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Refugees’ inclusion at work:
a qualitative cross-level analysis
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Veerle Ross
KPMG Holding NV, Amsterdam, The Netherlands

Abstract
Purpose – Refugees’ inclusion at work is critical for the individual, for employers and for the receiving
societies. Yet, refugees are often disadvantaged in working life or are being excluded from the labor market
altogether. The purpose of this paper is to examine barriers and facilitators to refugees’ inclusion at work at
the individual, organizational and country level, and pay particular attention to how the three levels relate to
each other in shaping inclusion and exclusion of refugees at work.
Design/methodology/approach – The authors conducted 18 interviews with employed refugees,
employers and experts from governmental and non-governmental institutions in the Netherlands.
Findings – Based on the theoretical structure, 13 themes emerged from the interview material – 5 themes at
the individual level, 4 at the organizational level and 4 at the country level. The authors also found indicators
for an interplay of barriers and facilitators across levels.
Research limitations/implications – This is a small study conducted in the Netherlands, providing
several starting points for future research.
Practical implications – The authors provide recommendations for refugees, employers and policy makers
aimed at addressing barriers and leveraging facilitators of refugees’ inclusion at work.
Originality/value – The organizational level, which diversity research has shown to affect minority group
members’ inclusion at work, is rarely taken into account in refugee research. Based on the cross-level analysis,
the authors identify patterns of interplay between the three levels and provide a relational framework of
refugees’ inclusion at work.
Keywords Discrimination, Migrant workers, Equal opportunities
Paper type Research paper

The global community is currently witnessing the historically highest number of people
fleeing war and persecution (UNHCR, 2018). For many of these refugees, Europe is the final
destination, which makes the integration of several million people from various
backgrounds a crucial task for the European Union (Betts and Collier, 2015; Eurostat,
2017; The Economist, 2015). Finding relevant work has been shown to be of particular
importance for the integration of refugees, given that employment directly affects their
financial independence (e.g. de Vroome and van Tubergen, 2010), well-being and health
(e.g. Ager and Strang, 2008), acculturation (e.g. García-Ramírez et al., 2011), and their
acceptance among the receiving societies (e.g. Markaki and Longhi, 2013). Yet, we also know
that refugees hold a disadvantaged labor market position that keeps them in occupations
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with a lower status than their actual profession, or out of jobs altogether (e.g. Ager and
Strang, 2008; Baranik et al., 2017; Cheung and Phillimore, 2014; Hooijer and Picot, 2015).

Most explanations for the limited access of refugees to work in host societies focus on the
individual level (experiences of refugees) by applying social and human capital theory (e.g.
de Vroome and van Tubergen, 2010; Hartog and Zorlu, 2009), or on the country level by
focusing on country-specific policies and programs (e.g. Bleijenbergh et al., 2014). In
contrast, the organizational level and interrelations among the three levels, which diversity
research has shown to affect minority group members’ inclusion at work (Syed and
Özbilgin, 2009; Syed and Pio, 2010), are rarely taken into account. This is particularly
surprising in light of employers’ interest in this particular group of potential employees to
fill labor and skills shortages (The Economist, 2015; van Wassenhove, 2015); the “significant
thematic and logical convergences” (de Jong, 2016, p. 431) shared by research on diversity
management and migration studies; and the need for a multi-level understanding of
effective management of employees’ inclusion (Syed and Özbilgin, 2009). Hence, the leading
research questions of this study are as follows:

RQ1. What are the individual, organizational and national facilitators and barriers for
refugees’ inclusion in Dutch workplaces?

RQ2. How do these facilitators and barriers operate across the three levels?

In answering these research questions, we contextualize refugees’ inclusion by building on the
relational framework of diversity management by Syed and Özbilgin (2009), differentiating the
individual, organizational and country level as well as their interrelations. To explore this
complex interplay, we applied a qualitative approach and analyzed semi-structured interviews
with eight refugees, four employers and six experts from governmental and non-governmental
organizations (NGOs).

Our study offers several contributions. First, by applying Syed and Özbilgin’s (2009)
relational framework, this study facilitates a more encompassing understanding of refugees’
inclusion than single-level conceptualizations of diversity and inclusion. Specifically, we
identify individual-, organizational- and country-level influences as well as patterns of their
interrelations across levels, based on which we develop a relational framework of refugees’
inclusion at work. As an important part of this analysis, we shed light on employers’
perspectives and the largely ignored organizational level of refugees’ inclusion at work. As a
result, we point out critical themes that have not been identified previously and argue that
refugee status should be considered as a distinct type of diversity (like gender, age,
disability, etc.). Next, by focusing on the Netherlands, this paper follows previous calls to
provide country-specific perspectives on diversity management in general (Farndale et al.,
2015; Klarsfeld et al., 2016; Nishii and Özbilgin, 2007) and, more specifically, on the
integration of refugees in host society’s organizations (e.g. Knappert et al., 2018; Pedersen,
2012). Finally, our findings provide some specific suggestions for policy makers, employers
and refugees to facilitate refugees’ inclusion at work.

A relational framework of refugees’ inclusion
Our theoretical starting point is the concept of inclusion as defined by Shore et al. (2011,
p. 1265), who describe it as “the degree to which an employee perceives that he or she is an
esteemed member of the work group through experiencing treatment that satisfies his or her
needs for belongingness and uniqueness.” Following this conceptualization, refugees’
inclusion is considered an individual experience that plays an important role for outcomes
such as refugees’ careers, well-being and performance. We contextualize refugees’ inclusion
by drawing on Syed and Özbilgin’s (2009) relational framework of diversity management.
Applying the perspective of sociological realism, the authors developed a multi-layered

CDI



conceptualization that considers individual (e.g. individual experiences, opportunities and
agency), organizational (e.g. organizational processes and approaches to diversity) and
national (e.g. a society’s beliefs and values, laws, education) levels of the phenomenon.
Further, the framework specifically acknowledges that these levels do not operate in
isolation but relate to each other. Hence, we argue that an understanding of refugees’
inclusion at work necessitates an examination of influences not only at the individual level,
but also at the organizational and the country level, as well as the interplay among these
three levels.

Analyzing the individual level, we focus on an individual’s “unique resources and agency
that equip her/him to respond to the various issues and challenges” (Syed and Özbilgin,
2009, p. 2443) at work. Indeed, prior research has shown that various factors at the
individual level, including language proficiency, work experience, gender and contact with
host country nationals, affect refugees’ access to and inclusion at work (e.g. de Vroome and
van Tubergen, 2010; Knappert et al., 2018). Regarding the organizational level, previous
research has repeatedly shown how organizational policies and approaches toward
diversity shape diversity and inclusion (e.g. Cox, 1994; Dobbin and Kalev, 2016; Ely and
Thomas, 2001; Nishii, 2013). In fact, Shore et al. (2011) frame the experience of inclusion as a
consequence of organizational antecedents, such as diversity management practices. We
therefore expect organizational-level factors to be crucial in shaping refugees’ perceptions of
inclusion at work, but to date there is very limited research on refugee inclusion at work that
specifically looked at organizational influences. With respect to the country level, we know
that national cultures and institutional structures such as a country’s legislative framework
regarding equal opportunity are important drivers of diversity and inclusion in
organizations (Farndale et al., 2015; Klarsfeld et al., 2014). For instance, Peretz et al. (2015)
found cultural practices to moderate the relationship between organizational diversity
programs and employee absenteeism and turnover. Other examples show how political
changes and cutbacks in subventions for diversity programs at the national level affect
organizational practices and eventually the inclusion or exclusion of underrepresented
groups (Bleijenbergh et al., 2014). Given that countries tend to have strict regulations
regarding refugees and work, we expect that there are also national factors that shape
refugees’ perceptions of inclusion at work. Figure 1 summarizes the conceptual starting
point of this study.

Country Level

Organizational
Level

Individual
Level

Refugees’
Inclusion

Figure 1.
Conceptual starting
point of this study

Refugees’
inclusion
at work



Despite Syed and Özbilgin’s (2009) call for cross-level research on inclusion, there have
been only limited investigations on the relationships among the individual, organizational
and country level, even less so with regard to refugees’ inclusion (for a recent exception
that looked at how national- and organizational-level factors shape gender differences
in refugees’ perceived inclusion at work in Turkey, see Knappert et al., 2018). In this
study, we therefore focus on how cross-level relationships among factors shape
refugees’ inclusion.

Refugees’ inclusion in the Netherlands
The Netherlands has a history of being a popular destination for refugees, but in the
last decade has become somewhat less welcoming (MIPEX, 2018). The financial crisis,
increased unemployment and more conservative governments have caused the
Netherlands to be more reserved toward refugees. Following a sudden increase in
asylum applications due to the Syrian war, these developments also resulted in the
EU–Turkey deal in which the EU promised Turkey money in exchange for preventing
refugees from coming to Europe (The Economist, 2016). In fact, in 2015 (before the deal), a
total number of 43,093 people (including 18,766 Syrians) requested asylum in the
Netherlands. In 2017 (after the deal), only 14,716 refugees requested asylum (of which
2,202 were Syrians) (VluchtelingenWerk, 2018).

Refugees who request asylum in the Netherlands are first obliged to stay in a reception
center. Their stay in such a center can last for months or even years, during which they
remain in relative isolation from the wider Dutch society and in the first six months are not
allowed to engage in paid work. After these six months, if they are still in the asylum request
procedure, paid work is only allowed under specific circumstances (e.g. the employer must
provide a permit; asylum seekers can only keep 25 percent of their income to a maximum of
€185 per month). During the asylum request procedure, refugees receive up to €232 per month
from the Dutch Government for food, clothing and other expenses (Rijksoverheid, 2018a).
Once refugees are granted asylum, they are obliged to follow an integration course (which
takes about 600 h) that they need to pass within three years. The majority of this integration
course focuses on learning the Dutch language and culture, but there is also a part that is
aimed at preparing the refugees for the Dutch labor market. However, even 10 years after
being granted asylum only one-third of refugees between 18 and 64 years old have paid work
for more than 30 h a week in the Netherlands (Engbersen, 2015).

To improve the position of refugees in the labor market, the Dutch Government has
implemented several programs (e.g. labor market guidance for refugees; integrated
language and schooling trajectories; and tailored support and coaching in finding work) and
provided a number of subsidies for employers aimed at stimulating refugee employment
(SER, 2018). Since these programs have been in place, employers have tended to be more
open to employing refugees. Their motivation to do so ranges from intrinsically wanting to
contribute to refugee integration to the extrinsic motivation of hoping that refugees can fill
long-term vacancies (Razenberg and de Gruijter, 2017). These developments, however, have
not yet led to a significant improvement in the position of refugees in the labor market. From
the employers’ perspective, difficulties in approaching refugees and a perceived mismatch of
job requirements and refugees’ qualifications are important reasons why many employers
are not recruiting refugees (SER, 2018). The Dutch Government, therefore, assigned an
additional EURO 10m until 2020 to implement more measures to enhance refugees’
participation in the Dutch labor market (Rijksoverheid, 2018b).

Taken together, the question of which factors facilitate and hinder the labor market
participation of refugees in the Netherlands, and in particular the role of employers therein,
is a timely one. In the following, we address this question by examining the barriers and
facilitators to refugee inclusion at work in the Netherlands.
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Methods
This study was designed to analyze the individual, organizational and national
facilitators and barriers for refugees’ inclusion, and their interrelations across levels. To
allow for theoretical guidance as well as theoretical saturation while investigating this
complex interplay, we conducted 18 semi-structured, face-to-face interviews with
important stakeholders, which we analyzed using qualitative content analysis (Gläser and
Laudel, 2013).

Sample
To be able to explore the three levels and their interrelations, the selection of interview
partners involved actors representing the individual level (i.e. the refugees themselves), the
organizational level (i.e. employers and an employment agency) and the country level
(i.e. governmental and NGO representatives). The interviewed refugees (n¼ 8, three female,
five male, aged between 24 and 44) were all employed and had the legal right to work in the
Netherlands. Their countries of origin were Armenia, Eritrea, Senegal and Syria, and their
educational level varied from high school to university level (see Table I).

The employers’ perspective was included in our study by interviewing managers (n¼ 4)
from a consultancy company, an employment agency and a housing corporation. Finally,
the sample of refugee experts consisted of people who were working for local governmental
organizations (n¼ 2) and NGOs focusing on refugee matters (n¼ 4) (see Table II).

Data collection and analysis
The interviews took place in 2016, were conducted by all members of the research team and
lasted between 60 and 120min. In the beginning of each interview, we read through the
participant consent form to assure all interview participants confidentiality and anonymity.
Depending on the preference of the respondent, interviews were conducted in Dutch or
English. The interviews were transcribed verbatim, and Dutch transcripts were translated to
English to ensure that all members of the international research team could understand and
analyze them (Zikic et al., 2010). Two parallel semi-structured interview guidelines were used
that were taken from a larger research project. One guideline of 42 questions was specified
for refugees and the other one with 32 questions was specified for employers and experts.

Interview
participant key Age Gender

Country
of origin

Years living in the
Netherlands Highest educational level

Current
position

Refugee 1 24 M Senegal 3 High school in country of
origin

Warehouse
employee

Refugee 2 32 F Armenia 17 University of Applied Sciences
in the Netherlands

Legal
assistant

Refugee 3 44 M Syria 2 University of Applied Sciences
in country of origin

Interpreter

Refugee 4 24 F Armenia 17 University level in the
Netherlands

Production
employee

Refugee 5 26 M Syria 2 High school in country of
origin

Hairdresser

Refugee 6 31 M Syria 1,5 University level in country of
origin

All-round
employee

Refugee 7 34 M Syria 2 University level in country of
origin

Interpreter

Refugee 8 31 F Eritrea 5 University level in the
Netherlands

Accountant
associate

Table I.
Refugee sample
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Guidelines covered questions regarding the respondents’ personal background, refugees’
perception of their current work situation, diversity and inclusion practices in the current
organization, and the role of the Dutch context.

Data were coded using the software NVivo. In following the principles of qualitative
content analysis (Gläser and Laudel, 2013), our analysis was guided by theoretical concepts
(i.e. we coded barriers and facilitators on the individual, organizational and country level)
and fed by the extracted contents from the interviews that we summarized and rephrased in
an analytic language (i.e. codes). In several intense discussions with the research team, we
clarified ambiguous interview sections, readjusted codes and explored possible patterns.
After this first step of data reduction, we engaged in the recursive process of thematic
analysis by collating codes into themes that we reviewed several times and eventually
defined and named (Braun and Clarke, 2006).

Results
Through our data analysis, we identified 13 themes – 5 themes at the individual level, 4 at
the organizational level and 4 at the country level. Mirroring the structure of our conceptual
starting point (see Figure 1), Figure 2 displays all themes along the two dimensions that are
relevant to our research question: individual, organizational and country level; and barrier
vs facilitator of refugees’ inclusion (indicated by − and +, respectively). Further, we found
patterns regarding interrelations among the individual, organizational and country levels
that are also shown in Figure 2. We will present patterns and three prominent examples of
this interplay at the end of this section.

Barriers and facilitators at the individual level
The only barrier to refugees’ inclusion at the individual level that was repeatedly mentioned
by our participants was refugees’ human capital, i.e., their qualifications and skills. We
found that refugees with more limited education (with high school-level degrees) expressed
contentment with their jobs, whereas higher educated refugees (i.e. those with more human
capital) expressed discontent about underemployment, that is, they did not feel appreciated
or included due to a mismatch between their qualification and job opportunities offered to
them (Krahn et al., 2000).

Conversely, and mirroring previous research (e.g. Ager and Strang, 2008; de Vroome and
van Tubergen, 2010; Portes, 2000; Yakushko et al., 2008), several respondents emphasized
the importance of refugees’ proficiency in the Dutch language and social capital
(i.e. resourceful social ties). Refugees often have limited proficiency in Dutch when fleeing to

Interview
participant
key Gender

Type of
organization Current position

Employer 1 F Consultancy company Program manager refugee talents
Employer 2 F Consultancy company CSR manager
Employer 3 F Employment agency Program manager social development and inclusivity
Employer 4 M Social housing organization Manager
Expert 1 F Local government X Reintegration coach, women
Expert 2 Local government X Account manager
Expert 3 F Local government Y Policy employee economics and labor market
Expert 4 M Local government Z Advisor refugees
Expert 5 M NGO A Consultant job support
Expert 6 M NGO B Project manager

Table II.
Sample of refugee
experts and employers
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the Netherlands. However, language proficiency has been described as a major facilitator by
both refugees and employers. As one manager put it:

Dutch is very important for us. We are a global organization, but we do have a lot of Dutch clients.
(Employer 1)

Further, refugees confirmed the relevance of social capital. Especially in the beginning when
newcomers lack a local network, which was highlighted as particularly burdensome during
job search. As one of the refugees made clear:

At first they were telling me some of the stuff like I was overqualified. But then I was thinking I am
underqualified. And until I could find the right person the only option that as an individual, if you
try to find a job individually, you try only on internet […] but it is about how to find the right
person. The right connection to whom to hand your CV. So that was really tough for me. (Refugee 8)

To familiarize themselves with the Dutch labor market, build networks with host country
nationals and learn the language, some respondents described volunteering as a promising
way forward:

That they [refugees] will find as fast as they can a volunteer job, despite setbacks and hearing ‘no’ a
lot. It is very important to volunteer at a soccer club, get yourself into the society and not stay at
home too much. (Expert 5)

The role that volunteering plays in supporting employees’ attempts to enter the labor
market has not been fully investigated (Tomlinson, 2010). However, hoping to eventually

COUNTRY LEVEL

INDIVIDUAL LEVEL

Refugees’
Inclusion

ORGANIZATIONAL
LEVEL

– Economic crisis
– Legislative hurdles
+ Memory of host country’s
   migration history
+ Sympathetic media coverage

– Human capital
+ Host country language
   proficiency
+ Social capital
+ Volunteering
+ Motivation

– Strict language
requirements

– Stereotypes and biased
procedures

+ Corporate Social
Responsibility

+ Strategic use of
“refugee” label

Figure 2.
A relational

framework of
refugees’

inclusion at work
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find employment, volunteering seems to be perceived as “a foot in the door” by
some refugees, and most experts supported this perception (see also SER, 2018).
Undoubtedly, volunteering with the hopes of finding paid employment requires not only
financial means but also sustained determination and high motivation. In fact, refugees’
high motivation to work and to participate was pointed out by several respondents as
one of their assets:

The best strength that they [refugees] have shown is that they can cross all borders. So they are
motivated and will go the extra mile. (Expert 6)

Interestingly, some of the interviewed refugees were very much aware of how their
motivation is perceived by the locals:

People […] see how motivated refugees are. What kind of obstacles they overcome. How positive
they are, they are persistent. (Refugee 2)

The issue of refugees’ high motivation is not yet well understood in the literature, which is
surprising given the importance of agency for refugees’ own creation of opportunities
(Zanoni and Janssens, 2007).

Barriers and facilitators at the organizational level
Regarding the organizational level, our respondents largely confirmed earlier findings that strict
language requirements as part of job descriptions are major hurdles for refugees to even be
considered for a vacancy. Further, stereotypes shared by organizational members, in particular
by recruiters (Derous et al., 2012), and biased procedures create barriers for inclusion:

Companies still have a lot of incomprehension against certain groups. Ignorance, what we do not
know, we fear. (Expert 2)

On the employers’ side, an example for biased procedures was provided by a manager in an
employment agency:

[…] our customers expect us to deliver the best talents. That is why they hire us, because they
cannot find the candidates themselves, so sometimes the refugee is indeed the best person for the
job, because of his qualifications and his skills. But often he is not, because what we see is that they
have a gap on their resume of mostly three years. So then there is a great chance that the employer
says: I have someone else with no gap on his resume and I will hire that person. So that is also
something we encounter as an obstacle. (Employer 3)

Importantly, stereotypes and biased procedures have been observed in both private and
public organizations, which creates a particularly strong barrier for refugees’ inclusion. As
one expert shared with us:

What we see is that in some local governments, if they know you are a refugee you will be on the
bottom of the priority list. (Expert 6)

Conversely, several respondents suggested that, in light of the recent influx of refugees,
organizations in the Netherlands are taking their responsibility as employers and relevant
stakeholders of society increasingly seriously. In the context of corporate social responsibility
(CSR), most organizations have implemented ethical and social standards and developed
programs to meet these standards (Carroll, 1999; Lindgreen and Swaen, 2010). Several
employers indicated that they have specific CSR programs that target refugees’ inclusion, for
example, by collaborating with NGOs and by providing internships or mentoring for refugees.
One employer pointed out:

I think at the moment we are not recruiting a lot of people, so we have a sort of a slowdown in the
recruitment. But we do hire refugees still […] so we really put extra focus on hiring refugees […]
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We have now 15 refugees working with [company]. That is top priority for us, to recruit them, but
also make them successful within [company]. (Employer 2)

A particularly interesting finding is the strategic use of the “refugee” label at the organizational
level. For example, one of the employers explained that they applied vs removed the “refugee”
label depending on the human resource practice in question. Specifically, because the company
was interested in hiring refugees as part of their CSR efforts, they recruited specifically
“refugee” candidates. However, once identified as a candidate for a position, the “refugee” label
was purposefully removed in order to ensure equality among candidates:

We do make the distinction while recruiting, because you need to use different channels, but once
they are in the recruitment process they are normal employees. They are not refugees. (Employer 2)

Similarly, a project leader from a NGO explained how the organization applied the “refugee”
label as a facilitator for the NGO’s work and to guide other stakeholders’ attention:

In the project we used and misused the word “refugee”, because sometimes you want to have
attention and then we are talking about refugees and sometimes you do not want to have too much
attention and then you say “people” or “talented people”. (Expert 6)

These examples show how the “refugee” label can help or hinder refugees’ inclusion. The
quotes also make clear that many actors, including refugees themselves, are very aware of
this and use the label depending on their purpose. One refugee told us:

I also deleted my nationality from my CV. […] I deleted it on purpose. Only organization X [refugee
organization] advised me to leave it on my CV, but other people like the local government told me:
No, leave it out, it has no advantage. (Refugee)

Barriers and facilitators at the country level
While “economists tend to see a large influx of refugees not as an obligation or a threat – but
as an opportunity” (Portes, 2018), in the wake of a global economic crisis, public opinion
tends to highlight deep-rooted fears that refugees will take away jobs from host country
workers. Following the general public opinion, we heard several statements about how the
economic situation in the Netherlands at the time of data collection limited job opportunities
for refugees. Also, refugees themselves were convinced that:

Dutch people also do not have jobs, there are no vacancies. The economic situation now is a general
problem for everyone. (Refugee 6)

Further, we found the legislative hurdles that accompany refugees from the moment they
officially arrive in a host country to create several obstacles for their employment and
inclusion. For example, several refugees told us that the qualifications they earned in their
home countries are not acknowledged in the Netherlands, often leading them into
underemployment (Baranik et al., 2017; Krahn et al., 2000):

In Syria I was a lawyer, but here my diploma does not work. If I want to be a lawyer again I have to
go study maybe one or two years. (Refugee 7)

Such processes that are necessary for refugees to establish their legal and professional
status take time. Often this is perceived as time that passes all too slowly, especially by
refugees themselves but also by the employers:

What we see is that a lot of people in The Netherlands could work with the skills we need but they
are not yet allowed to work. So it is not specifically what hinders our company, but what hinders
asylum seekers, to start working immediately. […] There are a lot of rules and I think that is not
very helpful. I think we are in a country with a lot of legislation and everything. Procedures and
rules and if you are not familiar with that, it can be difficult. (Employer 2)

Refugees’
inclusion
at work



Meanwhile, refugees are subject to relocations that seem to work against their integration
into society and their inclusion at work:

These people are randomly located to a [asylum] center, without knowing which government they
will end up with in the end. If they are in the center in Tilburg [South of The Netherlands], it can be
possible that they are relocated to Groningen [North of The Netherlands]. […] The people that are
staying in the center already live there, know the neighborhood and know the city. And then when
they get a permit they need to move to a completely different city. But from the moment they enter
the country they already start integrating. (Expert 1)

Next to these hindrances, our participants also mentioned some national influences that they
described as rather helpful for refugees’ inclusion, for example, the role of Dutch national’s
memory of their country’s migration history:

We are basing things on the integration we are used to, from our history. The belief that if every
individual can be him or herself, it will create the best society. This is the ongoing discussion about
integration and assimilation. We do it like we did it in the past and it will be all right. (Expert 4)

The same respondent also highlighted how the memory of refugees in the context of the
Second World War might influence refugees’ inclusion today:

A part of the society sees refugees as something to take care of as an extension of the SecondWorld
War – that they should be hosted, that we have a humanitarian obligation. I think that the memory
of the Second World War could help. (Expert 4)

This sequence of Dutch history was also reflected on by one of the interviewed refugees:

Sometimes maybe people from Holland, they still remember the Second World War. So this makes
it easier to understand our situation now. Because we have the same now. (Refugee 6)

Finally, most of our respondents described the Dutch media’s growing interest and often
sympathetic coverage of the refugees’ situation as a facilitator for refugees’ inclusion at work.
For instance, a project manager from a refugee organization mentioned that, with the increase
of media attention, the Dutch society’s awareness regarding refugees is increasing too:

Unfortunately, there was a picture of the little boy on the beach in Greece [the picture showed the
dead body of a Syrian boy who did not survive the boat trip across the Mediterranean] that helped a
lot to support refugees towards work. A lot of organizations, companies, individuals are connecting
with our organization to help refugees. (Expert 6)

Interrelations between the levels
In line with the relational framework by Syed and Özbilgin (2009), we focus not only on the
analysis of barriers and facilitators on the individual, organizational and country level,
respectively, but pay particular attention to the interplay between the three levels. This
additional step also allowed us to observe patterns of interplay. That is, the general direction
of influence seems to be top-down, and barriers and facilitators at the country level tend to
shape refugees’ inclusion through barriers and facilitators at lower-order levels. In this
subsection, we present three examples that capture these patterns.

The first example describes the interplay between the country level and the
organizational level, with positive consequences for refugees’ inclusion. Our participants
reported that the sympathetic media coverage on refugee issues creates a higher awareness
by the Dutch society, which, in turn, stimulates organizations to get more positively
involved in refugees’ inclusion. As one expert told us:

Media is representation. And we also noticed that we were called so much more by organizations all
of a sudden. Two years ago it was silent, but now the phone keeps ringing. […] I think we can only
look at it in a positive way. It is a good tendency. (Expert 5)

CDI



More precisely, in order to meet societal expectations (Carroll, 1999) that are partly fueled by the
media, organizations implement CSR programs that focus on the inclusion of refugees at work:

What we notice is that more and more companies are more open to take social responsibility. If you
look at companies that take initiatives and also provide places such as internship places or general
working places, providing help in this way becomes more and more popular. So it gets more
societal support. That definitely helps. (Expert 2)

Our second example captures the interplay between refugees’ human capital (individual
level) and biased processes in public organizations (organizational level). More specifically,
one expert reported that most local governments are accustomed to bringing people with
limited education into jobs, whereas they are not prepared to handle well-qualified refugees:

We have a lot of diversity. The local government is not designed or equipped to cope with the
middle and higher segment of the status holders, apart from the diplomas, qualifications and
language skills. In brief, this kind of individual treatment is very complex. (Expert 4)

Hence, especially refugees with higher education suffer from underemployment. Indeed, the
highly educated refugees in our sample (i.e. those with university degrees) struggled because
they could not continue their actual profession in the Netherlands, causing them to feel
excluded from the Dutch labor market. Some of them expressed that they felt limited in the
use of their potential, and that they “could do much more” (Refugee 2). Others phrased this
more positively, describing their current position as “an opportunity to grow” (Refugee 4). In
contrast, when asked if their qualifications fit their current position, the refugees with more
limited levels of education (with high school-level degrees) expressed contentment with their
jobs. This discrepancy between the experiences of refugees with higher and more limited
levels of education is partly due to the local governments that are well prepared in getting the
less educated into jobs, while being unprepared to do this task in the higher segments of the
labor market.

A final example of how elements at different levels relate to each other demonstrates the
dynamics between the individual and the country level. Multiple respondents mentioned
that refugees’ high motivation (individual level) can be a major facilitator for their inclusion
at work. At the same time, we identified the legislative hurdles that many refugees face
upon arriving in the Netherlands as a major barrier (country level) that negatively
affects refugees’ motivation (individual level) and eventually their exclusion from work.
As summarized by an advisor for refugees at a local government:

[…] they will be in the [asylum] center for a relatively long period without being able to develop
themselves or keep up with their potential […] the drive they had is mostly gone […] this is one of
the unique distinctions they have, but the way we organize it here in The Netherlands makes that
[unique distinction] disappear. (Expert 4)

This perception was shared across experts and refugees. In fact, one refugee told us:

You do not come to another country to sit, to receive something, the minimal, you just want to
participate. People lose their motivation if you as a local government apply certain policy rules or
not. (Refugee 4)

Discussion
This study provides an analysis of how individual, organizational and country influences
and the interplay between them shape refugees’ inclusion and exclusion in Dutch
workplaces. We found several elements to be critical for refugees’ inclusion. Specifically,
we identified human capital at the individual level, strict language requirements as well
as stereotypes and biased procedures at the organizational level, and economic crisis
and legislative hurdles at the country level as barriers of refugees’ inclusion in
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Dutch workplaces. Facilitators of refugees’ inclusion are: host country language proficiency,
social capital, volunteer work and motivation at the individual level, CSR and strategic use
of the “refugee” label at the organizational level, and memory of the host country’s migration
history as well as sympathetic media coverage at the national level.

Most importantly, we presented three prominent examples of how these elements work
together across the three levels, illustrating facilitating dynamics (e.g. sympathetic media
coverage stimulates organizational CSR programs) as well as interplay with negative
consequences for refugees’ inclusion (e.g. biased procedures in local governments provoke
well-qualified refugees’ underemployment). Taken together, the interplay between the
different levels described by our participants indicates a top-down flow of influence and
indirect consequences of country-level barriers and facilitators on inclusion. For example,
it is not the sympathetic media coverage itself that shapes refugees’ inclusion but it may
motivate organizational CSR programs with a more immediate impact on refugees’
inclusion. Further, our empirical material did not indicate any “bottom-up effects,” such
that, for example, refugees would shape organizational inclusion practices. Although
previous research has shown impactful agency by minority employees (e.g. Zanoni and
Janssens, 2007) and institutional change by organizational actors (Battilana et al., 2009),
we thus did not find any evidence for these bottom-up capacities to maneuver when it
comes to refugees’ inclusion.

By revealing the interplay between the different levels, we show that multi-level
conceptualizations and the incorporation of the organizational level are essential for a
comprehensive understanding of refugees’ inclusion. Further, our relational framework on
refugees’ inclusion (Figure 2) extends earlier theorizing on diversity and inclusion by putting
inclusion back in its broader context. The relational framework of diversity management
(Syed and Özbilgin, 2009) has proven to be particularly valuable for interpreting our findings
as its application has revealed that, in their quest for inclusion at work, refugees face unique
facilitators and barriers at all three levels (individual, organizational and national) as well as
the interplay between these levels. However, our findings indicate that the interplay tends to
be characterized by a top-down flow and that, in coherence with Shore et al.’s (2011)
conceptualization of inclusion on the intersection between the individual and his/her work
unit, country-level influences tend to have indirect effects on refugees’ inclusion.

Further, this study’s findings inform ongoing discussions and advance recent research
findings regarding refugees’ inclusion at work. More specifically, our findings on the
underemployment of well-qualified refugees mirror earlier discussions about the skill
paradox, which describes the phenomenon that “the more immigrants are skilled and
qualified, the less likely they are to find employment relative to their local counterparts”
(Dietz et al., 2015, p. 1318). Yet, whereas previous studies assume recruiters’ bias lies at the
core of this phenomenon, this study sheds light on the role of local governments in
brokering work for highly skilled and/or qualified refugees. This, in turn, underlines our
study’s contribution to context-specific perspectives on diversity and inclusion (Farndale
et al., 2015; Klarsfeld et al., 2016; Nishii and Özbilgin, 2007). And yet in another important
advancement of recent research, our finding regarding the negative influence of legislative
hurdles on refugees’ motivation offers a possible explanation for the causal relationship
between waiting times in the asylum process and reduced employment rates of refugee
status holders (Engbersen et al., 2015; Hainmueller et al., 2016).

Finally, emphasizing the thematic and logical connections between diversity management
and refugees studies (de Jong, 2016), our study demonstrates that refugees’ inclusion at work
can be explained and investigated by drawing on a more general diversity management
framework. Hence, an important implication is that refugees should be recognized as a
distinctive group that requires special study, attention and protection (like women, ethnic
minorities, people with a disability, etc.).
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Limitations and future research
The main limitations of this study are its small sample size and a potential language
barrier for those cases where the mother tongue of the respondent was neither Dutch nor
English (the only spoken languages by the researchers), but Arabic, Armenian or French.
Yet, the level of Dutch or English still had to be perceived as sufficient by the interviewer
in order for the interview to be included in the sample. More generally, as a cross-cultural
research team, we discussed inconclusive interview sections intensively to develop a clear
understanding (Welch and Piekkari, 2006).

We have touched upon differences in barriers and facilitators of refugees’ inclusion
between refugees with higher and more limited levels of education, whereas previous
studies have shown that refugees’ inclusion at work can also be affected by the refugee’s
gender (Knappert et al., 2018; Tomlinson, 2010). We therefore recommend future research
with larger samples to shed more light on differences between refugees (e.g. class and
gender but also age, ethnicity/race, sexual orientation, etc.) to develop a deeper
understanding of how intersectionalities (Crenshaw, 1991) may shape individual
experiences of inclusion at work.

As our study provides rare insights on organizational influences on refugees’ inclusion,
we see the study of these initial starting points as particularly worthwhile to pursue in
future research. For example, the theme of labeling refugees, depending on their status in
the organization (candidate or employee) and organizational goals (to attract attention or
not), extends previous academic knowledge and requires further investigations, for which
we see previous work on diversity management and stigma (McLaughlin et al., 2004; Olsen
and Martins, 2012) as useful point for departure. Furthermore, we recommend researchers to
examine employers’ efforts to recruit refugees in order to develop knowledge on facilitators
and hindrances during that hiring process from the employers’ perspective.

Whereas our results underline the importance of contextualizing refugees’ inclusion
and analyzing the influence of national peculiarities, we would like to inspire other
researchers to apply our research design across countries to develop comparative studies
to advance our knowledge of country differences and their influence on refugees’ inclusion
(Klarsfeld et al., 2016). Comparative studies are needed to further develop and test the
influences identified in this study. For example, future research could investigate whether,
how and to what extent media coverage affects the relationship between organizational
programs and refugees’ inclusion.

Regardless of the main level that researchers focus on, we have shown that a coherent
understanding of refugees’ inclusion necessitates the consideration of all three levels
(individual, organizational and national). Our study may therefore encourage researchers to
deepen and refine the concepts and dynamics we have identified in this paper. We recommend
researchers deliver more empirical insights into the interplay between levels and the potential
occurrence of bottom-up effects (Battilana et al., 2009; Zanoni and Janssens, 2007). For
instance, we see refugees’ agency and capacity to micro-emancipate (i.e. their actions to
increase their control over their work arrangements) in host country organizations as a
valuable research endeavor. Further, researchers could specify how organizational CSR or
diversity programs that consider refugees next to other identity groups impact refugees’
individual experiences and careers.

Practical implications
Given the results of this study, we call for a coordinated, collective effort to address the here
identified barriers and facilitators. One factor that could help mobilizing such a collective
effort is highlighting refugees as a special group and giving them similar attention and
protection as other identity groups in society in general and in organizations in particular.
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Beside this collective effort, we see several implications for the relevant actors. First,
for refugees it was recommended by all informants to learn the host society’s language
(cf. Ager and Strang, 2008). Additionally, finding volunteer work as soon as possible may
be a promising route into employment. Second, we recommend employers introduce
refugees to the Dutch workforce by providing volunteer and internship places (e.g. as part
of their CSR programs). These programs should ideally be linked to opportunities for paid
employment in order to avoid false hopes and exploitation. Moreover, since refugees are
subject to negative stereotypes, we recommend employers provide diversity programs to
decrease the likelihood of biased procedures and the prejudiced way employers and
employees may look at refugees. Another implication for organizations is to carefully
consider when to label people as “refugees.” For example, as our findings show, hiring
refugees as part of CSR programs most likely requires the use of the refugee label while
recruiting, whereas using the same label might backfire once they are in the selection
process or when they are employed. Third, we recommend policy makers to attend to the
legislative hurdles. Most importantly, more resources are needed to speed up the currently
demotivating registration processes. Further, the number of relocations that refugees have
to endure should be minimized, to allow for their local integration. And finally, clear
regulations and trainings of government employees could help to ensure fair and
transparent procedures across the Netherlands.

Conclusion
The influx of refugees may be understood as a temporary phenomenon until the situation in
the home country improves, but the number of refugees tragically is at an all-time high
(UNHCR, 2018) and history shows that many refugees remain in their host societies
(cf. Engbersen, 2015). Given the critical role of their economic integration, this study explores
refugees’ inclusion in Dutch workplaces. Based on our findings from interviews with refugees,
employers and experts, we develop a relational framework of refugees’ inclusion that
contextualizes refugees’ inclusion, specifies the interplay between levels, sheds light on the
understudied employers’ perspectives and thereby facilitates a comprehensive understanding
of refugees’ inclusion. Further, our context-sensitive analysis contributes to the growing body
of country-specific perspectives on diversity and inclusion and provides several starting points
for future research. Most importantly, we call for a collective effort to give refugees similar
attention and protection as other identity groups, inside and outside of the Netherlands.
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