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From skill translation to devaluation: the
de-qualification of migrants in Turkey
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Abstract

Within the context of the transformation of Turkey from a country of emigration
to an immigration and transit country, the migration scene is becoming more
heterogeneous, with both the formal and informal labor markets being
increasingly internationalized. This paper focuses on de-qualification, defined as
migrants taking on jobs that do not match their skills, which is a neglected issue
within the migration literature on Turkey with the potential for further research.
Based on open-ended interviews and participant observation in Istanbul, the paper
elaborates on the different instruments of de-qualification. De-qualification is
considered here as an important element of precariousness in the labor market,
with different mechanisms functioning simultaneously; namely, accreditation
problems, a language disadvantage, lack of information, and identity-based

discrimination.

Keywords: De-qualification; deskilling; skills mismatch; overeducation; Turkey;

migrants.
Introduction

Because work looms so large in our lives I believe that most of us don’t reflect on
its importance and significance. For most of us, work is well —work, something we
have to do to maintain our lives and pay the bills. I believe, however, that work is
not just a part of our existence that can be easily separated from the rest of our
lives. Work is not simply about the trading of labour for dollars. Perbaps because
we live in a society that markets and hawks the fruits of our labour and not the
labour itself, we have forgotten or never really appreciated the fact that the
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business of work is not simply to produce goods, but also to help produce people.
We need work, and as adults we find identity and are identified by the work we
do. If this is true then we must be very careful about what we choose to do for a
living, for what we do is what we’ll become."

Laboro ergo sum. “I work, therefore I am.” If what we do is what we will become,
what happens when we are degraded by what we do? Skills mismatch is widely
discussed in relation to the distribution of unemployment,2 wage equzltion,3
and in terms of the growing gap between immigrants and native-born in the
labor markets and selective processes that endorse recruiting highly educated
migrants.4 However, de-qualification, overeducation, or deskilling, defined
here as migrants taking on jobs that do not match with their skills, is rarely
discussed as a matter of precariousness, at least not in the context of Turkey’s
migratory scene.

Siar identifies three different processes of de-qualification of migrant labor:
“as a host country’s way of filling up labor scarcities in the secondary market
by exploiting cheap enclave labour, as a transitional phase for migrants to adjust
to the ‘standards’ of the host country, or as a form of institutionalized
discrimination.”® While the first can be treated as a negative side effect of
market forces and the second ignored as a temporary arrangement, the third—
institutionalized discrimination—is really a matter of human rights. In all three
cases, different mechanisms are adding to the precariousness of migrants by
depriving them of the chance to utilize the skills that they have worked hard
to attain.

In a context like Turkey, which is transforming from a migrant-sending to a
receiving and transit country, we observe important changes in its labor market,
which is becoming increasingly internationalized. The same observation can be
made for both the formal and the informal markets, where the line between the
two is rather blurred. At the same time, Turkey’s migration scene is also
becoming more heterogeneous. On the one hand, there are highly skilled

1 Al Gini, “Work, Identity and Self: How We Are Formed by the Work We Do," Journal of Business Ethics 17,
no. 7 (1998), 707.

2 Donald Houston, “Employability, Skills Mismatch and Spatial Mismatch in Metropolitan Labour
Markets,” Urban Studies 42 (2005): 2221-2243.

3 Giorgio Di Pietroa and Peter Urwina, “Education and Skills Mismatch in the Italian Graduate Labour
Market,” Applied Economics 38, no. 1 (2006): 79-93.

4 Gillian Creese and Brandy Wiebe, “Survival Employment”: Gender and Deskilling among African
Immigrants in Canada,” International Migration 50 (2012): 56-76.

5 Based on the Merriam-Webster Dictionary, skills are here defined as the ability to do something that
comes from training, experience, or practice.

6 Sheila V. Siar, “From Highly Skilled to Low Skilled: Revisiting the Deskilling of Migrant Labor,”
Philippine Institute for Development Studies, Discussion Paper Series No. 2013-30 (April 2013).
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migrants leading transnational lives in their jobs at multinational corporations,
while on the other hand there are asylum seekers waiting to be resettled to a
third country as a result of Turkey’s refugee policies. Then again, while there
are irregular labor migrants taking on jobs in the informal domestic sector, as
nannies for example, there are also many international students arriving to
acquire their degrees in Turkey.

This paper is inspired by a research project entitled “Urban Implications
and Governance of Central and Eastern European (CEE) Migration
(IMAGINATION),” which is being conducted in Austria, the Netherlands,
Sweden, and Turkey with the simultaneous aims of identifying types of migration
from CEE countries and analyzing the social implications of these types of
migration as well as governance approaches to these social implications.” The
project has followed a mixed-methods approach. Research teams first analyzed the
available data based on secondary sources, which comprised a literature review of
earlier research as well as study of available official statistics. In what followed,
each research group carried out a survey, a number of semi-structured interviews
and focus groups with relevant stakeholders; e.g, representatives of migrant
organizations, local governments, relevant private agencies such as labor recruit-
ment bureaus, and NGOs involved in related areas of migration such as housing
corporations and educational institutions. The aim has been to map what the
researchers see as the socioeconomic, sociocultural, and legal-political implications
of migration. In Turkey, a total of 45 survey interviews, 40 semi-structured
interviews, and two focus groups were undertaken in the two selected urban
regions of Edirne and Istanbul. In all four countries, migrant de-qualification has
been a major issue raised by the stakeholders. Inspired by this finding, for this
paper, a total of ten additional open-ended interviews with different cases of
migrants, and from different nationalities, were conducted. The selection of the
respondents for these cases followed a snowballing approach.

Despite the fact that Turkey has been moving from being an out-migration
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country to an in-migration one, as well as being an emerging market with a
changing labor landscape, the data and research on migrants’ participation in
the labor market are very limited.® With the increase in numbers, it is becoming
an important policy issue and an interesting venue for future research, one in
which there are few studies focusing on migrant de-qualification. While trying
to fill in this gap in the literature by initiating a discussion on the issue, this

7  The project duration is three years, between 2013 and 2016. For further information, please visit
http://www.project-imagination.eu/.

8 See, e.g, Abdurrahman Aydemir and Murat Kirdar, “Integration of 1989 Repatriates from Bulgaria to
the Turkish Labour Market,” in Waves of Diversity: Socio-Political Implications of International Migration
in Turkey, ed. Aysem Biriz Karacay, Deniz Senol Sert, and Zeynep Giilru Goker (istanbul: Isis Press,
2015): 29-56.
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paper makes two major claims. First, labor here is treated as a means of survival
for the migrants in Turkey. Thus, the focus is not on labor migration as such,
but rather on the problems that migrants face while participating in the formal
and informal labor markets, hence treating de-qualification as a matter of
precariousness. What has formerly been understood as skill translation—i.e.,
limited acceptance of foreign credentials, language, and weak networks for
certain occupations—I argue should now be seen as devaluation, in reference to
Bourdieu’s notion of valuation. Second, the paper argues that regardless of their

NEW PERSPECTIVES ON TURKEY

status—regular/irregular, voluntary/forced, and temporary/permanent—all
migrants are subject to the same mechanisms of de-qualification in the Turkish
labor market, which is partially a result of the fact that the lines between the
different categories are blurred in the Turkish context, where institutions,
legislation, and policies are constantly changing. Here, I focus on the percep-
tions of the migrants, rather than on official statements by the authorities, in
the hope of reflecting the former onto the latter in terms of concrete policy
options. Accordingly, this paper is composed of three parts: the first section
presents a theoretical overview of migrant de-qualification by underlining the
different factors that lead to the de-qualification of migrants; the second part
comprises an empirical analysis; and the final section is the conclusion, where
different policy options for the future are discussed.

Migrant de-qualification: a theoretical overview

Sociological contributions on the gap between qualification and employment
attained reveal that de-qualification is substandard to satisfactory employment,
with overeducated workers having a lower income, less participation in
continuing education and training, and less job satisfaction. Using a multilevel
analysis of data from representative surveys among graduates in thirteen
European countries and Japan, Verhaest and Van der Velden argue that
cross-country differences in overeducation are explained by the quality and
orientation of the educational system, the business cycle, and the relative
oversupply of highly skilled labor where employment protection legislation
has no impact on the incidence and persistence of overeducation.” Within
this context, is it better for the unemployed to take up a job for which they
are overeducated or to remain unemployed and continue the search for
adequate employment:’10 Answering this question, Voflemer and Schuck’s

9 Dieter Verhaest and Rolf Van der Velden, “Cross-country Differences in Graduate Overeducation,”
European Sociological Review 29 (2013): 642-653.

10 Jonas VoBBemer and Bettina Schuck, “Better Overeducated than Unemployed? The Short- and Long-
Term Effects of an Overeducated Labour Market Re-entry,” European Sociological Review, first
published online October 27, 2015. doi:10.1093/esr/jcv093.
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“results support the stepping-stone hypothesis in terms of future employment
chances, but also highlight non-negligible risks of remaining trapped in a job
that is below one’s level of educational qu:ﬂiﬁca‘cion."11

Within the migration literature, the standard narrative on de-qualification
assumes that immigrants are economically vulnerable in their host countries
insofar as their skills can only be imperfectly translated into new labor
markets.'? But why does de-qualification take place? The literature suggests
several factors that lead to de-qualification of migrants: non-recognition of
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credentials, educational level, or experience abrozld;13 the poorer quality of
education in some countries;14 a language disadvantage; weak social networks;
and a lack of information regarding the job market in the host coun‘cry,15 One
economic explanation for de-qualification is the existence of a secondary market
of lower-wage and lower-status jobs that migrants are ready to take.® Looking
at forces that function at much higher levels of aggregation than are found
in neoclassical theories, dual labor market theory links immigration to the
structural requirements of modern industrial economies, and, in a way, also
depicts how and why de-qualification comes about. Piore, the forefather of the
dual market theory, assumed that there is a stable demand for migrant labor in
the countries of immigration, which is natural in the economic structure of
developed nations, where the economy is composed of a capital-intensive

11 lbid, 1.

12 Research in the context of the United States has shown that, over time, immigrants mostly recover or
exceed non-immigrants. Analyzing the earnings of foreign-born adult white men in comparison to
the native-born, and classifying the foreign-born according to country of origin, number of years
in the US, and citizenship status, Chiswick showed that “although immigrants initially earned
less than the native born, their earnings rose more rapidly with US labor market experience, and after
10 to 15 years their earnings equal, and then exceed, that of the native born”; see Barry R. Chiswick,
“The Effect of Americanization on the Earnings of Foreign-born Men,” Journal of Political Economy
86, no. 5 (1978), 897. However, subsequent research utilizing cohort analysis revealed that, instead of
the rapid growth of income found by the cross-section studies Chiswick employed, there were
relatively slow rates of earnings increase for most immigrant groups; see George J. Borjas,
“Assimilation, Changes in Cohort Quality, and the Earnings of Immigrants,” Journal of Labor Economics
3 (1985): 463-489.

13 David A. Green and Christopher Worswick, “Entry Earnings of Immigrant Men in Canada: The Roles of
Labour Market Entry Effects and Returns to Foreign Experience,” paper prepared for Citizenship and
Immigration Canada, 2002; Ana Ferrer and W. Craig Riddell, “Education, Credentials and Immigrant
Earnings,” The Canadian Journal of Economics / Revue Canadienne d’Economique 41, no. 1 (February
2008): 186-216.

14 Arthur Sweetman, “Immigrant Source Country Education Quality and Canadian Labour Market
Outcomes,” Statistics Canada / Statistique Canada, Analytical Studies Branch Research Paper Series,
11F0019MIE No. 234 (2004), http://publications.gc.ca/Collection/Statcan/11F0019MIE/11F0019MIE
2004234.pdf.

15 Diane Galarneau and René Morissette, “Immigrants: Settling for Less?” Perspectives, Statistics Canada
Catalogue no. 75-001-XIE (June 2004), http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/75-001-x/10604/6921-eng.pdf.

16 Ibid.
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primary market and a labor-intensive secondary market.)” The former
market, usually reserved for natives, is characterized by a higher degree of skill
and, accordingly, higher-paying and higher-status jobs; while the latter is a
market for I]'obs requiring a lower degree of skill and consequently providing
lower pay. 8 As economic development increases the demand for labor,
the native labor force supplies the need in the primary market of the higher-
wage, higher-status jobs.19 As a result, there are labor shortages in the
secondary market, and firms rely on migrant labor to fill the gap.zo Even if

NEW PERSPECTIVES ON TURKEY

they are highly skilled, migrants are willing to take on jobs requiring a lower
degree of skill and providing lower pay, because they perceive their situation
as being only temporary. ! Immigrants do not take lower-wage jobs
simply because they expect greater return in the future: these wages are also
tolerable, as the alternative labor market—i.e., the sending context—offers
even lower wages, even if their skills translate better from the classroom to the
labor market.

Furthermore, borrowing from Lee, push and pull factors®? must also be
taken into consideration, where the economic status of immigrants may
be affected by the country from which they migrate (“origin effect”), the
country to which they migrate (“destination effect”), and the specific relations
between origins and destinations (“community effect").23 For example,
economic, political, and cultural factors—such as political suppression in the
countries of origin, relative income inequality, geographic distance, religious
origin, the presence of left-wing parties in the government, and the size of the
immigrant community in the countries of destination—all affect the labor force
status of immigrzmts.24 However, neither sociological theories of migration,
with their emphasis on a limited mobility that is structural in dual labor
markets, nor conceptual perspectives, which view migration mainly as a
byproduct of capital investment in peripheral contexts, can sufficiently explain
the mechanisms behind the de-qualification of migrants.

17 Michael J. Piore, Birds of Passage: Migrant Labor and Industrial Societies (Nova Lorque: Cambridge
University Press, 1979). See also Deniz Sert, “Explaining Why People Move: Intra and Interdisciplinary
Debates about the Causes of International Migration,” in The International Studies Encyclopedia, Vol. IV,
ed. Robert A. Denemark (West Sussex, Malden, and Oxford: Wiley, 2010): 1999-2011.

18 Ibid.

19 Ibid.

20 Ibid.

21 Ibid.

22 Everett S. Lee, “A Theory of Migration,” Demography 3, no. 1 (1966): 47-57.

23 Frank van Tubergen, Ineke Maas, and Henk Flap, “The Economic Incorporation of Immigrants in 18
Western Societies: Origin, Destination, and Community Effects,” American Sociological Review 69, no. 5
(2004): 704-727.

24 Ibid.
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Adapting Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of institutionalized cultural capital and
his views of the educational system as a site of social reproduction, Bauder
provides an alternative explanation.z5 Based on data from interviews with
institutional administrators and employers in greater Vancouver who service or
employ immigrants from South Asia and the former Yugoslavia, he argues that
regulatory institutions, by not recognizing foreign credentials or dismissing
foreign work experience, actively prevent immigrants from entering the
upper segments of the labor market.?® As Siar also underlines, Bauder sees

AINYNL NO SIAILDIMS¥Id MIN

de-qualification as an institutionalized method of mar%inalizing migrants, with
the aim of preserving the prevailing power structure,”

Other empirical studies also emphasize the fact that not recognizing
foreign credentials and dismissing migrants’ skills are apparent methods of
de-qualification at the job-seeking stage. One example is Henderson et al.’s
study of highly skilled Chinese migrants—in particular doctors, teachers, and
engineers—who reported the non-recognition of their overseas qualifications in
a sample seeking employment in New Zealand.”® In a subsequent study with
Chinese and Indian immigrants in New Zealand, Trlin et al. state as follows:

[Plersonnel recruitment agencies, ostensibly geared to the placement of
skilled professionals, were often reported to be unhelpful and not interested
in “foreigners.” For example, Indian participants, pointing out that English
was their language of instruction from at least high school level, saw the use
of a telephone number in advertisements by recruitment agencies as a means
of filtering out applicants with accented English.>

Among the other means of de-qualification are demanding that migrants
undertake training; requiring that they pass an examination before they can
apply for a job; or setting a premium on local experience over the migrant
worker’s qualifications.’® Similarly, another study on immigrants in Canada
underlines the fact that foreign work experience is significantly discounted in

25 Harald Bauder, “Brain Abuse,’ or the Devaluation of Immigrant Labour in Canada,” Antipode 35 (2003):
699-717.

26 Ibid.

27 Ibid.

28 Anne Henderson, Andrew D. Trlin, and Noel Watts, “Squandering Skills? The Employment Problems of
Skilled Chinese Immigrants in New Zealand,” in Asian Nationalism in an Age of Globalization, ed. Roy
Starrs (Oxon and New York: Routledge, 2013): 106-123.

29 Andrew Trlin, Anne Henderson, and Nicola North, “Skilled Chinese and Indian Immigrant Workers,” in
Work and Working in Twenty-first Century New Zealand, ed. Paul Spoonley, Ann Dupuis, and Anne De
Bruin (Palmerston North: Dunmore Press, 2004): 205-219.

30 Siar, “From Highly Skilled to Low Skilled.”
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the Canadian labor market, which is a cause of the increasing income gap
between immigrants and the Canadian-born over the past two decades.>
The same study also states that the majority of immigrants entering
Canada between 1981 and 2001 were from Eastern Europe, South Asia, East
Asia, western Asia, and Africa—regions where the human capital is not easy
to transmit owing to differences in language, culture, education, credentials,
and discrimination.>2 Likewise, studying the occupational locations of
men aged 30—-54 with a university degree in engineering, Boyd and Thomas

NEW PERSPECTIVES ON TURKEY

assessed identity-based discrimination as a consequence of race and ethnicity
in the Canadian labor market.”> Creese and Wiebe also emphasize the
racialized and gendered nature of migration from sub-Saharan Africa in
Canada, “where common demands for ‘Canadian experience, ‘Canadian
credentials, and ‘Canadian accents’ were uneven across different sectors of the
labour market.”**

Focusing on the debate about the free movement of labor within the
European Union (EU) in the wake of the economic crisis, studies have shown
patterns of de-qualification similar to those present in North America.
A thorough investigation of European and national-level sources shows that,
rather than explanations presenting a “knowledge-driven migration” of the free
movement of labor, over-qualification and the parallel underutilization of the
skills of migrant workers arise as a prevalent phenomenon in the EU.*’
Investigating whether labor migrants affect productivity, Huber et al. also
discovered underutilization of skilled foreign labor, with little proof to suggest
that migrants show increased productivity, which may in return be a result of
over-qualification.>®

In a more recent article, Webb uses Bourdieu’s notions of misrecognition
and symbolic and social capital to identify the uneven outcomes of migration
transitions on employment outcomes among migrant groups, by utilizing
qualitative accounts from skilled migrants. He argues that it is the process of
“it's who you know, not what you know” that helps to secure employment
corresponding to the qualifications and previous employment histories of both

31 Garnett Picot and Arthur Sweetman, The Deteriorating Economic Welfare of Immigrants and Possible
Causes: Update 2005 (Ontario: Statistics Canada, 2005).

32 Ibid.

33 Monica Boyd and Thomas Derrick, “Skilled Immigrant Labour: Country of Origin and the Occupational
Locations of Male Engineers,” Special Issue on Migration and Globalization, Canadian Studies in
Population 29, no. 1 (2002): 71-99.

34 Creese and Wiebe, “Survival Employment’,” 56.

35 Béla Galgdczi, Janine Leschke, and Andrew Watt, eds., EU Labour Migration in Troubled Times: Skills
Mismatch, Return and Policy Responses (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012).

36 Peter Huber, Michael Landesmann, Catherine Robinson, and Robert Stehrer, “Migrants’ Skills and
Productivity: A European Perspective,” National Institute Economic Review 213, no. 1 (2010): R20-R34.
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skilled migrants and their partners.37 Webb also underlines the fact that—in
an era when transnational skilled migration is increasing to record levels,
particularly from non-OECD countries to OECD countries—building the
right social network is the key to finding a job that matches a migrant’s
qualiﬁcations.38

Looking at the context of Israel, Friedberg underlines how the national
origin of an individual’s human capital is a crucial determinant of its value, with
education and labor market experience acquired abroad being significantly less
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valued than human capital obtained domestically, which can fully explain
the earnings disadvantage of immigramts‘39 Comparing guest workers, ethnic
Germans, immigrants from the EU-15 or other Western industrialized
countries, non-EU immigrants, and second‘generation immigrants with the
native-born population in Germany, Kogan also underscores the importance of
human capital and labor market segmentation in the employment exclusion of
immigrant populations.**

The literature cited and presented here looks generally at the problem of
de-qualification in developed countries. The migration literature pertaining
to Turkey, on the other hand, does not currently provide any analysis of the
de-qualification of migrants in the Turkish labor market. With the major aim of
filling this gap in the literature and initiating discussion on the subject, based on the
results of a pilot study of ten open-ended interviews with different cases of migrants,
as well as participant observation in Istanbul, this paper argues that similar
mechanisms are also at work in the migration context of Turkey. In line with this,
five issues have been identified: accreditation problems, language disadvantage, weak
social networks, lack of information, and identity-based discrimination.

De-qualification in Turkey: an empirical analysis

Based on data provided by the General Directorate of Migration Management
(Gog Idaresi Genel Miidirliigii), as of 2014, almost 400,000 migrants had received
residence permits in Turkey, constituting the regular migrant population; around
60,000 irregular migrants were apprehended the same year. From 2005 to 2014,
150,000 people sought international protection in Turkey. In addition, as of April
2016, there were 2.7 million Syrians in Turkey, who are currently under a

37 Sue Webb, “It's Who You Know Not What": Migrants’ Encounters with Regimes of Skills as
Misrecognition,” Studies in Continuing Education 37, no. 3 (2015): 267-285.

38 Ibid.

39 Rachel M. Friedberg, “You Can’t Take It with You? Immigrants’ Assimilation and the Portability of
Human Capital,” Journal of Labor Economics 18, no. 2 (2000): 221-251.

40 Irena Kogan, “Last Hired, First Fired? The Unemployment Dynamics of Male Immigrants in Germany,”
European Sociological Review 20, no. 5 (2004): 445-461.
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temporary protection regime. Thus, Turkey is firmly moving from being a
country of emigration to one of immigration. Ozcurumez and Yetkin describe this
process as follows:

As an emerging market and a relatively successful survivor of the 2008
economic crisis, Turkey is increasingly more attractive for non-Turkish
nationals who suffer from high rates of unemployment in their countries of
origin. Some of this employment arrives legally and documented while a

NEW PERSPECTIVES ON TURKEY

large portion arrives irregularly and stays as undocumented while integrated
to the informal labor market, which constitutes close to half of the economy.
While aiming to promote registered employment of and combat
unregistered work by foreign nationals, Turkey adopts various policies
and legislation with regulations seemingly easing acquisition of residence
and work permits.*!

This description explains the context of the transformation of Turkey’s
labor market, which has occurred in parallel to the country’s change from a
migrant-sending to a migrant-receiving and transit country. One such policy
change to ease foreigners’ access to the labor market in Turkey was the Law on
Work Permits for Foreigners (Law No. 4817, dated March 15, 2003), which
nullified the discriminatory Law on Activities and Professions in Turkey
Reserved for Turkish Citizens (Law No. 2007, dated June 16, 1932), which
barred foreign citizens from practicing a long list of professions, such as
photographer, actor, waitress, interpreter, etc. % More recently, on January 15,
2016, the cabinet approved the decision to grant work permits to refugees who
had fled to Turkey to escape conflicts in their homeland.*> Despite such
positive changes, empirical evidence shows that the labor market in Turkey still
holds important features of precariousness for the migrants. De-qualification is
one such feature, with various different mechanisms actively working against
the migrants.

As explained earlier, the focus of this paper on de-qualification was inspired
by an international research project following a mixed-method approach—viz.,
an extensive literature review, a survey, semi-structured interviews, and focus
groups—with the aim of mapping the relevant stakeholders’ perspectives on
the socioeconomic, sociocultural, and legal-political implications of migration.

41 Saime Ozclirimez and Deniz Yetkin, “Limits to Regulating Irregular Migration in Turkey: What
Constrains Public Policy and Why?” Turkish Studies 15, no. 3 (2014): 442-457.

42 For a detailed discussion, see Arnd-Michael Nohl et al., Work in Transition: Cultural Capital and Highly
Skilled Migrants’ Passages into the Labour Market (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2014).

43 However, the effects of the change are early to observe. For the decision, see Resmi Gazete at http://
www.resmigazete.gov.tr/eskiler/2016/01/20160115-23.pdf.
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De-qualification proved to be a common issue faced by the migrants in all four
countries studied in the project. The problem was especially noticeable and
discussed among academic and policy circles in the case of Austria, where a
significant characteristic of CEE migration—one largely different from the 1960s
and 1970s guest worker migrations from the former Yugoslavia and Turkey—
was the above-average level of education of many immigrants.44 Favell underlined
the danger of the “ambitious ‘New Europeans’ ... becoming a new Victorian
servant class for a West European aristocracy of creative-class professionals and
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university educated working mums,” with female migrants holding a teacher’s
diploma or even a PhD working in Austria in the fields of child or geriatric care.*’

Relying mostly on survey data conducted in the course of previous research,
it was seen that in the Netherlands—just as in Austria and again unlike the
guest workers of the 1960s and 1970s—CEE labor migrants were also
generally well educated. And in Sweden, as in Austria and the Netherlands,
CEE migrants were also well educated in comparison to those born in Sweden,
as they usually had had at least secondary education. This partly reflected the
fact that immigrants from these countries were primarily young pe%ple, who are
on average better educated, many having a university education.” Looking at
the distribution in occupations sorted by skill level, we see that migrants
working in low-skill professions increased from four percent to nine percent
between 2001 and 2011; thus, given the higher level of education of migrants,
these increases in low-skill jobs hint at a process of de-qualification.*”

In Turkey, one source of data existing on the education of migrants is
residence permits granted based on education, which provides more informa-
tion on student migration than does giving estimates on the educational level
of migrants and their labor market participation. However, based on the
interviews conducted by the research team for IMAGINATION, we can claim
that many of the CEE migrants coming to Turkey are better qualified than the
average in Turkey. Historically, many Bulgarian migrants have been known
to be better educated, having had at least a certain type of vocational training,48

44 Heinz Fassmann, Christiane Hintermann, Josef Kohlbacher, and Ursula Reeger, “Arbeitsmarkt
Mitteleuropa: Die Riickkehr historischer Migrationsmuster” (Vienna: Verlag der Osterreichischen
Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1999); Heinz Fassmann, Josef Kohlbacher, and Ursula Reeger, “Suche
Arbeit: Eine empirische Analyse Uber Stellensuchende aus dem Ausland” (Vienna: Verlag der
Osterreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 1993).

45 Adrian Favell, “The New Face of East-West Migration in Europe,” Journal for Ethnic and Migration
Studies, 34, no. 5 (2008): 701-716.

46 Eskil Wadensjo and Christer Gerdes, Immigration to Sweden from the New EU Member States,
(Stockholm: Swedish Institute for European Policy Studies, 2013).

47 Deniz Sert, “Mapping and Analysis of Types of Migrants from CEE Countries: Comparative Report,”
IMAGINATION Comparative Project Report 1, 2014.

48 Aydemir and Kirdar, “Integration of 1989 Repatriates from Bulgaria.”
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E Table 1. Description of the Respondents
3
; Gender  Age  Country of Origin Degree Job in Turkey
o
& Female 27 Iran Law Waitress; language instructor
E Male 26 Syria Law Fieldworker in a humanitarian aid
o organization
Z’ Male 22 Syria Programming engineer Web developer, informal economy
4 Female 20 Albania University student Receptionist with no insurance but
= residency permit
2 Female 27 Syria (Kurdish) Arabic literature Works in a bakery
Female 31 Bulgaria Medicine Housekeeper
Female 50 Moldova Accounting Caretaker
Male 37 Ghana Designer Self-employed
Female 30 Turkmenistan French Nanny
Female 50 Armenia Physiotherapy Masseuse

http://journals.cambridge.org

In cosmopolitan cities like Istanbul, there are many educated female migrants
known hold informal jobs in private households regardless of their qualifications.*’
However, as the IMAGINATION project was particularly focused on CEE
migration, in order to go beyond this geographical focus, ten additional open-
ended interviews were conducted with the migrants in Istanbul, following a
snowballing method. Particularly since the beginning of the turmoil in
Syria, migrants from Syria have constituted the largest migrant community in
Turkey. This quantitative increase was very much reflected in these interviews,
with three out of the ten additional interviews conducted being with migrants
from Syria; the other interviewees were from Albania, Armenia, Bulgaria, Ghana,
Iran, Moldova, and Turkmenistan (see Table 1). We have interviewed people
with university degrees working as waitresses or bakers in the informal service
sector, or working formally for less salary and with no prospects for promotion.
Five common themes emerged from the interviews conducted with the ten
cases presented in Table 1, and these themes were also in line with
the literature: problems of accreditation, a language disadvantage, lack of
information, weak social networks, and identity-based discrimination.

Problems of accreditation: an enigmatic process

The institutional analysis of Nohl et al. shows that migrants are prohibited
from performing many professions in Turkey, but the prevailing informality of

49 Deniz Karci Korfali, Deniz Senol Sert, and Tugba Acar, “Mapping and Analysis of Types of Migration
from CEE Countries: Country report Turkey,” Ozyegin University, IMAGINATION Working Paper No. 4
(February 2014).
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the labor market makes it possible that a migrant doctor might practice his/her
profession without a licence.”® Accreditation, or equivalency, as used by the
Council of Higher Education of Turkey (Yitksekgretim Kurulu, YOK), is a
process of recognition of foreign (associate, bachelor’s, and master’s degree)
diplomas received from higher education institutions abroad.”! Even in those
cases where there are no working mechanisms of legal exclusion, the recogni-
tion of degrees entails an enigmatic process. To begin with, as of April 2015,
the official YOK website providing information about the recognition process
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and the relevant application form were available only in Turkish. In addition,
the list of documents required to accompany the application is considerable—
and in many cases of forced migration would be almost impossible to acquire.

Problems in regard to accreditation were not mentioned during any of the
interviews conducted for this research. However, this is not to state that there
are no problems with the accreditation process in Turkey. On the contrary, this
result is caused by the simple fact that none of the interviewees have even tried
to apply to have their degrees recognized by YOK. In other cases—during the
fieldwork of the IMAGINATION project, for example—problems of
accreditation were widely cited by participants. In one instance, a migrant
coming from Greece who had applied to have his degree recognized in Turkey
simply cancelled the process out of frustration. This was despite the fact that he
came from an ethnic Turkish background (and thus knew the language) and
had already filed a long list of documentation; the continuous bureaucratic
obstacles ultimately overwhelmed him.

Language disadvantage: a barrier for everybody

Following Bourdieu, language is treated here not merely as a method of
communication or a skill, but also as a mechanism of power, with the language
one uses being designated by his/her relational position in a given field or
social space, determining who has a “right” to be listened to, to interrupt, to ask
questions, and to what degree.’> All of the respondents cited language
disadvantage—here defined as not being able to speak Turkish—as a major
obstacle to finding a proper job in Turkey.

As a female migrant from Iran emphasizes:

“[The] first obstacle is the language barrier. I found a job before coming
here, but I think it is difficult if I try to find a job in the streets without

50 Ibid.

51 For details, see http://www.yok.gov.tr/en/web/uluslararasi-iliskiler/tanima.

52 Jen Webb, Tony Schirato, and Geoff Danaher, Understanding Bourdieu (Crows Nest, Australia:
Allen and Unwin, 2002).
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speaking Turkish. Because I can’t get [a] working permit or residence
permit, many work areas reject you or hire you for really low wages.”
(female, 27, Iran, waitress with degree in law)

A young man from Syria also states:

“Language was the first barrier for me and other Syrians to work here. Also
being social was really difficult for me. Getting to know the details of the

NEW PERSPECTIVES ON TURKEY

country, everything ... Trying not to annoy anybody ...” (male, 22, Syria,
web developer with degree in programming engineering)

Even those migrants who did not personally experience language disadvantage
in the workplace emphasized problems in communication due to a lack
of Turkish. Another young man from Syria, who works in a civil society
organization assisting Syrian refugees in Turkey, asserts:

“It was a problem to communicate with people, but not in my job actually.
Because in my job I work with Syrians and I speak Arabic with them. But
for the rest of Syrians, language is the first or second major problem in
finding a job. The first problem is the government procedures, and the
second is language.” (male, 27, Syria, fieldworker with degree in law)

Even in jobs that do not require skills, not knowing the language in the
workplace emerges as a problem for migrants. A female identifying herself as
Syrian-Kurdish, with a degree in Arabic literature, talks about her experience
when she switched jobs from a sewing workshop to a bakery:

“In my first job everything was more difficult, because I was not able to speak
Turkish. When I learned Turkish from my friends around me, I got the new
job from the bakery.” (female, 27, Syria, baker with degree in Arabic literature)

Lack of information: where to start?

Lack of information about the labor market in the country of arrival is another
handicap for migrants. While this is partially related to the language barrier
explained above, it is not limited only to this. As a respondent stresses:

“Looking for a job is kind of difficult here. A guy does not know where to
start. In my case it was easier for me because my job is related to [the]
Internet, but if I were, let’s say, a doctor, I would not have any idea how to
find a job that would be suited to my abilities. I'm planning to go to Europe,
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so I can move forward. In my company, I deserve a better salary and better
organization. Generally, people here, refugees, foreigners ... In general, not
just refugees, it is difficult to get a fair job for foreign people. First, because
of the language: after Turkey decided to take refugees, it should have also
provided Turkish languages—in the specific case of Syrians. Also, [the]
Turkish government should create [employment] agencies for refugees, for
instance like in Europe, there are some agencies where I could apply for a
job according to my abilities.” (male, 22, Syria, web developer with degree in
programming engineering)
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Thus, there are no formal structures whereby migrants can apply to find a job that
matches their skills. For almost all of our respondents, this vacuum is filled by
friends, acquaintances, or co-nationals; namely, by the migrants’ social networks.

Weak social networks: venue for optimism

“T did not find this job through a social network, but it was a friend I knew.
It is a good question, now we are making those networks for the Syrian
refugees. For example, five-six Syrians create a Facebook page for finding a
job for Syrians. Through this network many Syrians apply to different
companies, but companies of course [do] not choose Syrians, since they
have procedural problems. [The] social network is available only for people
who have Internet access to [an] Arabic network of Facebook groups.”
(male, 27, Syria, fieldworker with degree in law)

Although the respondent does not consider finding a job with the help of a
friend to be a function of a social network, nevertheless belonging to a group or
being surrounded by people that you know definitely helps in finding a job.
Other respondents, such as a woman from Albania who was a student in
Turkey but is now working as a receptionist in a hotel without a work permit,
have mentioned using web-based social networks, such as Craigslist, to find a
job. In some cases, migrants’ social networks also act as venues to learn the new
language, as in the case of the Syrian-Kurdish migrant who stated above that
she learned Turkish through her friends. Thus, social networks have multiple
functions for the migrants, and constitute perhaps the only venue that provides
some optimism for the migrants in Turkey.

Identity-based discrimination: being a woman out there

The fact that almost all migrants stated that a form of social network
had supported their presence in Turkey does not mean that there is no
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identity-based discrimination. When asked whether he faced any kind of
identity-based discrimination, the fieldworker from Syria stated:

“No, not me, because I find this specific job where I work with Syrian refugees.
But for instance there is a doctor I know who speaks also Turkmen and
Arabic. He came here to work, they say no to him because he is Syrian and
could not get [a] work permit. Turkish officials are giving work permits to
Americans and Europeans, but not to Syrians. I didn't face ID-based
discrimination, but I heard a lot of stories from different regions of Turkey, for
instance Kilis.” (male, 27, Syria, fieldworker with degree in law)

NEW PERSPECTIVES ON TURKEY

Thus, even for those migrants who have not personally experienced identity-
based discrimination, the perception is there. For others, especially for the
women, the story is much gloomier. As a female migrant from Bulgaria put it:

“Not in the houses I work, but outside. I had so much trouble when I was
trying to rent a house. I found an apartment with three other Bulgarians
working here. [The] police was coming to the house to check if we were sex
workers or not.” (female, 31, Bulgaria, housekeeper with degree in medicine)

Another migrant woman explained as follows:

“T left Iran because I was a 27-year-old unmarried person and I was hiding
that I'm a lesbian, actually. I faced identity-based discrimination all the time
because I was a woman in Iran. This is one reason why I had to leave Iran to
go to Europe. I was feeling insecure in Iran because of my identity. Here
I feel more secure, but still many times I think I'm discriminated [against]
because I am a woman.” (female, 27, Iran, waitress with degree in law)

All in all, identity-based discrimination is a problem particulatly touched upon
by women, as the most vulnerable group among migrants.53 When asked
whether she had faced any kind of identity-based discrimination, another
female migrant stated:

“Yes, in the neighborhood. At first everything was okay, but later local
people started to stare at whoever spoke Arabic. We rent a two-bedroom
apartment with six people. The owner wants to increase the rent, or,

53 For an extensive discussion of the recent literature on migrant women, see Jorgen Carling, “How
Migration Spurs Battles over Women,” March 8, 2015, https://jorgencarling.wordpress.com/2015/03/
08/how-migration-spurs-battles-over-women.
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he says, we have to leave. Also, not me, but some of my friends that I am
staying with faced sexual harassment by the local people in the streets.”
(female, 27, Syria, baker with degree in Arabic literature)

Her statement shows that identity-based discrimination is present not only in
the workplace but also in the streets, and that ethnic factors not only play a role
in the de-qualification of migrants, but also have a direct impact on their daily
lives. A male migrant sees identity-based discrimination differently:
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“I faced absolute ID discrimination three times, but I believe that it does
not represent public opinion, but just an individual behavior. Generally,
people are good with Syrians here. But that also depends on the
people.” (male, 22, Syria, freelance web developer with degree in computer
engineering)

Unlike his female counterparts, for him, discrimination is not an institutiona-
lized phenomenon, but happens only on an individual level. In fact, there are no
studies analyzing the mechanisms of how identity-based discrimination plays a
role in the de-qualification of migrants in Turkey’s labor market, which points
to new areas for further research.

Conclusions: venues for future research

Based on a report published by the International Labour Organization
“over-education is increasing and under-education is decreasing on at least
one measure in at least half of the countries for which such trends can be
assessed.”>* Accordingly, skills mismatch is a common problem in Europe and a
potential indicator or component of the measurement of labor underutilization.
If skills mismatch is such a widespread challenge, why should we worry
specifically about migrants? Considering the fact that in most developed and
developing countries demographics are changing and local populations are
aging, migrants begin to make up an important supply of labor, in Piore’s terms,
not only for the labor-intensive secondary market, but also for the capital-
intensive primary market. Thus, the de-qualification of migrants constitutes an
important policy issue for the future.

The ILO report underlines four policy incentives meant to tackle the
problem of skills mismatch in general: efficient job placement services; social
dialogue to strengthen linkages between education and training systems and the

54 International Labour Office (ILO), “Skills Mismatch in Europe: Statistics Brief” (Geneva: International
Labour Office, Department of Statistics, ILO, 2014).
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wortld of work; solid labor market information; and more detailed empirical
investigations to assess if the problem is temporal or structural.”® In the case of
migrants, de-qualification is identified as a structural rather than a temporal
problem, and thus it requires direct policy interventions.

The first step may be to bring the discourse of de-qualification into the
immigration and labor policy spectrum.56 Citing a recent government report by
Hawthorne that judges success based on the labor market outcomes of new
migrants, Siar rightfully argues that destination countries must look beyond

NEW PERSPECTIVES ON TURKEY

statistics and evaluation reports, which trumpet the accomplishments of their
migration policies and settlement programs, and instead begin to conduct more
comprehensive analysis of the real state of migrants in the labor market.””

There is also a need to bring the discourse of de-qualification into the
academic literature on international migration. Mechanisms for better data
collection should be established, especially in countries like Turkey where the
transformation into an immigration country is still a recent phenomenon, thus
making migration policymaking a new phenomenon as well. Accordingly, it is
necessary to collect data on the skills and education levels of migrants as well as
on their placement in the labor market. For example, despite the fact that there
has been an extensive registration process for Syrian migrants, during the
process no data were collected about the education levels or skills of these
migrants. In fact, it can be argued that if such data were available, labor
underutilization would be more visible.

Based on the interviews, as well as on the research methodology followed in
the IMAGINATION project, it is clear that two other important policy areas
are Turkish language education and job placement services for migrants.
Regarding the former, Turkish language classes should be provided to those
migrants willing to enrol, thus putting this education on a voluntary basis and
regardless of the legal status of the migrant in Turkey. In relation to the latter
point, there should be job placement services available for migrants who would
like to utilize them. However, in both cases, the most important concern of the
policymakers must be the transparency of the system, with a constant flow of
information to the migrants being given priority.

For many migrants, the phrase laboro ergo sum (“I work, therefore I am”)
explains their means of survival. The equation is simple: only if one has a job
can he/she afford to live, and in many cases migrants have to take on jobs
that do not match their skills, which has been defined here as de-qualification.

55 Ibid.

56 Siar, “From Highly Skilled to Low Skilled.”

57 Ibid. See also Lesleyanne Hawthorne, Competing for Skills: Migration Policies and Trends in New
Zealand and Australia (Wellington: Department of Immigration and Citizenship and Department of
Labour, 2011).
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This paper argues that what has previously been understood as skill translation
—i.e., a limited acceptance of foreign credentials, language disadvantage, weak
networks for certain occupations—should now be seen as devaluation in
reference to Bourdieu's notion of valuation. De-qualification is considered here
as an important element of precariousness in the labor market, with different
mechanisms functioning simultaneously; namely, accreditation problems,
language disadvantage, lack of information, and identity-based discrimination.
Within this context, the only mechanism that actually supports migrants’

AINYNL NO SIAILDIMS¥Id MIN

continuous existence in Turkey seems to be their social networks. Thus, in a
very different context, Webb may be correct: if you are to exist in a system of
such precariousness, “it’s who you know, not what you know.”
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