associations which, in the 

immigrant case, can also exist of, for example, Turkish people only. With respect to finding 

adequate employment, voluntary associations that are connected to various other groups should 

therefore be most helpful for recent immigrants. 

H 4.3: Migrants, who are actively involved in strongly connected associations, should be less 

likely to experience over-education than migrants who are actively involved in rather isolated 

networks.  
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H4.4: The beneficial effect of active involvement in connected associations is strongest among 

migrants who immigrated rather recently to the host-country. 

H4.5: Again, the beneficial effect of active involvement in isolated associations is strongest 

among migrants who immigrated rather recently to the host-country. 

Figure 4 displays the main theoretical model of this chapter. 

 

Figure 4: Theoretical model, chapter 4. Impact of active participation by association type; moderated by 

migration background. 

 

It is important to point out that while our theoretical reasoning assumes associational 

involvement to influence achievement of adequate employment, arguments for reverse 

causality can be made (Mouw, 2006). As existing research often associates adequate 

employment with higher life satisfaction (Peiró, Agut, & Grau, 2010; Verhaest & Omey, 2009) 

and better health (Chen, Smith, & Mustard, 2010); adequately employed immigrants might 

possess stronger motivation and capability to be actively engaged in voluntary associations than 
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over-educated individuals. Additionally, immigrants who are able to find adequate employment 

might possess certain characteristics, such as a strong motivation to integrate, which also 

increase the likelihood of involvement in voluntary organisations.  

However, various existing contributions on the effect of social networks on employment 

outcomes (Drever & Hoffmeister, 2008; Freitag & Kirchner, 2011; Kanas et al., 2011; Lancee, 

2012) support the assumed causal relationship.  

4.4 Data, methods, and measurements 

The empirical analysis in this chapter is conducted using pooled individual-level data for 1,241 

first-generation immigrants and 951 second generation immigrants from 17 European countries. 

The data is taken from the first round of the ‘European Social Survey’ (ESS), carried out in 

2002/2003.11 This wave is chosen due to its specific focus on civic engagement, containing 

detailed information on individuals’ involvement in voluntary associations that specifically 

allows to distinguish between isolated and connected networks. Although up to six waves of 

the ESS are available by now, later rounds do not provide such data on associational active 

participation, making them not suitable for the current research endeavour.    

Given the analytical focus, the main analysis is restricted to first and second generation migrants 

who were in any form of employment at the time of the interview. As in chapter 3, I define 

first-generation migrants as those people that state a different country than the country of the 

interview as their country of birth. However, to compare revealed effects for the first-generation 

migrant sample with second-generation migrants, I additionally replicate our analysis for a 

sample of 951 second generation immigrants. This further allows me to evaluate whether 

associational involvement presents a valuable resource for successful labor market integration 

                                                           
11  The countries analysed are Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, 

Luxembourg, Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden and the UK. Israel, the Czech Republic, 
France, Poland, and Switzerland, although covered in the ESS, are excluded due to missing variables. 
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beyond the group of first-generation immigrants. Only observations for which all important 

variables could be obtained are included in the analysis. 

 

 

Measurements 

The independent variable captures the degree of over-education by distinguishing between 

adequately employed immigrants (0), medium over-educated immigrants (1) and extensively 

over-educated immigrants (2). (please see chapter 2, p. 24/25 for a detailed description of the 

measurements).  

Active participation: I capture people’s involvement in voluntary associations by using 

questions E1a-E12a of the ESS which ask respondents for each of 12 association types 

(Sports/outdoor activity, Culture/hobby, Trade union, Professional, Consumer, 

Humanitarian/human rights, Environment/peace/animal rights, Religious, Political, 

Education/teachers/parents, Social club, Other) whether they were a member, participated, 

donated money or did voluntary work over the preceding 12 months. Since most of the 

theoretical argumentation emphasises face-to-face contacts and the exchange of information 

among members within associations as the central mechanisms through which social networks 

may help to overcome or avoid over-education, I only consider active participation and 

voluntary work, while I do not expect mere membership or financial donations to yield the same 

effects. A dichotomous variable is constructed indicating participation or voluntary work in at 

least one association type (see also Griesshaber and Geys, 2012). Because involvement in 
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unions and professional associations is strongly dependent on the current occupation, I excluded 

those two forms of civic involvement from the measurement12.  

Associations are differentiated between isolated and connected networks based on the degree 

to which associations are interlinked with other associational types through multiple 

memberships (following Paxton 2002, 2007; Coffé and Geys, 2008; Griesshaber and Geys, 

2012). I therefore compute the average number of association types in which participants of a 

given organisation are involved, which indicates the existence and extent of such overlapping 

memberships for each organisation type.13 However, since all members of a small group can 

also be members of a large group, but not the other way round’, this figure is likely to be biased 

in favour of smaller associations (Geys and Murdoch, 2010: 526). Therefore, closely following 

Coffé and Geys (2008) and Griesshaber and Geys (2012), I further correct this number for the 

relative size of each association type in each country. Such correction is based on an OLS 

regression of the average number of participations among participants of a given association 

type in each country on the total number of active members in that association type. Positive 

(negative) residuals from such regressions indicate associations to be more (less) connected to 

other networks than the size of their member base would imply (for details, see Coffé and Geys, 

2008; Geys and Murdoch, 2010; Griesshaber and Geys, 2012). Again closely following Paxton 

(2007), as well as Griesshaber and Geys (2012), I finally consider the 3 least connected groups 

as isolated. Appendix B gives an overview of the connectedness of association types across 

                                                           
12 Whether individuals are member of unions or professional associations depends on the type of occupation. 
Hence, the relationship is reverse to the argument made in this study, namely that active participation in 
associations influences over-education.  
13  Please note that for the calculation of the average number of participations I include participation and 

voluntary work in trade unions and professional associations since existing ties to such networks may provide 
access to valuable information regarding job openings and career opportunities. However, when designating 
associations as either isolated or connected, I again exclude these types for the reasons stated before. I 
further exclude the type ‘other’ for obvious reasons.  
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countries (for the share of respondents who are active in isolated and connected groups, see 

appendix B).14 

 

4.5 Results 

First descriptives for first-generation immigrants are presented in table 4.1. We see that 35% of 

the adequate employed immigrants participate actively in voluntary associations, compared to 

29% of the medium over-educated and 32% of the severely over-educated immigrants. A 

similar pattern is found for active participation in connected associations, although the 

difference between adequate employed and severely educated migrants is minor. Participation 

in isolated associations, however, is most common among severely over-educated migrants 

(20%), compared to adequate employed (17%) and medium over-educated migrants (14%).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
14  It must be noted that the information on associational involvement and the connectedness of associations 

used here refers to relatively broad association types instead of individual organisations in which people are 
finally participating. However, although one might argue that the types distinguished in the ESS are too broad, 
data requirements for more nuanced and detailed information on structure and members of individual 
associations in a research setting such as the current analysis appear challenging, explaining the lack of such 
data to this date. 
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Table 4.1 5: Descriptives of main variables (active membership) for first-generation immigrants, by over-

education status. 

 

Adequate 

employed 

Medium over-

educated 

Severly over-

educated range 

  mean sd mean Sd mean sd min max 

         

Active participation 0.35  0.29  0.32  0 1 

Isolated association 0.17  0.14  0.20  0 1 

Connected association 0.27  0.22  0.26  0 1 

Strong ties 0.91  0.91  0.88  0 1 

Bonding ties:         

No migrant friends 0.17  0.18  0.11  0 1 

Few migrant friends 0.32  0.32  0.32  0 1 

Several migrant friends 0.50  0.50  0.58  0 1 

Educational quality:         

Expenditure on education per 

GD (%) 4.85 1.56 4.86 1.56 4.35 1.49 1.20 13 

Foreign language as first 

language at home 0.53  0.47  0.68  0 1 

Statistical discrimination:         

Average years of education per 

origin group 13.17 1.75 13.22 1.79 13.19 2.12 2 18.50 

Average language skills per 

origin group 0.48  0.51  0.44  0 1 

Subjective discrimination 0.13  0.19  0.21  0 1 

Recognition policies:         

Targeted support 68.31 20.79 66.00 23.13 77.44 18.04 0 100 

General support 59.21 29.62 59.35 28.73 63.64 31.94 0 100 

Citizenship 0.57  0.58  0.41  0 1 

Education in years 12.80 4.37 13.66 2.62 17.53 3.49 0 30 

Gender: Female 0.47  0.47  0.38  0 1 

Age 40.01 11.12 37.99 10.34 40.18 10.19 18 65 

Lenght of stay in host-country:         

More than 10 years 0.72  0.62  0.47  0 1 

6-10 years 0.14  0.19  0.27  0 1 

Less than 5 years 0.13  0.19  0.26  0 1 

Household size 3.07 1.49 3.07 1.39 2.92 1.38 1 13 

Family status:         

Married .61  .66  .66  0 1 

Seperated, divorced, or 

widowed 0.12  0.10  0.11  0 1 

Single 0.27  0.24  0.23  0 1 

Religious denomination:          

Christian 0.48  0.48  0.47  0 1 

No religion 0.38  0.35  0.38  0 1 

Muslim 0.11  0.12  0.09  0 1 

Jewish/other 0.03  0.05  0.06  0 1 

Religiousity 5.12 3.48 5.18 3.31 5.67 3.60 0 10 

Unemployment expendit. (in % 

of GDP) 1.08 0.76 0.97 0.71 1.05 0.79 0.28 3.08 

Unemployment rate (%) 5.73 2.74 6.17 2.65 6.95 3.06 2.60 19.90 

N 913   262   66       
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I continue with a short description of the countries’ amount of over-educated immigrants, active 

participants and policies which target immigrants’ access to the labor market, thereby locating 

Germany in the EU context. As we can see in figure 5, Germany belongs to the countries with 

the lowest amount of over-educated immigrants, despite its certification-based labor market 

which discriminates foreign credentials. However, Germany is also one of the wealthiest 

countries in the EU which is very likely to positively influence immigrants’ chances on the 

labor market.  

 

Figure 5: Distribution of over-education among first-generation immigrants in Europe. 

 

With regard to policies which facilitate immigrant incorporation into the labor market, Germany 

is not upfront. Figure 6 and 7 show the extent to which access is provided to general support 

(access to public employment services, equality of access to education and vocational training, 

recognition of academic and professional qualifications acquired outside the EU) and targeted 

support (state facilitation of recognition of skills and qualifications obtained outside the EU, 
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measures to further the integration of third-country nationals, support to access public 

employment services).  

 

Figure 6: Access to general support in Europe. 

 

 

Figure 7: Access to targeted support in Europe. 
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Lastly, we see that active participation in voluntary associations is not equally distributed across 

European countries. Whereas Germany has around 40% of active first-generation immigrants, 

Great Britain has almost 60% whereas countries such as Hungary, Portugal, and Greece have 

less than 20% of first-generation immigrants are active members in associations. 

 

Figure 8: Distribution of active participation in voluntary associations among first-generation immigrants in 

Europe. 

 

Hence, we can summarize that Germany is a country with the lowest access to general and 

targeted support but also with the lowest rates of over-education among first-generation 

immigrants. Moreover, immigrants are, compared to other countries rather active with regard 

to participation in voluntary associations. I will now continue with exploring the relationship 

of active membership and immigrants’ risk of over-education, turning back to Europe as a 

whole.  

Table 4.2 and table 4.3 report the results of the pooled multinominal logit regressions across 

the 17 European societies covered in this analysis. Model 4.1 and 4.2 thereby refer to  medium 
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over-educated first-generation immigrants, while model 4.3 and model 4.4 replicate the 

estimations for the severely over-educated first –generation immigrants. In table 4.3, model 4.5 

– 4.8 then display multinominal logit results for the second generation. Again, model 4.5 and 

4.6 refer to medium over-educated immigrants and model 4.7 and 4.8 to severely over-educated 

immigrants.  

As can be observed for first-generation immigrants, active involvement in voluntary 

associations appears to be related to lower risk of facing medium over-education in the current 

occupation (see model 4.1), however, it has no effect on the risk of severe over-education 

(model 4.3). With respect to potential differences between active participation in isolated and 

connected associations, the results show that for medium over-educated immigrants, the risk is 

significantly reduced if they are active members of connected associations, however, not if 

being member of isolated associations (model 4.2). This supports hypothesis 4.3, at least for 

the risk of medium over-education. No significant differences were found between membership 

in isolated and connected associations with regard to severe over-education (model 4.4). Hence, 

there is some indication that the benefits of associational involvement with respect to finding 

matching employment are at least partly type specific, showing associations that are well 

connected to other networks to be of higher value, at least when it comes to reducing the degree 

of over-education. This is in line with the argument that membership in such networks implies 

access to more diverse resources and a broader reach for information, which should increase 

chances of finding adequate employment.  
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Table 4.26: Multinominal logit regressions; Impact of active membership on risk of medium and severe over-

education (first-generation immigrants; adequately employed= reference group) [+p<.1, *p<.05, **p<.01, 

***p<.001]. 

 Medium over-educated Severly over-educated 

 Model 4.1 Model 4.2 Model 4.3 Model 4.4 

  OR Se OR se OR se OR Se 

Active participation .696+ (.140)               .720 (.315)               

Isolated association   .836 (.255)   1.464 (.709) 

Connected association   .757+ (.116)   .753 (.257) 

Strong ties .878 (.185) .875 (.183) .636 (.220) .635 (.220) 

Bonding ties(no migrant 
friends=ref.)         

Few migrant friends .953 (.182) .958 (.183) 1.182 (.738) 1.123 (.689) 

Several migrant friends .951 (.161) .953 (.165) .990 (.591) .923 (.552) 

Educational quality:         

Expenditure on education per 
GDP (%) 1.014 (.057) 1.013 (.058) .830* (.069) .830* (.072) 

Foreign language as first 

language at home .665* (.110) .666* (.108) 1.967+ (.698) 1.999* (.706) 

Statistical discrimination:         
Average years of education per 

origin group .962 (.054) .963 (.054) .739* (.089) .725* (.091) 

Average language skills per 

origin group .672 (.269) .671 (.266) 1.387 (1.256) 1.326 (1.225) 

Subjective discrimination 1.574** (.269) 1.610** (.296) 1.299 (.507) 1.272 (.482) 

Recognition policies:         

Targeted support .991 (.007) .992 (.007) 1.014+ (.008) 1.015+ (.008) 

General support 1.004 (.006) 1.004 (.006) 1.016 (.011) 1.016 (.011) 

Citizenship 1.205 (.176) 1.219 (.180) .695 (.284) .682 (.285) 

Education in years 1.076** (.025) 1.076** (.025) 1.480*** (.075) 1.478*** (.074) 

Gender: Female .996 (.141) 1.011 (.145) .735 (.251) .750 (.249) 

Age .967 (.046) .965 (.048) 1.017 (.150) 1.016 (.151) 

Age² 1.000 (.001) 1.000 (.001) 1.000 (.002) 1.000 (.002) 

Length of stay in host-country 

(>10 years=ref.):         

6-10 years 1.476* (.279) 1.483* (.281) 1.954 (1.099) 2.013 (1.115) 

Less than 5 years 1.734*** (.254) 1.744*** (.269) 1.730 (.798) 1.828 (.839) 

Household size .964 (.060) .962 (.059) .926 (.101) .940 (.103) 

Family status (married=ref.):         

Seperated, divorced, or 

widowed .806 (.233) .810 (.227) .585 (.319) .597 (.325) 

Single .642 (.180) .641 (.180) .727 (.226) .728 (.230) 

Religious denomination 

(Christian = ref.):          

No religion .893 (.186) .897 (.190) 1.478 (.615) 1.514 (.630) 

Muslim .986 (.333) .983 (.331) .998 (.509) .990 (.515) 

Jewish/other 1.457 (.582) 1.435 (.554) 2.797+ (1.576) 2.842* (1.483) 

Religiousity .981 (.031) .983 (.031) 1.080 (.053) 1.073 (.052) 

Unemployment expendit. (in % 

of GDP) .791 (.158) .786 (.158) .726 (.231) .703 (.228) 

Unemployment rate (%) 1.080 (.064) 1.080 (.065) 1.257*** (.081) 1.269*** (.090) 

R-squared .12  .12  .12  .12              

Observations 1241    1241    1241    1241   
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To put the findings in a broader context, all models were estimated also for the second-

generation immigrants (excluding all first-generation specific variables). Results resemble the 

findings for first-generation immigrants. Active participation reduces the risk of medium over-

education (model 4.5), however, it has no effect on severe over-education (model 4.7). 

Distinguishing between isolated and connected associations in model 4.6 and 4.8 we see that 

active participation in connected associations has not a stronger impact on the risk of over-

education than participation in isolated associations. Therefore, the results do not support 

hypothesis 4.3 for the second generation. Hence, voluntary organisations also seem to provide 

at least some benefit for second generation immigrants when it comes to finding education-

matching employment, but the relationship seems not as clear and consistent compared to 

migrants of the first-generation.15  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
15  With respect the included control variables, results remain fairly robust between migrant and native 

estimations. Slight exceptions are the findings for unemployment compensations and unemployment rates 
were no significant relations are found for the native population. 
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Tabelle 4.37: Multinominal logit regressions; Impact of active membership on risk of medium and severe over-

education (second generation immigrants; adequately employed = reference group). 

 Medium over-educated Severly over-educated 

 Model 4.5 Model 4.6 Model 4.7 Model 4.8 

  OR se OR se OR se OR Se 

Active participation .749+ (.122)               .640 (.277)               

Isolated association   .797 (.164)   1.135 (.993) 

Connected association   .860 (.180)   .584 (.418) 

Strong ties .902 (.376) .907 (.385) .497 (.349) .541 (.372) 

Bonding ties(no migrant 

friends=ref.)         

Few migrant friends 1.041 (.167) 1.036 (.169) 1.397 (.773) 1.420 (.788) 

Several migrant friends .903 (.169) .912 (.162) 1.221 (.701) 1.217 (.701) 

Foreign language as first 

language at home .810 (.397) .813 (.391) .372 (.280) .406 (.294) 

Subjective discrimination 1.747* (.411) 1.748* (.428) .195 (.414) .189 (.416) 

Recognition policies:         

Targeted support 1.010 (.010) 1.009 (.010) 1.020+ (.011) 1.022* (.010) 

General support .996 (.008) .996 (.008) .981+ (.010) .981+ (.009) 

Education in years 1.122*** (.031) 1.120*** (.029) 1.653*** (.183) 1.654*** (.182) 

Gender: Female 1.009 (.180) 1.006 (.178) .927 (.473) .912 (.480) 

Age .938 (.047) .936 (.048) .936 (.058) .931 (.053) 

Age² 1.001 (.001) 1.001 (.001) 1.001 (.001) 1.001 (.001) 

Household size .937 (.066) .938 (.066) .710 (.229) .703 (.239) 

Family status 

(married=ref.):         

Seperated, divorced, or 

widowed 1.017 (.261) 1.024 (.261) .677 (.645) .683 (.653) 

Single 1.056 (.323) 1.042 (.320) 1.429 (.901) 1.395 (.895) 

Religious denomination 

(Christian = ref.):          

No religion .972 (.217) .960 (.213) .637 (.283) .649 (.292) 

Muslim 1.219 (.720) 1.196 (.700) .000*** (.000) .000*** (.000) 

Jewish/other .543 (.417) .545 (.405) 1.793 (2.147) 1.764 (2.194) 

Religiousity 1.030 (.036) 1.031 (.036) 1.029 (.060) 1.029 (.057) 

Region of origin (Europe 

and North America = ref.)         

Latin America and the 

Caribbean .524 (.379) .522 (.370) 4.462 (5.586) 4.822 (6.329) 

Africa and Middle East .672 (.243) .670 (.245) 2.779 (2.302) 2.863 (2.443) 

Asia and Pacific .988 (.231) .990 (.230) 4.170*** (1.664) 4.309*** (1.601) 

Unemployment expendit. 

(in % of GDP) .912 (.172) .910 (.171) 1.073 (.288) 1.046 (.277) 

Unemployment rate (%) 1.031 (.031) 1.032 (.031) .980 (.070) .985 (.070) 

R-squared .11  .11  .11  .11  

Observations 951   951   951   951              

+p<.1, *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
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Hypothesis 4.2 predicts that the effect of active involvement should be strongest among 

immigrants who migrated only recently to the host-country. I therefore include interaction terms 

between active participation and a categorical variable capturing the time a respondent has 

already been living in the host country. This allows testing whether the gain from such network 

contacts with respect to finding adequate employment varies between different stages and forms 

of migration background. Figures 9 and 10 show the respective average marginal effects of 

participation on the risk of medium and severe over-education for the individual migration 

groups.  

 We see that for the risk of medium over-education (figure 9) no significant differences exist 

between the migrant groups. Although the effects seem stronger for recent migrants, they are 

not significant. Figure 10 displays the same estimations for the risk of severe over-education. 

Active membership, which was not significant in the full model (see model 4.3), appears to 

significantly reduce the risk of severe over-education for immigrants who migrated to the host-

country less than 6 years ago.  
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Figure 9: Marginal effects of active participation (with 90% confidence intervals) on risk of medium over-

education for first-generation immigrants. 

 

Figure 10: Marginal effects of active participation (with 90% confidence intervals) on risk of sever over-

education for first-generation immigrants. 
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Distinguishing between those associations which possess a considerable number of connections 

to other networks and those that are rather isolated, reveals again the former to be more 

important in order to overcome or avoid over-education. Thereby, a clear conditional effect for 

connected associations is found. As can be observed, active membership in connected 

associations appears quite strongly and significantly related to lower risk of medium over-

education among those migrants that have been in the country for 10 years or less, while the 

effect is rather week and insignificant for people that spent a significant time of their lives in 

the host country (figure 11). For severely over-educated immigrants we see that active 

participation in associations is only beneficial for immigrants who have been in the country for 

5 years or less (figure 12).  

 

 

Figure 11: Marginal effects of active participation in connected associations (with 90% confidence intervals) on 

risk of medium over-education for first-generation immigrants. 
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Figure 12: Marginal effects of active participation in connected associations (with 90% confidence intervals) on 

risk of severe over-education for first-generation immigrants. 

 

On the other hand, involvement in isolated networks does not seem to provide such support, 

independent from when a person has migrated to the destination country (figure 13). Rather, 

for medium over-educated immigrants we observe a significant effect of participation in 

isolated associations only for immigrants who have been in the country for more than 10 years. 

Hence, with regard to the risk of over-education, my results partly support hypothesis 4.4 which 

expects the effect of active membership in connected associations to be strongest among recent 

migrants. No support is found for hypothesis 4.5, which expected the same effect for isolated 

associations. 
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Figure 13: Marginal effects of active participation in isolated associations (with 90% confidence intervals) on 

risk of medium over-education for first-generation immigrants. 

 

 

 

Figure 14: Marginal effects of active participation in isolated associations (with 90% confidence intervals) on 

risk of severe over-education for first-generation immigrants. 
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In chapter 3 I emphasized the importance of specific human capital factors and institutional 

barriers. With regard to expenditure on education (per GDP) I find only an effect for the 

severely over-educated migrants (model 4.3 and 4.4). Unfortunately, no information about 

professional skills is provided. Language skills have a different effect for medium versus 

severely over-educated migrants. Whereas the first group seems to benefit from low language 

skills, the group of severely over-educated migrants is punished by low language skills (as 

expected).This is a puzzling finding and should be kept in mind when discussing the effect of 

language skills and immigrant labor market integration.  

With regard to institutional barriers, we see that first-generation immigrants, who report to 

belong to a group that is discriminated against (because of their race or colour, nationality, 

ethnicity, religion, or language), are more likely to be over-educated than if they are not 

discriminated against (model 4.1 and 4.2). This subjective discrimination effect is not relevant 

for severely over-educated migrants. Statistical discrimination on the other hand, does not affect 

the risk of medium over-education but the risk of severe over-education, at least with regard to 

statistical discrimination based on education. Lastly, I included labor market policies which 

affect credential recognition of third country nationals into the models. Whereas more 

integrative policies have no effect for the risk of medium over-education targeted support 

affects the risk of severe over-education positively. This can be interpreted in two ways: One 

the one hand, this suggests that policies not necessarily lead to the results they intended to. On 

the other hand, if assuming that the alternative outcome for these severely over-educated would 

be unemployment, the policies are effective, at least to some extent. 

Concerning the migration history of immigrants, the time a person has already been living in 

the host country appears of high relevance to people who have immigrated more recently being 

considerably more affected by the risk of medium over-education. With respect to country 

specific factors, I find no effect of government expenditure on unemployment compensation. 
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Higher unemployment rates increase the odds of becoming severely over-educated but have no 

effect on the risk of medium over-education.  

 

4.6 Conclusion 

This chapter was devoted to the relationship between civic involvements in associations and 

the risk as well as degree of over-education among immigrants in Europe. I thereby try to 

answer the question what immigrants can do once they are in the home-country to improve their 

chances of finding adequate employment.  Building upon existing research concerned with the 

effect of social capital and social networks on employment and labor market outcomes (Freitag 

& Kirchner, 2011; Lancee & Seibel, 2013; McPherson et al., 2001; Wilson & Musick, 2003), I 

evaluated the impact of social connectedness through associational life on individuals’ risk of 

having a job for which they are over-educated. We thereby specifically differentiated between 

strongly connected and rather isolated networks. I find clear evidence that formal networks of 

civic engagement (or voluntary associations) reduce both, the risk as well as the degree of over-

education for immigrants that are involved in such groups. Especially with respect to migrants 

who came to the host-country fairly recently, associational participation seems to constitute a 

relevant option in overcoming unfamiliarity with the host country as well as in building bridges 

to the local community and the labor market (see also Büchel & Frick, 2005; Lancee, 2012; 

Lancee & Seibel, 2013; Li, 2004). It thereby appears crucial that the respective associations 

possess strong inter-organisational links to a wider range of networks and parts of society. This 

finding is based on the assumption that connected networks offer their members access to a 

broader range of information and contacts. Isolated networks, on the other hand, only seem to 

be beneficial in very few cases, mainly when the respective individuals have been in the host-

country for a longer period and are therefore more likely familiar with the type of contacts they 
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require in order to achieve adequate employment. Overall, the findings strongly support the 

view that voluntary associations may indeed serve as important information pools and support-

centres for immigrants in Europe. Active associational involvement, especially in widely 

connected groups, therefore constitutes a highly relevant factor that can effectively contribute 

to successful labor market integration of many immigrants throughout Europe. 

With regard to Germany, we could see that it is a country with the lowest amount of over-

educated immigrants, however, it also offers little access to general and targeted support with 

regard to immigrant labor market integration. This seems contradictive at first. However, we 

did not consider the amount of unemployed immigrants. It could be that countries with, for 

example, strong policies supporting immigrant labor market integration, rather target 

unemployment than inadequate employment. Future research should consider this aspect. With 

regard to active participation in associations, Germany is located in the middle with 40% of 

active first-generation immigrants.  

The present results must be qualified, emphasizing the need for further research. First, while 

identifying a considerable connection between associational membership and the risk of over-

education, the analyses do not allow for causal inference with respect to the effect of social 

networks on finding adequate employment. Again, the cross-sectional approach of the present 

study cannot answer this in a satisfactory way. Hence, the current cross-country analysis should 

be complemented by future time-series analyses in specific countries, for which rich and 

extensive panel data can be exploited to adequately address causality as well as the issue of 

socialisation versus cohort or period effects. 
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Chapter 5 

Why contact with natives decreases the risk of 

over-education 

5.1 Introduction 

 

In chapter 4, I addressed the issue of social capital by investigating the effect of social networks 

on over-education among immigrants in Europe. I thereby focused specifically on weak ties by 

looking on participation in associations and its effect on immigrants’ risk of over-education. In 

this chapter I want to draw the attention back to Germany and to the role strong ties, namely 

friendship and partnership, play in the labor market integration process. Migrants are likely to 

perceive migration as a stressful event and face emotional hardship when integrating into the 

host society. Discrimination, language difficulties, or problems with the recognition of foreign 

credentials are just a few examples of problems migrants report. In such situations, having 

someone to talk to and who provides emotional support may be crucial. Strong ties imply such 

emotional intensity, reciprocal behavior, and intimacy (Lancee, 2010, p. 205), which is why the 

consideration of strong ties should not be neglected despite the strong focus on weak ties 

(Granovetter, 1973). Friendships and family ties are the strongest relationships people have on 

average and can therefore be a valuable asset for immigrants who try to overcome those barriers 

mentioned above (Grieco, 1987).  

In chapter 4, I provided a description of several concepts in the social capital literature. I mainly 

discussed the difference between strong and weak ties as well as between bonding and bridging 

ties. It should be remembered that I refer to bridging ties when talking about immigrants having 

contact with natives (since these ties are thought to serve as bridges between distinct social 
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networks), whereas bonding ties refer to contact with co-ethnics or other immigrants. In this 

chapter I want to introduce another determinant of social capital, namely resources provided by 

network members. In this context, I aim at answering the question why bridging ties, hence, 

contact with natives, benefit immigrants on the labor market and to what extent this can be 

explained by the resources which are provided by these ties. 

The literature repeatedly showed that immigrants who have contact with natives (bridging ties) 

are more likely to be employed, to earn a higher income, and to obtain a higher occupational 

status than immigrants who lack such bridging ties (Duvander, 2001; Kanas & Van Tubergen, 

2009; Kanas et al., 2011; Lancee, 2012; Muttarak, 2011). One recurrent explanation addresses 

the cultural familiarity of natives with the host-country. Natives are by nature more familiar 

with the host-country labor market and its culture than immigrants and therefore possess 

specific host-country knowledge which is assumed to be valuable to the immigrant job seeker. 

This is what I call the ‘pure native’ effect.  

The non-migrant literature is more interested in human capital-specific resources which are 

provided by network members. Several studies show that the amount of human capital in the 

network positively affects individuals’ occupational attainment (Bernardi, 1999; Lin, 1999; 

Verbakel & De Graaf, 2009). Not so many researchers have examined this issue with regard to 

the migrant population. This is surprising as human capital serves as one of the main 

explanations why bridging ties have a beneficial effect on immigrants’ labor market integration. 

Natives are on average better educated, more likely to be employed, and obtain higher status 

jobs than immigrants (Heath & Cheung, 2007). Hence, having native friends increases the 

chances of having human capital-rich friends. This argument suggests that bridging ties and 

human capital ties are somewhat related and both are expected to positively influence 

immigrants’ chances on the labor market. However, many questions remain: to what extent do 

human-capital ties explain the positive effect of bridging ties? Is there a ‘pure native effect’ 
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independent from of the networks’ human capital? And what is more important: having native 

friends or having human-capital rich friends? In addition, we also know very little about the 

mechanisms which explain the positive effect of bridging ties and human-capital rich ties on 

immigrants’ labor market integration. Most studies discuss job-related resources such as 

information about the labor market as key benefits which are provided by bridging ties and 

human-capital rich ties (Bernardi, 1999; Seibel & van Tubergen, 2013). However, this 

assumption has hardly been tested so far. I contribute to the existing literature by empirically 

testing the mechanisms which underlie the positive relationship between bridging ties and 

human-capital rich ties with adequate employment. In addition to job-related resources, I 

introduce career-oriented group norms as important aspects guiding immigrants’ success on the 

labor market. 

The results of this chapter suggest an interesting direction: Regardless of the amount of human 

capital and other resources within a network, having predominantly native friends and having 

a native partner has a significant positive impact on immigrants’ chances to find adequate 

employment, at least for first-generation immigrants. The argument that bridging ties provide 

specific resources such as job-related information is not supported by the data.  This suggests 

that there is indeed a pure native effect. Strong-bridging ties most likely serve as a cultural 

transmission belt, which is not so much reflected in specific support with regard towards the 

labor market. Rather, having native friends and partner provides a platform to adapt to host-

country specific habitus which is appreciated by native employers. As argued already in chapter 

4, contact to natives can result in a feeling of belonging and cultural integration which provides 

the immigrants with the necessary confidence and stamina needed for the difficult process of 

finding adequate employment. 
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5.2 Network characteristics: Ethnicity and human capital  

As mentioned previously, the immigrant literature has repeatedly shown interest in the 

determinants and consequences of contact with natives. Using longitudinal data, Kanas et al. 

(2011) find for Germany that immigrants who have contact with natives are more likely to be 

employed, which applies to both immigrant men and women. Equal results were obtained by 

Kanas, Chiswick, Lippe, and Tubergen (2012) for occupational status. For the Netherlands, 

Lancee (2010) could show that receiving visits from natives, being married to a native partner, 

and having native friends positively affects the chances of employment as well as income. Also, 

Duvander (2001) and Muttarak (2011) show that immigrants with native partners show more 

positive labor market outcomes in terms of employment and wages than those who are in co-

ethnic relationships.  

In spite of the high number of studies, the mechanism behind the relationship of bridging ties 

and positive labor market outcomes remains vague and is limited to theoretical considerations. 

Common explanations include the assumption that natives “[…] may have better job search 

skills or greater knowledge of the labor market” (Furtado & Theodoropoulos, 2010, p. 2) and 

thereby better “access to information, contacts, and knowledge” (Duvander, 2001, p. 215). 

Reasons for those assumptions are two-fold: On the one hand, compared to immigrants, natives 

are advantaged because they are more familiar with the host-country culture and its labor 

market. Hence, due to their socialization, natives know where to find what sort of information 

and which ‘habitus’ is required to be successful. The more native friends immigrants have, the 

more they should benefit from their network in terms of finding adequate employment. This is 

what I call the ‘pure native’ effect.  A pure native effect would imply host-country knowledge 

which is independent from human capital. No matter what level of education friends and 

partners have, just because they are socialized in the host-country they are better able to provide 
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knowledge about the host-country culture and customs such as how to behave in a job interview 

than immigrant friends and partners 

H 5.1: Having native friends and partner decreases the risk of over-education, independently 

of their amount of human capital.  

One the other hand, it is often argued that natives are on average better educated and obtain 

higher status jobs than immigrants (for example  Kanas et al., 2012). Hence, having contact 

with natives increases the chances that those contacts also possess high socio-economic status 

and are therefore more equipped with the necessary information needed for finding (adequate) 

employment. Briggs (2003) finds that lower status minorities who have white friends also report 

to have friends of higher status. There is recurrent evidence that high amounts of human capital 

within a network increase the chances on the labor market (Lin, 1999; van Tubergen, 2007). 

Highly skilled contacts are assumed to have more information on the labor market than lower 

skilled contacts. For example, Bernardi (1999) finds for Italy that working women who have a 

highly educated husband possess a higher occupational status than working women with a lower 

educated husband.  

As mentioned earlier, for immigrants, the effect of human-capital rich ties has not been studied 

intensively although it serves as an important explanation for the positive effect of bridging ties 

on immigrant labor market outcomes. However, we can assume, based on the studies mentioned 

above, that immigrants also benefit from human-capital rich contacts. The question remains, 

whether strong ties with high amounts of human capital are related to strong ties of native 

origin. If strong ties of native origin are mainly beneficial to immigrant job seekers because 

natives possess higher amounts of human capital, than both, the ‘native’ effect and human 

capital effect, should become smaller if controlling for both.  
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H 5.2: Having native friends and partner decreases the risk of over-education because of their 

amount of human capital. 

To further disentangle the native effect from a human capital effect, it is important to understand 

which resources provided by native and highly educated strong ties have an impact on 

immigrants’ chances to find adequate employment.  

 

5.3 Resources provided within networks 

Most studies implicitly emphasize job-related resources, such as help with the job search, as 

the main source of social capital (for example Seibel & van Tubergen, 2013). A specific 

discussion of different types of job-related resources is missing so far and therefore part of the 

following section. However, perceiving social networks solely as job-related resource providers 

does not justice the full scope of social capital. Social networks also create other forms of social 

capital such as group norms (Coleman, 1988) which can be transferred to other network 

members. In the following I will introduce two forms of social capital and discuss why each 

can be considered valuable for immigrants trying to find adequate employment: job-related 

resources and career-oriented group norms. I will also discuss how these forms of social capital 

may explain the positive effect of bridging ties and human-capital rich ties on immigrant labor 

market outcomes.  

 

5.3.1 Job-related resources 

Examples for job-related resources include information about the labor market, help with the 

application process, or providing job references (Lancee, 2012; Lin, 2001; Seibel & van 

Tubergen, 2013). House, Umberson, and Landis (1988) categorize such forms of support into 
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informational and instrumental support. Informational support refers to the first steps in the job 

seeking process: Acquisition of knowledge about job openings and the labor market. 

Instrumental support is a more concrete form of support and refers to actively helping the other 

with the job search. Two common examples include help with the application process and 

providing a reference to potential employers. Writing an application can be difficult, 

particularly if migrants are not familiar with the language and host-country culture; job 

applications have different styles and requirements from country to country. Knowing someone 

who can help to write a CV and a convincing motivation letter can be very helpful. In addition 

to providing help with the application, network members can also serve as a reference to 

potential employers. They might either be able to employ the immigrant job seeker themselves 

or know someone who would. 

Natives are assumed to possess more job-related resources than immigrants because they are 

‘by nature’ more familiar with the host country labor market. Also, most employers are natives 

and therefore having many contacts to natives increases the chances to get access to job 

references. In addition, natives usually possess better language skills than immigrants and are 

therefore assumed to be of bigger help when writing a job application than immigrant friends.   

Similar arguments can be made for highly educated friends and partners. Because of their 

advanced position in the educational system, their knowledge about the labor market is more 

valuable than the knowledge of lower educated peers. Particularly since over-education is a 

phenomenon of the better educated, contact to highly educated people may be especially useful. 

A lower educated friend or partner may also know where to look for jobs but not where to look 

for the right jobs. Also, job references only help finding adequate employment if those 

references lead to the right positions.  
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H 5.3: The beneficial effect of contact with natives and contact with highly educated friends is 

partly due to the provision of job-related resources.  

 

5.3.2 Career-oriented group norms and role models 

Friends and partnerships may not only be helpful because they provide specific job-related 

resources. The social network they create also reflects the social milieu which shapes norms 

(Coleman, 1988), cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1983) and contains certain education and 

occupation aspirations, depending on the milieu characteristics (Bremer, 2007). Coleman 

argues that “[…] peers, who see each other daily, have expectations toward each other, and 

develop norms about each other's behavior” (Coleman, 1988, p. 106). Hence, friendships and 

partnerships form a closed network structure which foster norm enforcement. This is in line 

with normative reference group theory which states that social groups set certain norms, values, 

and standards of behavior which individuals follow in order to “belong to” this particular group 

(Kemper, 1968; Merton, 1957). With reference to acquiring adequate employment, important 

norms can be ambition or the willingness to invest time and effort into actions which are 

necessary for a successful career. Being part of a career-driven network may increase one’s 

own motivation and ambition to find adequate employment and not to be satisfied with “just a 

job”. Such career-driven norms are thereby shaped by the behavior of others. In this context, 

network members serve as role models with regard to their own economic development and 

their actions may be imitated. One signal of a career-driven norm is the participation in further 

education and advanced training which serve occupational self-improvement. Referring to the 

concept of habitus (Bourdieu, 1997), Bremer (2007) argues that further education is determined 

by the existing social structure within the social milieu and the corresponding  preferences, life-

style, and general conduct of life. Research has shown that particularly motivated people 

participate in further education programs (for example Krekel & Walden, 2007)  and that this 
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action is imitated by their peers. Kaufmann and Widany (2013) find, for example, that people 

are more likely to participate in further education if they know people in their social network 

who also have participated in further education. Also, such education and occupation related 

actions can create a goal and learning-oriented environment which may not only be reflected in 

activities such as participating in further education, but also in the attitude and determination 

of the individual network members.  

Studies repeatedly show that education and migration background are one of the strongest 

predictors of participation in further education. Natives are more likely to participate in further 

education than immigrants and highly educated people are more likely to participate than lower 

educated people (Büchel & Pannenberg, 2004; Kaufmann & Widany, 2013; Wilkens & Leber, 

2003). Hence, highly educated people who invest in their human capital may create a career-

oriented network fostering certain group-norms of progress. The career-oriented network 

argument is also applicable to contact with natives. Because natives are more likely to 

participate in career-related further education and advanced training than immigrants (Büchel 

& Pannenberg, 2004; Kaufmann & Widany, 2013; Wilkens & Leber, 2003) they are more likely 

to serve as role models with regard to careers.  

Hence, both factors, contact with native friends and contact with highly educated friends, may 

be an indicator for a career-oriented network. Natives and highly educated people may serve as 

a role model by showing that they invest in their career and that life-long learning is part of 

their life style. Immigrants who are part of such a learning-oriented environment may thus be 

more motivated themselves to invest in their career and to go the extra step required for getting 

the ‘dream job’. Immigrants who do not have access to such a network may not only lack the 

consideration of certain learning and career opportunities but also be discouraged by their peers 

since goal and career oriented actions are not part of their group identity 
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H 5.4: The beneficial effect of contact with natives and contact with highly educated friends is 

partly explained by their function as role models.  

Figure 15 displays the main theoretical model of this chapter. 

 

 

Figure 15: Theoretical model, chapter 5. The impact of bridging and human capital ties on immigrants’ risk of 

over-education, mediated by social capital factors. 

 

5.4 Data, methods, and measurements 

As in chapter 3, I make use of the starting cohort of the National Educational Panel Study (see 

chapter 2 for detailed description of the data). I analyse two different samples. The first includes 

all first and second generation immigrants who answered friendship related questions. The 

second sample includes only migrants who are in a serious relationship (either married or 

cohabiting) because here I am interested in the effect of the partner’s migration background.  
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After excluding missing cases I end up with a total number of 838 immigrants (424 first-

generation immigrants and 414 second generation immigrants)16 for the ‘friendship’ analyses 

and 604 immigrants (334 first-generation immigrants and 270 second generation immigrants) 

for the ‘partnership’ analyses.  

Because individuals tend to have contact to people who are similar to themselves (McPherson 

et al., 2001) and because the determinants of social contact may also influence immigrants’ 

labor market outcomes, I control for several factors which are found to influence contact with 

natives and contact with highly educated people. The measurement of over-education and the 

control variables17 equal the measurement in chapter 3. The main variables of interest are 

measured as follows: 

Share of native friends: Respondents were asked how many of their friends have migration 

background. Answer categories were 1(none), 2(almost none), 3(less than half), 4(around half), 

5(more than half), 6(almost all), and 7(all). I reversed the scale so that the largest value indicates 

that all friends are of native background and the lowest value indicates that all friends have 

migration background.   

Share of highly educated friends: Respondents were are also asked how many of their friends 

have at least upper secondary education (Abitur). Answer categories range again from 1(none) 

to 7(all).  

                                                           
16 The total number of first-generation immigrants differs slightly from the sample size in chapter 3. Because of 
the introduction of social network variables, few more missing cases were created.  
17 General control variables: Recognition of school credentials, vocational training in Germany, length of stay in 
host-country, migration background, citizenship, education, repetition of school classes, gender, age, children, 
family status, religious affiliation, religiosity. Human capital related control variables: expenditure on education 
per GDP, regime type, over-education prior to migration, length of employment prior to migration, language 
skills. Skill under-utilization related control variables: Legal status, statistical discrimination (language skills and 
education), regulation of occupations. 
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Native partner: Respondents were asked whether their current partner was born in Germany 

(1) or abroad (0). 

Highly educated partner: Respondents had to indicate whether their partner has acquired 

primary education (unqualified), primary education (qualified), intermediate general and 

vocational education, vocational maturity, general maturity, special-needs school education or 

another degree. I recoded this variable into the following three categories: primary education 

(1 = primary education (qualified and unqualified), special-needs school), lower secondary 

education (2 = intermediate general and vocational education) and higher secondary education 

(general and vocational maturity). Respondents who have a partner with any other school 

degree than mentioned above were excluded from the analyses.  

Employment status of partner: Respondents indicated whether their partner is employed full-

time (1), employed part-time (2), or unemployed (3).  

Job-related support: Respondents were asked whether they know anyone who would provide 

a) information about job openings (informational support), b) help with the application process 

(instrumental support) and c) try to get the job seeker a job (instrumental support). If they said 

yes they had to answer the question whether they thought of their partner, friends, mother, 

father, brother, sister, other relatives, colleagues or other acquaintances (multiple answers were 

possible). I generated two new variables: ‘Job-related support by friends’ received 0 if friends 

did not provide any of those resources and 1 if they provided at least one those resources. The 

variable ‘job-related support by partner’ received 0 if the partner did not provide any of those 

resources and 1 if he or she provided at least one those resources 

Role model: Respondents were asked whether at least one of their friends (role model friends) 

and whether their partner (role model partner) had participated within the last 12 months in 
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further education or advanced training programs which aimed at occupational self-

improvement and which are also of interest for the respective respondent (0=no, 1=yes). 

Weak ties: As extensively discussed in chapter 4 weak ties play a very important role in people’s 

career. Although this chapter focuses on strong ties, I would also like to take into account weak 

ties in order to get the full picture. Unfortunately, no information is given about acquaintances’ 

migration background. Hence, my main research question about whether there is a pure native 

effect cannot be tested for weak ties. However, I do have information about whether 

respondents receive ‘job-related support by other acquaintances’ and whether they have 

acquaintances who may serve as ‘role models’ because they participate in career-related 

advanced training. This allows me to test whether contact with native friends and having a 

native partner also increases the chances of having influential acquaintances who also provide 

career-specific resources which in turn decrease the risk of immigrants to become over-

educated. 18 

 

5.5 Results 

Table 5.1 presents descriptive statistics of the independent variables separately for the 

‘friendship’ sample and the ‘partnership’ sample, differentiating between adequate employed 

and over-educated immigrants. Adequately employed immigrants report more native friends 

and more frequently have a native partner than over-educated immigrants. Surprising little 

variation can be found with regard to the number of highly educated friends; however, 

adequately employed immigrants report to have a slightly higher educated partner than over-

                                                           
18 The NEPS data also provides detailed information about colleagues, a classic measurement of weak ties. The 
data includes the colleagues’ migration background and career-specific resources which they may or may not 
provide. However, the type of colleagues depends on the type of occupation. Hence, people have first to get a 
job before they can name their colleagues. This contradicts the main argument of this chapter, namely, that 
social capital influences the type of occupation. I therefore do not consider colleagues in this chapter.  
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educated immigrants. With regard to job-related resources and role models we observe the 

following: In the ‘friendship’ sample, adequately employed and over-educated immigrants 

receive more or less the same job-related support from their friends. Slightly more adequate 

employed immigrants report to have friends who have participated in career-oriented further 

education and advanced training than over-educated immigrants. In the ‘partnership’ sample 

hardly any difference can be found between adequate and over-educated immigrants. The same 

holds for both samples with regard to resources provided by acquaintances.  
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Table 5.18: Descriptives of main variables (contact with natives) for first- and second generation immigrants, by over-education status, seperately for friendship sample and 

partnership sample. 

 Friendship  Partnership    

 

Adequately 

employed Over-educated  

Adequately 

employed Over-educated   

  mean sd Mean sd   mean sd mean sd min max 

Share of native friends 5.17 1.65 4.27 1.93 Native partner .64  .36  0 1 

Share of highly educated 

friends 3.41 1.67 3.50 1.67 Partner's education:       

Job-related support by 

friends .51  .51  Primary 0.25  0.31  0 1 

Friends as role model  0.11  0.08  Lower secondary 0.32  0.34  0 1 

     Higher secondary 0.44  0.36  0 1 

     Partners's employment status:        

     Unemployed 0.47  0.43  0 1 

     Part-time 0.28  0.30  0 1 

     Full-time 0.25  0.27  0 1 

     Job-related support by partner 0.29  0.28  0 1 

     Partner as role model  0.05  0.04  0 1 
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Table 5.1: continued 

 Friendship  Partnership    

 

Adequately 

employed Over-educated  

Adequately 

employed Over-educated   

  mean sd Mean sd   mean sd mean sd min max 

Job-related support by 

aquaintences 0.21  0.19  

Job-related support by 

aquaintences 0.20  0.17  0 1 

Aquaintances as role 

models 0.01  0.01  Aquaintances as role models 0.01  0.01  0 1 

First-generation 0.45  0.66  First-generation 0.48  0.73  0 1 

Second generation .55  .44  Second generation 0.52  0.27  0 1 

Citizenship 0.84  0.72  Citizenship 0.85  0.72  0 1 

Education in years 13.78 2.61 14.56 2.48 Education in years 13.67 2.65 14.26 2.49 9 18 

Repetition of school classes 0.22  0.22  Repetition of school classes 0.21  0.21  0 1 

Gender: Female  0.55  0.51  Gender: Female  0.52  0.51  0 1 

Age 42.34 10.35 42.96 9.65 Age 44.78 9.06 44.39 8.87 23 65 

Children at home under the 

age of 6 0.14  0.18  

Children at home under the 

age of 6 0.20  0.23  0 1 

Married            

Divorced 0.06  0.05         

Widowed 0.01  0.01         

Single 0.23  0.15         

Religious denomination: 

Christianity .68  .66  

Religious denomination: 

Christianity .70  .69   1 

No Religion 0.24  0.22  No Religion 0.23  0.20  0 1 

Jewish/other 0.01  0.03  Jewish/other 0.01  0.01  0 1 

Muslim 0.07  0.09  Muslim 0.06  0.10  0 1 

Religiousity 0.55  0.62  Religiousity 0.56  0.65  0 1 

            

N 602   238   N  413   191       
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Table 5.2 presents first results for first and second generation immigrants. All models are 

estimated using linear probability models. I also estimated the models with logistic regressions, 

but results are substantially the same. Because in logit models one cannot compare coefficients 

across models with different independent variables (Mood, 2010) and because the results do 

not differ, I present the estimates obtained with the linear probability model with estimated 

robust standard errors (see chapter 2 for further justification of model choice). Model 5.1 refers 

to all first and second generation immigrants whereas model 5.2 includes only those migrants 

who are in a committed relationship. We see clearly that the more native friends migrants 

possess the less likely they are to be over-educated. The same holds for having a native partner.  
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Table 5.2 9: Linear probability regressions; Impact of contact with natives on probability to be over-educated 

(first-and second generation immigrants). 

 Friendship Partnership 

 Model 5.1 Model 5.2 

  beta se beta Se 

Share of native friends -.189*** (.013)   

Native partner   -.182** (.058) 

Second generation .067 (.043) -.087 (.059) 

Citizenship -.105* (.049) -.109+ (.062) 

Education in years .222*** (.007) .193*** (.008) 

Repetition of school classes .035 (.046) -.008 (.057) 

Gender: Female  .008 (.037) .056 (.045) 

Age .595+ (.013) .578 (.017) 

Age² -.484 (.000) -.526 (.000) 

Children at home under the 

age of 6 -.000 (.062) .002 (.066) 

Family status (married=ref.)     

Divorced -.018 (.086)   

Widowed -.008 (.194)   

Single -.037 (.058)   

Religious denomination 

(Christianity=ref.)     

No Religion -.000 (.049) -.014 (.055) 

Jewish/other .056 (.129) -.023 (.176) 

Muslim .018 (.077) .023 (.105) 

Religiousity .044 (.039) .087+ (.047) 

R-Squared .120          .106          

Observations 838          604          

+p<.1, *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001    

 

In chapter 4 I found that the effect of social networks differs between immigrant groups. 

Particularly recent migrants seem to benefit from their social networks. I therefore also estimate 

the marginal effects of native friends and partner for first and second generation immigrants. 

As we see in figure 16 and 17 only first-generation immigrants benefit from their bridging ties.  
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Figure 16: Marginal effects of share of native friends (with 90% confidence intervals) on risk of over-education 

for first-generation immigrants. 

 

 

Figure 17: Marginal effects of native partner (with 90% confidence intervals) on risk of over-education for first-

generation immigrants. 
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This is in line with the argument made in chapter 4  where I argue that the longer people stay 

in the respective country, the more they are likely to accumulate host-country-specific human 

capital (Büchel & Frick, 2005; Li, 2004) and thus the less they are dependent on host-country 

specific social capital. I therefore continue my analyses with first-generation immigrants only.  

Table 5.3 shows the estimations of contact with native friends and their resources on first-

generation immigrants’ risk of over-education. As expected, a high share of native friends 

decreases the risk of over-education, despite the control of several relevant factors (model 5.3). 

Model 5.4 shows the effect of having many highly educated friends. The effect is significant 

but only half as big as the native effect in model 5.3. In model 5.5 I test the native effect and 

human capital effect simultaneously. Both estimations decrease in their effect size, however, 

only slightly. In order to see whether the change of coefficients is significant I run a seemingly 

unrelated regression model. The results show that the effect of native friends does not 

significantly change between model 5.3 and model 5.5 (chi2(1)=.21; prob>chi2=.65) and 

neither does the human-capital effect (chi2(1)=.21; prob>chi2=.64). Hence, the amount of 

native friends is independent of the amount of highly educated friends and the other way around. 

Moreover, having native friends seems more important than having highly educated friends. 

This supports hypothesis 5.1 but not hypothesis 5.2. Hence, contact with natives cannot be 

explained by higher amounts of human capital among natives than among immigrants.  
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Table 5.310: Linear probability models; Impact of native friends on probability to be over-educated (first-generation immigrants, Friendship sample). 

 Model 5.3 Model 5.4 Model 5.5  Model 5.6 Model 5.7 

  beta se Beta se beta se beta se beta se 

Share of native friends -.133* (.018)   -.127+ (.018) -.121+ (.018) -.122+ (.018) 

Share of highly educated friends   -.115+ (.018) -.107 (.019) -.097 (.019) -.101 (.018) 

Job-related support by friends       -.029 (.030) -.026 (.030) 

Friends as role model        -.064 (.107) -.052 (.115) 

Job-related support by aquaintences         .020 (.069) 

Aquaintances as role models         -.094* (.181) 

           

Recognition  of home-country school credentials 

(No=ref.)           

Yes -.209* (.107) -.214* (.117) -.208* (.108) -.210* (.106) -.221** (.103) 

Does not apply -.267* (.114) -.265* (.108) -.258* (.110) -.262* (.108) -.271* (.110) 

           

Vocational training in host-country (No=ref.)           

Yes -.116+ (.067) -.128+ (.067) -.122+ (.066) -.124+ (.064) -.102+ (.056) 

Does not apply .078 (.118) .053 (.112) .061 (.109) .059 (.111) .066 (.110) 

Length of stay in years -.110 (.005) -.149 (.006) -.115 (.005) -.117 (.005) -.116 (.005) 

1.5 generation migrants .128 (.120) .119 (.141) .113 (.123) .124 (.119) .126 (.120) 

Citizenship -.145 (.091) -.165+ (.087) -.152+ (.092) -.159+ (.087) -.153+ (.081) 

Education (in years) .304*** (.009) .344*** (.009) .348*** (.009) .358*** (.010) .354*** (.010) 

Repetition of school classes .047 (.084) .043 (.087) .040 (.084) .048 (.086) .054 (.079) 

Gender: Female -.000 (.035) -.007 (.035) -.012 (.035) -.001 (.036) -.000 (.037) 

Age .905* (.017) 1.027* (.020) .883* (.018) .899* (.017) .911* (.017) 

Age² -.711+ (.000) -.846* (.000) -.701+ (.000) -.720+ (.000) -.733+ (.000) 

Children at home under the age of 6 -.023 (.116) -.023 (.117) -.029 (.116) -.018 (.115) -.018 (.109) 

Family status (Married=ref.)           

Divorced -.011 (.117) -.015 (.119) -.013 (.116) -.016 (.114) -.020 (.111) 

Widowed -.007 (.265) .016 (.233) .006 (.259) .004 (.256) .005 (.255) 

Single -.075 (.068) -.069 (.061) -.068 (.061) -.062 (.062) -.065 (.066) 
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Table 5.3: continued (Friendship sample) 

 Model 5.3 Model 5.4 Model 5.5  Model 5.6 Model 5.7 

  beta se Beta se beta se beta se beta se 

Religious denomination (Christianity=ref.)           

No Religion -.039 (.081) -.028 (.087) -.037 (.085) -.037 (.087) -.044 (.086) 

Jewish/other .052 (.124) .059 (.119) .059 (.125) .062 (.120) .058 (.121) 

Muslim -.116* (.082) -.115* (.086) -.120* (.080) -.124* (.079) -.137** (.078) 

Religiousity .043 (.046) .042 (.050) .038 (.047) .033 (.049) .032 (.048) 

Educational quality:           

Home-country expenditure on education -.056 (.078) -.071+ (.077) -.057 (.073) -.064 (.076) -.062 (.076) 

Home-country regime type (free=ref.)           

Partly Free .076 (.063) .086 (.058) .069 (.059) .068 (.058) .066 (.059) 

Not Free .009 (.068) .029 (.066) .009 (.066) .009 (.065) .004 (.066) 

           

Professional skills:           

Employment status prior to migration (adequate 

empl.=ref.)           

Over-educated prior to migration .080* (.120) .081+ (.126) .081+ (.126) .078+ (.128) .077+ (.128) 

Does not apply -.035 (.089) .001 (.097) -.010 (.095) -.003 (.095) -.014 (.109) 

Months of employment prior to migration  -.074 (.001) -.055 (.001) -.058 (.001) -.056 (.001) -.049 (.001) 

           

Host-country knowledge:           

Language skills -.020 (.108) -.020 (.110) -.009 (.113) -.008 (.113) -.022 (.104) 

Legal status (Ethnic Germans=ref.)           

EU migrants -.107+ (.105) -.095 (.099) -.095 (.099) -.091 (.102) -.088 (.096) 

Third country nationals -.044 (.078) -.035 (.074) -.037 (.073) -.039 (.072) -.022 (.069) 

           

Occupational closure (unlicensed occupation = ref.)           

In licensed occupation .053 (.101) .040 (.102) .048 (.100) .048 (.099) .054 (.100) 

Does not apply -.000 (.150) -.024 (.161) -.001 (.156) -.009 (.157) -.012 (.167) 

           

R-Squared .218  .213  .224  .225  .230          

Observations 424   424   424   424   424          

 +p<.1, *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
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I then asked the question which resources are responsible for the native and human capital 

effect. In model 5.6, I further control for job-related resources provided by friends as well as 

whether they serve as role models by participating in career-related further education and 

advanced training. The effect sizes of native friends and highly educated friends hardly change. 

Moreover, the estimate of job-related resources and role model are not significant. Hence, the 

hypotheses that bridging ties and highly educated friends help immigrants to find adequate 

employment because they provide job-related resources or because they serve as role models 

(hypothesis 5.3 and 5.4) cannot be supported. Lastly, I estimate a full model including resources 

provided by weak ties (model 5.7). It shows that the characteristics of the friendship network 

are not related to the resources provided by other acquaintances. However, we see that 

immigrants who have acquaintances who participated in career-oriented further education and 

advanced training, thereby serving as role models, have a significant lower risk of being over-

educated than immigrants who lack these resources. However, I do not find any effect of job-

related resources provided by acquaintances. 

I continue with the same analyses, only this time I test for a pure native partner effect (table 5. 

4). Again, we find that having a native partner decreases the risk of over-education (model 5.8). 

In model 5.9 I tested for the impact of the partner’s education and his or her employment status. 

The higher the partner’s level of education the less likely the respondent is to be over-educated. 

This finding is in line with other studies such Bernardi (1999) who study partner effects among 

the native population. It shows that also for immigrants, the partner’s education is very 

important. The partner’s employment status, however, has no significant effect on immigrants’ 

risk of over-education.  

In model 5.10 I estimated the native effect and human capital effect simultaneously. The native 

effect becomes more significant; however, seemingly unrelated regression analyses reveal that 

the change in coefficients from model 5.8 to model 5.10 is not significant. Also, the effect of 
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partner’s education hardly changes compared to model 5.9. Hence, like in the partnership model 

we can support hypothesis 5.1 whereas we find no support for hypothesis 5.2. However, in 

contrast to the friendship results, the partner’s human capital has much more explanatory power 

than the partner’s migration background.  

In model 5.11 I continue with the inclusion of partner’s ability to provide job-related resources 

and to serve as a role model in terms of participating in career-related further education and 

advanced training. Neither the native effect nor the human-capital effect changes significantly, 

hence hypotheses 5.3 and 5.4 are not supported, as in the friendship model. Lastly, I include 

resources provided by acquaintances into the model (model 5.12). As expected, the results equal 

the results found in the friendship model. The partner effects do not change and having 

acquaintances who serve as role models decrease the risk of over-education. This means, that 

being together with a native partner is likely to be beneficial because the partner transmits 

cultural knowledge such as a “typical German” habitus and not because he or she provides job-

specific recourses such as help with the application.  
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Table 5.411: Linear probability models; Impact of native partner on probability to be over-educated (first-generation immigrants, partnership sample). 

 Model 5.8 Model 5.9 Model 5.10 Model 5.11 Model 5.12 

  beta se beta se beta se beta se beta se 

Native partner -.090+ (.054)   -.095* (.053) -.097* (.050) -.104* (.052) 

Partner's education (Primary=ref.):           

Lower secondary   -.153* (.071) -.149* (.069) -.149* (.070) -.148* (.074) 

Higher secondary   -.313*** (.055) -.314*** (.055) -.317*** (.061) -.323*** (.060) 

Partners's employment status 

(Unemployed =ref.):            

Part-time   .019 (.062) .016 (.062) .028 (.071) .034 (.076) 

Full-time   -.089 (.063) -.093 (.060) -.088 (.062) -.093 (.065) 

Job-related support by partner       -.005 (.072) -.013 (.075) 

Partner as role model        .058 (.203) .052 (.206) 

Job-related support by aquaintences         .031 (.078) 

Aquaintances as role models         -.130* (.263) 

           

Recognition of home-country school 

credentials (No=ref.)           

Yes -.183+ (.126) -.110 (.113) -.125 (.115) -.129 (.112) -.146 (.119) 

Does not apply -.138 (.144) -.054 (.131) -.066 (.135) -.067 (.133) -.090 (.142) 

           

Vocational training in host-country 

(No=ref.)           

Yes -.049 (.075) -.058 (.072) -.053 (.073) -.058 (.075) -.039 (.070) 

Does not apply .066 (.094) .043 (.088) .043 (.087) .041 (.082) .039 (.081) 

Length of stay in years -.297+ (.007) -.318* (.007) -.325* (.006) -.328* (.007) -.325* (.006) 

1.5 generation migrants .156 (.134) .115 (.145) .134 (.144) .136 (.143) .137 (.139) 

Citizenship -.113 (.083) -.132+ (.075) -.134+ (.076) -.133+ (.078) -.118+ (.071) 

Education (in years) .311*** (.011) .397*** (.012) .398*** (.012) .392*** (.011) .393*** (.011) 

Repetition of school classes -.005 (.057) -.003 (.062) -.007 (.062) -.010 (.061) .009 (.054) 

Gender: Female -.003 (.052) -.037 (.063) -.028 (.064) -.020 (.063) -.017 (.061) 
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Table 5.4: continued (Partnership sample) 

 Model 5.8 Model 5.9 Model 5.10 Model 5.11 Model 5.12 

  beta se beta se beta se beta se beta se 

Age .946 (.027) .973+ (.028) .929 (.027) .864 (.026) .838 (.025) 

Age² -.690 (.000) -.764 (.000) -.705 (.000) -.638 (.000) -.616 (.000) 

Children at home under the age of 6 -.077 (.111) -.128 (.113) -.130 (.110) -.139 (.110) -.134 (.096) 

Religious denomination 

(Christianity=ref.)           

No Religion -.027 (.064) -.008 (.079) -.007 (.078) -.005 (.077) -.016 (.075) 

Jewish/other -.024 (.118) -.044 (.137) -.038 (.134) -.037 (.133) -.043 (.124) 

Muslim -.049 (.096) -.051 (.090) -.049 (.084) -.045 (.084) -.071 (.086) 

Religiousity .103 (.078) .111 (.071) .105 (.073) .105 (.071) .103 (.066) 

Educational quality:           

Home-country expenditure on education -.041 (.111) .004 (.120) .013 (.123) .017 (.123) .025 (.126) 

Home-country regime type (free=ref.)           

Partly Free .120 (.108) .155 (.101) .127 (.093) .127 (.092) .144 (.091) 

Not Free .067 (.092) .118 (.085) .090 (.076) .092 (.075) .093 (.069) 

Professional skills:           

Employment status prior to migration 

(adequate empl.=ref.)           

Over-educated prior to migration .119** (.108) .121* (.132) .120* (.131) .121* (.132) .125** (.129) 

Does not apply -.058 (.077) -.009 (.073) -.001 (.071) .000 (.071) .002 (.078) 

Months of employment prior to migration  -.144 (.001) -.145 (.001) -.157 (.001) -.158 (.001) -.164 (.001) 

Host-country knowledge:           

Language skills -.158 (.136) -.161 (.129) -.156 (.130) -.156 (.126) -.181* (.105) 

Legal status (EU migrants=ref.)           

Ethnic Germans .042 (.126) .097 (.110) .064 (.112) .072 (.115) .046 (.107) 

Third country nationals -.029 (.106) .031 (.085) .009 (.089) .013 (.091) .020 (.089) 
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Table 5.4: continued (Partnership sample) 

 Model 5.8 Model 5.9 Model 5.10 Model 5.11 Model 5.12 

  beta se beta se beta se beta se beta se 

Occupational closure (unlicensed 

occupation = ref.)           

In licensed occupation .061 (.117) .055 (.115) .056 (.114) .057 (.116) .053 (.115) 

Does not apply .026 (.116) -.004 (.101) -.007 (.109) -.014 (.112) -.024 (.116) 

R-Squared .170  .223  .227  .225  .237          

Observations 334   334   334   334   334          

+p<.1, *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
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5.6 Conclusion 

Whereas chapter 4 focused on the impact of weak ties, this chapter is more concerned with the 

relevance of strong ties, namely friends and partnership, on immigrants’ risk of over-education. 

I ask the question to what extent and why friends and partners are helpful in finding adequate 

employment. I thereby rely on the well-known concept of bridging ties (contact with natives) 

which have repeatedly shown to positively influence immigrants’ chances on the labor market. 

In addition, I look at the amount of human capital within immigrants’ circle of friends and of 

their partners, as this aspect is hardly discussed in the literature. I thereby test whether contact 

with natives is due to a pure native effect independently of the networks human capital, or 

whether, as so often argued in the literature, the positive effect of bridging ties on immigrant 

labor market outcomes is due to their higher amount of human capital. As just mentioned, in 

previous studies, the positive effect of bridging ties on immigrants’ labor market integration is 

theoretically explained by the fact that natives are more likely to be employed, possess higher 

status jobs and higher educational degrees than natives. Hence, the access to native-dominated 

networks may increase the chance of having contact with highly educated individuals. This 

assumption is not supported by my results. I find that the more of one’s friends are natives, the 

more likely immigrants are to find adequate employment, independently of the friends’ human 

capital. The same holds for partnership: having a native partner positively influences 

immigrants chances of finding adequate employment, independently of the partner’s education 

and employment status. What is interesting is that having native friends seems more important 

than having highly educated friends. However, in romantic relationships the opposite is the 

case. Immigrants benefit more from their partner if he or she is highly educated than if he or 

she is of native origin.  

In a second step, I asked the question why native friends and partners and highly educated 

friends and partners are beneficial in terms of helping the immigrant job seeker to find adequate 
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employment. I propose two explanations: First, native and highly educated ties provide more 

useful job-related support in form of information about job openings, job references or help 

with writing an application, than immigrant friends and lower educated friends. Second, I argue 

that native and highly educated ties are more likely to pursue certain actions which are 

conducive for their career, thereby serving as role models for their immigrant peers.  

My results show neither the provision of job-related resources nor the provision of career-

oriented role models explain why bridging ties are so useful for immigrants. All these results 

hint towards are pure native effect: Bridging strong ties seem to be useful for other reasons 

which might work more subtly. One example would be specific knowledge about the host-

country’s culture. Knowing what sort of social code to follow when interviewing for a job might 

be very helpful. Also, immigrants who are in close contact with natives may adapt a ‘native-

specific’ habitus (Bourdieu 1997). The way people talk, discuss, move and behave is very 

context- and culture specific and differences in culture-specific habitus may increase the social 

distance between immigrants and natives. Hence, immigrants who adapt to the cultural habitus 

of the host-country have an advantage as they are perceived less different by their native peers 

and are therefore less likely to be discriminated against. Moreover, native friends and native 

partners may provide a feeling of acceptance in the host-country which serves as the emotional 

backbone needed by immigrants in order to succeed in the burdensome procedure of credential 

recognition and job search. Immigrants might therefore be more encouraged to go the extra step 

which is needed for acquiring adequate employment. 

The question is whether the same results would be obtained if analyzed bridging weak ties. This 

chapter showed clearly that resources provided by friends and partners have no impact on 

immigrants’ labor market outcomes. They also do not serve as explanations for the positive 

impact of bridging ties. However, we find that, at least partly, resources provided by 

acquaintances do decrease the risk of immigrants to become over-educated. This leads to the 
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question whether the extent and usefulness of resources provided by acquaintances depend on 

their migration background. Future research should investigate this issue as it would explain 

potential differences between strong and weak ties.  

One of the strengths of the chapter is the availability of detailed data which allows for testing 

the mechanism behind the positive impact of bridging ties on immigrant labor market outcomes.  

However, this study also bears several limitations. The measurement of access to job-related 

recourses could also be interpreted as being in need for such support. Individuals who are very 

skilled themselves may not indicate any friends who may help them with their job search 

because they are capable to do it on their own. In that sense, only those who consider themselves 

to be in need of support may think of friends who eventually could help them. To look at this 

aspect a bit further I estimated the effect of job-related resources for first and second generation 

independently. I find that first-generation immigrants indeed benefit if their friends can provide 

job-related resources, however, this is not the case for second generation immigrants. Second 

generation immigrants are expected to have very good language skills and a decent knowledge 

about the host-country labor market. Hence, first-generation immigrants who are in need of 

help with, for example, writing an application letter, may be less skilled than second generation 

immigrants who are not in need of such support. The ambivalent interpretation of job-related 

resources should be kept in mind in future studies.  

Future studies are also encouraged to further examine the mechanisms behind bridging and 

human capital ties. The NEPS, for example, will soon release wave 4 and wave 5, so that causal 

effects can be better approximated. Moreover, the mechanisms should be measured with 

different labor market outcomes such as occupational status and different forms of ties, such as 

acquaintances. Only then we can fully understand why which networks are beneficial for 

immigrants with regard to their labor market integration.  
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Chapter 6 

Lower job satisfaction as a consequence? 

 

6.1 Introduction 

The previous chapters dealt with several factors which influence the risk of over-education 

among immigrants.  In chapter 3 I focused on the question whether immigrant over-education 

is justified or whether it reflects skill under-utilization. In chapters 4 and 5 I studied to what 

extent social networks within the host-country ease the entry into the labor market and reduce 

the risk of over-education. I justify my interest in the topic by pointing at research which shows 

that a) over-education occurs much more frequently among the migrant population than the 

native population and b) over-education has negative implications for the individual, both 

financially as well as psychologically.  

Particularly the economic aspect of over-education has been intensively studied. Immigrants 

are not only more likely to face over-education than natives, they also receive lower financial 

returns to over-education, which increases the wage gap between immigrants and natives 

(Anastossova & Paligorova, 2006). The psychological aspect of over-education with regard to 

the migrant population has been less well studied. Although several studies show that over-

education has negative implications for personal job satisfaction (Battu, Belfield, & Sloane, 

1999; Johnson & Johnson, 2002; Zakariya & Battu, 2013), none of these studies consider 

immigrants. Because of this research gap, I devote this chapter to the relationship between over-

education and job satisfaction among immigrants, asking two main questions: To what extent 

are immigrants dissatisfied with being over-educated and are there differences to the native 
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population? And is immigrant job satisfaction caused by the same factors as job dissatisfaction 

among natives? 

I look at the relationship between over-education and job satisfaction among immigrants in 

Germany and compare their labor market situation to their native peers. I discuss two competing 

hypotheses, of which the first states, that immigrants are more dissatisfied with being over-

educated then natives because for them over-education is mainly a result of external constraints 

on which they have little influence; examples include non-recognition of credentials and 

discrimination (external constraints argument). On the other hand, people adjust their 

expectations to their circumstances and immigrants may be aware of the multiple impediments 

they are facing on the host-country labor market. Therefore, in contrast to natives, they might 

even expect to become over-educated and are therefore not as disappointed when over-

education occurs. Hence, immigrants are less dissatisfied with being over-educated than natives 

(adjustment argument). Results show that first-generation immigrants are indeed significantly 

more dissatisfied with being over-educated than natives and second generation immigrants 

which hints towards the external constraints argument. This suggests that although second 

generation immigrants also face external constraints, particularly discrimination, they do not 

seem to attribute these to their state of over-education.   

In a second part, I continue with the question whether immigrants and natives differ in their 

reasons for being dissatisfied with their job due to over-education. The literature identifies two 

main job characteristics which employees value and assess: Extrinsic job characteristics such 

as income and job stability and intrinsic job characteristics such as self-fulfillment and job 

autonomy. I discuss several factors which suggest that immigrants have a stronger preference 

for extrinsic than for intrinsic job characteristics. Therefore, immigrants are mainly dissatisfied 

with being over-educated because they earn less than if employed adequately. I do find that 
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first-generation immigrants are mainly dissatisfied with being over-educated because of the low 

income whereas the lack of intrinsic job characteristics has no effect. 

 

6.2 Over-Education and Job Satisfaction 

Why is studying job satisfaction important? Low job satisfaction has negative implications both 

on the personal as well as on the economic level. First of all, job satisfaction is part of general 

well-being. How happy we are at work does not only affect our job but also our private life. 

Both spheres are linked and “experiences in one role improve the quality of life in the other 

role” (Greenhaus & Powell, 2006). Hence, people who are unsatisfied with their job bring their 

sorrows back home and burden their relationship with family and friends.  Second, low job 

satisfaction is found to decrease work productivity (Tsang, Rumberger, & Levin, 1991; 

Zakariya & Battu, 2013). This is particularly a problem for the economic sector which is 

interested in high productivity. 

Little is known about the immigrant population with regard to over-education and job 

satisfaction. This is surprising as immigrants are much more likely to be over-educated than 

natives and therefore should be more frequently dissatisfied with their job. Regarding the 

consequences mentioned above, one can say that if one particular population group is more 

frequently dissatisfied with their job, then this affects other group-related outcomes. If 

immigrants, for example, are less satisfied with their jobs than natives, then their overall job 

productivity decreases; this in turn negatively impacts the image of immigrants on the labor 

market who will be branded as lazy or non-efficient. It is therefore very important to account 

for group differences. It is also necessary to study potential reasons for differences in the 

relationship between over-education and job satisfaction. Because immigrants are often over-

educated for different reasons than natives, it is plausible to assume that they also differ in their 



154 
 

reasons of dissatisfaction. If we know why immigrants are dissatisfied with being over-educated 

and how they differ in this regard from natives, specific measures can be applied in the 

workforce in order to deal with the problem successfully.  

Theoretical concepts are needed in order to account for the problem of job satisfaction. Tuch 

and Martin (1991) provide a theoretical perspective by distinguishing between a structural and 

a dispositional perspective on job satisfaction. The former refers to actual, objective job 

characteristics such as income or job autonomy, which influence job satisfaction. The latter 

refers to subjective differences between employees with regard to their values and aspirations, 

which in turn influence their job satisfaction. Bruggemann (1974) combines both perspectives 

arguing that job satisfaction can take on different forms depending on how structural 

characteristics of a job interact with dispositional factors. For example, employees who 

experience unfavorable working conditions may lower their expectations and aspirations 

leading to resignation with regard to job satisfaction.  

Before exploring group differences between immigrants and natives, a general discussion about 

the relationship between over-education and job satisfaction is necessary. The key factor behind 

this mechanism is, not surprisingly, education. Studies show that highly educated people are 

more satisfied with their job than lower educated people. This is mainly due to favorable 

structural job conditions, such as a good income and high job autonomy (Clark, 1997; Johnson 

& Johnson, 2002; Verhofstadt, De Witte, & Omey, 2007). However, individuals who obtain a 

high level of education but who work in jobs they are over-educated for lack such favorable 

conditions. Therefore, over-educated employees earn less and report less job autonomy than 

their equally educated, but adequately employed peers (Peiró, Agut, & Grau, 2010; Verhaest & 

Omey, 2009). One can assume that over-educated people are therefore less satisfied with their 

job because of two reasons: First, because the job conditions are less favorable; second, because 
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highly educated people often possess high career aspirations and expectations which are 

unfulfilled if employed inadequately.      

Most studies support the negative relationship between over-education and job satisfaction.  

Battu et al. (1999) study graduates from UK universities and find that those who are 

inadequately employed several years after graduation report significantly lower levels of job 

satisfaction than adequately employed graduates. Johnson and Johnson (2002) also find in a 

longitudinal analysis a negative relationship between over-education and job satisfaction. Even 

in non-Western countries such as Malaysia, over-educated employees are much less satisfied 

with their job than adequately employed people (Zakariya & Battu, 2013). However, Belfield 

and Harris (2002) find among UK graduates only limited support for a negative relationship 

between over-education and job satisfaction, and for Germany, Büchel (2002) finds no 

significant difference in job satisfaction between over-educated and adequately employed 

workers. Büchel argues that this missing relationship between over-education and job 

satisfaction hints towards voluntary over-education, an argument, I will come back to later. 

 

6.3 Theoretical expectations regarding group differences between 

immigrants and natives 

Whether people are dissatisfied with an outcome depends strongly on their aspirations and 

expectations regarding this outcome. There is the general assumption that people wish to work 

in the job they received education and vocational training in. Hence, over-education can be 

interpreted as an indicator for failed aspirations and expectations. However, people may also 

choose to become over-educated in exchange for other, more important, aspects. For example, 

some people decide to take on a part-time job for which they are over-educated in order to spend 

more time with their family.  
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 However, if people wish to be employed adequately but over-education occurs due to external 

factors unrelated to their own behavior then people become dissatisfied (Porter and Steers 

1973). It is therefore important to study the reasons for over-education before making any 

assumption about its consequences. 

There is good reason to assume that immigrants and natives differ in their reasons for being 

over-educated. In addition to general factors such as low levels of human capital, little ambition, 

or voluntary choice which may trigger over-education, immigrants have to struggle with 

additional external constraints which do not affect natives. As discussed intensively in chapter 

3, well-known examples are discrimination (Kaas & Manger, 2012), , legal constraints, or non-

recognition of foreign credentials (Brussig, Dittmar, & Knuth, 2009; Englmann & Müller, 

2007; Kogan, 2012; Konietzka & Kreyenfeld, 2001). The latter two aspects apply mainly to 

first-generation immigrants who migrate to the host country as adults. Discrimination, however, 

still affects second generation immigrants as recent studies show (for example, Kaas & Manger, 

2012). Their hands are often tied when it comes to these institutional barriers. Such downward 

mobility may be even more problematic, because migration is often triggered by career 

prospects. Immigrants not only show high levels of career aspirations, they even report higher 

career aspirations than their native peers (Portes, McLeod Jr, & Parker, 1978). If those 

aspirations are not met because of external factors mentioned above dissatisfaction may occur 

(Porter & Steers, 1973). Hence, individuals who feel like they are entitled to adequate 

employment will be frustrated if they end up in jobs they are over-educated for because external 

factors hinder them in finding adequate employment (external constraints argument). 

First-generation immigrants encounter more external obstacles on the labor market than second 

generation immigrants. For example, first-generation immigrants have to deal with institutional 

discrimination which is noticeable in the problems which occur with credential recognition. A 

study by Englmann and Müller (2007) shows that of 152 interviewed immigrants in Germany, 
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86% possess a training qualification or a university degree. However, only 16% were able to 

work in the occupation they were trained for because they did not get their qualifications 

formally recognized. Second generation immigrants, on the other hand, acquired their education 

in the host country and therefore do not face any problems of skill transferability (Friedberg, 

2000).  

First-generation immigrants are also more likely to face discrimination because their social 

distance to the native population is larger than the social distance between second generation 

immigrants and natives (Bogardus, 1959). First-generation immigrants are on average more 

embedded in their home-country culture, are more religious, and have lower language skills 

than second generation immigrants. All these factors have been found to affect the social 

distance between immigrants and natives (Bogardus, 1959; Lubbers, Molina, & McCarty, 2007; 

Nesdale, 2002; Portes & Rumbaut, 1996; Strabac & Listhaug, 2008; Van Tubergen, 2007). 

Second generation immigrants, on the other hand, are socialized in the host-society. By 

speaking the host-country language and being familiar with host-country customs and 

traditions, second generation immigrants are more likely to possess host-country specific 

knowledge and habitus. Such a habitus is valued by host-country employers who are most likely 

of native origin. Hence, following the assumption that job satisfaction decreases when over-

education is due to external constraints, immigrants should be less satisfied with being over-

educated than natives, and among immigrants, first-generation immigrants should be less 

satisfied than second generation immigrants. 

H6.1: Dissatisfaction with over-education is largest for first-generation immigrants, followed 

by second generation immigrants. Natives’ job satisfaction is least affected by over-education.  

Another approach can be derived from Festinger’s theory of social comparison processes 

(Festinger, 1954) according to which people tend to compare themselves with others who are 
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similar to themselves. A study by Crosby (1982) shows that women compare themselves mainly 

with other women, and not men, when they evaluate their work situation. This might explain 

the phenomenon that women report higher job satisfaction than men although they earn up to 

22 % less than their male counterparts (Verkuyten, Jong, & Masson, 1993, p. 174). Women 

seem to have lower expectations towards their job because they are aware of the gender-

punishment (Clark, 1997). Similar conclusions can be drawn for immigrants. Having a job, 

even if it is non-adequate, may satisfy their expectations, since immigrants are aware of their 

disadvantaged situation. Unemployment rates are still much higher among immigrants than 

among natives, particularly among third country nationals (Kogan, 2007). Hence, immigrants 

adjust their expectations to their circumstances. As a result, over-education may be perceived 

as more ‘normal’ among immigrants, particularly among first-generation immigrants, than 

among natives, for whom adequate employment is the norm (adjustment argument, competing 

with external-constraints argument).  

H6.2: Dissatisfaction with over-education is largest for natives, followed by second generation 

immigrants. First-generation immigrants’ job satisfaction is least affected by over-education.  

 

 

6.4 The role of extrinsic and intrinsic job characteristics as mediators 

There exists extensive research on the causes of job satisfaction and the relation between over-

education and job satisfaction in particular (for example, Johnson & Johnson, 2002; Zakariya 

& Battu, 2013). As discussed previously, people are satisfied or dissatisfied with their job 

depending on whether their aspirations and expectations are met or not. Such aspirations and 

expectations are directed at specific work-related factors. The literature thereby differentiates 
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between two main job characteristics: Extrinsic job characteristics and intrinsic job 

characteristics.  

Extrinsic job characteristics refer to “pay, fringe benefits, other financial rewards, and career 

development” (Pichler & Wallace, 2009). Intrinsic job characteristics, on the other hand, refer 

to interesting work tasks, autonomy in and influence on work processes (Cooper-Hakim & 

Viswesvaran, 2005; Gallie, 2007; Kalleberg, 1977; Rose, 2003; Spector, 1997). Employees who 

strongly value extrinsic job characteristics will feel disappointed and dissatisfied with their job 

if their expectations are not met because they receive a low pay, for example. Individuals with 

a strong focus on intrinsic job characteristics, on the other hand, will be mainly dissatisfied with 

their job if they have less job autonomy and opportunities for self-realization than expected.   

Over-educated employees report lower wages and fewer opportunities for self-improvement 

than adequately employed individuals and are therefore less satisfied with their jobs (Fleming 

& Kler, 2008; Johnson & Johnson, 2002; Wolniak & Pascarella, 2005). The question arises 

whether immigrants and natives differ in their job preferences with regard to intrinsic and 

extrinsic job characteristics. One of the first studies exploring ethnic differences was conducted 

by Shapiro (1977, p. 27), who concludes “that black workers are more likely to value extrinsic 

job rewards of high income and job security and less likely to value the intrinsic reward of an 

important job which gives feelings of accomplishment than white workers”. This finding has 

been supported by other studies (Cotton, Bynum, & Madhere, 1997; Tuch & Martin, 1991).  

An explanation can be derived from Maslow’s need-gratification theory of well-being (Maslow, 

1943). Maslow differentiates between five needs which are in hierarchical order: Basic, 

physiological needs such as food and thirst, safety needs, love needs, esteem needs, and 

idiosyncratic self-actualization needs. Maslow argues that in order to attach importance to one 

of those needs, the needs prior in the ranking have to be fulfilled first. Hence, only individuals 
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who have their basic needs covered will value safety needs, for example. Simply put, people 

first need to be able to buy food and a home before they can afford to desire self-fulfillment. 

Today, in most Western societies the demand for the very basic needs is covered. However, 

minority groups, such as Blacks in the USA or immigrants in Europe, are still economically 

disadvantaged compared to Whites and natives. Hence, the need for financial security might be 

very prevalent among these minority groups. Moreover, many migrants in Germany come from 

countries which are less developed then Germany and where people have a stronger focus on 

those basic needs compared to people from Germany. Studies show that indeed the relationship 

between income and happiness is particularly strong for immigrants from lower developed 

countries (Diener, 2000; Veenhoven, 1991). Hence, not only may circumstances in the host-

country strengthen immigrants preferences for extrinsic job characteristics; they may also 

inherit these preferences from their experiences and the experiences of their parents in their 

home-country. Maslow’s theory can therefore be applied to the situation of immigrants: 

Although there are many reasons why people migrate19, for example social networks, colonial 

ties or war, a major motive for migration is the improvement of the own economic situation in 

the host country (Ortega & Peri, 2009). This suggests that particularly first immigrants may 

have a strong preference for extrinsic job characteristics such as income and job stability. 

Therefore, finding employment which is sufficiently well paid is rather important. Another 

reason supporting my argument can be found in the remittance literature. A significant share of 

immigrants send remittances to their families, in fact, Germany is one of the top ten countries 

worldwide in sending remittances (World Bank 2005). Particularly people from the former 

Yugoslavia and from Turkey remit parts of their pay to their families back home (Holst & 

Schrooten, 2006). Hence, a good income is not only important for own needs but also for family 

members who are still living in the home-country.  

                                                           
19 See Massey at al. (1994) and Massey (1999) for an extensive overview. 
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Second-generation immigrants have been born in the host country and are less expected to send 

remittances and also are not affected by any migration decisions. However, there is evidence 

that values and attitudes may be transmitted from one generation to another (Schönpflug, 2001). 

Studies show that among second-generation immigrants one major motive for going to college, 

for example, is helping their families financially. Particularly immigrants from a lower socio-

economic background may have experienced their parents struggling and feel obliged to give 

something back (Andrew J. Fuligni, Tseng, & Lam, 1999). Indeed, students with migration 

background are more likely to help their families financially compared to their native peers 

(Andrew J Fuligni & Witkow, 2004). Moreover, minorities are still disadvantaged in the 

German school system and second-generation immigrants are, as a consequence, less likely to 

go to college than natives. Those who actually do go to college are particularly positively 

selected in terms of ambition and often choose subjects related to the fields of engineering 

instead of social sciences and humanities (Helland & Støren, 2006). Hence, it is likely that 

second-generation immigrants also possess strong preferences for extrinsic job characteristics. 

Indeed, there is evidence that second generation immigrants have different expectations 

towards their career than their native peers. Hirschi (2010) finds for Switzerland that students 

with immigration background report more extrinsic values than native students. 

 This suggests that first and second-generation immigrants assess extrinsic job characteristics 

as more important than intrinsic job characteristics. Certainly, a good income is also important 

to the native German population. However, since post-war Germany has experienced an 

economic boom and the purpose of work has shifted from being merely the means to support 

the family to self-fulfillment (Chalofsky & Krishna, 2009). Hence I assume that for the most 

part, job dissatisfaction due to over-education among immigrants can be explained by the lack 

of extrinsic job characteristics whereas natives are also/tend to be dissatisfied because of the 

lack of intrinsic job characteristics.  
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H6.3: Immigrants are mainly dissatisfied with being over-educated because of the lack of 

extrinsic job characteristics. 

Figure 18, 19, and 20 display the main hypotheses of this chapter.  

 

 

 

 

Figure 18: Hypothesis 6.1, chapter 6. External constraints hypothesis. 
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Figure 19: Hypothesis 6.2, chapter 6. Adjustment hypothesis. 

 

 

Figure 20: Hypothesis 6.3, chapter 6. Moderating effect of extrinsic and intrinsic job characteristics on the 

impact of over-education on job satisfaction among first-generation immigrants. 
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6.5 Data, methods, and measurements 

I use the same sample as in chapter 3 and 5, which is based on the NEPS data. Unfortunately, 

as so often with income data, many missings are present on the measurement of income. I loose 

around 469 natives, 44 first-generation-immigrants and 65 second-generation immigrants. After 

further excluding cases which contained missings on any of the variables of interest I end up 

with a total sample of 3,688 natives, 402 first-generation immigrants, and 353 second 

generation immigrants.  All models are estimated using ordinary least squared (OLS) 

regressions. 

 

 

 

Measures 

Job satisfaction: Job satisfaction was measured with the question “How satisfied are you 

currently with your job?” with eleven answer categories ranging from 1 (=not at all satisfied) 

to 10 (=very satisfied).  

Extrinsic job characteristics: Extrinsic job characteristics were measured by the monthly net 

income. Information about the gross income is also provided by the data, however, for most 

people the net income is the main reference. Because the income variable is skewed, I took the 

log of the income variable in order to secure a better normal distribution.  

Intrinsic job characteristics: Intrinsic job characteristics were measured by the question 

whether employees manage or supervise any other employees (no=0; yes=1). This measure 

reflects the employee’s chances of self-fulfillment and job autonomy, which are emphasized to 

be important components of intrinsic job characteristics (Pichler and Wallace, 2009).  
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Control variables 

Work-related factors: I control for several factors which are found to affect job satisfaction. 

Employees reported whether they work in the public sector (no=0; yes=1), whether they work 

extra hours (no=0; yes=1), and finally how long they have worked in this job (in months). 

Time since job start: Since duration of the job has been associated with job satisfaction I 

included it as a control variable. The units of analysis are months.  

Satisfaction with family life: Since work life and family life are linked spheres and “experiences 

in one role improve the quality of life in the other role” (Greenhaus & Powell, 2006), I also 

control for satisfaction with family life. This variable was measured with the question “How 

satisfied are you currently with your family life?” with eleven answer categories ranging from 

1 (=not at all satisfied) to 10 (=very satisfied).  

 

6.6 Results 

Table 6.1 provides an overview of the distribution of all factors for first-generation immigrants, 

second generation immigrants, and natives. All three groups report a lower job satisfaction, 

lower income, and fewer chances for self-improvement when being over-educated. 

 

 

 



166 
 

Table 6.12: Descriptives of main variables (job satisfaction, extrinsic and intrinsic job characteristics) for first-generation immigrants, second-generation immigrants, and natives; 

by over-education status. 

 First-generation immigrants Second generation immigrants Natives   

 adequate employed over-educated adequate employed over-educated adequate employed over-educated range 

  mean sd mean sd mean Sd mean sd mean sd mean sd min max 

Job satisfaction  7.54 1.77 6.94 2.23 7.41 1.84 6.97 2.19 7.36 1.79 7.14 1.92 0 10 

Net income per month 1590.87 1080.90 1232.87 822.00 1659.50 1059.95 1450.13 1237.41 1871.85 1482.73 1532.48 1251.15 9 44000 

Supervision 0.13  0.13  0.27  0.26  0.26  0.20  0 1 

Satisfaction with family life 8.53 1.70 8.50 1.75 8.18 1.85 7.53 2.53 8.30 1.72 8.10 1.84 0 10 

Public sector 0.24  0.17  0.26  0.19  0.31  0.20  0 1 

Extra work hours 0.64  0.62  0.76  0.61  0.75  0.64  0 1 

Months since job start 101.61 103.72 93.99 99.94 119.64 113.24 92.23 115.68 132.03 121.91 108.79 109.58 1 588 

Unlimited contract 0.78  0.75  0.80  0.71  0.82  0.79  0 1 

Citizenship 0.74  0.64  0.92  0.91  1.00  1.00  0 1 

Education in years 13.39 2.75 14.40 2.40 14.06 2.42 14.71 2.55 14.11 2.41 14.32 2.28 9 18 

Repetition of school classes 0.22  0.21  0.22  0.22  0.22  0.22  0 1 

Gender: Female  0.48  0.49  0.63  0.57  0.52  0.47  0 1 

Age 42.32 11.31 44.20 10.26 42.53 9.60 42.64 8.90 44.28 9.70 44.66 9.88 20 65 

Children under age of 6 0.19  0.18  0.10  0.13  0.12  0.11  0 1 

Married .75  .85  .66  .68  .69  .64    

Divorced 0.05  0.04  0.08  0.06  0.07  0.08  0 1 

Widowed 0.01  0.01  0.02  0.00  0.01  0.01  0 1 

Single 0.19  0.10  0.24  0.26  0.23  0.27  0 1 

Religious denomination: 

Christianity .68  .70  .69  .55  .76  .73    

No Religion 0.21  0.18  0.26  0.34  0.24  0.26  0 1 

Jewish/other 0.03  0.03  0.00  0.01  0.00  0.01  0 1 

Muslim 0.08  0.09  0.05  0.10  0.00  0.00  0 1 

Religiousity 0.60  0.65  0.50  0.54  0.54  0.50  0 1 

N 249 153 284 69 3006 682    
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Results obtained from OLS regressions are presented in table 6.2 and 6.3. Table 6.2 refers to 

the total population of natives and immigrants. Marginal estimates presented in figure 21 are 

obtained from this model. Table 6.2 shows the effect of over-education on job satisfaction for 

natives and immigrants simultaneously. We see that over-educated employees are clearly less 

satisfied with their job than adequately employed employees. Neither migration status nor job-

related factors such as working in a public sector, or extra work hours seem to affect people’s 

job satisfaction. Personal matters, however, such as the satisfaction with family life, family 

status, or religiosity significantly impact how people perceive their job. 
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Table 6.213: OLS regressions; Impact of migration background on job satisfaction. 

 Model 6.1 

  B se 

Over-education -.199* (.087) 

Migration background 

(natives=ref.)   

First-generation immigrants -.113 (.134) 

Second generation immigrants .068 (.131) 

Public sector .126 (.077) 

Extra work hours -.103 (.077) 

Months since job start -.000 (.000) 

Unlimited contract -.071 (.085) 

Family satisfaction .225*** (.023) 

Citizenship .371 (.227) 

Education in years .014 (.014) 

Repetition of school classes .014 (.082) 

Gender: Female  .130+ (.071) 

Age -.074** (.028) 

Children under age of 6 .001** (.000) 

Married .057 (.109) 

Divorced -.184 (.173) 

Widowed .616** (.234) 

Single -.243* (.105) 

Religious denomination 

(Christianity=ref.)   

No Religion -.192* (.093) 

Jewish/other -.023 (.253) 

Muslim .484 (.321) 

Religiousity .159* (.072) 

R-squared .070          

Observations 4443          

+p<.1, *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001  

  

I estimated average marginal effects of over-education on job satisfaction for natives, first-

generation immigrants, and second-generation immigrants. As seen in figure 21, first-

generation immigrants are much more affected by over-education than natives and second-

generation immigrants. This suggests that over-education among natives and second-generation 

immigrants may be more often voluntarily, whereas for many first-generation migrants it is not 

so much a choice but rather a result of external constraints. Although second-generation 
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immigrants also experience external constraints in form of discrimination, they do not seem to 

attribute this to their state of over-education. Hence, hypothesis 6.1 can is partly supported 

whereas I find no support for hypothesis 6.2.  

 

Figure 21: Marginal effects of over-education (with 90% confidence intervals) on job satisfaction for natives, 

first-generation immigrants, and second generation immigrants. 

Before I continue, I would like to discuss the assumption that immigrants are merely more 

dissatisfied with being over-educated because their degree of over-education extends the degree 

of native over-education. I therefore estimated marginal effects by immigrants and natives, 

differentiating between moderately over-educated and severely over-educated employees20 (not 

presented here). I find for moderately over-educated employees no significant effect of over-

education on job satisfaction, neither for natives nor for first and second-generation immigrants. 

For severely over-educated employees, however, I find that natives are significantly less 

satisfied (b=-.32, p=.041) as well as first-generation immigrants (b=-.63, p=.046). This shows, 

that the strong effect of over-education on job satisfaction for first-generation immigrants 

                                                           
20 Employees who are one skill level above the required skill level are considered moderately over-educated. 
Severely over-educated are employees who are two or more skill levels above the required skill level. 
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cannot be explained by their stronger degree of over-education. It also shows that natives are 

affected by over-education, however, only if they are severely over-educated. 

In the second part of this chapter I was interested in to what extent extrinsic and intrinsic job 

characteristics mediate the relationship between over-education and job satisfaction. Moreover, 

I asked the question whether there are any differences between immigrants and natives, arguing 

that immigrants attach more value to extrinsic job characteristics than natives. I therefore 

continued with estimating the mediating effects of extrinsic and intrinsic job characteristics. In 

order to detect group differences, I estimated the effects separately for first-generation 

immigrants, second generation immigrants, and natives. Table 6.3 shows the results for first-

generation immigrants. We see in model 6.2 that immigrants who are over-educated are almost 

half a point less satisfied with their job than adequately employed immigrants. The effect is 

only significant on the 10% level; however, this is mainly due to the confounding role of 

language skills. Language skills affect both, the risk of over-education as well as job 

satisfaction. I therefore estimated all models in table 6.3 without language skills and the effect 

of over-education becomes much more significant and the pattern resembles the pattern found 

in table 6.3 (see appendix C, table 1). 

In model 6.3, I proceeded with adding income as my measurement of extrinsic job 

characteristics and find that the over-education effect decreases by .118 and becomes 

insignificant. In model 6.4 I control for intrinsic job characteristics, namely leadership. We see 

that the over-education effect hardly decreases and remains significant. These results suggest 

that first-generation immigrants indeed are mainly dissatisfied with being over-educated 

because of the forgone income whereas intrinsic job characteristics have no effect. Hence, 

hypothesis 6.3 is supported by the data. Model 6.5 presents all factors simultaneously and we 

observe that the effect of supervision, which was significant in model 6.4 decreases by over .20 
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points and becomes insignificant. This is not surprising, as the supervision of other employees 

leads to a higher income. The income effect, however, hardly changes.  
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Table 6.314: OLS regressions; Impact of over-education and job characteristics on job satisfaction (first-

generation immigrants). 

 Model 6.2 Model 6.3 Model 6.4 Model 6.5 

  b se B Se b Se B se 

Over-education -.497+ (.263) -.379 (.272) -.487+ (.265) -.380 (.272) 

Log of net income   .562*** (.134)   .529*** (.145) 

Supervision      .532* (.202) .309 (.212) 

Public sector .264 (.248) .136 (.254) .213 (.255) .115 (.256) 

Extra work hours -.087 (.208) -.495* (.225) -.105 (.209) -.481* (.234) 

Months since job start .001 (.001) -.000 (.001) .001 (.001) -.000 (.001) 

Unlimited contract .177 (.211) .286 (.216) .166 (.218) .273 (.223) 

Satisfaction with family life .168** (.054) .143* (.057) .166** (.055) .143* (.057) 

Recognition  of home-country 

school credentials (No=ref.)         

Yes .824* (.407) .666+ (.393) .829* (.398) .678+ (.383) 

Does not apply .991* (.467) .795+ (.465) .995* (.462) .809+ (.455) 

Vocational training in host-country 

(No=ref.)         

Yes -.056 (.324) -.106 (.310) -.097 (.325) -.127 (.312) 

Does not apply .112 (.437) .088 (.411) .079 (.424) .070 (.406) 

Language skills .736 (.508) .689 (.511) .707 (.496) .675 (.505) 

Length of stay in years .015 (.015) .018 (.015) .014 (.015) .017 (.015) 

1.5 generation migrants -.847* (.387) -.865* (.379) -.826* (.383) -.852* (.378) 

Citizenship .156 (.258) .167 (.263) .196 (.263) .190 (.266) 

Education (in years) -.003 (.047) -.012 (.047) -.016 (.050) -.019 (.049) 

Repetition of school classes -.345 (.209) -.349 (.223) -.305 (.220) -.325 (.230) 

Gender: Female .304 (.190) .551* (.213) .340+ (.195) .558* (.213) 

Age -.117 (.095) -.165+ (.096) -.123 (.092) -.165+ (.095) 

Age² .001 (.001) .001 (.001) .001 (.001) .001 (.001) 

Children at home under the age of 

6 -.389 (.403) -.431 (.418) -.386 (.413) -.426 (.424) 

Family status (Married=ref.)         

Divorced -.467 (.543) -.526 (.565) -.414 (.546) -.492 (.567) 

Widowed .091 (.781) .269 (.863) .098 (.768) .262 (.847) 

Single -.357 (.391) -.408 (.409) -.326 (.384) -.387 (.406) 

Religious denomination 

(Christianity=ref.)         

No Religion -.199 (.273) -.236 (.270) -.169 (.277) -.216 (.271) 

Jewish/other -.198 (.407) .070 (.414) -.175 (.408) .068 (.420) 

Muslim .991* (.406) .979* (.403) .930* (.407) .944* (.414) 

Religiousity .037 (.255) .011 (.249) .012 (.252) -.002 (.246) 

R-Squared .095  .125  .100  .125          

Observations 402   402   402   402          

+p<.1, *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
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For the sake of completeness, the same models were estimated for second-generation 

immigrants and natives. Although the effect of over-education is not significant I was interested 

whether there is still an underlying mechanism at hand. For second generation immigrants we 

see a similar pattern as for first-generation immigrants (table 6.4). The over-education effect, 

though not significant, decreases only when controlling for income and not when controlling 

for intrinsic job characteristics. For natives (table 6.5) we see the pattern slightly reversed. The 

over-education effect decreases much more when controlling for intrinsic job characteristics 

than when controlling for extrinsic job characteristics.  
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Table 6.415: OLS regressions; Impact of over-education and job characteristics on job satisfaction (second-

generation immigrants). 

 Model 6.6 Model 6.7 Model 6.8 Model 6.9 

  B Se b Se b se B se 

Over-education -.123 (.293) -.050 (.302) -.128 (.292) -.043 (.302) 

Log of net income   .175 (.149)   .209 (.156) 

Supervision      -.214 (.292) -.285 (.299) 

Public sector -.173 (.303) -.203 (.305) -.184 (.302) -.222 (.303) 

Extra work hours -.310 (.268) -.431 (.283) -.285 (.266) -.421 (.281) 

Months since job start -.000 (.001) -.000 (.001) -.000 (.001) -.000 (.001) 

Unlimited contract -.053 (.267) -.034 (.268) -.046 (.265) -.021 (.265) 

Satisfaction with family life .219** (.072) .223** (.071) .218** (.073) .223** (.072) 

Citizenship .658 (.410) .663 (.418) .679+ (.411) .691 (.421) 

Education (in years) .114* (.057) .103+ (.058) .115* (.057) .102+ (.057) 

Repetition of school classes -.100 (.288) -.061 (.295) -.093 (.290) -.045 (.299) 

Gender: Female .754** (.265) .847** (.268) .726** (.264) .827** (.267) 

Age -.170* (.078) -.172* (.078) -.167* (.078) -.168* (.078) 

Age² .002+ (.001) .002+ (.001) .002+ (.001) .002+ (.001) 

Children at home under the age of 

6 -.335 (.419) -.300 (.412) -.323 (.422) -.277 (.415) 

Family status (Married=ref.)         

Divorced .093 (.681) .086 (.680) .099 (.672) .093 (.668) 

Widowed 2.219** (.734) 2.355*** (.701) 2.183** (.739) 2.334*** (.697) 

Single -.557+ (.312) -.523+ (.317) -.549+ (.313) -.505 (.318) 

Religious denomination 

(Christianity=ref.)         

No Religion .063 (.255) .032 (.259) .079 (.258) .047 (.263) 

Jewish/other -1.458* (.604) -1.414* (.591) -1.494* (.608) -1.455* (.596) 

Muslim .379 (.535) .330 (.539) .362 (.537) .297 (.542) 

Religiousity -.044 (.256) -.050 (.257) -.050 (.257) -.058 (.258) 

R-Squared .123  .124  .122  .125          

Observations 353  353  353  353          

 +p<.1, *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
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Table 6.516: OLS regressions; Impact of over-education and job characteristics on job satisfaction (natives). 

 Model 6.10 Model 6.11 Model 6.12 Model 6.13 

  B se B Se b se b se 

Over-education -.087 (.093) -.078 (.094) -.071 (.093) -.072 (.094) 

Log of net income   .036 (.055)   -.004 (.056) 

Supervision      .338*** (.085) .339*** (.087) 

Public sector .105 (.081) .098 (.082) .122 (.080) .123 (.082) 

Extra work hours -.081 (.083) -.105 (.090) -.135 (.083) -.133 (.089) 

Months since job start -.000 (.000) -.000 (.000) -.000 (.000) -.000 (.000) 

Unlimited contract -.113 (.090) -.115 (.090) -.128 (.090) -.128 (.090) 

Satisfaction with family life .235*** (.025) .234*** (.025) .232*** (.025) .232*** (.025) 

Citizenship .338 (.918) .356 (.911) .352 (.863) .350 (.864) 

Education (in years) .004 (.015) .002 (.016) -.001 (.015) -.001 (.016) 

Repetition of school classes .071 (.084) .072 (.084) .065 (.084) .065 (.084) 

Gender: Female .041 (.075) .061 (.084) .090 (.076) .088 (.084) 

Age -.064* (.031) -.066* (.031) -.069* (.031) -.068* (.031) 

Age² .001* (.000) .001* (.000) .001* (.000) .001* (.000) 

Children at home under the age of 

6 .193+ (.113) .193+ (.113) .197+ (.112) .197+ (.112) 

Family status (Married=ref.)         

Divorced -.145 (.181) -.148 (.181) -.165 (.182) -.165 (.182) 

Widowed .526* (.236) .524* (.236) .501* (.233) .501* (.234) 

Single -.214+ (.115) -.215+ (.115) -.191+ (.115) -.191+ (.115) 

Religious denomination 

(Christianity=ref.)         

No Religion -.221* (.097) -.226* (.097) -.217* (.096) -.216* (.097) 

Jewish/other .008 (.299) .017 (.305) .062 (.293) .061 (.293) 

Muslim .000 (.) .000 (.) .000 (.) .000 (.) 

Religiousity .189* (.077) .190* (.077) .178* (.077) .178* (.077) 

R-Squared .072  .072  .077  .077          

Observations 3688   3688   3688   3688          

+p<.1, *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
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In order to test properly whether extrinsic and intrinsic values mediate the relationship between 

over-education and job satisfaction, I have to apply additional tests. I thereby follow Baron and 

Kenny (1986) according to whom the independent variable should be a predictor of the 

mediating variables. Hence, over-education should significantly predict the extrinsic and 

intrinsic job characteristics. Moreover, the independent variable needs to significantly reduce 

in size when adding the mediator variable (see Lancee & Seibel, 2013). This can be achieved 

via the application of the Sobel test which reports whether individual variables are significant 

mediators. In addition, the Sobel test tells us how much of the total effect is explained by the 

mediator. Respective results are presented in table 6.6. For first-generation immigrants only 

income is a valid mediator variable, which explains around 22% of the total effect of over-

education on job satisfaction. As already indicated by the results in table 6.3, intrinsic job 

characteristics do not function as mediators for first-generation immigrants. For second-

generation immigrants and natives, neither extrinsic nor intrinsic job characteristics are valid 

mediators. This is not surprising as the main over-education effect is not significant either.  
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Table 6.617: Mediation of extrinsic and intrinsic job characteristics (first,-second generation immigrants and natives). 

 First-generation immigrants Second generation immigrants Natives 

  B se 

% of total 

effect 

mediated 

p-value 

of sobel 

test b se 

% of total 

effect 

mediated 

p-value 

of sobel 

test B se 

% of 

total 

effect 

mediated 

p-value 

of sobel 

test 

Extrinsic:             

Income -.202* (.081) 22% .008 -.405** (.156) 0 .17 -.250*** (.034) 0 .94 

             

Intrinsic:             

 

Supervision  .004 (.030) 0 .90 0.025 (.057) 0 .67 -.016 (.020) 0 .42 

 +p<.1, *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 
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6.7 Conclusion 

I concluded my research in this dissertation by looking at a particularly important outcome of 

over-education, namely job satisfaction. Whereas the effects of over-education on wages have 

been thoroughly studied, very little is known about how immigrants perceive over-education 

and how this affects their satisfaction with work. I first asked the question whether immigrants 

perceive over-education more or less negatively than natives. In this context, two contradictory 

hypotheses were discussed: The first hypothesis refers to the fact that over-education among 

immigrants is to a large part due to external constraints such as legal restrictions, discrimination, 

and labor market regulations (see chapter 3). Because immigrants have no influence on these 

factors, they are more likely to feel frustrated than natives, who do not have to face such external 

constraints. Hence, immigrants are expected to be more dissatisfied with being over-educated 

than natives. On the other hand, people adjust to their current situation and past events and 

experiences. Immigrants, particularly first-generation immigrants, may be aware of the many 

impediments mentioned above, and therefore adjust their aspirations and expectations to their 

circumstances. Moreover, over-education is not uncommon among immigrants and therefore 

may not be perceived by this group as a deviation from the norm. For natives, on the other hand, 

adequate employment is the norm from which over-educated people diverge. Therefore, natives 

may be more dissatisfied with being over-educated than immigrants. 

I find that first-generation immigrants are much more affected by over-education than second 

generation immigrants or natives. This hints towards the assumption that high disappointment 

arises when expectations are not met because of external barriers. Hence, not only is the human 

capital of immigrants not properly valued as shown in chapter 3; over-education also has 

personal consequences for immigrants which affect not only their productivity but also family 

life and well-being. These consequences have received little attention in the public debate and 

should be considered in future discussions. 
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 I then continued by looking at the reasons for job dissatisfaction as a consequence of over-

education. Based on previous studies, I differentiate between the value of extrinsic job 

characteristics such as income and intrinsic job characteristics such as job autonomy in the form 

of having a leading position and the opportunity for self-realization. I argued that immigrants 

place more value on extrinsic job characteristics and less on intrinsic job characteristics than 

natives. Indeed, I find that first-generation immigrants are mainly dissatisfied with being over-

educated because they lack the income which they would have obtained if they had been 

employed adequately. Natives, on the other hand, put more value on intrinsic job characteristics, 

particularly on their opportunities to develop themselves professionally in the work place. 

Unfortunately, job satisfaction is only measured one-dimensionally. Research suggests that 

people may be strongly satisfied with one aspect of their work but dissatisfied with another 

aspect (see Zakariya & Battu, 2013). Such fine differences are not visible in this study’s design. 

I also suggest further research to look more closely at the aspect of voluntary over-education. 

It could be that certain individuals prefer over-education over adequate employment because 

they value different aspects of being over-educated such as more free-time (Büchel, 2002). 

Distinguishing in a more detailed way between voluntary and involuntary over-education will 

provide further insight into the determinants of job satisfaction.  
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Chapter 7 

Conclusion 

 

In the last few years the topic of over-education among immigrants has received much attention. 

The numbers vary from study to study, but roughly around one-third of immigrants within 

Europe do not work in the occupation they were trained in (Eurostat 2011). These numbers 

stand in contrast to the increasing shortage of skilled-labor. It is agreed on that the main problem 

is the recognition of foreign credentials and the associated transferability of foreign human 

capital. However, why foreign skills are so difficult to transfer to the host-country labor market 

remains unclear.  

The adequate use of skills and positioning on the labor market is a topic mainly investigated by 

economists who follow classic human capital theory and therefore defining over-education as 

a consequence of insufficient skills. Sociologists, on the other hand, acknowledge and 

emphasize the existence of (social) structures and institutions which influence individual 

economic action independently of, as well as interacting with, individual human capital.  

Kogan, Kalter, Liebau, and Cohen (2011) criticize that although the interplay between 

individual resources and structural constraints has been the focus of sociological debate, hardly 

any empirical studies exist which look at these factors simultaneously. I contribute to the 

literature by considering several individual, institutional and social factors simultaneously, 

trying to explain why certain immigrants risk over-education more than others. In addition, I 

link these determinants of over-education to its consequences, showing that knowing why 

people are over-educated helps to explain how this state affects their life.  

Kogan et al. also suggest immigrant labor market integration to be studied from a life course 

perspective since important life course elements are crucial in this regard. For example, the age 
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at migration plays an important role as does the length of stay in the host-country. In this regard, 

this dissertation entails some crucial elements: First, it displays the interplay between individual 

resources and structural constraints. Second, it provides evidence for the paradigm of linked 

lives (Elder 1975) by emphasizing the interplay between structural integration, social 

integration, and well-being.  

My work also taps the prevalent discussion about assimilation of immigrants and ethnic 

minorities. According to Gordon (1964), assimilation occurs in several stages and describes a 

process which affects several generations and which leads finally to complete assimilation to 

the main society in terms of culture, social structure and identity. With regard to over-education, 

I indeed find that no structural differences are found between natives and second generation 

immigrants. Whatever problems first-generation immigrants face when looking for adequate 

employment, they do not seem to transfer to their children, at least at first sight.  

This dissertation opened with a debate between economists and social scientists about the 

meaning of immigrant over-education. Are immigrants over-educated because their skills do 

not match the requirements of the labor market as suggested by economists (human capital 

variation hypothesis)? Or are most immigrants genuinely over-educated, hampered by external 

constraints such as institutional barriers and discrimination (skill under-utilization hypothesis). 

I thoroughly studied both arguments coming to the conclusion that the dominant view of human 

capital variation is valid but neglects the predictive power of institutional barriers which 

immigrants face in their attempt to integrate into the labor market. Independently of 

immigrants’ language skills, professional skills or other forms of human capital: If the 

government does not provide the legal rights and suitable institutions for immigrants to find 

(adequate) employment, then migrants fail to assimilate in terms of labor market participation. 

Second, to be familiar with the customs of the host-society is of utmost importance and 

independent from immigrants’ professional skills. Fortunately, immigrants can oppose this 
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disadvantage by integrating socially into the host society. I find active involvement in 

associations as well as close contact with natives to be a good remedy against over-education. 

I concluded by pointing out that over-education has severe consequences for immigrants. First-

generation immigrants are much more dissatisfied with being over-educated than natives and 

their dissatisfaction is likely to negatively impact their productivity and general well-being. 

Governments and decision makers within the economy are encouraged to tackle the problem 

by a) providing systematic information about conditions and requirements of the host-country 

labor market, b) facilitating credential recognition, and c) create a welcome culture which 

decreases the perceived social distance between immigrants and natives thereby encouraging 

immigrants to integrate socially into the host-country. 

Rather than using census data, I relied on survey data which contain variables that extensively 

measure educational and employment trajectories, social capital, and work-related attributes. 

Most of my analyses are based on the starting cohort 6 of the NEPS data, which is a German 

data set. NEPS data stand out as the most recent and detailed data about individuals’ life courses 

in Germany and allowed me to trace back migrants’ education and employment experience 

before and after migration. Moreover, the NEPS data contain valuable information about 

different types of social capital. Because the NEPS data do not capture membership in 

associations, one of the most classic concepts of weak ties, I also make use of the first wave of 

the ESS survey which contains detailed information about active civic involvement. Because 

both data sets, NEPS and ESS, contain information about the country of birth, I was able to add 

other valuable data sources derived from the human development index. This allowed me to 

study origin-country characteristics such as development status and expenditure on education 

(both used to measure educational quality).  
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7.1 Human capital versus institutional barriers 

Many economists argue that immigrants possess skills and knowledge which is either of lower 

quality than required in the host-country or not transferable to the labor market because of, for 

example, insufficient language skills. The first image, which often crosses people’s minds, is 

that many immigrants come from countries which are technologically but also institutionally 

not as developed as Western industrialized countries such as Germany. Hence, it should not be 

surprising when a medical doctor from Tunisia does not find work in Germany, because the 

Tunisian schedule and medical equipment is not up to date and therefore the Tunisian doctor 

lacks specific medical knowledge which is required in German hospitals. I thoroughly studied 

these assumptions in chapter 3 and found that immigrants who come from countries which 

spend a lot of money on education are less likely to face over-education. These migrants are 

likely to possess education of higher quality than immigrants whose home-countries spend little 

on education, as their educational institutions are technologically more advanced.   

 In addition, professional skills matter. In the cases where over-education was already a problem 

in the home-country over-education in the host-country is almost certain. Over-education prior 

to migration signals low productivity and little knowledge of the profession. The fact, that 

occupational trajectories are not only shaped by experiences, actions, and opportunity structures 

in the host country but have their beginning in the home country has been hardly acknowledged 

in the literature (an exception is the study by Piracha, Tani, & Vadean, 2012). Hence, variation 

in human capital explains to some extent why immigrants fail to find adequate employment in 

the host-country. However, as subsequent analyses showed it is not only about what amount 

and type of human capital immigrants bring along; it also matters whether the host-country 

institutional barriers hinder immigrants to tap their full potential. 
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 First, immigrants differ in their legal rights regarding employment. I differentiated between 

three groups: EU migrants, Ethnic Germans, and third country nationals and find that EU 

migrants have the lowest risk of over-education. Within the EU educational systems became 

more homogenous over time and specific agreements regulate the transferability of skills. 

Ethnic Germans also possess several advantages since they are entitled to German citizenship 

as well as to apply for credential recognition which suggests that they are more familiar with 

the German system. Yet, ethnic Germans were socialized in communist regimes and their 

educational systems differ tremendously from the educational system in Germany. The case of 

ethnic Germans in Germany demonstrates that policy change on paper does not necessarily 

have real-life consequences on the individual level. Once I took the regime type into account I 

found that third country nationals are most likely to face over-education in Germany, probably 

because until 2012, no clear regulations existed regarding credential recognition of third 

country nationals which in turn made adequate employment almost impossible.  

Problems which occur with credential recognition can also be described as institutional 

discrimination. The way institutions are built hinders minorities, such as migrants, from tapping 

their full potential. Employees are hired by persons who have their own agenda, opinions, and 

quite often their prejudices. People tend to like and prefer people who resemble them and about 

whom they believe to know a lot about (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Cook, 2001). Women, for 

example, are said to face high obstacles when climbing up the career ladder because they lack 

the old-boys’ networks and act and work differently than men. As most employers in higher 

positions are men, women have more difficulties to win out over male competition. The same 

applies to migrants: Since most employers are native, immigrants appear more foreign to them 

than native applicants, not only because of their looks, language, and culture, but also because 

their credentials come from systems which are unknown to native employers. In this context, 

researchers distinguish mainly between taste discrimination and statistical discrimination. 
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Whereas the first is very difficult to test, some mechanisms exist to examine the latter. I found 

that immigrants, who belong to an ethnic group which is characterized by a low average amount 

of human capital, have more difficulties finding a job than immigrants who belong to an ethnic 

group which is perceived as successful by the native population. Because statistical 

discrimination is mainly due to insufficient information about the migrant applicant, one 

solution is that applicants provide as much information about their skills as possible when 

applying for a job (Kaas and Manger 2012). 

Lastly I looked at the role of licensing across occupations (Weeden, 2002). This is an important 

topic as licensing directly affects the recognition procedure of foreign credentials. Whereas 

unlicensed occupations require only de-facto recognition by future employers, immigrants who 

wish to work in a licensed occupation have to acquire de-jure recognition from the state.  

Licensing is a tool for social closure of occupations and makes it difficult for foreigners to enter 

those occupations. My results showed in this context it is important to distinguish between 

educational groups: Whereas finding adequate employment in licensed occupations is very 

difficult among professions which require non-tertiary education, licensing benefits the search 

for adequate employment among professions which require a university degree. I attribute this 

finding to the fact, that university systems are more coherent across countries whereas 

vocational training in Germany differs extremely from most countries with regard to its 

requirements and credentials. Licensing therefore increases inequality among immigrants by 

further penalizing the lower educated. This should be considered by chambers, particularly in 

the manual sector. 
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Implications 

What can we learn from this? The first lesson is that starting conditions matter (a lot). The 

opportunity structure at time of migration shapes the trajectory of migrants over the whole life 

course. Whereas assimilation theory holds with regard to intergenerational differences (first 

versus second generation), it does not apply to changes within the life course of first-generation 

immigrants. Some disadvantages can be certainly caught up over time such as language skills. 

However, if structural conditions hinder migrants to take the first steps into the right direction, 

than assimilation becomes very difficult. It is therefore up to the receiving society to improve 

the opportunity structure for migrants. This should be considered when discussing 

contemporary problems of immigrant integration. Recently, a debate about the “net worth” of 

immigrants in Germany has started, trying to put a number on the costs and benefits immigrants 

bring to the country. This debate shows again, that not only the economy but also society is 

interested in making the best out of migration. In this context, knowledge about legal 

constraints, for example, helps to develop policies which enable particularly third country 

nationals to tap their full potential.  

Particularly with regard to credential recognition, the following suggestion can be made. 

Currently, rules regarding credential recognition differ between federal states, professions, and 

ethnic groups. This makes the acquisition of relevant information extremely difficult, 

particularly if one does not speak the native language. Therefore, the German government and 

decision makers within the economy should focus on a clear information distribution system 

which helps immigrants to collect all the information needed for a successful application for 

credential recognition. In Germany, this partly began with the recognition law 

(Anerkennungsgesetz) of 2012. Also, for a few years now the Federal Office for Migration and 

Refugees provides an interactive webpage with links to the relevant public and local authorities. 

Other good examples are the information platform with regard to recognition of foreign 



187 
 

credentials by the Central office for Foreign Education. Particular attention should be paid to 

occupational chambers in the non-tertiary sector. Immigrants, who wish to work in a licensed 

non-tertiary occupation are most likely to fail finding adequate employment. This group seems 

especially suffering from non-recognition of credentials. 

 

7.2 Social networks as remedies 

Gordon’s view on cultural assimilation is criticized because every receiving society is diverse 

with regard, for example, social class (Alba and Nee, 1997). Hence, it is unclear which norms 

and behavior, which culture immigrants should adapt to. I am not able to answer this question, 

however, I could show that contact to wider parts of society (chapter 4) and with natives 

(chapter 5) does benefit immigrants tremendously in finding adequate employment and that this 

association is not due to job-related resources, as so often argued in the literature (for example, 

Lancee, 2012). Rather, so I assume, does contact with natives provide specific host-country 

knowledge which also includes knowledge about the host-country’s culture, manners, and 

habitus.  

In chapter 4 and 5 I studied the impact of social networks on immigrants’ risk of becoming 

over-educated. Gordon (1964) emphasizes the importance of social integration and assimilation 

for all other forms of immigrant assimilation. I therefore looked at the effect of active 

membership in voluntary associations on immigrants’ risk of over-education (chapter 4) as well 

as the effect of contact with natives, so-called bridging ties, on over-education (chapter 5). I 

first showed that immigrants, who are active members of voluntary associations, experience a 

much lower risk of over-education than non-members. Active membership means that 

immigrants regularly meet with other members of the society which may provide valuable 

information about the labor market (Ruiter & De Graaf, 2009). Also, voluntary associations 
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may serve as schools of host-country culture and knowledge as they are likely to lead to contact 

with natives. The hypothesis that contact with natives, so called bridging ties, positively 

influence immigrant labor market outcomes was examined in chapter 5. I was interested in 

whether contact with natives is beneficial per se, since, for example, they provide specific host-

country knowledge and capital, or whether natives are useful because they are more likely to 

have a high amount of human capital which then facilitates the transmission of job-related 

information and support (Lancee, 2012). In contrast to chapter 4 I studied strong ties in chapter 

5, namely friendships and partnerships. 

In sum, my results suggested that immigrants clearly benefit from having bridging strong ties, 

however, this effect could not be explained by natives’ high amount of human capital or 

knowledge about the host-country labor market, as so often argued by other researchers 

(Lancee, 2012). Rather, so I assume, do native networks possess specific host-country capital 

and knowledge which benefit immigrants in their career. Examples would include knowledge 

about typical host-country behavior such as how to behave and act in a job interview or specific 

expressions which signal familiarity with the host-country culture. One might think that the 

emphasis of host-country knowledge is exaggerated, that language skills should capture most 

of the effect and that specific information about where to look for a job, for example, is much 

more important. My results clearly dispelled these objections as they showed that none of the 

classical resources such as help with the job search explain why contact with natives is so 

beneficial. 

 

Implications 

My findings support the idea that social ties and social structural integration are important for 

immigrant labor market performance, independently of migrants’ human capital (Granovetter 
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1995; Gordon 1964). Particularly contact with natives serves as an important connection to the 

host society, its culture, norms, and institutions. Immigrants who possess such host-country 

knowledge because they have been socialized in the host society do not benefit from such ties 

as they do not provide additional information or other benefits. However, for migrants who 

came to the host-country only recently, interethnic contact is crucial and the government is 

advised to reflect on ways to increase immigrant contact with natives. This tells us mainly two 

things: First, policy makers have to improve the opportunity structures so that immigrants and 

natives get in contact. Second, my results show repeatedly that immigrants are a heterogeneous 

group which requires diverse treatments. Particularly immigrants who recently migrated to 

Germany are dependent on getting into contact with the native majority. A first understanding 

of the German culture is necessary, not only for job applications but for a general well-being 

and a feeling of acceptance.  

As I mentioned before, in order to get into contact with natives certain opportunity structures 

have to be present (Peter Michael Blau, 1977; Peter M Blau, Blum, & Schwartz, 1982). One 

major determinant of interethnic contact are language skills as they enable immigrants to 

communicate with the native population. In Germany, the supply of language and integration 

courses has increased tremendously over the last years, helping immigrants to adapt to the new 

culture. Besides language skills, specific loci facilitate interethnic contact. One good example 

are voluntary associations as demonstrated in chapter 4. Associational involvement is likely to 

provide immigrants with links to natives who have host-country specific experience and 

knowledge. Another example are schools and universities. Attending host-country schools and 

universities creates a positive opportunity structure which facilitates interethnic contact. Lastly, 

the government and the media have a significant influence on the perceived social distance 

between immigrants and natives. Whether the foreigner is depicted as fruitful and exciting or 

as strange and daunting is in the hands of politicians and the media.  
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The findings with regard to social networks support the skill-underutilization hypothesis. 

Despite the variety of human capital immigrants bring along, those who are socially integrated 

perform much better on the labor market than those who are not. The reason is not so much the 

lack of specific human-capital related factors such as language and professional skills, but the 

lack of host-country knowledge which increases the social distance between immigrants and 

natives.  

 

7.3 Why do we care?  

The last chapter (chapter 6) could also have been the first chapter as it hinted towards the 

negative implications of over-education for immigrants, thereby serving as a good explanation 

why researchers and politicians should actually care about this problem. Previous studies have 

emphasized the negative impact of over-education on job satisfaction, which in turn leads to 

lower productivity and well-being (Tsang, Rumberger, & Levin, 1991; Zakariya & Battu, 

2013). I showed that this finding can be extended to the migrant population. Actually, 

immigrants, at least first-generation immigrants, are much more disappointed by non-adequate 

employment than natives. I explained this finding by pointing out that most migrants possess 

rather high career expectations which then are not fulfilled because of external constraints such 

as discrimination and non- recognition of credentials. This may lead migrants to feel helpless 

and to be at the mercy of authorities, thereby increasing job dissatisfaction.  

Much of the dissatisfaction was explained by the lower wages over-educated migrants receive 

in comparison to adequately employed migrants. This supported my assumption that migrants 

place a strong value on extrinsic job characteristics such as income. Financial stability is an 

important aspect of life for most individuals. For migrants, however, it is often the motive of 

migration. Also, many migrants who come from collective societies, not only value money for 
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their own sake but also because they feel obliged to take care of their (extended) family. This 

becomes evident when looking at the remittances literature which shows that immigrants are 

much more likely to provide financially for their family, inside and outside of the host-country, 

than natives (Holst & Schrooten, 2006). 

 

Implications 

The negative effect of over-education on job satisfaction for first-generation immigrants is 

alarming and requires attention from policy makers and employers. It reveals that many 

immigrants come to Germany in the hope of a better life and then feel disappointed when part 

of their dreams do not come true. This has alarming consequences for the individual as well as 

for society: Job dissatisfaction is linked to how people deal with their private life and their 

general well-being (Greenhaus & Powell, 2006). Hence, and most readers will relate to this 

statement: If one is dissatisfied with his or her job then this directly affects the quality of the 

partnership, family life but also the quality of friendships. If first-generation immigrants are 

more negatively affected by over-education than natives, than this means that immigrants also 

are more likely to report lower family satisfaction, health, and general well-being. Moreover, 

immigrants also face a higher risk to be less productive at the work place compared to natives. 

If a minority group stands out in terms of inadequate employment, low job satisfaction, and 

lower family satisfaction, then this minority is prone to further prejudices on the part of the 

majority group. Problems, which seem to occur only at the individual level build up to problems 

at the societal level and therefore becomes a problem of the host-society. 

With the demographic change which leads to an increased skill-shortage in Germany, 

politicians and employers are advised to take the problem of immigrant over-education 
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seriously. At best, immigrants aspirations and skills are taken seriously and policy measures are 

implemented which facilitate the recognition of foreign credentials.  

 

7.4 Limitations and implications for future research 

Using the NEPS data I was able to look specifically at immigrants’ starting conditions at time 

of migration. However, as it is often the case with survey data which contains a specific migrant 

sample, the sample sizes are rather small. For this reason, several group differences (for 

example separate analyses for men and women) could not be estimated. A distinction between 

men and women may be relevant as the two groups behave quite differently on the labor market, 

particularly when coming from collective and traditional societies. The data sets at hand, NEPS 

and ESS, also did not allow for a clear causal path. The ESS is purely cross-sectional whereas 

the NEPS data allow for a one year gap between factors such as social capital and over-

education. The retrospective nature of the data enables the examination of events which 

happened in the past such as employment and education prior to migration. Still, longitudinal 

data are highly desirable to adequately address unobserved heterogeneity. Also, certain 

measures can be criticized, such as the measurement of job-related resources which may also 

imply neediness or the measure of job satisfaction which does not distinguish between different 

facets of the job.  

I conclude with several suggestions for future research. Although I provided a detailed and 

comprehensive study of immigrant over-education, I am missing two major points. The first 

point refers to the side of the employers. Very little is known about what employers think about 

job applications from immigrants, what attributes they ascribe to respective migrant groups and 

how this differs depending on the context.  For example, it is argued that statistical 

discrimination is at play when immigrants apply for jobs and my results also hint towards this 
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assumption. However, to what extent this is true can only be known if decisions made by 

employers are studied. Second, we know very little about what immigrants expect and aspire 

when migrating to the host-country. Does every migrant wish to work in the occupation he or 

she was trained for? Or is it more important to find a stable job which secures a steady income?  

Differences in expectations may lead to differences in motivation could explain why certain 

migrants are better able to find adequate employment than others. 

Lastly, I would like to point out that almost nothing is known about the function of authorities 

outside the host-country which facilitate labor market integration. A good example is the 

Goethe-Institute which has several branches in almost every country of the world and where 

people, who are interested in German culture, are able to take German language courses and to 

learn about German history and culture. It would be very interesting to know how such 

institutions could be improved so that future immigrants are prepared optimally before coming 

to Germany. 
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APPENDIX 

Appendix A, table 1: Licensed occupations in Germany (in alphabetical order) 

 

Architect Nurse 

Auditor, accountant Optician 

Baker/confectioner Orthopaedics shoe engineer/technician 

Blacksmith Orthopist 

Boatbuilder Pedagog 

Butcher Pharmacist 

Carpenter Pharmacy technician 

Chimney sweeper Physician 

Chiropodist Plasterer 

Coach -bulider/tinsmith/painter Plumber 

Dentist Radiological assistant 

Dietitian Roofer 

Educator Ropemaker 

Electrician Scaffolder 

Engineering Social worker 

Fas fitter Stone carver 

Geriatric nurse Teacher 

Hairdresser Technician 

Hearing aid acoustician Therapist 

Lawyer Translator 

Locksmith Urban planner 

Manufacturer of fine mechanical/medical/orthopedical products Veterinary medical technical assistant 

Masseur Vulcanizer 

Master carpenter Weapon manufcturer 

Mechanic  

Medical technical assistant  

Midwife  

Mountain guide  

Source: http://anabin.kmk.org and Haupt (2014)  

http://anabin.kmk.org/
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Appendix B 

Appendix B, table 1: Isolated and connected associations  

Organisation AT BE DE DK ES FI GB GR HU IE 

Sport/Outdoor Activity 2.7 (0.002) 2.3 (-0.008) 

2.1 (-

0.003)i 2.0 (0.124) 2.2 (0.029) 

1.8 (-

0.048)i 2.2 (0.174) 2.0 (0.035) 2.3 (0.165) 2.4 (0.142) 

Cultural/Hobby Club 2.9 (0.252) 2.8 (0.154) 2.5 (0.139) 2.4 (0.141) 2.6 (0.311) 2.1 (0.084) 2.6 (0.200) 2.1 (0.280) 2.4 (0.390) 3.0 (0.105) 

Consumer/Automobile Org. 
3.7 (0.117) 4.8 (0.662) 2.9 (-0.002) 3.5 (0.296) 

2.4 (-

0.282)i 

2.2 (-

0.240)i 

3.1 (-

0.172)i 2.9 (0.332) 4.6 (1.031) 3.9 (0.300) 

Humanitarian Aid/Human 

Rights/Minorities 3.6 (0.200) 

3.8 (-

0.020)i 2.9 (0.093) 2.9 (-0.092) 2.6 (0.085) 2.4 (0.052) 3.2 (0.029) 3.2 (0.703) 3.5 (0.022) 3.7 (0.269) 

Environment/Peace/Animal Rights 
3.1 (-

0.258)i 3.8 (-0.017) 2.9 (0.174) 

2.9 (-

0.194)i 2.7 (0.067) 2.7 (0.275) 3.2 (0.003) 2.6 (0.146) 3.5 (0.022) 3.6 (0.175) 

Church/Religious Org. 
2.9 (-

0.134)i 

3.5 (-

0.261)i 

2.5 (-

0.100)i 

2.5 (-

0.331)i 

2.0 (-

0.457)i 

2.0 (-

0.116)i 

2.4 (-

0.229)i 

1.2 (-

1.233)i 

2.2 (-

0.193)i 

2.5 (-

0.217)i 

Political Party 
3.4 (-0.038) 4.2 (0.297) 3.0 (0.228) 3.3 (0.215) 3.2 (0.527) 2.5 (0.061) 3.6 (0.231) 2.1 (0.032)i 

3.0 (-

0.370)i 

3.3 (-

0.299)i 

Science/Education/Teachers/Parents 
3.3 (-0.072) 

3.5 (-

0.086)i 2.8 (0.104) 3.2 (0.153) 2.5 (-0.009) 2.4 (0.121) 2.7 (-0.170) 2.3 (0.104) 

2.9 (-

0.052)i 3.4 (0.087) 

Social Club, Young/Elderly/Women 3.0 (-

0.250)i 

2.9 (0.087) 2.3 (-

0.155)i 

2.5 (-

0.230)i 

2.1 (-

0.246)i 

2.3 (0.036) 2.3 (-

0.281)i 

2.0 (-

0.137)i 

2.6 (0.076) 2.9 (-

0.067)i 

           

Organisation IL IT LU NL NO PL PT SE SI  

Sport/Outdoor Activity 2.3 (0.093) 2.0 (0.045) 1.8 (0.117) 2.0 (0.116) 2.3 (0.001) 1.9 (0.015) 2.2 (0.147) 2.1 (0.060) 1.7 (0.033)i  

Cultural/Hobby Club 2.3 (0.221) 2.6 (0.349) 2.2 (0.384) 2.6 (0.002) 2.8 (0.093) 2.1 (0.303) 3.0 (0.404) 2.6 (0.139) 2.2 (0.187)  

Consumer/Automobile Org. 
3.3 (0.136) 3.0 (0.145) 4.6 (1.481) 3.3 (0.166) 

3.2 (-

0.244)i 

2.1 (-

0.196)i 3.6 (0.358) 3.1 (-0.025) 2.5 (0.258)  

Humanitarian Aid/Human 

Rights/Minorities 2.8 (-0.190) 2.6 (-0.006) 

2.5 (-

0.324)i 3.1 (0.014) 3.4 (0.065) 

2.2 (-

0.035)i 3.1 (0.235) 

2.8 (-

0.194)i 

1.9 (-

0.305)i  
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Environment/Peace/Animal Rights 
2.7 (-

0.282)i 2.9 (0.192) 2.9 (-0.014) 

2.9 (-

0.233)i 3.5 (0.004) 2.6 (0.337) 3.2 (0.143) 3.2 (0.069) 2.5 (0.179)  

Church/Religious Org. 
2.3 (-

0.761)i 

2.2 (-

0.318)i 

2.6 (-

0.359)i 

2.5 (-

0.210)i 

2.8 (-

0.345)i 

1.5 (-

0.391)i 

1.8 (-

0.310)i 

2.6 (-

0.300)i 

2.1 (-

0.100)i  

Political Party 
2.7 (-

0.373)i 2.7 (-0.001) 2.8 (-0.155) 3.5 (0.296) 3.4 (0.073) 2.3 (0.017) 

2.9 (-

0.102)i 3.5 (0.482) 2.3 (0.112)  

Science/Education/Teachers/Parents 
2.6 (-0.171) 

2.8 (-

0.031)i 2.7 (-0.201) 2.9 (-0.044) 3.5 (0.244) 2.3 (0.203) 3.0 (0.088) 2.9 (0.009) 2.3 (0.053)  

Social Club, Young/Elderly/Women 2.3 (-0.179) 2.6 (-

0.069)i 

2.1 (-

0.333)i 

2.8 (-

0.152)i 

2.7 (-

0.117)i 

2.4 (0.266) 2.6 (-

0.220)i 

2.5 (-

0.168)i 

2.0 (0.051)  

Average number of memberships among the members of a specific association type reported; Size corrected figures in brackets; i = isolated association type; See also Griesshaber and Geys 

(2012) 
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Appendix C 

Appendix C, table 1: OLS regressions; Impact of over-education and job characteristics on job satisfaction (first-

generation immigrants; replication of table 6.3; without language skills) 

 Model B.1 Model B.2 Model B.3 Model B.4 

  b se b se b se b se 

Over-education -.538* (.239) -.415 (.249) -.526* (.243) -.416 (.250) 

Log of net income   .575*** (.135)   .539*** (.145) 

Supervision      .566** (.192) .337+ (.193) 

Public sector .297 (.252) .164 (.258) .242 (.259) .140 (.261) 

Extra work hours -.082 (.202) -.499* (.214) -.101 (.204) -.484* (.221) 

Months since job start .001 (.001) -.001 (.001) .001 (.001) -.001 (.001) 

Unlimited contract .200 (.249) .310 (.251) .187 (.254) .295 (.258) 

Satisfaction with family life .155** (.054) .131* (.058) .154** (.055) .132* (.058) 

Recognition  of home-country 

school credentials (No=ref.)         

Yes .921+ (.484) .753 (.469) .922+ (.476) .764 (.460) 

Does not apply 1.178* (.549) .966+ (.548) 1.175* (.541) .977+ (.537) 

Vocational training in host-

country (No=ref.)         

Yes -.010 (.314) -.065 (.299) -.056 (.316) -.088 (.301) 

Does not apply -.042 (.488) -.056 (.458) -.071 (.473) -.072 (.451) 

Length of stay in years .020 (.017) .023 (.017) .019 (.017) .022 (.017) 

1.5 generation migrants -.852* (.395) -.870* (.387) -.830* (.389) -.856* (.384) 

Citizenship .232 (.264) .239 (.270) .271 (.266) .262 (.272) 

Education (in years) .013 (.045) .003 (.045) -.001 (.048) -.005 (.047) 

Repetition of school classes -.327+ (.189) -.333 (.204) -.285 (.200) -.307 (.211) 

Gender: Female .251 (.205) .508* (.221) .292 (.206) .516* (.219) 

Age -.107 (.095) -.156 (.095) -.113 (.093) -.157+ (.094) 

Age² .001 (.001) .001 (.001) .001 (.001) .001 (.001) 

Children at home under the age of 

6 -.416 (.394) -.456 (.413) -.411 (.404) -.451 (.419) 

Family status (Married=ref.)         

Divorced -.541 (.535) -.596 (.562) -.481 (.538) -.557 (.563) 

Widowed .215 (.737) .389 (.812) .217 (.723) .379 (.796) 

Single -.309 (.401) -.364 (.418) -.277 (.394) -.342 (.414) 

Religious denomination 

(Christianity=ref.)         

No Religion -.193 (.274) -.231 (.270) -.162 (.277) -.210 (.271) 

Jewish/other -.297 (.403) -.016 (.403) -.268 (.403) -.017 (.409) 

Muslim .874* (.406) .870* (.392) .814* (.401) .835* (.399) 

Religiousity .118 (.265) .086 (.251) .088 (.262) .071 (.250) 

R-Squared .085  .116  .091  .117          

Observations 402  402  402  402          

+p<.1, *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001 

  

 


