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Abstract

The German labor market faces an increasing shortage of skilled workers in most handicrafts trade. At the

same time, each year, traineeship positions remain vacant. To find potential reasons for this imperfect labor

market situation, this paper explored and identified in form of a qualitative research approach various

discrimination mechanisms for people with a migrant background in access to Vocational Education

Training (VET). The main findings are the importance of a social network for a successful application as

well as societal and employers’ biases during the application process that can disadvantage minority groups.

The results of the research are relevant in two ways. First, they highlight the difficulties in the application

process due to intersectionality and hint at structural inequality in Germany that minority groups face

because of their social origin. Secondly, results provide innovative policy recommendations for ensuring

substantive Equality of Opportunity in access to VET.

Evidence for practice

● Findings suggest a discriminatory treatment for people with a migrant background in the

application process for Vocational Education Training (VET)

● To reduce discrimination, companies should establish a transparent hiring process

● Moreover, people with a migrant background should get sufficient support in the form of social

workers and free tutoring to increase their social capital

Keywords: Vocational Education Training (VET), labor market, discrimination, equality of opportunity,

application process, migrant background
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Introduction

Various studies have found that discrimination in access to Vocational Education Training (VET) preserves

in most applications processes (Beicht & Walden, 2017, 2019; Protsch & Solga, 2016; Söhn, 2020; Tjaden,

2017). Additionally, unequal opportunities in access to VET have received wider public and academic

attention in the past years (Antidiskriminierungsstelle, 2013; BIBB, 2008, 2014, 2017). The reports all have

in common that people with a migrant background are less likely to be offered a traineeship position

(Antidiskriminierungsstelle 2013). More than three times as many people with a migrant background

between the ages of 20 and 34 have no qualified training (BIBB 2017). At the same time, the results of a

study by a German economic research institute (WifOR) predict an increasing lack of qualified workers in

the most diverse areas (Groll, 2022). The demographic situation in which a growing number of people of

the baby boom generation are retiring exacerbates this development. As a reaction, the CEO of the German

Federal Labor Office said in 2021 that Germany needs "400.000 more immigrants each year to prevent staff

shortages in the German labor market" (Hagelüken, 2021). Paradoxically, more than 40 percent of

apprenticeship positions remain vacant each year (“Unbesetzte Ausbildungsplätze,” 2021). Despite this skill

shortage, about 24,000 young people trying to enter the vocational track were left without training

placements (BMBF, 2018). This gap hints at a remarkable mismatch between skill supply and demand.

What follows from this is an imperfect labor market situation in the access to VET. Therefore, it is of crucial

relevance to explore the topic thoroughly to better understand the unequal access in the VET sector in

Germany.

Method

A qualitative research approach with semi-structured in-depth interviews was used to explore and

understand discrimination mechanisms for people with a migrant background during their application

process for VET. To take part in the study, participants had to fulfil the following criteria: 1) they are

currently enrolled or have been enrolled in VET in Germany and 2) they have a migrant background. The

aim of the recruitment was to get a preferably diverse sample of participants. The age of the participants

ranges from 18 to 25. More detailed characteristics of each participant can be found in the Appendix 1. An

interview guide was developed and sent to the participants beforehand to ensure transparency and clear

information. Interviews were conducted in German via Zoom and digitally recorded. They lasted

approximately 20-30 minutes. During the recruitment, voluntary and informed consent was a central

aspect. Moreover, participants had the possibility to ask questions at any time. The research complied with

General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) rules and treated data as carefully as possible. Recorded

interviews were translated and transcribed manually and a thematic analysis approach was used for the

analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2013).

Results

The research identified various discriminatory

mechanisms that challenge people with a migrant

background in accessing VET. These mechanisms

corroborate existing economics theories on

discrimination in the labor market and will be

presented in the following.

Firstly, many participants reported to have

perceived direct discrimination during the interviews. Female participants for example were asked to take

off their headscarf during work (quote 1,2,3
1
). Based on these findings, the participants' experiences

support the theory of taste-based decision making in the application process (Becker, 1957). Accordingly,

employers' prejudices against applicants can lead to negative results for applicants. Based on the employers

taste, people are not chosen by their objective skills and working experience but rather by the subjective

preference of the employer (Becker, 1957).

Secondly, participants reported to have sent applications above average to finally get a call back (quote

4,5,6,7). Their experiences are in line with other scientific studies on discrimination due to a foreign

sounding name at the first stage of the application process (Bertrand & Mullainathan, 2004; Kaas &

Manger, 2012; Nennstiel, 2022). This observation supports statistical discrimination theory that argues that

employers misjudge the applicants' productivity by considering the expected productivity of the ascriptive

group the applicant belongs to (Arrow, 1973). Hence, it is based on imperfect information about the actual

1
See the Online Appendix for an overview of the quotes from the interviews.

Public Note |24| Special Issue URS 2023



productivity of the individual job candidate. Members from a less favorable group might be hired at less

favorable terms (Phelps, 1972). Thereof, people with a foreign-sounding name face disadvantages in the

application process (Koopmans et al., 2018).

The third discriminatory mechanism identified presents the potentially weaker academic profile of people

with a migrant background in the application process. This mechanism refers to a certain degree of

intersectionality minority students are more likely to experience. Crenshaw (1991) introduced the theory of

intersectionality by arguing that inequalities often persist because multiple forms of discrimination are

mutually constitutive (Crenshaw, 1991). In the case of people with a migrant background, intersectional

discrimination can be observed in their disadvantaged position of educational performance (Buchmann &

Parrado, 2006; Prenzel et al., 2013; Riphahn, 2003). Due to a typically lower school certificate, their

options for VET decrease because they do not meet the preconditions. Having on top of that the biasedness

of employers, people with a migrant background are set in a highly disadvantaged position.

Lastly, the importance of access to a support network during the application process supports social capital

theory by Bourdieu (1977). It emphasizes social capital as a reproduction of hierarchical structures. Studies

have illustrated that not all migrants actively reach out for counselling services (Granato & Neises, 2017).

Additionally, the PISA analysis shows that students with a lower socio-economic background participate

less in career guidance activities (Musset & Kurekova, 2018; Sweet et al., 2014). Contrastingly, most

participants reported from a social network in form of advisory fairs, social workers, and career guidance in

school that helped them during their application process. Most of them considered the support as very

helpful(quote 8,9, 1op). It is, therefore, of crucial relevance for a smooth transition to VET that career

guidance services provide easily accessible offers for everyone interested in support. This way, the

discriminatory mechanism in the form of a lack of support in the application process is reduced if not

dissolved. Parallelly, a functioning support network would at least ensure equal opportunities in terms of

the search and preparation for the application procedure.

Conclusion

The reports of the participants clearly show that unequal opportunities in access to VET exist. If not tackled,

the situation of VET in Germany will have drastic consequences for the prospective economy in Germany

due to an increasing lack of skilled worker. To counteract discrimination, companies could for example ask

for application letters with anonymized personal data about

ethnicity, gender, or religion. This way, employers prevent a

situation in which they make a potentially unfair decision based

on the assumed productivity of the applicant. Additionally, there

should be more support in the form of social workers and free

tutoring for those who need it. This way, they acquire the

necessary capabilities to make use of formal opportunities of

access to VET. Moreover, a transparent recruitment process can

decrease the risk of direct and indirect discrimination due to

biases.

Further research can, in various ways, contribute to the topic of disadvantaged access to VET. Firstly, it can

make a cross-country analysis of the hurdle to access in VET and look for differences or similarities. Results

could enrich the discussion on ensuring substantive equal opportunities for young people searching for a

traineeship. Secondly, further exploration of organizational discrimination regarding the pre-requirements

in an application might illuminate more discrimination mechanisms. The same holds for exploring

employers' perceptions and their decision-making process in determining to what extent discrimination

happens on a direct-indirect level. Thirdly, research should be done regarding the design and effectiveness

of policies in reducing the importance of social capital. In a society with equal opportunities, social origin

should not be a determining factor of one’s success. Thus, policy makers should design policies that ensure

a fair application procedure that is independent of the applicant’s social capital.
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