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Abstract 

 

This study investigates the subject of international student migration, which a focus on non-EU 

nationals who have migrated to Berlin, Germany. The study highlights a research gap and a 

research approach that offers an insight into international migration, focusing on student 

migration. Within the wide range of different perspectives on student migration, the nature of the 

student migration experience and how their decision to return is shaped is the main concept of 

this thesis. Therefore, the research question is “To what extent do the experiences of non-EU 

international students in the German labour market affect their decision to return?”. The 

research question will be narrowed down into the sub-question of “What roles do nationality 

and social class play regarding their experiences?”. The inquiry will be framed to explore the 

experiences of international students from non-EU countries and their decision to return, if 

applicable, to their home countries. Within this study, the intersectionality of nationality and 

social class and their effects are explored. The primary objectives of this study are: 1) to identify 

the experiences of various non-EU student nationals in the German labour market, 2) to use this 

experience to consider if their social class and nationality affected this experience, 3) and see if 

their decision to return is related to this intersectionality. The study will utilise qualitative 

interviews as its method. 

#InternationalMigration #StudentMigration #LabourMarketParticipation 

#Intersectionality #SocialClass #Berlin  
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Introduction  

Since the earliest times, humanity has been on the move. Some people move in 
search of work or economic opportunity, to join family, or to study. Others move to 
escape conflict, persecution, or large-scale human rights violations. Still others move in 
response to the adverse effects of climate change, natural disasters, or other 
environmental factors (UN, Global Issues).  

 

There are many different motivations behind the decision to migrate to another country. Moving 

from one country to another for the purpose of study is one part of the migration experience(s). 

In this case, (international) students, who are from different countries migrate to study and 

decide on different occasions, such as living abroad for some time, to gain international 

experience. While this can be explained by a variety of different reasons, student migration has 

increased over the last decades and has become one of the crucial forms of contemporary 

international mobility (Findlay, et al., 2012). As this mode of mobility has grown in 

recent years, various and diverse viewpoints on research about student migration have 

also developed. These encompass a spectrum of inquiries, from the theoretical frameworks 

surrounding student migration to empirical investigations examining their lived experiences 

within the host nation.  

To provide a short theoretical framework for student migration as part of international migration, 

Raghuram’s (2013) work is crucial for a new era of student migration research. Her paper, 

together with King (2013), provides an insight into future directions of student migration. In both 

papers, the authors theorise student migration as well as offering potential future directions for 

possible research areas. Apart from this research, it should be noted that on the topic of student 

migration, their integration into the labour market can be a part of student migrant’s future plans. 

Depending on the individual decision, this may lead to either a return to the home country or a 

stay in a host country. Once students decide to return, their student migration becomes a return 

migration. Here, the decision aspect is important due to the variety of experiences students might 

gain during their stay in a host country. Within this scholarship, studies that focus upon the 

labour market and international student rights are more prevalent, which will be explored more 

in the ‘Theoretical Background’ chapter.  
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In terms of the choice of returning or staying, individual identities often play a significant role. 

An individual’s integration into the labour market is one aspect. Other aspects, such as the 

different identities of international students can affect their decision to return. Therefore, it is 

important to examine the different identities of students because analysing different and 

overlapping identities enables the intersectionality perspective to be included. In this sense, 

Crenshaw’s (1989) work, which provides a classic overview of the intersectionality principle, is 

influential. The need for this different perspective in the literature, which this thesis attempts to 

provide, is due to the fact that the current student migration literature has not yet covered the 

concept of ‘intersectionality’. This point was also missed by King and Raghuram (2013).  

In order to formulate the research question, this study considered the existing research on student 

migration, return migration, and the intersectionality principle. This has been applied to the 

German context with the research question of “To what extent do the experiences of non-

European Union (non-EU) international students in the German labour market affect their 

decision to return?”, with a sub-question of “What roles do nationality and social class play 

regarding their experiences?”. The research question has been chosen to focus on the country’s 

capital, Berlin. As in this case, the main expected finding of the research question is that social 

class, concerning their human capital1 (having a job), is the reason international students want to 

stay in Berlin.  

This research question has been chosen, as a part of the current sociological discussions, to 

include the intersectionality perspective (see current debates on migration: Al-Khudairy, 2024; 

Fitzgerald, 2022). It has been included in order to analyse and understand the reasons for the 

return decision(s) of the international students. In doing so, students’ labour market participation 

and the consequences of this participation will be analysed in terms of the intersections of 

nationality and social class. In this study, by using this core element of considering different 

identities of students, student migration research can be provided through a different perspective. 

In this study, this is attempted by considering the intersectionality of international student’s 

country of origin and social class, as well as their social class negotiation(s). Choosing Germany 

 
1 Human Capital Theory: Investments of people mainly in education, and also other aspects of life, such as 
nutrition (Sweetland, 1996). It can also concern the resources of what people have. For more information on 
the importance of in this research, see return migration chapter, page 18-20 for labour market outcomes and 
return as a human capital aspect.  
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as a case study is also important. The importance lies on the research focus of the literature on 

student migration. It tends to be examples from the United States of America such as Lee and 

Rice’s (2007) or from the United Kingdom such as Sumption (2022). In these examples of the 

literature on student migration, it is indicated that different country examples are shown as 

different ‘intersectionalities’. In this study, Germany as a country example gives a different 

perspective to the student migration, apart from the Anglo-Saxon perspective.  

This shift has been found in the literature, which focuses on migration towards Germany. 

Bessey’s work (2012), which is one of the earliest studies on international student migration for 

Germany, considers the country of origin of international students. It found that countries with a 

democratic base tend to send more students abroad, whilst less democratic countries are not as 

likely to. Furthermore, a reciprocal exchange of international students between countries tends to 

result in higher international student migration from the sending country. Apart from the student 

migration research, studies into labour market migration towards Germany and the different 

identities of migrants have been conducted. For example, Koopmans et al.’s (2019) research 

examines the perspectives of Germans towards German-born migrants. Their research concludes 

that the further somebody’s identity is from the ‘German average’, the stronger the 

discrimination they face. Since their research focuses on German-born people with a migration 

background, it does not focus specifically upon students. On the other hand, Mayer et al.’s 

research (2023) finds that there is only a small difference between native Germans and people 

with a migration background towards newcomers. Neither research focuses on student migration.  

As the main focus of this research is to explore the different identities of international students 

and their labour market participation, the potential gap of existing research needs to be filled. To 

further explore this research gap, the research question of this study has been formulated with an 

intersectional perspective in mind. A particular emphasis on non-EU citizens has been selected, 

as this introduced a nuanced understanding to the existing literature on student migration by 

broadening the focus to include non-EU nationals. An analysis of data has been conducted to 

investigate the intersection of nationality and social class. Moreover, the research question has 

been crafted to not only address the knowledge gap in the realm of student migration from non-

EU countries, but also to offer recommendations for future migration trends and decisions 

towards Germany. Furthermore, the research question is structured in both an academic and 
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practical manner to gain insights into the experiences of international students and to mitigate the 

intersectionality gap present in the literature.2 

In order to achieve these intentions, the main methodology of the study are qualitative interviews 

which have been conducted with various non-EU citizens. While using a semi-structured 

schema, interviewees were chosen on the basis of their country of origin and their working 

experience in Berlin. Gender and age were not taken into consideration in terms of participant 

choice due to the scope of research focusing on different intersections. The geographical 

distributions of the selected countries are mostly from Western and Central Asia, as well as a 

North African and East Asian country. The content analysis method and the outcomes of the 

research have shaped the pathway of the research and offered new perspectives. This is 

explained in its corresponding methodology chapter.  

This thesis consists of 5 main chapters, with sub-sections. In the chapter ‘Introduction’ and 

‘Conclusion’, there are no sub-sections; rather they provide a small summary of the topic, 

findings, and future directions of research. After the introduction chapter, the theoretical 

background chapter is elucidated. Here, firstly, the general knowledge on migration theories will 

be explained, with a focus on the macro-level approach of labour market migration. The choice 

of labour market perspective has been decided in order to grasp the intentions of the students in 

labour market participation. This intention is then explained by the choice of students’ return 

decision. Before the return decision, the chapter presents the concept of student migration. 

Subsequently, the concept of ‘return migration’, and its relation to student migration is 

expounded. Finally, as the core of the analysis, the intersectionality principle is explained. 

Consequently, the relationship between the term ‘intersectionality’ and its usage in the field of 

student migration is considered. At the end of the chapter, international migration theories and 

their shortcomings are discussed, whilst underscoring the need to pay particular attention to 

student migration. 

In the second chapter, the methodology of the research is defined by sub-sections. Here, each 

section is designed to explain each step of the research process. As the main methodology, 

 
2 King and Raghuram’s work (2013) offer insights of the student migration research, but they do not offer 
any intersectional approach. This was chosen by the researcher of the thesis to present broader 
perspective(s). For this research, see page 22.  
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qualitative interviews and their semi-structured schema are explained. In addition, research 

ethics and reflexivity are displayed by acknowledging the shortcomings of the methodology.  

The third chapter is dedicated to data analysis. The main intention of the research was to 

examine different experiences of international students in labour market participation, and to see 

if this is affecting their decision to return by considering the intersection of nationality and class. 

In order to do this, coded data has been divided into four main sub-sections within the chapter. 

First of all, international students’ choice of Berlin is disclosed. Here, it was found that the 

pattern of this choice is due to Berlin’s strong research institutions, as well as its international 

community. The analysis continues by considering at the human capital perspective. Through 

this, students bring their past experiences with the intention of it being able to match their job. If 

students do not mention their any aspects of human capital in order to be able to match to their 

job, current experiences of the human capital, such as their participation to the urban life are 

examined. Also, international students tend to expand their human capital if they stay in Berlin 

for a longer time. To find a job, some students face additional difficulties, such as a language 

barrier. As part of their human capital, their salary helps them to sustain their life. Here, the 

exceptional cases are likely to be students who work at low-paying jobs that are not matched 

with their qualifications. Students’ experience of discrimination is also found. This has likely 

been shaped by their country of origin or, to a lesser extent, their gender. But it is not restricted 

to these factors. Students can face discrimination in the job market due to their (lack of) skills in 

the German language. At this point, some international students mention the importance of their 

country of origin, especially being a country that is not from non-European Union.  This results 

in a different experience of the hiring process, discrimination, and overall, their lifestyle 

(choices). At the end of the analysis, an individual student’s choice to return to their country or 

remain in their host country is considered. It concludes that some students have made the choice 

long before they graduate, and some students will take the opportunities they might get after 

graduation. Some are not decided yet. It seems that the choice of return may depend on their 

country of origin. The social class dimension of students can partly be determined in terms of 

their spending in the city.  
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At the end of the thesis, the concluding chapter can be found. Here, a detailed perspective on the 

data analysis results is discussed, and then the future direction of the research, based on the 

shortcomings explained in the previous chapter, is disclosed.  

Theoretical Background  

In this chapter, theories pertaining to international migration, student migration, and the concept 

of intersectionality are elucidated. The initial segment of this chapter is devoted to explicating 

the theories of international migration and student migration. The subsequent section addresses 

return migration, specifically focusing on the human capital approach and labour market 

participation. The third section outlines the principle of intersectionality concerning student 

migration. Each section is organised according to the categorisation of the respective theoretical 

frameworks, with additional elements provided as sub-sections when deemed necessary.  

These theories have been selected as the foundational framework for this research due to their 

relevance to the research question. Macro-level theories addressing labour market migration 

encompass the economic decisions of students, intersectionality considers diverse identities, and 

the human capital approach assists in comprehending the dynamics of return migration. 

I.  MIGRATION THEORIES 
 

This section is dedicated to explaining different types of migration theories with a focus on 

labour migration. It is intended to specifically enclose information relating to the topic of labour 

market migration, which will be a helpful tool to understand existing student migration research 

for analysing return intentions (see chapter ‘Data Analysis and Discussion’).  

 

In order to explain the migration theories, the term ‘migration’ needs to be first defined. 

According to the office of the United Nations’ branch of International Migration (IMO), 

migration means “the movement of people away from their usual place of residence to a new 

place of residence, either across an international border or within a State” (IMO, n.d.3). When 

people migrate within a country, it is called internal migration (Scholten et al. 2022). Two 

 
3 Meaning: “no date”.  
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different ways of migrating are explained in different theoretical backgrounds This requires a 

differentiation of migration levels: micro-level, macro-level, and meso-level migration. These 

categories can be understood best through the work of Wickramasinghe and Wimalaratana, who 

write:  

 
Micro-level theories consider migration decisions from an individual’s perspective, i.e., a 

person’s desires and expectations. Macro-level theories consider migration decisions from an 
aggregate point of view, i.e., the economic structure of the country. Meso-level is where 
migration decisions lie in between the two former theories, i.e., family bonds, social networks, 
peer groups, and isolated minority communities (2016:18).  
 

Furthermore, in their paper "International Migration and Migration Theories," Wickramasinghe 

and Wimalaratana (2016) examine the development of labour theory and its contemporary 

significance in the debate around migration. Their analysis offers valuable insight into how we 

negotiate the concept of the "international migrant" within migration studies by highlighting the 

developments and challenges surrounding subjects of international transaction and the ‘types’ of 

international migration. In this section, only macro-level theories will be included due to the 

scope of this research. Macro-level theories are: “1) Labour migration; 2) Return migration; 3) 

Chain migration; and 4) Asylum migration” (Wickramasinghe and Wimalaratana, 2016:16). Of 

the macro-level theories, labour market migration is the most known (Massey et al., 1993). 

Therefore, the scope of the theory shall be discussed in detail, as a part of international 

migration. 

 

Labour migration is defined as “cross-border movement for employment in another country. It 

involves high-skilled, semi-skilled and unskilled migrants” (Wickramasinghe and Wimalaratana, 

2016:16). The movement of different skilled migrants, according to Massey et al., is caused by 

the geographical imbalances of the supply and demand of labour. This causes a shortage of 

capital in a country. Concerning this, they conclude that people from countries that have a 

shortage of capital migrate to capital-rich countries. Ths explanation is the neo-classical 

approach to labour migration. In this approach, Harris and Todaro (1970) emphasise the 

decision-making process of migrating to another country. They argue that it is influenced by the 

job opportunities available to the migrant once he/she migrates to the host country, as well as 

expected income differentials. It is claimed that the disparities of wage disparities in countries 
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often lead to the origin of migration (Arango, 2000). This approach tends to see migrants as 

workers and tends to overlook other motives, such as social groups (Haas, 2010). On the other 

hand, Piore’s (1979) theory suggests that the decision-making process is determined by 

individuals and their choice of “destination country/ies”. International migration is, thus, the 

result of the intrinsic labour demands of industrial societies. According to Piore, the cause of 

immigration does not happen due to push factors in the home country, but rather the pull factors 

of the host country (Massey et al., 1993). Arango (2000) explains the relation between foreign 

workers and the immigration as well as push-pull factors. In this line of thought, Piore’s (1979) 

theory also have similar arguments: 

Foreign workers from low-income countries, especially temporary ones or those 
who entertain prospects of returning home someday, are willing to accept such jobs 
because low wages are usually high if compared with standards back home, and because 
the status and prestige that counts for them are the ones they have at home (p. 289).  

 
 
Arango and Piore’s theories in contemporary research claim that both pull and push factors are 

important. Eser et al.’s (2024) work on medical students in Turkey explores the meaning of 

migration in terms of the reason why these students want to move abroad. In this regard, 

students’ choice of migration is mostly due to the conditions in the home country (push factors). 

On the other hand, Urbański’s (2022) research focuses on both factors for migration. He argues 

that the pull factors have a significantly greater influence on migration. In this regard, 

contemporary research demonstrates that both push and pull factors are still relevant.  

 

To sum up the migration theories that are explained here, macro-level theories are a part of 

international migration theory, and labour migration is defined by different motivations for 

migration. It explains the contextual choices as well as the individuals’ migration motivations. 

Therefore, this section served the purpose of explaining macro-level theories with a focus on 

labour market migration. As it can be used to understand the macro-level perspective towards 

labour market participation, in this research participation in the labour market will be considered 

in relation to the return decision process. This further research scope of student migration will be 

explained in the next section. 
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II.  STUDENT  MIGRATION 
This section provides a summary of literature on the concept of student migration, as well as 

providing examples of different countries. Furthermore, the existing literature on student 

migration research are outlined, with a particular focus on Germany. This section concludes by 

considering how the research question of this paper can help to close the research gap on student 

migration. 

Raghuram’s (2013) work on theorising student migration is crucial. In her paper, she explains 

how students are distinctive among migrants. When analysing general migration theories, 

Raghuram suggests the necessity of a sub-section of international migration with a focus on 

international student migration. This analysis provides insight into broader understandings of 

migration theory. While Raghuram highlights the necessity of theorising student migration, 

furthermore, she emphasises the economic factors. She gives an example on the economic side, 

as students, in the future, can be beneficial for the labour market of the host country. With that, 

‘knowledgeable migrants’ as she calls them, gain an importance within the society and thus 

become ‘more socially integrated’. In a similar way, students can be socially integrated in 

accordance with their education level.  As student migration is an educational migration, which 

can turn into economic migration, students’ decision to move abroad, their mobility experiences, 

and different migration components (such as age, gender, class, etc.) are explored in Raghuram’s 

research. While exploring different identities of students, the challenge arises whether to 

categorise them as students or labour migrants because of the “growing participation of student 

migrants in the labour market” (Raghuram, 2013: 141). The need for categorisation leads to 

different research areas.  

Raghuram’s collaborative work with King (2013) explores the further dimensions for research on 

student migration. Their first claim is that students have multiple identities. And then, they 

continue by outlining the ‘desired’ migrant notion of students. Here, they explain that students 

are desired for internationalisation by a host country’s higher education institutions, partly due to 

their fee contributions. International students bring money to the host country. For example, in 
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Germany, international students pay the same semester fee with the German nationals, except in 

the state of Baden-Württemberg4.  

Raghuram and King argue that the term student migration is often treated too broadly and is 

subsequently not easy to warrant research itself. Instead, student migration is often taken into 

consideration through smaller approaches. This is because “student migrants are also not easily 

categorised as students alone” (Raghuram, 2013:140). The challenge of categorising student 

migration and the experiences of student migrants requires researchers to “have to map on to and 

intertwine with the challenges of this kind of life transitioning” (King and Raghuram, 2013: 

134). The transitioning of student migration into the labour market, what perspectives that allow 

for it, and how this shapes their decision towards their future is key here. Categorically, labour 

market and student migration are taken as separate entities (Kühn, 2021). However, it is crucial 

to see the intersection of the terms because “the mixed figure of the student-worker is 

increasingly common” (Alves and King, 2022:180). Indeed, the limitation of theories forms a 

clear gap within this intersection. Raghuram argues for future directions, such as multiple 

identities of students and labour migration.  

In addition to indicating a future research direction, the benefit of this approach is that it allows 

for a more nuanced understanding of students’ choice of host country. This is because migration 

towards these countries and their institutions, as a part of the country’s internationalisation 

policy, is important to understand students’ experience. Countries including the United 

Kingdom, the United States, and France have been the most attractive nations among students, 

while Germany has in recent years become one of the top spots (Study in Germany, n.d.). King 

and Raghuram (2013) portray Germany as a place where students do not come with pre-set ideas, 

but they develop their ideas and plan for the future while studying. For a labour market 

perspective, Crossman and Hou’s (2022) research into the Canadian context explores the 

integration of international students into the labour market after graduation. They found that this 

results in lower economic outcomes after the first year of graduation. In terms of international 

students’ rights, as Tran and Hoang’s (2019) research indicates, existing policies for international 

students lie on their future prospectives; international students are seen as a valuable economic 

 
4 State Baden-Württemberg, Ministry of Science, Research, and Art: Fees for International Students 
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and cultural subject in the host countries. This research indicates that the precarious conditions of 

not holding the citizenship of the host country result in negative outcomes, such as anxiety. In 

the field of mental health, Maleku et al.’s (2022) research focuses on international students, 

which is one of the recent debates on student migration. In addition to the mental health 

dimension and the precarious conditions of international students, the social inequality 

dimension aspect of student mobility has also been highlighted in recent literature by Almeida et 

al. (2025). 

Following that, research literature for Germany tends to focus on the rights of international 

students as well as their decision to return. For example, Bitschnau’s (2023) comparative work 

on Germany and the United Kingdom explains student mobility differences in those countries. 

This explains different migration regimes throughout the European Union, and how students are 

encouraged or discouraged to stay in the host country. In this example, the United Kingdom, pre-

Brexit, gave limited rights to students to help them stay. Before Brexit, the UK encouraged 

international students who already planned to return to their country of origin to study. In 

contrast to the United Kingdom, Germany offers generous rights to students to stay after 

graduation. In her research, Bitchenau does not mention if Germany’s intention towards 

international students is to transfer them into the labour market after graduation. Rather, she 

represents the labour shortage and its demand for Germany. Furthermore, she does not use the 

term ‘student worker’. She explains the position of Germany towards international student 

migration, as the country positions itself as support to the educational sector. On the other hand, 

Krannich and Hunger’s (2022) work, which focuses solely on Germany, explains the intention of 

international students in Germany in terms of return decisions. They talk about how international 

students, who study in the host country, are better integrated compared to high-skilled migrants, 

who are educated in their home country. Well-integrated international students can then stay in 

the host country and look for a job. However, this is not always the case. Some international 

students return to their home country to bring back their gained skills and knowledge and build 

networks between countries. Return can be beneficial for the home country in the long run. 

Furthermore, Krannich and Hunger’s study found that students with scholarships are likely to 

return to their home countries by bringing their knowledge acquired in Germany, as well as 

building, for example through exchange programmes, networks between nations. They conclude 

that the return decision depends on the development level of the home country. 
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In the field of student migration, there are examples of the research into racism and racist 

experiences as a part of the international students’ experience in the host country. In this case, 

different ethnic origins have been emphasised. To give an example, Lee and Rice’s (2007) work, 

reflects on how student migration is an important part of racism theory and research. They 

explain it by reporting the racism faced by international students in the host country. Their work 

is specific to the United States of America in terms of the discrimination faced by international 

students. But, in the example of Germany, in terms of the labour market dimension, the existing 

research on discrimination on Germany is largely based on language (proficiency), and the origin 

of student’s names, such as Kaas and Manger’s (2012) research. Their work is based on student 

internships with a focus on the labour market. In their research, they consider about the language 

of the name, comparing German-sounding names, and Turkish-sounding names, which lead to 

more or fewer call-backs from companies. Whilst they found that a Turkish-sounding name 

generally received fewer call-backs, once the application documents involve the personality of 

the application, they tend to receive more. On the other hand, German-sounding names are the 

opposite of this finding. Meaning that, a German-sounding name with documents containing 

personality receives less call-backs. In this regard, students faced discrimination in terms of job 

interviews and the potential of being hired.  

 

To sum up, in the literature, Germany’s student migration research is often taken as a single 

entity, defined by the labour market, and return migration. For Germany, there is a gap in 

intersectionality research in student migration. Furthermore, research on the labour market as 

well as the return migration perspective tends to overlook the integration aspect of international 

students. In this study, the research question is designed to explore the intersectional identities of 

international students from non-EU countries while looking at their labour market participation 

and return decisions. This section has intended to display the concept of student migration in the 

literature. The next section is designed to explain return migration and its relation to student 

migration.  
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III.  RETURN MIGRATION 
 

In this section, return migration will initially be explained. The concept will be interpreted as a 

component of student migration and their decision-making. This explanation is related to the 

concept of human capital, as it can be a factor in student’s decision-making. Finally, the decision 

to return to the country of origin will be addressed as well as the corresponding decision to 

remain. Consequently, this section is divided into two primary components: explaining the return 

migration theories and their relationship towards student migration.  

 

Fundamentally, return migration can be explained as international migrants’ decision to return to 

their home country, from a host country, where they lived for at least a year (Wickramasinghe 

and Wimalaratana, 2016). In this case, if international students decide to return to their home 

country, they are also considered as return migrants. Students’ return decisions often vary and 

depend on their changing plans (Wu and Wilkes, 2017). The return decision can be made 

according to different components. For example, according to the neo-classical approach, return 

migration occurs “as a consequence of their failed experiences abroad or because their human 

capital was not rewarded as expected” (Cassarino, 2004: 255). On the other hand, the new 

economies approach understands that the reason for return migration involves labour market 

shortages, thus “migrants plan and try to respond to market uncertainties” (Cassarino, 2004: 

256). This view sees return migration as a natural stage of migration that is part of a migrant’s 

strategy plan for increased benefits (Bueno & Prieto-Rosas, 2022). As a critique of the new 

economies of migration approach, a structuralist approach sees return migration as a result of 

existing structures; “It shows cruciality to the return decision and the reintegration of the migrant 

are the financial and economic resources brought back to origin countries” (Cassarino, 2004: 

257). To support this argument, a later work of Kırdar (2009), which focuses on migrants from 

Germany who are from Mediterranean countries examines labour market outcomes. In this work, 

he finds that unemployment affects returns. Here, unemployment time is important as it finds 

that short-term unemployed migrants are likely to return to their home country as opposed to 

their long-term counterparts. 
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Reasons to return can be very diverse, but there are two points that unite all approaches; the 

opportunities migrants have, and their time spent in the host country. This process is termed the 

“life course behaviour in the host country” (Bijwaard and Wang, 2016: 52). At the end of their 

stay (for study purposes), students need to decide what they want for their future. Decision-

making process concerning their mobility relies on the match between students’ knowledge of 

the labour market, the quality of life with individual expectations, plans and dreams (Glorius, 

2016). Their expectations and the reality of the host country intersect at the opportunity level. In 

this regard, the decision to return seems to be influenced by the prospects that migrants anticipate 

in their home countries, as well as by the opportunities currently available in their respective host 

nations (Cassarino, 2004). Their opportunities, such as the labour market, local relations, and 

their network(s), are the key determinants of their decisions to return or not. King (1986) 

explains return migration as a choice in terms of duration of stay. If migrants stay for a short 

time (less than a year or two), then they gain little experience to be utilised back at home. If 

migrants stay for a long time in the host country, the culture of their home country can already be 

alienated from their lives. If migrants are in between, meaning that they are already living in the 

host country for a long time, and their home country culture is not alienated, then they can have 

gained certain experiences in the host country but at the same time, this can make them return to 

utilise acquired skills and attitudes in the home country. This means that their acquired skills in 

the host country can be used in the home country, in the case of return.  

In recent literature, Stark (2019) gives examples of different motives for return. In addition to the 

neo-classical or new economies literature, which focused on ‘failure’ or ‘opportunities in the host 

country’, Stark discusses the human capital approach. In this approach, migrants migrate to a 

host country with a future plan of returning to home country. Their salary will initially increase, 

and so will their human capital. Migrants’ prestige and occupational status will also be enhanced. 

Furthermore, in their working paper, Rittersberger-Tılıç et al. (2011) talk about different 

dynamics of Turkish migrants from Germany who returned to Turkey. They talk about different 

reasons, such as psychological and marriage purposes. In these gender roles, Rittersberger-Tılıç 

et al.’s study on marriage considers types of ‘peer pressure’ from relatives for young people to 

marry. They do not indicate any specific gender. In this Turkish case, they mention the economic 

welfare that migrants who worked in Germany accessed. Here, migrants’ intention is to migrate 

to Germany to save money and bring it to their home country. Cassarino’s work on 
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‘opportunities in the host country’ is related to Turkish example. In this regard, it can be argued 

that the intersection of being a migrant, and their specific country of origin is important.  

 

In this case, existing literature often categorises return migration as an economic and labour 

market approach, which is true in some cases. But for students, this does not need to be true. For 

students, a reason to migrate to another country can depend solely on educational purposes. If 

students want to stay and participate in the labour market, and then ‘fail’, where they decide to 

return, this is different than solely educational purposes. After studying abroad and gaining new 

experiences, adding to their human capital, students can return to ‘enhance’ their home country. 

However, once they want to stay in the host country, and they “fail to find a job in the labour 

market, they might not get a work permit” (Lange, 2013: 708), which might lead to their decision 

to return. If they decide to return due to their experiences in the labour market of the host 

country, their employment status becomes the core of their migration experience. Here, motives 

to return patterns are important. Once students participate in the labour market, economic 

reasons to return can be related (Bijwaard & Wang, 2016). But from Stark’s point of view, 

human capital can be the main determinant for the (student) migrant to decide to return. This is 

because of the distinctiveness of the human capital approach. Human capital is inherently linked 

to the individual and their possessor. It denotes the total accumulation of a person's professional 

competencies (Shutaleva, et al., 2022). Thus, human capital can be “concerned with activities 

that influence future real in-come through the imbedding of resources in people” (Becker, 1962: 

9). Thus, the income resources of people depend upon their human capital, as well as the 

opportunities they face in the labour market.  

 

To give an example about the labour market outcomes of students from the literature, Crescenzi 

et al.’s work (2017) focuses on different dimensions of the return of students in Sardinia, Italy. In 

this Italian case, they considered about the economic differences among several Italian regions. 

Students from Sardinia are likely to stay in the host country due to the economic 

underdevelopment of the region, in comparison to other Italian regions. But, other Italian 

regions, when students return, have a lower probability of employment. When students return to 

Sardinia, it is largely due to their social bonds. But once students participate in a labour market 

outside of Sardinia, they are likely to stay in the host country or region. The Sardinia example is 
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very relevant for student migration with return intentions, because here, it is seen that the social 

bonds and networking are very strong among Sardinians. Their network is also helpful to them in 

finding a job in Sardinia.  

 

Once students return to their home country, to their culture, their prestige will often rank them 

higher on the employment ladder, and they will be more ‘valuable’ after studying abroad. The 

return of students to less developed countries from more developed countries can be profitable 

(Bijwaard and Wang, 2016). At the same time, students from developed countries can still 

migrate to other countries and return to their home country. An example of Wiers-Jenssen and 

Try’s (2005) research focused on Norwegian students. They explain that education obtained 

abroad can be both positive and negative when students return to their home country. As a 

negative outcome, after graduation, finding a job with a Norwegian degree in the labour market 

can be competitive to somebody who has a ‘foreign degree’ (meaning that their degree is outside 

of Norway). This might also lead to job mismatch of the foreign degree holders in Norwegian 

labour market. As a positive income, in terms of salaries, foreign degree holders in Norway tend 

to earn slightly more. These examples demonstrate that aside from this approach of human 

capital, students can still choose to return due to social bonds to their culture, their social group 

in the home country.  

 

Furthermore, once students return, their status is likely to be positive. But international students 

may choose to remain in the host nation. When international students make an active and 

concerted effort to stay and participate in the labour market of the host country, they can obtain a 

job and start to make a living. In the German case, international students can obtain a job-seeking 

visa5 after their graduation. Here, the country of origin plays a role. If a student is a citizen of a 

European Union member country, then they do not need to obtain a job-seeking visa. They can 

freely move, in accordance with European Union regulations. But if a student is from a non-

European Union country, then they can obtain a job-seeking visa after graduation. In this case, it 

can be concluded that students from EU countries are less restricted than their non-EU 

 
5 Official Website About the Visa Regulations https://digital.diplo.de/navigator/en/visa/overview/job-
seeker-beruf  
See Berlin specific prerequisites: https://service.berlin.de/dienstleistung/324661/en/ 
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counterparts in terms of employment opportunities after graduation (Bijwaard and Wang, 2016). 

Finding employment is a central factor here, as it may increase the life standards and thus the 

human capital of a student who decides not to return.  

 

In terms of common aspect between EU and non-EU citizen students is to their future prospect of 

career. In here, once they decide to ‘stay’ in the host country, their employment can help them 

improve their quality of life. Employment paths in the host country can lead them to pursue a 

more international career, since they have already experienced being an international student, as 

well as an employee (Wu and Wilkes, 2016). This aspiration for an international career can lead 

to an engagement with the labour market in the host country and thus, a decision not to return. 

According to the research from Wu and Wilkes, it can be said that career decisions and the idea 

to return rely on economic motivations. Those motivations are encouraged by students 

themselves as well as the host country’s labour market regulations. Such internationally focused 

students can be ‘easy’ to integrate into the labour market because of the completion of a degree 

in the host country, which is reliant upon country-specific education, language proficiency of the 

host country, and familiarity with the host country’s culture (Lange, 2013). Ease of integration 

also relies on their length of stay, as King (1986) suggests. From his approach, the longer a 

student stays in the host country, the longer their probability of not returning to their country of 

origin. Once they stay for a long time, they can integrate into the culture and society of the host 

country (Soon, 2008).  

 

However, the duration is not the sole indicator of return migration. As previously mentioned, the 

human capital approach takes a central role as well. The indication of integration into the host 

society and labour market can be the result of high human capital. Human capital suggests that 

individuals and society benefit from the investments of people in the economy (Sweetland, 

1996). Once students benefit from integration into the host society by participating in the labour 

market, this ‘investment’ enables them to have broader job prospects, higher income, as well as 

other social benefits, such as health care. Ultimately, the impact of migration experiences of 

international students is then transformed by their human capital (Shutaleva et al., 2022).  
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This section has intended to explain the concept of return migration as well as the factors that 

underpin return decisions. This can depend on different varieties, from economic to human 

capital aspects to prestige. Some students decide to return, and some do not. Those who stay face 

different legal processes in terms of their country of origin, depending on being in the European 

Union or not. This difference is important when researching within European Union countries. 

As such, in terms of return decisions, in the German example of this study, the difference 

between EU and non-EU countries while researching international students must be considered. 

The difference in country of origin lies in the political and legal juncture. Here, the decision-

making process of different citizenships can be explained by the intersectionality principle, 

which shall be explained in the next section. 

IV.  INTERSECTIONALITY: MEANING AND USAGE IN 

STUDENT MIGRATION  

 

In the previous section, the need for a theoretical framework of student migration was identified 

by considering the work of influential scholars, such as King and Raghuram (2013). King and 

Raghuram, furthermore, suggest the importance of theorising student migration, and considering 

multiple identities of students. This section is intended to explain the concept of 

‘intersectionality’. In the first part of the section, the concept will be explained, and in the second 

part, the concept’s relation to student migration will be displayed. 

According to Al-faham et al., intersectionality is the description of “a lived experience, an 

aspiration, a strategy, a way to analyse inequality, and even a movement” (Al-Faham et al., 2019: 

248). They argue that the term has two conceptualisations, one being academic and the other 

being a general engagement with praxis or an approach to understanding overlapping social 

inequalities.  

 

The term ‘intersectionality’ was coined by Kimberle Crenshaw in 1989 as a way to describe the 

experience of African American Women in the United States of America. In her paper, she 

argues that the categories of race and gender are not mutually exclusive and should not be treated 

as such. In the different court cases that she builds her argument upon, differences in the 
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categories ‘race’ and ‘sex’ are faced with different treatments depending upon the respective 

cases. She then talks about the differentiation of categories and how different treatment is 

regarded as a “discrete set of experiences that often does not accurately reflect the interaction” 

(Crenshaw, 1989: 140). This set of different categories “can be absorbed into the broader, 

protected categories of race and sex” (Crenshaw, 1989: 152). Then, the categories of ‘race’ and 

‘sex’ are identified in terms of the need for intersection. She concludes her article by pointing out 

the inclusiveness of all categories and how we may take intersections into consideration.  

 

The term ‘intersectionality’ was a crucial turning point in sociological literature, as categories 

and groups are often seen as homogeneous. This means that “gender, class and other categories 

are seen as groups instead of processes or social relations” (Anthias, 2012:104). Thus, it creates a 

bias based on different social relations. Such an example can be the bias of “white middle-class 

women” in feminist research (West & Fenstermaker, 1995). On the other hand, Al-Faham et al. 

(2019) talk about the differentiation as a between-category relationship. Here, they talk about the 

notions of class, gender, and race within one social group that can be experienced differently at 

different levels.  

 

This summary of the intersectionality concept is helpful in acknowledging the importance and 

need for a further theoretical framework in relation to race and gender. But the base ‘identities’ 

of race and gender are not always the same in all social scientific research. Intersectionality helps 

to combine different categories into one research project and is able to give incentives to take a 

closer look at modes of exclusions, which have intersectional roots (Bürkner, 2012).  

 

Despite not featuring in existing literature, it is important to include intersectionality within the 

context of student migration research. When different categories are taken, the research and thus 

the results give a different, in some cases broader, understanding of the topic. Underlying 

oppressions can be researched by using the ‘intersectionality’ principle (West & Fenstermaker, 

1995). But this does not need to be. It can solely depend on seeing different nuances of multiple 

identities and how they interact with each other. West and Fenstermaker give an example of 

taking two negative statuses of identities as one positive outcome, for example, in the job market. 

Having multiple identities, thus, can also be positive. In relation to this, intersectionality can be 



 23 

used for these categories in order to not only analyse, but also to give policy solutions relating to 

student migration. 

In this case, inspired by gender studies and feminist theories, migration research has been in 

close contact with the concept of ‘intersectionality’, for example in integration policies (Bürkner, 

2012). This is because, by definition, the term overlays and cross sections of various aspects of 

exclusion, underprivilege, and disadvantage, which frequently have multiple contextual roots 

(Bürkner, 2012). This leads to the interconnectedness of different identities in different 

hierarchies, such as gender, ethnicity, ‘race’, at a global as well as local levels (Anthias, 2012).  

In migration studies, furthermore, Anthias talks about the definition of a migrant as an abstract 

category, which is related to the ‘prototype of the economic migrant’. This can be solely based 

on one identity of a migrant. But in the recent literature, it is talked about the contributions of the 

term are discussed by advancing the understanding and applying it to the analyses and intra-

group differences (Bastia et al., 2022). They include different social categories, such as age, 

where the traditional categories of race and gender can be left out, while searching for these 

‘other’ social categories. In relation to this, intersectionality can be used for these categories to 

not only analyse, but also to provide potential conflict solutions. For example, there are standards 

agreed internationally for migrant women as an intersectional entity: women, workers, and 

migrants (see: UN Women). 

 

Bastia et al. (2022) conclude their paper by referring to intersectionality as a term that travels 

across space and time and in different migration-related communities. In relation to this, in terms 

of student migration, due to the existence of multiple overlapping identities, this research allows 

for an intersectional approach. As mentioned, multiple identities of students need to be 

researched. In recent literature, Aksay Aksezer, et al.’s (2023) work on ‘superdiverse’ notion of 

higher education and international student experiences emphasises the diversity and inclusion 

schemas of different universities in Europe. This research is important to grasp the 

‘intersectional’ approaches of contemporary student migration aspects. Moreover, in reference to 

social differentiation, Van Hear’s (2014) work on migration and class is part of intersectional 

research. Class as a means of being able to migrate is an important component for migrants. 

Within the intersectional categories, class can lead to migration outcomes that can be both 

economic, and network based. Economic capital can enhance the life of a migrant. Furthermore, 
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Van Hear talks about the labour market approaches towards the category of class. These 

economic approaches, as well as the transnational perspective opened new research areas on the 

notion of ‘class’. In relation to his research, within the student migration, students’ multiple 

identities lead to different cross sections to further investigation. So, the notion of class can be 

understood as a part of intersection together with nationality in the labour market. This research 

perspective is vital because of the complex, multilayered social relations that people have 

through their multiple social roles (Bürkner, 2012). In student migration, new perspectives on 

class, either as a part of social inequality or as a means of human and social capital identify the 

overlapping layers of their multiple social roles. In return, the intersectionality principle 

enhances different realms of life. They are brought together as a way of analysing the 

connectedness of categories (Bürkner, 2012).  

 

To give more insight into the concepts of human capital and social class as part of the 

intersectional aspects of this research, they need to be defined. Human capital is mainly 

understood as the resources of what people have. This can be material and non-material 

(Sweetland, 1996). In this research, a student’s so-called material resources are taken into 

consideration. By this, students’ relation to their job, the salary they earn and how the network(s) 

gained from the job will be explored. In terms of social class, the term is used as a means of 

negotiation. In this sense, their salary (relational to their human capital) is then important to 

understand the perspective of their well-being and their relationship to the city (and the cultural 

activities of the city, if applicable). Those two perspectives are chosen in order to analyse the 

structure of the social class and their human capital in international students’ future decision by 

looking at their current lifestyle. As these intersections are the scope of this research, in the 

“Limitations of the Study” section, readers can find future directions on the topic of student 

migration.  

V.  LIMITATIONS  OF  THE  EXISTING  LITERATURE 
As no theory explains all aspects of international migration (Wickramasinghe and Wimalaratana, 

2016), it creates gaps in the theoretical framework, as migration itself is a complex phenomenon 

(Arango, 2000). Therefore, the need for different categorisation, as put specifically in the student 

migration research by Raghuram and King (2013), the need for a theoretical approach to student 

migration is still present to this date. This is counter to the idea of student migration history, 
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because the notion is not a new phenomenon (Scholten et al. 2022), theorising itself is needed in 

the diverse and multifaceted phenomenon of migration (Arango, 2000). Because of this 

theoretical gap, it creates a disparity within the research branches, because the lack of a single 

theory in international migration leads to the isolation of different categories from one another, 

creating segmentation by the disciplinary boundaries (Massey, et al., 1993). Student migration 

has a special place within this categorisation. In the educational migration segment of 

international migration theory, categorisation of different levels of migration in education helps 

to formulate the embeddedness of educational mobility to the individuals’ decision to move 

abroad as well as institutional variations (Carlson, 2013).  

The choice to stay abroad and the length of this choice, as King (1986) argues, is situated in the 

migrant’s experience. Their integration into the host society and its labour market, etc. are key 

factors to this. Thus, diversifying international migration theories will help to disclose the 

choices of migrants, given that “the continuing interactions and relations are either simply 

missing or under-explored” (Anthias, 2012: 103). In addition to the theoretical gap, various 

approaches to the concept, along with research on student migration, exhibit missing 

perspectives. As indicated, the research focus on student migration is predicated on diverse 

phenomena. Notably, there exists a lack of perspectives concerning intersectionality. This 

phenomenon can be comprehended on both macro and micro scales. However, these 

explanations are not mutually exclusive; rather, they hold distinct peculiarities. By taking into 

account of these ‘peculiarities’, different identities can be embedded in the social structure 

(Bürkner, 2012).  

 

In regard to this, students’ decision to return (and return migration) for their future can be found 

in the literature, focusing on Anglo-Saxon countries as well as continental Europe. Apart from 

the decision to return, the role of students in the labour market and how they access it, reveals the 

gap in current literature. The need for a theoretical framework that navigates migration theories 

in terms of student migration and its components (different realms of students, i.e., age, gender, 

etc.) is therefore needed. Literature for the European context, research on international students 

with a differentiation between EU and non-EU countries, have not been deeply investigated in 

existing literature. Rather, they rely on assumptions regarding their future career choices and 
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their access to the labour market, as well as educational mismatch (Nieto & Ramos, 2015). In 

this research, it contributes to student migration, specifically within the European context.  

This research intends to find out the possibilities of the experiences of the students interviewed 

and recognises existing literature as a possible way of describing the term ‘student migration’. 

This can be achieved through empirical social scientific research. Because of the emergence of 

new theories, which can be beneficial for the literature, further research, due to different motives 

and changes in social and economic dimensions (Smith and King, 2011) needs to be 

conceptualised. Here, the suggestion is to bring more perspectives on the intersectionality 

principle of the diverse experiences of international students.  

 

Methods and Research Design  

 

In migration research, it is vital to understand biographic changes and how they affect an 

individuals’ life as part of the society they live in, especially when it comes to sociological 

research. Individual priorities such as “ambitions and life goals [which] change in response to 

personal development” (Wu and Wilkes, 2017:125) affect decisions relating to mobility. For this 

reason, individual choices that lead to mobility decisions require social scientific investigation, 

given that social science itself is concerned with the usage of knowledge gained through the 

research of people. Thus, the social sciences can contribute to the closer understanding of a 

contemporary issue such as migration (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). As the applied study takes place, 

the researchers’ goal is to “find out more about people’s experiences and social practices” 

(Willig, 2014:136).  

 

Given the perspective that social scientific research enables us with, the combination of 

individual choices with regards to mobility, as well as the contemporary social issue of 

migration, can both be approached under a qualitative methodology. This is because “qualitative 

research ought to focus on describing participants' perspectives or views” (Daher, et al., 2017:3). 

Once the experience and meaning of these perspectives gains importance, it is then assumed that 

this allows for a deeper understanding of a participant's perspective (Daher, et al., 2017). The 
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gained perspective through the participants’ experience then represents their social realities 

(Ruona, 2005). Once the participants are considered with regards to their social realities, 

different layers of meaning can be recognised (Kuckartz, 2014). It is also important to recognise 

that a researcher’s point of view gains an importance here as well, because our personal histories, 

our different intersected identities such as gender, social class, ethnicity, as well as our personal 

characteristics, beliefs, and biases, influence every stage of the research process (Ruona, 2005). 

Thus, being a student for a student-focused research project is an important aspect to keep in 

mind, as this can be viewed as a piece of student-based research formed by students themselves.   
 

I.  METHODOLOGICAL  APPROACH 
 

Raghuram’s co-work (2013) on different methodologies (i.e., qualitative methods) for future 

research on student migration has shaped this project. Experiences and their meanings are crucial 

concepts, and a deeper understanding of this perspective can improve the social reality of the 

participants (Daher, et al., 2017). Meanings, here, refer to the experiences and the personal 

stories of individuals. 

Different types of analysis can be used in different ways. One example is deductive analysis, 

which can be understood as: “the single case in question is subordinated to an already known 

rule” (Reichertz & Flick, 2014:127). Another example is inductive analysis. This is described as 

“the term that already exists for this combination to characterize one’s own form” (Reichertz & 

Flick, 2014:129). Qualitative research that uses inductive reasoning uses the data forms that are 

coded in accordance with participants’ experiences. According to Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 

(2012), inductive logic begins with the observations from specific examples from general laws 

that are then developed.  

Within inductive reasoning, the most common approach to a qualitative study is interviews. 

Interviews, especially structured (or semi-structured) interviews, provide a deeper understanding 

of in-depth experiences relating to the participant in a specific location. They are also suited for 

research that requires the understanding of complex systems and experiences, and aims to clarify 

them (Ritchie & Lewis, 2003). In order to conduct interviews, participants responses need to be 

sampled. There are multiple ways to do this. One way is purposive sampling, which enables a 
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“detailed exploration and understanding of the central themes” (Ritchie, et al., 2003: 78). From 

this, the study intends to maximise the variation of responses. Purposive sampling is used to 

choose participants that are likely to give useful information. This way the resources are used 

effectively (Campbell, et al., 2020). Also, this way of choosing the sample enables a greater 

amount of diversity as well as giving more opportunities to different perspectives (Ritchie, et al., 

2003). The enabling of greater diversity enables the maximum variation strategy in multiple 

layered participants (Rapley & Flick, 2014).  

 

Once there is a sample of participants, data can be obtained. Then, obtained data is coded to be 

helpful for the analysis. There are different ways of coding and analysing. As inductive 

reasoning implies the codes for the analysis are derived from the interviews. And then, coded 

data, derived from qualitative interviews, are analysed via content analysis. Content analysis can 

be seen as “a method for systematically describing the meaning of qualitative data” (Schreier, 

2014:170) by performing “a systematic and objective means of describing and quantifying 

phenomena” (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008:108). Its structured categories help to analyse the data in 

different sub-topics, to “distil words into fewer content related categories” (Elo & Kyngäs, 

2008:108). This is done by the researcher by identifying themes, focusing on central, recurring 

schemes and looking for frequency (Spencer et al., 2003). Also, it shall be noted that content 

analysis is a non-reactive method, where the researcher only looks for themes. They do not have 

an influence on the participants (Kuckartz, 2014:32).  
 

II.  RESEARCH  DESIGN 
 

In this research, qualitative interviews are utilised, because “qualitative data deal with meanings” 

(Ruona, 2005: 234). This interview method enables research on complex phenomena that can 

differ due to a diversity of perspectives (Daher, et al., 2017). This eventually led this study to 

conduct semi-structured schema. Because remaining flexible during the interview enhanced the 

chance of a variety of answers and interpretations, for instance follow up questions in accordance 

with the answers were asked. Semi-structured questions were asked among the participants, who 

were sampled by the purposive method. This method enabled a choice of participants in relation 

to the research question. Heterogenous backgrounds, i.e., gender, age, country of origin, study 
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programme, of students were taken into consideration. Due to “the aim of increasing the depth of 

understanding” (Campbell et al., 2020: 653), a small sample size of 9 people was chosen from 

the social networks of the researcher. It needs to be noted that the participants are not direct or 

close friends, but rather acquaintances of the researcher. This was intentionally chosen so as not 

to have a bias in the analyses. Due to the increased need for a participant number, however, the 

snowballing method was also employed.  

 

English was taken as the working language and therefore the interviews were conducted in 

English. The interviews were largely conducted online, with the exception of two occasions. This 

is due to transportation and time constraints of the participants. Findings of the qualitative semi-

structured interviews were transcribed6, analysed, and coded through the software programme 

MAXQDA7. This method has been chosen because software programmes help to organise the 

analysis stage of the data (Gibbs & Flick, 2014). Once the software has been used, the coding8 

process was achieved efficiently by using an inductive approach. An inductive approach was 

presented by disclosing the gap within the literature and trying to fill the gap by showing 

different perspectives about labour market participation of students, and their decision to return 

(deductive). While doing so, codes emerged from the interviews (inductive). After coding the 

data, it was analysed by using content analysis. It is chosen due to its concern for substantive 

meanings (Spencer et al., 2003) as well as “discovering the meaning within texts” (Kuckartz, 

2014:31). Selected aspects of meaning and the detailed, structured way of interpreting data in 

relation to international student migration are required. This is important because international 

student experience is a diverse topic, and the labour market is just one category among many that 

affect students and their lived experiences. 

 

II-A)  BERLIN  AS  A  CASE  STUDY   

 
6 “A transcript is the result of the activity of transcribing performed by a single person or by several 
persons, sometimes by the researchers themselves, sometimes by personnel not otherwise involved in the 
research” (Kowal et al., 2014: 67). 
7 For coding tree, see appendix on page 69 of this thesis.  
8  “Coding refers to the classification of events in discrete categories and the labelling of these categories” 
(Kowal et al., 2014: 67). 
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In accordance with the research design, students were selected among those who are non-EU 

citizens, doing their Master’s studies at Berlin universities (also residing in Berlin), who are also 

participating in the German labour market in Berlin. The job options of the participants vary, 

some are working students (Werk student) at scientific research institutions, some are mini-job 

holders at a university, some are mentors at a university, and very few of them work in 

commercial sector, such as supermarkets. Students’ age range between 25-30 years old, out of 9 

students, 2 are males, 7 are females. Their country of origin is very diverse. Participants come 

from Western Asian countries (Turkey, Israel, Iran), Central Asia (Kyrgyzstan), North Africa 

(Egypt), and East Asia (China). Among the public universities, nearly all participants study at 

Freie Universität Berlin as only the participant from Israel is studying at Technische Universität. 

The timing of interviews is between 14 minutes to 45 minutes. On average, the interviews took 

around 30 minutes.  

 

Student 
Name 

Age Gender Country of 
Birth 

Berlin University 
& Study 
Programme 

Nature of 
employment 

Emine  27 Female Turkey Freie Universität 
Berlin/ Chemistry 

Working 
Student 

Cansu 28 Female Turkey Freie Universität 
Berlin/ Chemistry 

Working 
Student 

Maria 25 Female Kyrgyzstan Freie Universität 
Berlin/Teaching 

Tutor  

Yasmin 29 Female Egypt Freie Universität 
Berlin/Physics 

Student 
Assistant 

Arad 29 Male Isreal Technische 
Universität 
Berlin/Physical 
Engineering  

Student 
Assistant 

Genevieve 28 Female India/Mix 
Origin 

Freie Universität 
Berlin/North 
American Studies 

Student 
Assistant 
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Amin 26 Male Iran Freie Universität 
Berlin/Chemistry 

Lab 
Technician 

Mathilda 28 Female China Freie Universität 
Berlin/Biology 

Peer Mentor 

Chrissy 30 Female China Freie Universität 
Berlin/Global 
East Asia 

Supermarket 
Employee 

Table 1. Demographics of the participating international students.  

 

As one of the intersections of the research, the social class of students was not taken into 

account. Rather this research used human capital (as well as urban lifestyle) to take into 

consideration their wish to stay in Germany or return to their country of origin. As a case study 

examining Germany, its capital Berlin has been chosen for its international student migration due 

to it being Germany’s biggest and largest metropolitan region [see: Kühn, 2021; Buch, et al., 

2014; Damelang, et al., 2007]. In this case, Berlin is not only the biggest and the largest 

metropolitan region of the country, but also one of the cities known for its internationality. It has 

a population of about 3,9 million people, Berlin has one fourth of its residence born from 

different countries, at the same time hosting people from 170 countries.9 Furthermore, Berlin has 

an excellent academic infrastructure, with three of Germany’s biggest and most prestigious 

universities.10 That being said, Berlin has a labour market unemployment rate of 9,1 percent, 

while still being an attractive place for internationals and university graduates.11 Having 

combined these different elements of the city, in this study, Master’s students were chosen due to 

easier accessibility to find participants as well as their relation to the labour market itself. 

Master’s level education, being above graduate level, can be attractive for the labour market due 

to having the potential of being a highly skilled worker and having an already existing education 

(BA/BSc). 

III.  RESEARCH  ETHICS  AND  REFLEXIVITY 
In qualitative data analysis, meanings are important, hence, participants’ experiences are 

“constituted through our interpretive lens” (Ruona, 2005: 235). This enables the task of the 
 

9 For more statistics: Berlin Demographic Data 
10 Berlin University Alliance (BUA): BUA  
11 Labour Market in Berlin: Berlin Labour Market 
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researcher to “search for important meanings, patterns, and themes” (Ruona, 2005: 236). Mertens 

(2014) emphasises the responsibilities of the researchers in terms of representation, voice, and 

credibility while creating knowledge. As the research takes on the personal and private 

experiences of participants, their importance cannot be judged solely through a subjective lens. 

Once the researcher positions themselves in the research, due to personal stories or looking for a 

meaning, they allow for the reflexivity of the research. This research is based on the notion of 

‘student research by a student’. The researcher herself is an international student at the Master’s 

level and participates in the German labour market in Berlin with her human capital and urban 

lifestyle. 

 

In addition to the reflexivity, ethical approaches should be taken into consideration, as well as 

data protection. In this Master’s thesis, interviews were voice-recorded by the researcher, and 

consent of the interviewee was taken before the interview commenced. Information was given 

based on the general content of the research and the questionnaires, and a document (prepared by 

the researcher) was signed by participants. The data obtained will be stored until the interviews’ 

transcription was completed. Data erasure takes place after the end of the research by erasing the 

voice recordings permanently. Interview transcripts and the signed document are kept under the 

Data Protection Law (also known as BDSG12).  Transcribed data, at the wish of the participants, 

remains anonymous. If the participant chooses to stay their own name, the name is only 

presented as a first name. Therefore, for participants who wished to stay anonymous, accordingly 

with their wish, a different name was chosen. In this case, they were asked if they want to be 

presented with a name from their cultural background. Participants chose a Western name 

outside of their cultural representation; Mathilda, Maria, Genevieve and Yasmin are the 

pseudonym names for the participants. The process of data collection, transcription, coding, and 

analysis is done by the researcher herself. To code and analyse the data, the software programme 

MAXQDA was used. 

IV.   DATA  ANALYSIS   
The data is coded by categories shaped through the theoretical framework. Codes are created in 

order to be able to analyse using the content analysis method. Afterwards, the code-related 

 
12 Bundesdatenschutzgesetz https://www.gesetze-im-internet.de/bdsg_2018/ 
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categories are used as part of a summary to evaluate what the individual has experienced. 

Therefore, data is categorised into four main topics: 1) Berlin as a choice, 2) Job (finding, 

financial aspect, discrimination), 3) Human Capital (relating to other topics as well as language 

skills), 4) Return (or stay) decisions. These topics were analysed in the order of their decision to 

choose Berlin and Germany as a study destination, and how this affects their human capital and 

how their human capital affects their decision. Then, it was considered how students’ already 

existing or newly created human capital helped them to find a job, or what helped them to find 

the job they are currently working. Within the job context, language skills as a component of 

human capital have a special importance and will be analysed separately. Results are presented 

as a flow of the interview and the data analysis. Topics are connected and a discussion of the 

findings are done at the end of the analysis.  

In this research, the category of migration is broken down into international student migration, 

where the intersectionality principle is taken to consider social class and nationality. Human 

capital is looked at as participants’ investment in themselves in terms of activities attended 

(cultural, social, etc), their job, and their income. Activities are included in the research to 

understand the human capital perspective as a means to ‘self-improvement’. Here, human capital 

has been taken as a means to one’s self-development not solely education as a ‘hard skill’ but 

also as a ‘soft skill’ (see Semenova, et al., 2021) such as attending cultural events: museums, 

galleries, operas, philosophical discussion groups, etc. As open approach, students give their own 

perspectives (if any). Further categories are shaped by the respondents’ answers. For example, 

even whilst no question directly uses the word “discrimination”, and the research’s aim is not 

solely to find discriminatory practices, its mention through personal narratives has led to the 

creation of that code. Similarly to the “further challenges” code, students mentioned other things 

that were not part of the interview questionnaire, and this data is still valuable for the research. 

 

The interview questions (see: Appendix) were designed through both a theoretical framework in 

the literature, as well as via newer intersectional perspectives. The primary focus of the 

questionnaire is to find out if there is an interrelation in the individuals’ choice to decide to come 

to Berlin, or if the choices are more geared towards individual situations. The human capital of 

the participants is investigated in terms of their relation to the city, university, classes, social 

networks, etc. Another factor that is considered is their experiences relating to job searching, 
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their experiences in the job market, whether they faced discrimination or other kinds of 

challenges during or after employment. 

Data Analysis and Discussion  

“Using qualitative interviews, researchers delve into important personal issues.”  

(Rubin & Rubin, 2005:3) 

This section is intended to analyse and discuss the qualitative data obtained from interviews. 

Here, different codes are given as a headline for each sub-section.  

A.  BERLIN  AS  A  CHOICE 
Interviews started with the first question which was designed to indicate participant’s choice of 

study place. Here, students were asked to give the reasons for choosing Berlin as a place to 

study. This was asked to understand their choices of the city of Berlin as a study place. Their 

reasoning was then analysed in relation to the research question. As the research question deals 

with the return decision, this can be an important factor in unearthing the reasons behind decision 

for students relating to their future. In this regard, students’ choices vary. This can depend on 

their personal as well as outside determinants. Students may choose Berlin due to their previous 

experience living in Germany and getting to know the German culture. According to Cansu 

(female, Turkey, 28 years), her experience in the Erasmus+ Mobility Programme and an 

exchange semester in Munich, Germany, as well as her high school being in the German 

language, she chose Germany for her graduate degree: 

“I have a familiarity with German culture, German language, and Germany, especially I also participated 
in some exchange programme in high school in Germany”.   
 

Similarly to Cansu, Mathilda (female, China, 28 years) chose Germany for her education due to 

having an option during her high school to learn the German language and its national culture. 

Therefore, she came to Germany for her bachelor’s degree. Since Mathilda was already studying 

at the University of Göttingen, she wanted to go to a bigger city, where there are more options 

for life outside of studying: 

“Berlin was always an option for me because I really like the culture, museums. Some of the cultural 
events or you have more opportunities in general, not just for job but also for life in general in such a big 
city.” 
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Cansu's and Mathilda’s choice of Germany led her to study here, meanwhile, Maria (female, 

Kyrgyzstan, 25 years) and Arad (male, Israel, 29 years) have different reasons to come to 

Germany, and Berlin specifically. Maria was selected to study at her Studienkolleg (a 

preparatory year directed to non-EU students before bachelor’s degree) in Berlin. Due to the 

coronavirus pandemic, the circumstances were changed, and she wanted to stay in Berlin since 

she had already familiarised herself with the city: 

“I've been living in Berlin for a year at that point. I actually like the city, and then I don't have to move or 
find a new place and use all this documentation to get a new apartment or place in a dormitory”. 
  
Arad’s circumstances are different. His wish to stay abroad for an experience led him to choose 

Germany, alongside having fewer visa regulations due to his Israeli passport. It was only later 

on, after migrating, that he decided to stay in Berlin: 
 
“I stayed because it was fun. I chose Germany because it sounded cool, and Berlin, because you always 
start with the capital. There wasn't a lot of thinking here. I just bought a ticket, basically” (Arad). 

 

Circumstances led students to choose to study abroad. Some circumstances depended on the 

personal choice, whilst others depend on the opportunities they may receive. According to 

Yasmin (female, Egypt, 29 years) and Emine (female, Turkey, 27 years), the internationalisation 

of a university, and/or a city is a significant factor. For Yasmin, her choice was based on the 

information sessions at Freie Universität Berlin. Here, she had the first impression that with 

support from the university for international students, international student life might get easier: 

“They give a good impression in this regard, and they seem to have a lot of research groups that I'm 
interested in”.   
 

On the other hand, Emine’s ‘internationalisation’ experience is based on the reputation of the 

city of Berlin. Before choosing her study place, she wanted to go to an international city, which 

would be good for international students. While this was one factor, like Cansu, she wanted to 

have a good ranking of a university as well:  

“Berlin was the best of both worlds, basically. It has both good universities and also international 
communities”.  
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Similarly to Emine, Chrissy (female, 30, China) chose Berlin as a study place due to its 

educational as well as international environment. In addition to this, she also chose the city due 

to its cultural activities: 

“It's multicultural because I like arts and here you can see the best exhibitions, museums, galleries, 
concerts. So, it's really attractive to me.” 
 
 
Like Emine, Amin (male, Iran, 26) chose Berlin as a study place due to acceptance of the 

university, as well as an international setting that provides infrastructure for students, such as 

public transport. Having different options outside of studying attracted him to the city, too. In 

addition to this, he had a friend here to help him:  
 
“I had a good friend in Berlin before I come here. So, being close to her was also a motivation for me to 
choose Berlin. Universities’ ranking and the professors in the department also had an important role for 
me.”  
 

Genevieve’s choice of Berlin was not solely due to internationalisation or education quality but 

was rather due to her wish to stay in the EU and to study and travel in Europe with the Schengen 

Visa. Apart from Germany, she was also considering applying to universities in Scandinavia. But 

instead of Scandinavia, due to application deadline and the quota for international students being 

low, she directly applied to Germany. In German universities, she chose what she thought to be 

the most prestigious one, FU Berlin: 

“I just thought Germany was a more lucrative option.” 

B.  HUMAN  CAPITAL:  BUILDING  AND  EXPANSION 
 

After students migrated to pursue their studies in Berlin, their investment on their human capital 

continued. Some like Emine, adjusted to the system: “I would say that I had to change some 

things about myself, and I learned to do stuff on my own.” Conversely, others improved their 

skills to increase their job opportunities: 

“I am very passionate about engineering. I love it really. So, I did tons of projects in my free time. I have 
bought tools like a 3D printer for 700 euros or more. The projects I did, I put them on my CV as a self- 
initiative. This would help me to get a job. Every time I was on a job interview, they asked me about a 
project, they were the reason why I got invited into the job interview. Because I am passionate, they love 
me” (Arad). 
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Student’s human capital is not solely connected to the skills they developed through their studies. 

In this case, as a part of the human capital, students’ self-investment can also be understood as to 

engage themselves with the cultural activities. Developing their cultural capital or social capital 

via their human capital can be explained13 by the salary they earn from their job. As it is a central 

for international students to have a job, and an income to sustain themselves, their spending is 

also central to their lifestyle in a big city: “I mean, earning your own money is definitely a good thing 

and makes you more confident in general. And in the beginning, having the extra cash helped me with like 

learning about the city and attending stuff, joining different things” (Emine). But this is not limited to 

only joining cultural initiatives: “I don't think it's helping me with the cultural stuff, because it's not 

enough to support this, or I still have to save money or not be spending so liberally. But at least, covering 

the basics for me, and that makes a huge difference, of course. Like, the rent, insurance, food” (Yasmin).  

Some students have developed negotiating skills for the enhancement of their career: 
 
“We had an interview face to face. And I told them; I'm an international student. I need money. If you're 
offering this job as a mini job, I need to find another mini job, because this money is not enough for me. 
And they said, okay, let's talk about our HR. If they're okay, if it could be a part time job. So, they said, 
okay, we can offer you a part time job” (Cansu).  
 

Her way of negotiating salary and increasing job lengths from mini job to part-time work is a 

part of the human capital’s knowledge skills as well as interpersonal communication (Shutaleva, 

et al., 2022). By the investigation of oneself, students’ job opens new networking opportunities: 
 
“Networking does expand my connections to people. And I know a lot more people because of this job. I 
have to talk to a lot of people who's in the dormitory, outside the dormitory, and like some colleagues and 
people that I would never talk to. […] So this job really does open like the door to more social networks 
and stuff” (Maria).  
 

Students can also befriend their work friends and develop more for their human capital via their 

job: 
 

“I go to movies with friends that I made from work. I got myself a nice museum card. Generally, I have a 
nice day walking around, visiting the city, buying unnecessary stuff that normally I wouldn’t buy without 
my income” (Emine).  
 
 

 
13 Nahapiet (2011, p. 83).   
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Having social capital can make international students more integrated to their new country and 

new surroundings. This can be a positive thing, and at the same time challenging. According to 

Cansu, when she searches for ‘student clubs’ or ‘uni-sports’, she finds it boring due to lack of 

socialisation opportunities: 

 
“You don't have a chance to communicate in person first or see the location. You need to apply online, then 
you will appear on the class. Not all of the people are students. That's why it is not a student club. You can 
actually get to know other people from different departments” (Cansu). 
 
 

Cansu’s story of not finding something that matches their own taste of “student club” or 

somewhere to socialise or network is a common pattern observed in international students’ 

experience. Emine’s experience with work friends is something she gained later in her career. 

She had some similar struggles to Cansu. This is not only due to the lack of interest in human 

capital, but also the cultural differences. She explains both of the situations as: 

 
“And only after I started working, I felt like I was getting to know people and actually making friendships” 
 
“It's more individualistic. Here most of the time I'm doing things by myself, but back home during bachelor, 
for example, we would have like study groups of two, three people. I think I do that less here, so that's the 
difference. Whenever I need to do something regarding bureaucracy, I am alone again” (Emine). 
	
	
For Maria, networking is also challenging in Berlin. Due to the crowdedness of the city, she does 

not often see the same people even at the university. This is the opposite of her hometown: 
“It's more anonymous here and in my hometown, if I go to any place, I see every time it's the same people” 
(Maria).  
	
	
While Maria had some challenges in growing her network and connecting with people from her 

studies, she still managed to develop a network to help her to find a job: 
	
“It wasn't easy, but I kind of had a network. And that was connected for me to get this job. I 
was, how to say, empowered. And they said, OK, I know this person. Like, someone vouched for me” 
(Maria). 
	
	
On the other hand, for Amin, networking or any type of socialisation was not challenging. He 

already had friends in Berlin that are from his home country and even family members that were 

living in Germany:  
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“They actually helped me. I appreciate their advices because most of them were really okay and good”.  
	
	
While networking via job or studies are challenging, international students can still engage with 

activities via their job: 

 
“I think maybe part of me being very more culturally involved in going to cultural events in Berlin is 
because of my job as well” (Maria). 
 

In terms of networking, most of the students mentioned their journey towards finding a job. But 

according to Mathilda, her network helped her to overcome the challenges of the Coronavirus 

Pandemic while she settled in Berlin after Göttingen. She built a natural network, which enabled 

her to go out: 
“I feel in Berlin; you're in a new environment. So, you tend to build more connections. And then you 
don't have to feel limited to stay at home, quarantine or anything at that time.” 
 
In terms of networking, Chrissy does not report it as a part of her job, rather she refers to it as 

‘friendships’. In her friendships, she is able to have a group of people with which she can share 

things and also spend time: 

 
“Here, I can make more friends that we have the same language. We have more possibilities to talk to 
each other. We have the same hobbies, and we study the same thing. And we work for similar 
destinations. We have the same destination. The goal is similar. So, we have a lot to talk about.” 
 

Networking and having a salary can equate to human capital. But this is not solely limited to 

those aspects. Knowing a language is also part of somebody’s human capital. In terms of 

German language skills, international students are divided. For Cansu, she wanted to study in a 

high-ranking university, and her interest (chemistry) can be solely studied in English due to her 

German language proficiency. That’s why she came to Berlin for studies: 
“Because this is like the only one, I can choose in Germany” (Cansu).  
 
 
For Emine, German proficiency also challenged her at the start of her time in a new country and 

new culture. Speaking solely in English was fine with strangers until she started working. There, 

people spoke German to each other: 
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“It felt a little stressful when you were standing next to them and they were just chatting in German and I 
couldn't even join the conversation.”  
 
She continued to describe her challenge of finding a job that might lead to be eliminated at the 

beginning of the application process. She talks about her application process in which other 

candidates speak German, and they got selected for the job. In the same working place, she 

received a call and then she got hired due to her qualifications: 
 
“(My) team is international enough actually, but still they were asking for German back then, I guess. 
Even though this advertisement for this job position didn't include anything about language level, I was 
rejected because of that”.  
 

This indication that she was eliminated at first and then called for a further job opportunity from 

the same place with the same CV is indicative of the discrimination based upon language 

proficiency14. Here, she says that job advertisement did not indicate any specific preference for 

German language, and her other skills were ignored because of a lack of German proficiency.   

 

On the other hand, Cansu indicated that she needs to learn German due to job market: 
 
“Because in the job market, the requirement is being fluent in German. So maybe I should start to learn 
more German in the laboratory. I hope it helps in the future, my work experience in here” (Cansu). 
 
Emine supports this idea: 
 
“I think one of the most common challenges [is] the language barrier”.  
 
International students find further job opportunities inviting and this enables them to expand 

their skills. However, finding a job has challenges. Some students indicate the hardship of the 

German language, some indicate the hardship of the labour market whilst some students reported 

no problems at all. For Yasmin, she suspected that employers prefer somebody who is German 

or has excellent German proficiency. Her current employer is from India, and she works in 

English language. According to her, this is an indication that: 

 
“He (her supervisor) was already seeking someone like me, who just cares about English and that's it. Even 
though my CV is good, but still it was really difficult” (Yasmin). 
 

 
14 Please check discussion part of the thesis for further resources on the discrimination towards 
the language proficiency.  
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In addition to this, Chrissy reports that due to her low German proficiency, she claims that she 

cannot find a job in a German speaking workplace. She works instead in a Chinese-run 

supermarket: 

 
“GoAsia is a market that's run by Chinese people. It's easier for me to work there.” 
 
For some participants, even though the job market requires German language, they did not 

experience a lot of hardships when it comes to language. At first, Arad worked at an Israeli 

restaurant and during that time, he developed his German skills. After this, he searched for jobs 

in a German environment, as he describes.  
 
“In the restaurant I worked, there were several people didn’t speak German, and they were still waiters. So, 
I’d say it’s somewhat harder, but still manageable” (Arad).  

 
In Arad’s experience, working in an environment firstly due to his country of origin and then 

mastering the language skills helped him to find a job in the German-speaking labour market. It 

should also be noted that even though international students tend to speak little or less German, 

they are still able to find jobs in English. As Maria indicates, knowing an advanced level helps to 

find a job in her field: 

 
“In education, it's very important to have good German skills because it's a school teaching, like, students, 
as pupils, they are learning the language by every day, they listen to the teachers, they understand how to 
speak”.  
 

On the other hand, Amin’s experience is somewhat different than the previously mentioned 

experiences of the students. Since he found a job that requires English only, and he lives in 

Berlin, the only thing he mentioned due to language barrier is to understand and communicate 

with his colleagues: 

 
“But if I knew German, it was better for me because I could involve in the communication and talk to 
them. But of course, learning German would help me a lot.” 

C.  FROM  HUMAN  CAPITAL  TO  JOB  SEARCH 
So far, the qualitative data analysis in this chapter has focused on the choice of Berlin and the 

human capital expansion of students. In this sub-section, it is intended to analyse the job search 

by using human capital(s) of students.  
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Some international students seem to appreciate the labour market conditions in Germany. This 

means that some students’ choice of migrating to Germany is the appeal of the German labour 

market: 

 
“I decided to go to Germany for a Master’s degree and also maybe then I can have a chance to find a job 
in Germany” (Cansu).  
 

 To give an example of the distinction, Cansu explains the opportunities she gets in the academic 

institutions: 
 
“Here the institutions, universities are really rich for the research. But in Istanbul, in Turkey, they don't 
have that much funds actually to perform science. I see all the instruments, everything very small, very 
limited, all the money to give the PhDs, everything. That's why making science, doing science, research is 
much better in Berlin compared to Istanbul”.  
 

The instruments, as she describes, give her more chance to enhance herself. Furthermore, a job 

can also make students’ network expand and understand their rights: 
 
“I think maybe part of me being very more culturally involved in going to cultural events in Berlin is because of 
my job as well” (Maria).  
	
“After I started working and then have built sort of friendships with my co-workers, I just ask them, and 
they are guiding me. It helped me get to know the city better through German people. And definitely, they 
have a different mindset when it comes to things, and you can learn a lot from locals” (Emine).  
 
 
For Arad, he did not have any challenges while finding a job. His first job in an Israeli restaurant 

was found quite fast, although he did not report that his national ties made finding a job ‘easier’ in 

an Israeli restaurant. He then worked in a German restaurant. After this initial working experience, 

he started to study his Master’s degree and found another job during studies: 
 
“I didn’t work in the first and second semester. In the third semester, I started to work as an engineer as a 
student assistant (SHK). Those times between work and study, to find a job can be challenging, but I 
wouldn’t say struggle along the way” (Arad).  

 

Similarly to Arad, Maria did not face any challenges while finding a job. At the same time, she 

reports that the challenge might come when she wants to find a job that matches her skills perfectly: 

“No, I don't think I had difficulties finding a job. When in Berlin so far, I have more difficulties finding a 
job that I want to do. But in general, all of the applications were successful” (Maria).  
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Similarly to Maria and Arad’s experience, Amin did not face any problems while finding a job, 

compared to his peers. As his network was already established in Germany, his friends that were 

living in Berlin, who is also from his home country Iran, recommended him to their working place:  

“As I entered Germany, I felt so lucky. When I came here, she (his friend) was here already. So, after one 
month I entered Germany, I had a job. She recommended me to her boss. We had an interview, and the 
boss accepted me. (…) And it was easy for me.”  
 
 
On the other hand, other students reported difficulties with their pay levels. For Cansu, the salary 

from SHK jobs at a university is very low, and this is much more problematic for non-EU students: 

“For international students, non-EU countries, from not a rich family, needs to study at least part time. So 
that is a problem. You cannot find scientific positions here as part time” (Cansu).  
 
Mathilda’s personal experience with procrastination made her not apply for a job. As she 

explains, this can be due to preparation for documents, such as writing a motivation letter, which 

she does not have an experience of writing. By not doing this, she ‘missed’ some chances. Here, 

Mathilda emphasised the cultural differences during the German process of hiring somebody. 

She describes that the hiring is different in Germany and in China. In China, as she describes, the 

hiring process does not include a lot of documents, rather only a CV. By this, she also includes 

that she did not get an invitation to job interviews, and this might be the result of not having 

‘proper’ documents. Therefore, she does not feel ‘confident enough’ to present her ‘soft skills’ to 

Human Resources. Apart from these negative experiences, her current job had an easier 

application process due to her already being a student at the FU Berlin, and only a CV was 

required. She then applied to a job, which she is ‘good at’:  

“And I think like what they are aiming for is actually what I'm good at because I already been in Germany 
for a few years. I speak German, English.” 

In this case, her human capital, in contrast to what has been mentioned in the previous section, 

had a positive outcome for finding a job. Her network expanded after she started a job, similarly 

to Emine’s experience.  
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D.  INCOME  AS  STABILITY 
This sub-section looks at the labour market participation of international students. Here, the 

aspect of human capital of having a job which results in salary are discussed as a means of 

securing ‘stability’. 

Students reported that having a job and a stable income made student life easier and more 

manageable alongside studying. Financial stability sustained their life in Berlin, in terms of 

covering basic living costs.  In Cansu’s case, at the beginning of her study, she had to rely on her 

parents which was costly. After she engaged in working life, her salary sustained her study life, 

which in turn enhanced her life as she is earning ‘good money’ for Berlin: 

“It's taking a load off my shoulders. It adds some kind of stability to my life here. When I'm earning 
money, I felt safer here” (Cansu). 
 
This is similar to Arad’s and Amin’s case: 
 
“I use the money from my job for everything and if I need extra money I take it from my parents. So you 
can say the job helped me” (Arad). 

“I can handle my life. I find it so positive because my job is somehow about the field of study. Because I 
found it so fast, from the second month I was in Berlin, I had a salary” (Amin).  
 

While students tend to appreciate having a job, the salary earned is generally not enough to cover 

their full living costs. Therefore, they often mentioned about being ‘careful’ in terms of 

spending. Yasmin thinks that because she is a student, she is ‘poor’ and often has to save money. 

She also mentioned that there is a lack of ‘surplus’ of her salary, as it only ‘helps’ her to cover 

the basics: 
 
“When you're talking about the basics, it's always going to be good. I still have to save money or not be 
spending so liberally. But at least covering the basics for me, and that's makes a huge difference. Like the 
rent, insurance, food…”   
 
Maria’s experience is similar to Yasmin’s, although they work a different number of hours. Due 

to working less hours, Maria earns less money and also depends on her family to sustain herself 

financially during her studies: 
 
“The job financially helps. It helps me to be able to live more comfortably. But it doesn't help that much, 
because it's only five hours per week. (…) Before I had other jobs where I would work more hours per 
week, then I could finance myself fully. But now I cannot really finance myself fully” (Maria).  
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Amin highlighted the ‘positive’ effect of his job, but also described being ‘careful’ with his 

income that he needs to be selective of his ‘choices’: “You should be so selective in these cases 

because after paying rent, after paying insurance, after paying the gym or mobile bill, there's not much 

left for you. You need to choose one or two of them as a student with student life”.  

Other students reported similar situations. For example, Chrissy and Genevieve said that the 

salary they earn cover the basics while living in Berlin, and they need to be careful about 

selecting how they spend it: 

“Living in Berlin is always expensive. I think everybody knows that. The rent is really expensive. Even 
though I only work part-time, I think it's 600 euros. So, I think it at least can cover a part of my rent. And 
that's released me a lot” (Chrissy). 
 

“I mean I guess when I didn't have a job, I was very conscious. I was definitely shopping a lot less (and) 
just not going out as often” (Genevieve).  
 

On the other hand, for Mathilda, having an income enabled her to finance the ‘basics’: 
 
“It's kind of small money, but it helps me anyways.”  
 

E.  DISCRIMINATION  EXPERIENCES 
 

The code ‘discrimination’ was created in accordance with the need of what students reported. 

Here, some students mentioned ‘racist acts’ towards their ethnicity, whilst other reported on 

‘discriminatory behaviours’.  

As an example of ‘discriminatory behaviours’, students reported different topics ranging from 

the way they look to being judged silently at their job:  

“It’s mentally challenging to get used to a workplace you are being judged silently. Somebody is judging 
your performance. And you are getting paid if you're good at your job” (Emine).  
 
“At least in my case, there is always this fear if I ask a question, they think I should have known already. 
This is my mindset. I suppose other people have it also. But in my brain, that’s a stupid question and I 
shouldn’t ask it and then I don’t ask this question” (Arad).  
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As those examples do not clearly indicate discrimination towards the student themself, it must also 

be noted that international students can feel the mental burden of the new workplace culture. On 

the other hand, other students talk about the discrimination they faced based on their country of 

origin, which was more prominent amongst students from the Global South:  

“Even I speak to them, they're expecting me not to speak (English) at all because I'm from Turkey. So this 
is the general opinion of German people that I have met here. In the beginning, they have also bias 
probably because I am coming from non-EU country. Maybe they don't trust our educational system. 
That's why it is easier to complain about my mistake.” (Cansu).  
 
“I think in the physics sphere, people judge your capacities a lot, based on where you come from. If you 
come from a place that is in the global south, […], it becomes a problem because people don't even give 
you a chance and just assume a lot of things. I faced that with the professor. He was asking me so many 
times if I know how to program, and I already did so well in my computational physics course. I think it 
is a gender thing, but I also think it's an international thing. I think these two things, they did play a role” 
(Yasmin). 
 
As an example of ‘racist acts’, examples are from Jewish and Central Asia. Arad’s anti-Jewish 

experiences affected his decision to return: 
 
“After the 7th of October, everything changed. […] There are tons of stories, increase of antisemitism that 
I feel I need to look behind me before I put Hebrew in my phone. When I moved here, they promised me 
freedom, they promised me love, they promised me that it’s a place that accepts everybody. Everything is 
a lie. It’s not a place where I grow my children. Someday I want to move here. I still don’t know where. I 
still don’t know what I’m (going to) do.” 

In Maria’s case, she explains her discriminatory experiences in terms of looks and the accent of 

her German: 

“I'm Asian looking. People say like chin cong cong, and it's just demeaning, it doesn't feel good. You walk 
on the street, and someone shouts to you racial slurs. […] People can hear when I speak German that 
German is not my native language. […] My name, my last name is complicated, and people just reading it 
and not being able to read it and saying, ‘oh your name is so crazy’. It just happens so much, and I'm kind 
of tired of explaining how to read my name because it reminds me that I'm not from here and I don't actually 
belong here.”  
 

While Amin does not report any discrimination experiences, his idea on discrimination is 

interesting. He talks about people looking and finding discrimination practices that may not 

exist: 

“If you look for discrimination, you will find something. Because if you look for these kinds of 
discriminations, you will find something. I've never seen discrimination in my job, in my work 
environment. Yeah, sometimes I saw something that was not my favourite thing. But I don't define it as a 
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discrimination. I define it as a normal human conversation. So, I don't consider only one experience as a 
discrimination.”  

 

This perspective is similar to Mathilda’s perspective of discrimination. In her opinion, not 

getting invited to job interviews, could be due to her ethnicity. Yet she clearly states that she 

does not know this because she does not know if people check all the documents and 

furthermore, she adds: 

“I never know. It could be because of the time or anything like random effects. But during any interviews, 
I don't feel that way that they don't want me because I'm Chinese or I’m not.” 

On the other hand, Genevieve reported that due to her country of origin, the way she looks, and 

her ethnic background, people expect her to be in a certain way. She does not think this is due to 

racism or discrimination, but rather a lack of awareness amongst people:  

“I didn't notice any cultural difference per se because I'm also very culturally mixed. And so I guess it 
was easy for me to be organised or be punctual. I didn't have to become that way because I was always 
like that. But it was always associated with my nationality that maybe I'm not punctual. Or I'm super 
warm and I'm super hospitable.” 
 

Furthermore, she identified that the city of Berlin is not a place to survive solely with English, 

and people expect migrants to speak fluent German from day one: 

“It's just not possible to survive here. Like live here fully if you just speak English.” 

F.  SPECIFIC  OBSTACLES  FACED  BY  NON-EU  NATIONALS   
Regarding discrimination experiences, some students talked about their experience of being a 

non-EU student or being from the Global South. Furthermore, some students specifically talked 

about the differences between being an EU or non-EU student. For example, Cansu mentioned 

this perceived difference in terms of financing studies and finding a job. She is critical of the 

ability of a ‘mini job’s’ level of financial support for students from non-EU countries whose 

parents cannot support them fully: 

 
“Universities offer only mini jobs, which could be good for the German people or people who are born in 
Germany or people from other European countries, like rich countries, which their parents maybe make 
money in Euros, because their parents can afford these people and then these people can work in universities 
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as mini jobs. But for us, international students, non-EU countries, from not a rich family, needs to study at 
least part time” (Cansu).  
 

In Emine’s experience in trying to find a job, she reports that due to her lack of German skills, 

she was not able to be hired. She also mentioned her belief that EU citizens have better 

opportunities due to laws of hiring a person. She did not mention which specific law but rather 

gave an overview. Also, during her response, she mentioned that even if a EU citizen does not 

speak German, they often proceed to be hired because of their nationality: 

 
“The team was more EU specific, like most of the workers, employees, they were German or close by 
countries, but now it's more international, so there was like a turnover. And now we still have Germans, but 
I think 70% are actually English speakers. And this is why, I guess, I was told that it's the main reason that 
I was passed over was my language problem, not anything else. From also a company side, I sense that it's 
easier for them to just hire someone from EU because less work for them and they don't have to wait so 
long” (Emine). 
 
Apart from her working experience, she mentioned the non-EU students’ challenge of 

Ausländerbehörde (Foreign Office). Due to this, she believes that EU citizens get preferential 

treatment in the student job market.   
	
“Even if you have a really nice working contract, a study option, it is hard to find an appointment. EU 
citizens are preferred over other internationals; it is easy for employers to hire them. We have to work a 
lot of things, visa etc. They come easy and start working. It is exhausting and it is mental stress. It is one 
of the main challenges” (Emine).  
 

In relation to this, Genevieve also claimed that due to visa regulations, there are additional 

challenges facing non-EU students. Due to having a residence permit, the contract needs to be 

renewed every time she has a new residence permit.  

 

“You can't renew your residence permit until eight weeks, before the expiry. So that's always a back and 
forth with HR.” 
 
Due to this regulation, her Human Resources department does not understand the waiting time, 

and other bureaucratic procedure relating to it. But she reported that her boss, the professor, 

helps her: 
 
“I've just lucked out with my boss. And he's like really understanding, and always facilitates things 
between me and the HR. And has like really stood up for me.” 
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G.  DECISION  TO  RETURN 
 

Finally, students explained their choices regarding the decision to return to their country of 

origin or stay in Berlin. Here, students outlined a variety of opinions. According to Emine, she 

wanted to stay and gain experience in Germany while learning the German language. She wanted 

to improve her language skills to find a better opportunity in the job market. But this comes with 

challenges. Due to the field of Chemistry being spread around Germany, she is thinking about 

moving out of Berlin. She can stay in Berlin only if she chooses to do a PhD: 

“If I go work route, one problem in Berlin is that even if there are good universities here, it is really hard to 
find a job in chemistry. I might move around if I go that route. For example, Darmstadt, Dresden. These 
cities have big chemistry companies. I think there would be more opportunities of work. Even as a werk-
student. They hire a lot of people. Because I am in Berlin I cannot apply for work. If I stay, it is for PhD 
route. I’d like to stay in my university” (Emine). 
 
In her experience, it is more convenient to move to other parts of Germany for job opportunities 

then staying in Berlin. For Emine’s return migration, there was no mentioning of returning of her 

home country of Turkey. She wants to stay in Germany, to gain working experience and look for 

opportunities available to her, even though there is a chance of moving to a different city. In 

terms of job opportunities, Yasmin reported similar ideas to Emine. Furthermore, she also 

referenced the importance of the relationships she has built during her time in Berlin: 
 
“Maybe I want to stay in Germany for some time, learn the language. But I am not sure if I will stay in 
Berlin. It is hard to find a job in Berlin after graduation. I will send applications and see what comes. I built 
some friendship, and it is difficult to leave them and start all over. Berlin has everything that I might want 
or think of. My culture is still present here and I like that. I will miss that I move out. If I was in a 
relation(ship) or something, this would also make me stay here also” (Yasmin). 
 
 

In Yasmin’s experiences, the decision to stay can be related to having a partner and her culture’s 

presence in the city. Maria in this case agrees with her whilst remaining undecided as to her future. 

After finishing her Master’s degree, she would like to gain work experience and thinks that this 

would be easy due to the shortage of teachers in Berlin and Germany. She wants to decide about 

her long-term plan after this experience. This choice to remain or return also depends on her 

possible future partner, but since her family is in Kyrgyzstan, she also wants to stay close to them: 
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“If I would have my family here, maybe I would feel more at home. If they would actually realistically 
move here to Berlin, they wouldn't have a good life here because they don't know the language, they look 
different. We need to know the language, be accepted by society. It's so many factors, just having your 
family, your community is not enough. I think, you need to be adapted and accepted” (Maria).  
 
 
Cansu’s motivation to stay in Germany depends on her participation in the labour market and the 

chances she gets from her job. Her aim is to stay in Germany, get a citizenship and build a life. 

After her graduation from a German university, she hopes that she finds a good job in the labour 

market. Furthermore, she talks about the opportunities and employee benefits in Germany if she 

stays and works: 
 
“They have 30 working days as vacation days. Also, for the health, they don't require you to come to work 
when you are sick. Also, the maternal leave here is much better compared to Turkey. That's why my first 
choice to be in Germany. But if I cannot find anything, probably what can I do? I don't know if I need to 
think about again” (Cansu).  
 

She compared her home country to her host country, where she clearly indicated a preference for 

Germany. She outlined a desire to utilise these opportunities to seek future safety. She also 

reported that she is thinking about moving out of Berlin for the same reason of academic job 

opportunities in different German cities that Emine mentioned before: 

 
“Berlin’s job market doesn't have that much chemistry jobs. There's not so many factories here in Berlin. 
The biotech companies that are now in the Buch. But in Mainz, there are much more biotech companies. 
So that's why I need to move in the future. There is not so many job markets here in Berlin for the biology 
and chemistry. Of course, the city also matters, but when you don't find a job, what you can do comes first.”   
 

Alongside the job opportunities, she also claimed that her network in her current job can help her 

in the future. She talked about her negotiation initiative between her and the working place that 

after her Master’s degree finishes, but due to lack of positions in her degree, she relies on her 

reference that might enhance her future career prospects: 

 
“I feel that now I have met people right now in the PhDs and tomorrow will be doctors and also the 
professors, secretary. […] So, after graduating, probably I need to find another job. Probably when I ask 
the professors to give me some reference, she can give me” (Cansu).  
 



 51 

In regard to job opportunities, Cansu said that she is happy about Berlin due to her personal 

choices such as the ease of visiting her homeland. And these can be motivations for her to stay 

here: 
 
“Right now, I am living in a student dormitory. So, I need to find a good apartment for a good rent and also 
finding a job. I think that’s enough to stay here in Berlin because Berlin is really good city. I really like it. 
I have friends in Berlin, and also there are many direct flights to Turkey from Berlin. I can just buy a ticket 
and go to Turkey. So that’s why Berlin is good, but depending on finance, finance comes first” (Cansu).  
 

Similarly to Cansu’s anecdote, Genevieve also reported that her job is an opportunity for her 

PhD in the future, since she has been able to get to know German academia: 

 
“I think I got into like a more sort of a foot into German Academia in the first place. Which is very hard 
to crack.” 
 
Furthermore, Genevieve’s decision to return depends on her partner, due to him being a German. 

She reports that due to rising AfD support in the current political climate of Eastern Germany, 

she does not want to move to the cities of East, except Berlin. She said that her country of origin 

is also not an option due to the political situation there: 
 
“I don't think I would return back to India. Unless I'm forced to. Or unless the opportunity is amazing. I 
left for a reason. Because of the government. Also, I think it was better for me to be away from my 
parents.” 
 

Regarding their return decision, some students said that they want to stay in Berlin but need to 

move to other German cities because of the labour market conditions in Berlin. Some are 

undecided, which can also be due to the discrimination and racism experienced. Apart from 

Arad’s experience of anti-Jewish racism, other participants did not report that this is solely 

related to Berlin. But Arad’s anger is specifically towards the city, which offered ‘freedom’, yet 

according to him, did not provide what it promised. On the other hand, Maria said that even 

though she faced discrimination, she feels comfortable, but there are some complicating factors:  

 
“I think most of the things that make me want to stay are very intrinsic. Berlin is a foreign city, like it's a 
foreign country. I feel comfortable in the city, and I know my way around things, but I still don't feel 
like it's my home. In Berlin, I don't think I feel that confident because I have a visa here, so I'm in a very 
unstable situation” (Maria).  
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Amin’s decision to return or stay is dependent upon an offer from his boss. His boss offered him 

to stay at the company after his studies to enhance himself. This offer happened due to his 

passion for chemistry. This also expanded his network within the company, which further helped 

him: 

 
I talked to my boss, or my other colleagues, people in a chemistry lab, and the engineers. They really 
give me good advice for living in Germany for continuing my career academic career.  (…) One of my 
main questions was going for PhD or finishing my academic career as a Master's student.”  
 

But at the same time, he still has time and will decide on his career path later on. He is still 

thinking about doing a PhD or attempting to find a job. If he wants to do a PhD, he will need to 

find some funding, as well as thinking about his housing situation. He furthermore discussed his 

past choices and offers in Germany:  
 

“I find Germany a really good place for a long time staying, but in Germany you can't be so rich or you 
can't be so cool because of the taxes, because the facilities they provide for society. Two years ago, I didn't 
expect it to be in Germany I was going to the US, but something happened in my life and changed my way 
and I'm here in Berlin so, I don't know what's going to happen in future, (…) but I need to think more about 
it.” 
 
 
Mathilda’s decision to return depends upon the policies on scientific budgeting in Berlin and the 

political relations with China. She gives an example of Chinese students who want to do a PhD 

in Europe and are getting rejected due to having funding from the Chinese government. This 

makes her question her future in Germany. But excluding this, what makes her want to stay here 

is her integration into German society: 

 
“I think you already get familiar with the society and the work-life balance.” 
 
 
While students tend to think about the job opportunities in the future, Chrissy reported that 

because she wants to do a PhD and she likes Berlin, she wants to stay here. The only negative 

aspect of this choice, similarly to Maria, is staying away from her family, as well as the living 

conditions in Berlin: 
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“I think Berlin is a good choice for me. I will stay here. I can't see my family. And that's the most negative 
thing I can think about. And the rent is so expensive. And I need to figure out how I can earn this money to 
afford my life.” 

H.   DISCUSSION  OF  THE  FINDINGS 
 

The research question “To what extent do the experiences of non-EU international students 

in the German labour market affect their decision to return?”, with a sub-question of “What 

roles do nationality and social class play regarding their experiences?” has been explored in 

this thesis. The findings of the interviews are that the experiences of non-EU international 

students regarding the German labour market are diverse, and their intentions to return or remain 

are different. Choosing Berlin as a study destination has diverse reasons, and every factor that 

was mentioned by students forms just one aspect of the multifaceted choices that international 

students might take. 

One common factor amongst the students was that ‘internationalisation’ among their university 

as well as the city itself, such as their university having a good ranking on the world stage, was 

reported. As Yasmin reported, the opportunities at a university draw international students to the 

places where, in most cases, they feel welcome, happy and fulfilled. In this regard, the decisions 

are partly made by individual factors, such as personal characteristics, and partly due to social 

and political factors, such as the financial situation of their home country (Tversky & Kahneman, 

1981). In this case, the decisions made by international students to be mobile, to migrate abroad 

for study purposes, often vary. Here, individuals choose the university, city, and country 

themselves, like Emine and Maria. For some, like Cansu, it depended on the students’ prior 

experience in the host country or another country abroad (Wu and Wilkes, 2016). In Cansu’s 

case, she made her decision to migrate to Germany for educational purposes due to her past 

experiences in Germany. 

 

The international reputation of a university and a city can attract a higher foreign population, 

which can in turn lead to a high population of foreigners (Damelang et al., 2007), which is likely 

to be a result of the governing policies of a given city (Kühn, 2021). Migrants tend to choose 

bigger cities, large metropolitan areas, due to the opportunities they might get in the future. The 

‘chances’ of a big city might not be only financial, but also cultural. Consumption of public 
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goods, such as theatres, hobby clubs, and many other cultural infrastructures, can be better 

supplied in bigger cities (Buch et al., 2014). In this regard, Berlin as the destination of the 

students is important, because it has different social and cultural infrastructures, such as a large 

workforce (Massey et al., 1993). This concentration may intensify migration and can attract a 

larger workforce and highly skilled workers.   

 

In relation to the various reasons for choosing Berlin, research from Glorius (2016) explains the 

reasons why migrants may be drawn to Germany. In this research, she gives an overview of 

migrants’ choices. In this regard, as she explains in Table 1, Berlin was considered in terms of 

‘diversity’ and ‘research and technology’ categories.  

 
Table 1. (p. 252). 

 

As young, university-educated individuals, students tend to be “mobile towards these 

concentrated European cities” (Kühn, 2021: 49). In terms of the choice of European cities, in this 

research, it was not reported that the choice of where to study abroad was based on the 

minimisation of cost of travelling or cultural similarity, as Alves and Kind (2012) argue. Rather, 

as they mention, the flow from less developed countries to developed countries has been found. 

Non-EU nationals choose an EU nation, because of the opportunities they believe are offered. 

The socio-economic factors depend on the resources individuals have (Shuyaleva et al., 2022). 

These factors made it possible for them to be mobile as part of an international student 

migration. Some students mentioned their network, and how it helped them to build and expand 

their human capital, however it was not reported by students that their human capital has been 

shaped by their network and how they perceive their social class (Otero and Mendoza, 2024). 

Rather, students reported that their network helped them to learn something from the new 

culture. 
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Having a job and financial stability helps students to pay for their study and living expenses 

(Bijwaard and Wang, 2016). The emphasis on “covering the basic” in the interviews indicated 

that different non-EU country of origins faces the similar issue. This also can be found in non-

EU countries, once students find a job and integrate into the German labour market. Challenges 

with navigating the foreign office and the difficulties of finding a job can contribute to non-EU 

international student’s poor mental health and exhaustion. Prior to their arrival, students need to 

obtain a visa and register themselves with the foreign office (Anmeldung) to show that they have 

sufficient income (Glorius, 2016). Sufficient income, which also must be proven during visa 

applications, is an ongoing requirement because whenever migrants want to renew their 

residence permit, they must demonstrate that their income is sufficient. If the prerequisites are 

fulfilled, they receive an extension (Glorius, 2016).  

 

“Language is the most common skill asked of migrants,” says Raghuram (2013: 140). As many 

students reported, their human capital, and thus, their ability to find a job, is dependent on their 

skills, and especially their language skills. Language skills are an integral part of the integration 

process. Knowing a language can facilitate a better job opportunity, and as research shows, 

language skills can determine the level of integration into the host society. Phan (2012) argues 

that it can be harder to master the German language depending on an individual’s country of 

origin. Furthermore, his research also indicates that mastering German language can be difficult 

for non-native speakers. In this regard, in this research, international students also face the 

hardship of mastering the German language. While some international students in this research 

encountered problems with German skills, others did not. Discrimination based on language 

skills is not only related to being a student. Here, the skills of a person due to their human capital 

are important. Individuals’ own motivation to further their skills in a specific language can be 

based on their own future decisions, or due to circumstances, such as staying in a country and 

learning the language. Furthermore, Adler (2019) talks about the “languages” in Germany and 

how each language is perceived as “liked” and “disliked”. Languages that are liked by Germans 

tend to be European and neighbouring countries’ languages, whereas disliked languages were 

often from countries that had a high immigrant population in Germany. As language appears as 

one of the most reported topics in this research, it is important to give more visibility to it. As 
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language can be one of the most important aspects of human capital, both discrimination and 

successful integration should be subjects of further research.  

 

Push and pull factors of migration were also evident in student’s responses. Cansu’s plans to 

remain in Germany for study purposes are not merely dependent upon studying but also upon her 

personal future. Her plans to remain in Germany, as she indicates, are reliant upon the German 

labour market. Piore’s Dual Market Theory, here, is relevant. The pull factors of the host country 

attract migrants, especially skilled migrants. The opportunities that Germany gives to 

international students, such as affordable prices for studying, a monthly salary (if students have a 

job), and an affordable lifestyle can attract young, skilled migrants. Here, the human capital 

aspect of opportunities is not restricted to the labour market. As students indicated in this study, 

human capital can also be found in networking and soft skills, such as language proficiency. 

Here, the German language is one aspect that can help a student enter the labour market, but this 

is also not limited to the German language as English-speaking jobs can be found as well. Apart 

from this, human capital, the development of the self, cannot be explained solely by the Neo-

Classical approach. Here, this is not limited to Piore’s theory which emphasises the aspect of the 

host country. 
 

The negative experiences faced by international students can be mentally draining. As 

Steinmann’s (2019) research indicates, there is a “paradox” in the education of new migrants. 

Here, it is indicated that the educated migrants face more discrimination. Steinmann further 

analyses the difference between perceived and actual discrimination. As Steinmann further 

explains, understanding even the perceived discrimination of migrants can still be valuable to 

better comprehend their daily life and their decision-making process. In this study the 

experiences of international students are part of this paradox: Discrimination towards educated 

migrants. Their reports of silent judgments in terms of their work performance, asking questions, 

and making mistakes which form part of their integration experiences.  Here, the labour market 

participation among international students and their negative experiences can be considered 

depending on the perspective of what should be counted as perceived or actual discrimination. 

Furthermore, Koopmans et al.’s (2019) research on German-born migrants and their 

discrimination experiences is relevant to this research on the matter of discrimination. They 
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discuss that different countries of origin are treated based on the closeness of their cultural values 

to German cultural values. Furthermore, to support this, Kaas & Manger (2012) discuss the 

discrimination, or lack thereof, based on a German-sounding name. For German-born migrants 

or migrants who settled in Germany, it was indicated that ethnic discrimination is faced. This 

form of discrimination, based on group discrimination, was also found in this research. But it 

was not reported in terms of name, rather in terms of ethnicity, such as Arad’s anti-Jewish 

experiences. 

 

Research on international students’ experience with racism and discrimination is not solely based 

on appearance or ethnicity. The way a name sounds and the way an individual pronounces the 

words in a different language and how these are negatively perceived also represent 

discriminatory experiences.  Having a different ethnic background can be one of the many 

reasons why students may want to return. Students with a different ethnic background, in part 

due to increased racism, may choose a different destination. In Arad’s case, his ties to his 

ethnicity and the discriminatory practices are related to “patriotic and social ties to their origin 

society” (Wu and Wilkes, 2016: 126). Lee & Rice’s (2007) research on neo-racism and 

discrimination practices towards students from developing and underdeveloped countries in the 

USA is an example of this issue. They report that international students do not report their 

negative experiences due to the fear of losing residency, as well as due to hierarchical norms. 

The discrimination and racism of the international students make the host country less attractive, 

and students decide to return or choose another country. In this research, ethnic origins, such as 

Arad and Maria, lead them to return to their home country or to move to another country.  

 

Finally, a sense of belonging and family ties were also apparent in this research. Maria’s 

relationship to Berlin was based on the opportunities she might get after graduation and her 

possible working experience. Like Yasmin, she also considered staying in Berlin if she has a 

partner. Maria mentioned the feeling of closeness to family, and her wish to have them nearby. 

For this reason, one of the major motivations to return is an association of home as the “place 

where their social and family ties are” (Wu and Wilkes, 2016: 128). When international students 

feel that their ties are to their home country, as Maria’s example indicates, the decision to stay 
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can become the decision to return. As when international students return home, they can feel 

accepted and there is a sense of belonging in their home country (Wu and Wilkes, 2016). 

 

I.  LIMITATION  OF  THE  FINDINGS   
 

As a limitation of this research, in terms of theoretical framework, the shortcomings of them 

made the literature review and the perspectives towards the topic. In this regard, hardship of the 

literature review is acknowledged, while the topic of student migration still remains an important 

aspect of the international migration, and international student migration.  

 

This study used qualitative interview methodology with only 9 participants in Master’s degrees 

studying in Berlin universities. Since most of the students are studying at the Freie Universität 

Berlin, the research scope mainly reflected on this specific university example. One student from 

Technische Universität Berlin was only reflected as a means of discrimination experiences. To 

broaden the scope of this research, different universities of Berlin and Germany need to be 

researched. In this regard, different study programmes need to be added. In this research, study 

programmes were not mentioned as a factor in return decisions, rather as an ‘experience’ such as 

‘gender’ discrimination. For example, the relation between study programme, such as natural 

science and gender are mentioned by Yasmin. Meanwhile, in this study, gender and age were not 

taken into consideration when interpreting and analysing the data. While respondents were not 

chosen by these intersections, these two parameters remain important factors in the subsequent 

investigation. In this research, female participants exceeded the male participants in number.  

This can be partly due to the factor that the “level of emotional discussion required by long 

interview may be uncomfortable and perhaps intimidating for some men” (Affleck et al., 

2013:160). In addition to the gender imbalance, due to the small sample size, not all continents 

were able to be researched. Thus, this project only gives a limited scope of country-based 

experiences.  This creates a confusion of the term ‘nationality’ and ‘ethnicity’. As the research 

question mainly looked at the ‘passport’ of the non-EU students, different intersections of so-

called biological races were not investigated.  
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In terms of the sample, a problem arose while finding participants. Finding suitable samples to 

match the criteria was straightforward. Other non-EU countries within the continent of Europe 

were not added, due to capacity and networking issues. Samples were mainly from one state 

university, and other dimensions, such as studying at a private university, were not taken into 

consideration.  

In this research, the research question was intended to help understand the return or stay 

decisions of the international students of non-EU countries. In this regard, the research question 

was a helpful tool to understand the diverse experience of the students, and direct attention to the 

proposed intersections of the nationality and social class. As this intersectionality was not 

directly found to indicate the return decision(s), there can still be further research into different 

intersections that can be explored.  
 

 

Conclusion  

In this study, the research question was formulated to analyse the return decisions of the non-EU 

international students who are currently studying Master’s degrees and at the same time 

participating in the German labour market, with a focus on Berlin. In this study, the main 

theoretical frameworks were part of international migration theory. As well as outlining the key 

aspects of international migration theory, its shortcomings were explored. The other main 

theoretical framework was chosen to be the concept of student migration. Its shortcomings, as 

well as further research prospects, were discussed. Another core principle of this thesis is 

‘intersectionality’, specifically based on nationality and social class, which was explained in 

relation to student migration. As a methodological tool, qualitative interviews were chosen to 

analyse the experiences of international students. Choosing content analysis as an analysing tool 

made it possible to consider interviewee’s experiences in the labour market, their experience of 

the city of Berlin, their cultural lifestyle, any discriminatory experiences they faced, as well as 

specific obstacles facing non-EU students.  

As one of the main results, it has been found that the intersectionality of nationality and social 

class do not necessarily affect the choice of return. Racist and discriminatory experiences were 

found to be negative, and few of the students expressed a desire to ‘return’ or move another 
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country. In this case, nationality still played a role, but ethnicity was much more prominent. 

Being a non-EU citizen implies increased hardship, such as when finding a job. Furthermore, 

having different ethnic background, such as “Jewish, Asian” etc., were found to experience racist 

behaviours in the urban life. As these examples contradict the law of the city of Berlin15, its 

‘international’ reputation remains prominent as many international students chose the city due to 

‘international’ atmosphere of the city. In terms of social class, most of the students value the 

possibilities of the labour market, and specifically the cultural lifestyle of the city of Berlin. But 

this does not entirely affect their decision to return or stay. Remaining in the urban capital city of 

Berlin was largely reported as favourable, but further options, such as moving to another German 

city or another country, were also discussed. In this case, the most prominent decision (apart 

from the impact of racist behaviours) was the participation of labour market and the future 

prospect(s) of the German welfare state. In relation to this, it was found that some students want 

to have a comfortable life in their home country, even if they want to temporarily work and find 

a job in the host country. Their return decision is, then, dependant on the experiences they had 

during their stay in their host country. The intersection of nationality and class, as one of the core 

perspectives of this study, were not found as expected at the beginning of the research as a means 

of making a return decision. Rather, the return decision of the international students, if any, 

depend on different parameters. Nationality-wise, the discrimination towards students exists, and 

in some cases (like Arad and Maria), they do not feel comfortable living in Berlin. In terms of 

social class, apart from the living expenses, students reported enjoying the cultural facilities 

offered. Here, it was found that some students are likely to stay in the city due to its cultural 

offerings, but this is not the sole reason. The priority reason why students would like to stay is 

their labour market participation. In terms of being a non-EU citizen, students indicate that there 

are additional hardships, such as income. As the main expectation of the thesis, that the 

intersectionality of nationality and social class is the reason of returning, was directed towards 

international students’ intentions. In this case, the return decisions depend on different occasions. 

For example, if a student feels discriminated again or faced racist behaviour, they want to return 

to their home country or another country than Germany and their country of origin. As a part of 

the intersectionality, the nationality plays a role in finding a job and getting employed. EU and 

non-EU regulations of employment, as student(s) indicate, can create an obstacle. As social class 

 
15 Berlin State Anti-Discrimination Act (German: Berliner Landes-Antidiskriminierungsgesetz LADG).  
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forms part of the intersectionality, students enjoy the offers of urban life, while they are being 

cautious of their spendings due to the limited financial ‘freedom’ they possess. Further research 

needs to consider different nationals, as well as different intersections underpinning their reasons 

to return or remain. 
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Appendix 

 
Interview Questions  

1) Can you tell me your name, age, study programme and your country of origin? [general 
information about the interviewee] 

2) What was your motivation to choose Berlin (and your university) as your study place in 
your mobility? (to know if it is related to his/her own choice [Piore’s theory] or neo-
classical/dual labour market theory and start of urban places as well as higher education) 
[macro vs micro level migration] 

3) What type of differences in your lifestyle do you observe in relation to your past and 
present experience (s)? (human capital and urban lifestyle)  

4) Did you come across some challenges while finding your job and/or while working?  
(sample: they are already working) [this is also to find out if their working experience 
effected their future decisions]  

5) How did working help/not helped you, and your way of living in Berlin? Do you consider 
this as an enhancement? [to know the class negotiation, more contacts etc] 

6) In your current situation (study, work, urban life), do you plan to stay here for the long 
run? [return migration] If yes, why? If not, what would need to change to make you stay?  
[what makes you stay here, what makes you want to go?]  

7) Would you like to add something else?  

  

Coding Tree. Used for Analysing.  
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