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Abstract: This study investigates to what extent skilled 
immigrants are granted access to the qualified sectors 
of the German labor market. Vocational certificates are 
signals which inform the employer about applicants’ 
occupational skills. In this national framework, appli-
cants who hold foreign certificates obviously face some 
serious problems: First, for German employers, foreign 
certificates will generally provide less information on an 
applicant’s skills and capabilities. Secondly, employers 
may use a candidate’s country of origin as an index of 
individual productivity. Based on a factorial survey, we 
compare the chances of skilled applicants from different 
countries of origin (Bulgaria, England, France, Portugal, 
and Turkey) to be invited to an interview for the position of 
an office management assistant. The results show, as ex-
pected, that applicants with German qualifications have 
a bonus, but that foreign vocational certificates are com-
monly accepted by German employers; however, they are 
less highly rated than German degrees. In addition, our re-
sults indicate discrimination against non-Western foreign  
applicants. 

Keywords: Labor Market; Foreign Certificates; Ethnic In-
equality; Discrimination; Application Process; Factorial 
Survey.

Zusammenfassung: In der vorliegenden Untersuchung 
wird die Verwertbarkeit ausländischer Berufsbildungs-
abschlüsse auf dem deutschen Arbeitsmarkt sowie eine 
mögliche Benachteiligung von Ausländern im Bewer-

bungsprozess evaluiert. Hintergrund ist das Problem, 
dass ausländische Abschlüsse für die Arbeitgeber weniger 
informativ sind als deutsche Zertifikate. Anhand eines 
 Vignettenexperiments analysieren wir die Wahrscheinlich-
keit für ausländische Fachkräfte zu einem Vorstellungs-
gespräch eingeladen zu werden. Das Herkunftsland der 
vorgestellten Bewerber – Bulgarien, England, Frankreich, 
Portugal und Türkei  – wird dabei ebenso experimentell 
variiert wie deren berufliche Qualifikation. Die Ergebnisse 
zeigen erwartungsgemäß, dass Bewerber mit deutschen 
Abschlüssen bevorzugt werden. Ausländische Fachkräfte 
können ihre im Ausland erworbenen Zertifikate zwar auch 
auf dem deutschen Arbeitsmarkt verwerten, jedoch mit 
Abschlägen. Des Weiteren deuten die Ergebnisse auf eine 
Diskriminierung nicht-westeuropäischer ausländischer 
Bewerber hin. 

Schlüsselwörter: Arbeitsmarkt; Ausländische Zertifikate; 
Ethnische Ungleichheit; Diskriminierung; Bewerbungs-
prozess; Faktorielles Survey.

1  Introduction
The freedom of movement for workers in Europe and the 
shrinking native labor force are creating an increasing in-
ternationalization of the German labor market. Compared 
with the classic wave of immigration in the 1960s and 
1970s, more foreign professionals who were educated and 
acquired their associate degrees in their countries of ori-
gin are applying for a job in Germany. As a consequence, 
current immigrants are much more highly qualified than 
in previous decades (Kogan 2011). However, with these in-
creased qualifications, new problems have arisen because 
these higher qualifications must be assessed and accepted 
by German employers. Because the German labor market 
is highly focused on vocationally trained employees, vo-
cational certification increases labor market opportunities 
and is thus an essential part of successful access to good 
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jobs (Gangl 2001; Konietzka 1999). In this system, employ-
ers rely especially on vocational certificates to provide 
information concerning the vocational competencies and 
commitments of their holders (Abraham et al. 2011; Kerck-
hoff 2003). Thus, vocational certificates impart informa-
tion regarding the expected productivity of the applicants 
during the application process (Bills 2003; Spence 1973). 
This process leads to the crucial question as to how em-
ployers appraise the foreign vocational certificates of im-
migrants.

If employers do not consider foreign vocational cer-
tificates to be equal to German vocational certificates, 
this effectively depreciates the acquired competencies. 
As a result, immigrants may end up in a lower sector of 
the labor market. According to a study by Szydlik (1996) 
foreign employees are often far better qualified for their 
jobs than Germans are. Of course, it is not mandatory that 
human capital that has been acquired abroad be com-
pletely transferable to the host country (Friedberg 2000). 
However, recent empirical studies have shown that, even 
controlling for competencies that are relevant to the labor 
market, immigrant workers earn less money than local 
workers do (Konietzka & Kreyenfeld 2001; Smoliner 2011; 
Weins 2010). The authors argue that this difference is due 
to the lower signal value of foreign certificates. As are as 
statistic discrimination is concerned, the holders of for-
eign certificates are rated less productive on average, and 
consequently, they earn lower wages and hold positions 
with a lower status. If foreign certificates are recognized as 
equivalent to German certificates, one can expect positive 
effects for labor market integration. In Germany, a specif-
ic law, the “Professional Qualifications Assessment Act,”1 
regulates which foreign certificates are equivalent to their 
German counterparts. However, because the recognition 
process is costly and time-consuming, it is chiefly particu-
larly highly qualified immigrants who are seeking access 
to regulated professions who undergo this formal process 
(Kogan 2012).

The existing empirical evidence implies the restricted 
usability of foreign educational certificates in the German 
labor market. However, the literature shows deficits in 
two important aspects. First, the studies that focus on in-
equalities only consider immigrants who have succeeded 
in entering the German labor market. In cases in which 
access to employment is initially a critical problem, previ-
ous studies have, for example, underestimated the extent 

1 In German, this is called the Berufqualifikationsfeststellungsgesetz. 
For more information, see www.bpb.de/gesellschaft/migration/
kurzdossiers/141848/assessment-of-qualifications-acquired-abroad, 
retrieved July 22, 2015.

of wage inequalities. This underestimation leads to the 
question as to whether those immigrants who have earned 
their vocational certificates abroad are perceived by em-
ployers as employable skilled workers at all. An answer 
to this question will provide information concerning the 
openness of the German labor market for foreign workers, 
especially in its qualified sectors. Consequently, we focus 
directly on the employment procedures of firms and com-
pare the likelihood of the applicants from different coun-
tries of origin being invited to a job interview. The second 
deficit is that the empirical literature has rarely consid-
ered how the structure and the quality of the respective 
educational systems in the country of origin influence the 
evaluation of foreign certificates. Usually, the studies only 
focus on the average difference between native and foreign 
workers. If the sample size permits a detailed analysis, in-
dividual groups of foreigners are compared with locals. 
However, we suspect that different educational systems 
in different countries – and the employers’ perception of 
them – determine the acceptance of foreign certificates by 
domestic companies. Consequently, we also focus on the 
differences among the certificates from a variety of foreign 
countries. We distinguish between immigrants from Bul-
garia, England, France, Portugal, and Turkey. 

In addition to the acceptance or not of foreign degrees, 
the question arises whether foreign applicants are dis-
criminated against during the hiring process. The hiring 
process generally provides an opportunity for discrimina-
tion because discrimination is difficult to prove in any giv-
en case (Petersen & Saporta 2004). Indeed, there is consid-
erable evidence of discrimination in the labor market (for 
a short overview, see, e. g. Andriessen et al. 2012). This ev-
idence shows that foreign applicants are, under otherwise 
equal conditions, invited less frequently to job interviews 
than native job seekers. However, to our knowledge, there 
are no studies that address whether such discrimination is 
based on a lower assessment of educational degrees or on 
general attitudes toward people from a particular country.

In this article, we use a factorial survey to empirically 
examine the acceptance of foreign vocational certificates 
and potential ethnic discrimination. In this factorial sur-
vey, CEOs and firm owners were asked to evaluate sever-
al brief, hypothetical descriptions of different potential 
applicants. The idea is to determine the likelihood of an 
applicant being invited to a job interview by the respond-
ent. The experimental design of the factorial survey cre-
ates the opportunity to employ random variation of the 
parameters of the particular situation – in this case, the 
different factors that are relevant to the application. The 
analysis focuses on the (foreign) vocational certificate and 
the country of origin, which is also where the certificate 
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was acquired. To reduce the complexity of the design, we 
restrict the study to office management assistants. This 
job is found in nearly all firms, and in Germany, it is an 
approved and certified vocational occupation in the vo-
cational training system (VTS). The German VTS is gen-
erally organized as a combination of on-the-job training 
and school attendance, which is the so-called dual system 
of vocational training. As far as foreign labor markets are 
concerned, it can be safely assumed that the tasks that are 
related to office management assistants must also be con-
ducted in foreign firms.2

The existing empirical results suggest that applicants 
with German degrees are preferred over applicants with 
foreign degrees. However, this comparison does not iden-
tify the “true value” of foreign certificates because it is 
nearly impossible to control empirically for individual 
productivity beyond vocational training. In particular, 
it is nearly impossible to control for further unobserved 
properties such as the employee’s plans to eventually re-
turn to his country of origin (Bonacich 1972). To determine 
the real value of foreign professional degrees, we compare 
the foreign applicants with certificates that have been 
acquired in their country of origin with the foreign appli-
cants who have not completed any vocational training at 
home. To control for occupational experience, the fiction-
al applicants in our experimental design are said to have 
already gathered working experience in this occupation. 
This design is used to compare the acceptance of the appli-
cants who differ only in the respective vocational degree; 
hence, it measures the “true value” of these certificates for 
German employers. The present article is the first attempt 
to rate the value of foreign degrees in the application pro-
cess empirically. In addition, we include in our design Ger-
man and foreign born applicants, both of whom acquired 
their vocational degrees in Germany. The comparison of 
these two groups explains the discrimination behavior of 
the employers. We can, therefore, with our experimental 
design, separate the effects of the lower acceptance of 
foreign degrees and the general attitudes toward foreign 
applicants. 

To achieve this goal, we first discuss the application 
process with a special focus on the role of vocational 
certificates and ethnic discrimination. Subsequently, we 
present the survey instrument, which is followed by the 

2 The German job titles read “Bürokauffrau/-mann” and “Kauf-
frau/-mann für Bürokommunikation,” Since August 1, 2014, the 
training regulations for both occupations have been merged with a 
new job title, the “Kauffrau/-mann für Büromanagement.” 

empirical results. Finally, we discuss the implications and 
restrictions of our study.

2  The process of screening and the 
role of vocational certificates

Because we focus on the likelihood of being invited to a 
job interview, the following theoretical discussion con-
centrates on the preselection of the applicants. In labor 
market theory, the selection of applicants is the result of 
a search process that is characterized by incomplete and 
asymmetric information (Stigler 1961). Therefore, the ap-
plicants’ productivity is ex ante largely unknown (Jovano-
vich 1979) because employers have difficulties in assess-
ing their occupational skills. Consequently, the applicants 
face the challenge of communicating their skills to the 
employers in a credible way. One possible solution is the 
applicant’s investment in credible signals (Spence 1973). A 
credible signal emerges if he or she invests in some type of 
test that is correlated with his or her performance abilities. 
In a process of self-selection, if the test is only successfully 
passed by those with sufficient skills, low performers will 
not even attempt to acquire the signal. Typically, credible 
signals are provided by educational and occupational in-
stitutions that award certificates. These documents can 
be considered signals that inform the employer about the 
occupational skills of the applicants. The informational 
value is dependent on the reliability and credibility of the 
test and the institutions that provide the certification. 

This theoretical mechanism is especially visible in the 
German vocational training system. Occupational institu-
tions such as the Chamber of Trades and the Chamber of 
Industry and Commerce provide standardized rules and a 
reliable test procedure for vocational training in several 
hundred occupations. Employees who pass through this 
system invest in reliable vocational signals as far as occu-
pational skills are concerned. Because employers are in-
tegrated in the vocational training system, they estimate 
the relevant skills fairly well. Consequently, this standard-
ized system of vocational training facilitates labor market 
choices and considerably reduces the costs of searching 
(Abraham et al. 2011). An important precondition is the 
reliability of the signals (Akerlof 1970), that is, the certifi-
cates must inform the employer about occupational skills 
and capabilities. This reliability may vary across occupa-
tions and labor market sectors. As described above, cer-
tificates in the German system of dual vocational training 
are highly standardized and reliable. One reason for this 
reliability is the strong link between the educational sys-
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tem and the labor market in Germany (Allmendinger 1989; 
Müller & Shavit 1998). Strong institutions yield a high 
standardization of educational and especially vocational 
degrees that are accepted by employers throughout the la-
bor market. 

In this national framework, the applicants who hold 
foreign certificates obviously face a serious problem. For 
German employers, foreign certificates will generally 
provide less information on the applicants’ skills and ca-
pabilities. To begin with, this lack of information occurs 
because German employers simply have less (if any) in-
formation regarding the system of vocational training in 
a specific country. In addition, vocational education is 
much less standardized in most countries than in Germa-
ny. This lower degree of standardization creates a higher 
variance of skills for a given certificate and reduces its in-
formational value for German employers as compared to 
German certificates. Finally, there is empirical evidence 
that foreign applicants may be subject to discrimination. 
We discuss these mechanisms in more detail below.

The value of foreign certificates

Employers’ doubts concerning the productivity and the fit 
of a foreign employee may be due to two things. First, the 
content of the vocational training may be different than 
the German equivalent. In this case, the occupational 
skills and competencies cannot be transferred completely 
to the job in Germany (Friedberg 2000). This result occurs 
if the production process is organized differently in each 
country, and the vocational training does not involve a 
high amount of general human capital. Especially the Ger-
man VTS is characterized by a relatively high share of oc-
cupational human capital that can be transferred between 
firms. Thus, graduates of the German VTS have a high lev-
el of interplant occupational-specific knowledge. In this 
respect, the German VTS differs from other European sys-
tems (Thelen 2004) despite the attempt to harmonize the 
VTS’s at a European level (CEDEFOP 2009). Alongside the 
tertiary university system, there are three distinct types of 
VTS’s in Europe (Ebner 2013; Greinert 2005): the dual-cor-
poratist model that is prevalent in Germany; the state-bu-
reaucratic model that is typical for France; and the liberal 
market model that is found in England. Typically, the lib-
eral market model has vocational training programs that 
are considerably less standardized than the German and 
French models. With regard to the vocational specificity 
of the certificates, which is the level of occupation-specif-
ic human capital, the liberal model shows a low level of 
specificity, the German system shows a high level of spec-

ificity, and the French model lies in between. If employ-
ers are fully informed regarding these differences, they 
should be more able to assess the fit of foreign applicants 
if the foreign VTS is similar to the German system. 

The question arises, however, whether employers are 
sufficiently aware of the structure and quality of foreign 
VTS and thus are able to seriously evaluate foreign voca-
tional certificates with regard to their occupational match 
and expected productivity. Spence (1973) distinguishes be-
tween signals and indices, whereby indices are ascribed 
characteristics such as gender and race. Analogously, we 
can assume that employers use the country of origin as 
indices for the individual productivity of the applicant. 
The (ascribed) average productivity of the foreign group 
to which the respective applicant belongs is then used 
as a source of information (Lundberg & Startz 1983). This 
process applies more if employers are less informed about 
the foreign VTS or if they simply have no experience with 
foreign certificates and are unable to evaluate the relation 
between certificates and productivity. According to statis-
tical discrimination mechanisms, these employers then 
use easily accessible and evaluable information regarding 
the country of origin to indicate the productivity of the re-
spective applicant (Aigner & Cain 1977; Phelps 1972). One 
obvious indicator to approximate the quality of foreign 
educational systems is the economic power of the foreign 
country – where the relation between public investments 
in education and economic power (GDP) is significant 
(Topel 1999). Following this line of argument, countries 
with a higher GDP educate young people better than 
countries with a lower GDP. As a result, employers rate 
the average individual productivity of the applicants from 
economically successful countries higher, which raises 
the likelihood that they will be invited to a job interview. 

Thus, the arguments that favor the value of foreign 
vocational certificates include the following mechanisms. 
First, the foreign VTS may be different regarding the 
standardization and occupational specificity of its train-
ing elements. As a result, a poorer occupational match 
leads to lower productivity and/or higher on-the-job train-
ing costs. Second, we assume that assessing individual 
productivity is difficult despite comparable degrees – in 
the case of France, even formally recognized degrees.3 
The mechanisms of statistical discrimination then com-
plement the evaluation of the productivity of the appli-

3 Vocational certificates that are acquired in France are recognized 
formally and legally as equal to German vocational certificates be-
cause of a bilateral agreement (see: www.bmwi.de/BMWi/Redaktion/
PDF/G/geimeinsame-erklaerung-abschluesse-deutschland-frank-
reich, retrieved Sept. 06, 2014). 
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cants with foreign certificates. Accordingly, we expect 
in general that the applicants with a foreign certificate 
have a lower probability of invitation than do those with 
a domestic certificate (hypothesis H1). If we observe coun-
try-specific patterns, we identify two major mechanisms, 
the structure of the VTS and the quality of the educational 
systems. Concerning educational quality, we assume that 
French and English certificates are more valuable than are 
certificates from other countries, namely, Bulgaria, Tur-
key, and Portugal (hypothesis H2). Because of their high 
degree of standardization, French certificates are likely to 
face a lower degree of depreciation than English certifi-
cates (hypothesis H3a). In the other group, the Portuguese 
VTS most closely matches the German VTS; therefore, the 
Portuguese VTS may be expected to be the least depreci-
ated (hypothesis H3b). If applicants with a foreign certifi-
cate have a lower probability of invitation than applicants 
with a domestic certificate, this does not necessarily prove 
that the foreign certificates will have any signal value at 
all. Only a comparison of the applicants with and with-
out completed apprenticeships will reveal the signal value 
of the foreign certificates. A necessary precondition is, of 
course, that the applicants do not differ in other relevant 
characteristics, such as work experience, school degrees, 
and German language skills. If a comparison of the appli-
cants with and without vocational certificates reveals a 
higher probability of invitation for applicants with a certif-
icate, the difference will be the signal value of the foreign 
certificates (hypothesis H4).

Discrimination in the application process

In addition to the functional match between the occupa-
tional skills demanded and those supplied, social mecha-
nisms may also play a role in the application process. So-
cial affinity, for example, is a well reported fact (McPherson 
et al 2001; Wolf 1996). Social relationships are described 
as affine if individuals in a relationship have certain dis-
tinct characteristics that are closely related to one another. 
People are likely to surround themselves with other peo-
ple who have similar socio-cultural and personal traits. 
From immigration research, we know, for example, that 
friendship networks are likely to be organized along eth-
nic boundaries (Wimmer 2002). Regarding the application 
process affinity implies a higher probability of invitation 
for applicants who are similar to those who are respon-
sible for selecting them. Moreover, nationality is a distin-
guishing criterion. In addition, if employers have certain 
ethnic preferences (Becker 1971) they can realize these 
preferences without worrying about the consequences. 

The “opportunity structure of discrimination” (Petersen & 
Saporta 2004) claims that discrimination against employ-
ees is unlikely to be proven during the application process. 
In this stage, discrimination based on socio-demographic 
characteristics is barely visible and difficult to document. 
Legal action on the part of the rejected applicants is un-
likely. Discrimination during the application process may 
occur, especially if employers have ethnic preferences. 

Furthermore, it is a proven fact that employers occa-
sionally ascribe a certain disturbance potential to foreign 
(male) employees (Diehl et al. 2009). Employers may be 
afraid that culturally specific traits and communication 
problems will increase transaction costs and will nega-
tively influence the production process (Lazear 1999).4 
Numerous studies prove a negative relation between na-
tionality and probability of invitation. In part, this can be 
explained by individual traits of the foreign applicants 
like lower school grades (Hunkler 2014). However, there 
seems to be discrimination beyond productivity differenc-
es. A field experiment dealing with the German labor mar-
ket reveals that applicants with German-sounding names 
have a callback rate that is 14 % higher than do applicants 
with Turkish-sounding names (Kaas & Manger 2011). Sim-
ilar results are, among others, available for the US (Ber-
trand & Mullainathan 2004), England (Wood et al. 2009), 
the Netherlands (Andriessen et al. 2012), Sweden (Carls-
son 2010), and Greece (Drydakis & Vlassis 2007).

Thus, ethnic preferences and reservations may also 
result in a lower probability of invitation. Ethnic discrimi-
nation occurs if applicants with German nationality have 
a higher rate of invitation than applicants with a foreign 
nationality, all else being equal. As described above, there 
are reasons for depreciating applicants with foreign certif-
icates without considering this discrimination. However, 
the situation changes if we keep the acquired certificate 
constant and compare “equal” applicants with and with-
out a foreign nationality. If foreign applicants have a lower 
rate of invitation than German applicants, ceteribus pari-
bus, this will be strong evidence for discrimination in the 
application process. We are not aware of any reasonable 
theory of preference discrimination that predicts the dif-
ferences among nationalities, and we do not want to claim 
any ad hoc assumptions based on, for example, cultural 
and/or social distance. Therefore, we hesitate to verbalize 
an empirically provable hypothesis concerning national 
differences. However, the empirical evidence for Germany 
shows that the Turkish group is especially prone to dis-

4 In contrast, empirical evidence also proves the positive effects of 
a culturally heterogeneous workforce (see, for example, Buche et al. 
(2013) for Germany).
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crimination (see, for example, Damelang & Haas 2006; 
Seibert & Solga 2005). A comparison between  European 
countries shows in general that immigrants from more 
poorly developed countries have on average a higher un-
employment risk (Heath et al. 2008). Furthermore, we 
know from immigration research that reservations grow 
with increasing cultural and social distance (Ganter 2003; 
Steinbach 2004). Hence, we expect to find such patterns 
of ethnic discrimination in our results as well: Foreign ap-
plicants from Western European countries should be less 
prone to discrimination than applicants with Bulgarian or 
Turkish nationality. 

3  Empirical approach
To answer our research question, we must collect our own 
data because standard surveys are unsuitable here for sev-
eral reasons. First, job applications from immigrants are 
still few in number, and it is difficult to target incoming 
immigrants. Second, our research objectives require the 
identification of unsuccessful applications, which are ex-
tremely difficult to assess. Without this information, it is 
impossible to observe the causal relations and the role of 
the applicants’ characteristics that determine the firm’s 
decision process. Third, in addition to vocational certifi-
cates, there are several other factors that most likely influ-
ence the willingness to hire a foreign employee. The most 
important factor is likely to be language skills; the inabil-
ity to speak German often prevents the success of a job 
application. Because we are only interested in the role of 
vocational certificates, we need a way to control effectively 
for this additional factor. For these reasons, we employed 
a field experiment. The basic idea is to present hypotheti-
cal applicants to employers and inquire the likelihood that 
the applicants would be invited for a job interview. We de-
fine the probability of an invitation for an interview as the 
dependent variable rather than the actual hiring decision 
because the actual hiring decision requires insights into 
personal characteristics and more fine-grained informa-
tion about relevant skills. For an overview of analogous 
research approaches, particularly so-called “correspond-
ence tests,” see, for example, Andriessen et al. (2012) 
and Pager (2007). Kaas and Manger (2011) and Schneider 
et al. (2014) are examples of field experiments that were 
conducted in Germany. In contrast to correspondence 
tests, a factorial survey is based on abstract descriptions 
of the applicants. The data collection consequently does 
not proceed under real circumstances; instead the par-
ticipants are aware that they are participating in a study. 

This research-ethical aspect is a substantial advantage of 
our survey method as compared to correspondence anal-
yses (see also Riach & Rich (2004) and Kühn et al. (2013)). 
Furthermore, the factorial survey method is more flexible 
because we can vary several of the applicant’s character-
istics simultaneously.5 The next section is an extensive 
description of the survey instrument and the realization 
of the survey. 

Survey instrument

To evaluate the perception of foreign vocational certifi-
cates, we employ a factorial survey. A factorial survey is a 
combination between an experiment and survey research 
(Steiner & Atzmüller 2006). Each respondent evaluates 
several short hypothetical descriptions of situations (vi-
gnettes) whose attributes (dimensions) vary experimen-
tally on a defined number of levels (Sauer et al. 2011). 
Because all the dimensions and their respective levels 
are combined with one another, the dimensions of the 
vignette are not correlated (Rossi & Anderson 1982). This 
orthogonal design allows the estimation of effect sizes for 
each dimension (Wallander 2009). The factorial design al-
lows us to estimate the causal effects of the stimuli that 
are varied in the vignette based on the statements of the 
respondents. A substantial advantage of the factorial de-
sign is that the experimental logic can be implemented in 
a classical survey.

In detail, our factorial survey attempts to estimate the 
probability of an invitation to a job interview for foreign 
certificate holders and to analyze the role of individual 
characteristics. We present to each respondent a set of 
vignettes that are comprised six fictive applicants.6 For 
each applicant, the respondent is then asked to rate the 
probability on a 7-point scale that ranged from ‘very likely’ 
to ‘very unlikely.’ Each vignette or description represents 
an applicant that we present sequentially to the respond-

5 Beyond this, correspondence tests have an additional disadvan-
tage. With correspondence tests, it is only possible to observe wheth-
er the fictive applicant was invited, but it is not possible to control 
for the field of candidates. If a real, non-fictive foreign candidate is 
preferred over the fictive applicant, this is interpreted within this re-
search as discrimination. In contrast, a vignette study allows us to 
control for the field of applicants, for example, by simulating a given 
number of competitors for the job. Furthermore, it is possible to ob-
serve which employer evaluates which vignette and what his or her 
reaction to each vignette is.
6 For similar research designs see, for example, de Wolf & van der 
Velden (2001), Di Stasio (2014), Di Stasio et al. (2015), and Vicari & 
Zmugg (2015).
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ents.7 Thus, the participants evaluate each applicant sep-
arately. As a general condition, the vacancy has to be filled 
as soon as possible.

We limit our experimental design to a single occupa-
tion that required vocational training in Germany, in this 
way keeping the occupational characteristics constant 
and ensuring that our results were not biased by any of 
these (unobserved) characteristics. We restrict the design 
and, therefore, the evaluation of the value of the foreign 
certificates to office management assistant. The occupa-
tion of office management assistant has several advantag-
es. First, this occupation is not regulated, which means 
that a specific vocational certificate is not required to 
apply for these jobs. Second, the tasks that are required 
in this occupation are only moderately specific, especial-
ly when compared with tasks in industry and the skilled 
trades. Thus, foreign professionals without experience in 
Germany can, in principle, also work in this occupation. 
Third, office management assistant is one of the most 
popular among the occupations that require vocational 
training, and nearly every company has such positions. 
Consequently, an occupation-specific sample is not nec-
essary. Table 1 describes all the dimensions and levels of 
the factorial survey undertaken.

The main focus in our experimental design is on the 
dimensions “country of origin/nationality” and “voca-
tional certificate.” The dimension “vocational certificate” 
has the following three levels: “certificate acquired in Ger-
many”, “certificate acquired in home country”, and “no 
certificate acquired in home country”. By comparing the 
applicants at the different levels, we can draw conclusions 
about the value of foreign certificates. In particular, the 
comparisons of applicants who have not acquired a certifi-
cate in their home country with those applicants who have 
provide insights into the value of foreign certificates. Com-
paring the applicants with foreign and those with German 
certificates with one another can also show to what extent 
foreign certificates are depreciated. We select the different 
countries of origin based on the typology of the VTS that 
are described in section 2. England, France, and Germa-
ny are countries whose training elements differ, in theory, 
with regard to vocational specificity and standardization. 
Furthermore, we include Portugal in our design because 
its VTS is similar to the German VTS but is currently un-
der development (IHK 2014). Bulgaria represents a coun-
try that was recently added to the European Union (EU); 
it is also currently one of the largest countries of origin 
(Migrationsbericht 2012). Vocational training in Bulgaria 

7 We technically implemented this sequential presentation by pre-
senting each vignette and its rating on a single page.

is organized primarily in schools (IHK 2014). Finally, we 
include Turkey because it is the most important foreign 
group in Germany. Vocational training in Turkey is also 
organized primarily in schools (IW 2014). Furthermore, 
Turkey and Bulgaria are countries that are not members of 
the EU-15. The selection of the countries also relies on em-
pirical evidence that some ethnic groups are more prone 
to ethnic disadvantages than others (Heath et al. 2008). 
Another important dimension of our factorial survey is the 
“work experience” of the applicants. All applicants have 
been employed as office management assistant for at least 
two or five years. This ensures that both applicants with 
and without vocational certificates have occupation-spe-
cific work experience. Furthermore, we varied the dimen-

Table 1: Dimensions and levels of the factorial survey 

Dimensions Levels

Country of origin/
Nationality

Bulgaria
England
France
Germany
Portugal
Turkey

Vocational certificate certificate acquired in Germany
certificate acquired in home country
no certificate acquired in home country

Work experience 2 Years
5 Years

Age 21 Years
26 Years

Last employer local medium-sized company
large, international company

Type of advertised position tenured
temporary substitute for employee on 
maternity leave

Number of applications small
large

According to the description in the vignettes, the last employer 
is located in Germany if the certificate is acquired in Germany, 
otherwise, in the country of origin.
Excluded combinations
–  All persons whose country of origin/nationality is German(y) 

acquired their occupational degree in Germany (the two levels 
referring to „home country“ are excluded).

–  We excluded the combination 21 years old and 5 years of work 
experience.
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sions “age,” “last employer,” “number of applications,” 
and “type of advertised position” (see table 1).8

Finally, we keep some general conditions constant 
in our experimental design. All applicants are females 
because office management assistant is a female domi-
nated occupation (Hausmann & Kleinert 2014). We want 
to exclude unintended gender effects, which may occur 
if males apply for jobs in female-dominated occupations 
(and vice versa) (Budig 2002). Furthermore, all applicants 
have a secondary school certificate or similar and are flu-
ent in written and oral German. These characteristics en-
sure that language skills do not bias the probability of in-
vitation. Figure 1 shows an applicant who holds a foreign 
vocational certificate.

You have advertised a tenured position for an office management 
assistant. 
The number of applications is small. 

Among them, there is a 26-year-old female from England. The 
applicant acquired a certificate as an office management assistant 
in England and has worked there as an office management assistant 
for 2 years. Her last job was at a large, international company in 
England. 

How likely is it that you will invite her for an interview?

Very unlikely ← please choose one → Very likely
1 2 3 4 5 6 7
☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐ ☐

Figure 1: Example of the description (vignette) of an applicant with a 
vocational certificate (the varying dimensions are underlined)

Realization of the survey

The experimental design requires CEOs or firm owners as 
informants. To reach them, we use the CORIS data base 
(Cluster-Orientated Regional Information System). CORIS 
is a cooperative project of the Institute for Employment 
Research (IAB) and the University of Regensburg that 
analyzes the conditions and effects of regional economic 
clusters (for more information, see Möller & Litzel 2005). 
Approximately 1,060 firms from East Bavaria and approx-
imately 850 firms located in Middle Franconia participate 

8 The number of all possible vignettes, that is, the combination of 
all levels is calculated as the Cartesian product of all the dimension 
levels and represents the vignette universe. The vignette universe 
consists in our case of 576 descriptions (6*3*2*2*2*2*2). If we exclude 
implausible combinations (see hints below in table 1), 384 valid vi-
gnettes remain. We divided these 384 vignettes randomly into 64 sets 
each consisting of 6 vignettes. Afterwards, we assigned one set to 
each participant randomly. The sequence of vignettes in the sets was 
also created randomly to avoid sequence effects. 

in CORIS. Thus, the population under investigation is not 
a random sample of a defined basic population. This is not 
an issue in answering the research question because we 
are only focusing on the factors that are experimentally – 
that is, randomly – assigned in the sample. 

The CORIS database consists of approximately 1,600 
email addresses and names of contact persons. All of these 
persons received an invitation by email to participate in 
the online survey. This email came with a link to an on-
line questionnaire that was administered by Globalpark. 
A password controlled the access, and each questionnaire 
could only be answered once. The field work started on 
June 4, 2014 and closed on July 15, 2014. 187 of the 1,474 
contacted firms with valid email addresses participated in 
the survey (response rate 12.5 %). The experimental design 
does not require a high response rate, but it does limit the 
generalization of the findings. After processing the data, 
we are able to use 997 vignette judgments from 168 inter-
viewees.9 

According to the statements in the questionnaire the 
participants can be characterized as follows: Two-thirds 
are self-employed or partners and one-third of the partic-
ipants are employees. 90 % stated that they are respon-
sible for personnel decisions. The median firm size is 22 
employees, and more than 60 % of the firms have foreign 
business relations. Respondents are predominantly male 
(81 %); the mean age is 52 years, and the majority have 
university degrees. 

4  Empirical results
In this section, we present the results of our vignette study. 
First, we examine the average probability of invitation on 
a descriptive level. Second, a multivariate analysis pro-
vides insights concerning the value of foreign certificates 
by comparing people who have been educated abroad 
with people who have been educated in Germany. Next, 
we contrast the applicants with and without a certifi-
cate from the home country with one another to identify 
whether a foreign certificate has any signaling function 
for German employers at all. If we reveal a significant dif-
ference in the probability of invitation, we can trace this 
result back to the foreign vocational certificate. Third, we 
discuss discrimination against foreign applicants. If we 
keep the acquired vocational certificate constant and com-

9 On average, each vignette was answered 2.6 times. The overall 
statistical power is ensured because we included the full universe of 
vignettes. 
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pare the probability of invitation of the different national 
groups, we can draw conclusions regarding discriminato-
ry processes.

Average probability of invitation

Before beginning with the multivariate analysis, a descrip-
tive view on the average probability of invitation for the 
different groups of applicants is called for. Table 2 shows 
an average score of 4.6 on a scale that ranges from 1 (very 
unlikely) to 7 (very likely). Consequently, the majority of 
our fictive applicants are more likely to receive an invita-
tion than a rejection. This high value is plausible because 
even for the most unfavorable applicant (young immigrant 
without a vocational degree but with labor market experi-
ence), an invitation is not completely ruled out. If we com-
pare the probability of invitation for the different types of 
vocational certificates in our vignettes, we observe that 
a certificate acquired in Germany virtually guaranties an 
invitation  – the average is almost 5.5 points on the sev-
en-point scale. Furthermore, we see a higher probability 
of invitation for the applicants with a foreign certificate 
as compared to the applicants who have not acquired a 
degree abroad (4.5 as compared to 3.7). This result is a first 
suggestion that foreign certificates are of value in the Ger-
man labor market.

Table 2: Descriptive evidence of the average probability of invitation 
(which ranges from 1 = very unlikely to 7 = very likely)

average probability 
of invitation

All applicants 4.6

Applicants with German certificates 5.5

Applicants with foreign certificates 4.5

Applicants without certificates 3.7

The value of foreign vocational certificates

In the multivariate analysis, we run a linear regression 
with cluster-robust standard errors.10 Initially, we empha-

10 When analyzing factorial surveys, one must consider that each 
respondent evaluates a set of vignettes. Multiple judgments produce 
clustered observations because there may be an intra-rater corre-
lation (Hox et al. 1991). To address the hierarchical data structure 
(level 1: vignettes; level 2: respondents), regressions with robust 
standard errors (Huber-White-sandwich estimator) are appropriate 

size the value of foreign vocational certificates by focusing 
on the comparison of the applicants who have and those 
who have not acquired a vocational certificate in their 
home country. The applicants who hold a certificate from 
abroad are the reference group. Furthermore, we also ex-
amine the applicants who have a German certificate. Sec-
ond, we determine the country-specific patterns by run-
ning different regression models, one for each country of 
origin. These country-specific models are comprised only 
of the applicants from the respective countries. Table 3 
presents the overall and the country-specific results of the 
estimation of the value of foreign certificates. 

The result of the full model that includes all applicants 
meets our expectations. The applicants with a German vo-
cational certificate have a significantly higher probability 
of invitation as compared to the applicants with a foreign 
degree. This result is robust for all country-specific re-
gression models, where the coefficients from the different 
country models of the value “certificate acquired in Ger-
many” do not significantly differ in size from one another. 
Thus, hypothesis 1 can be confirmed: German employers 
prefer German vocational certificates over foreign ones.

The French model reveals another interesting insight: 
although French vocational degrees are formally equiva-
lent to German degrees, French applicants still have a sig-
nificantly lower probability of invitation. The formal recog-
nition of foreign certificates was intended to be simplified 
following the Professional Qualifications Assessment Act. 
However, the results support the idea that even formally 
recognized foreign certificates are not rated as highly as 
German certificates. Employing foreign professionals may 
be perceived as a higher risk; in addition to formal qualifi-
cation issues, social and cultural aspects may play a role. 
In addition to that, it has to be noted that the evaluation of 
German and foreign certificates in our study is limited be-
cause – according to the situations described – the appli-
cants with German degrees have already had labor market 
experience in Germany. In contrast, the applicants with 
and without certificates from their home country have just 
immigrated to Germany. The concern that these recent im-
migrants will potentially return home may also contribute 
to the lower probability of invitation. Thus, the positive co-
efficients overestimate the value of a German certificate as 
compared to foreign certificates. Moreover, the full model 
also reveals significant negative coefficients for the appli-
cants from Bulgaria, Portugal, and Turkey, which provides 

if the dimensions of the vignette are the focus. Multilevel-models 
are preferred if one wants to estimate the level effects of individual 
characteristics on the vignette decisions (Maas & Hox 2004). For a 
comprehensive discussion see also Auspurg & Hinz (2015).
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the first indication of discrimination against these nation-
al groups. We will continue to discuss this finding in detail 
in the second part of this section.

Regarding the question as to whether foreign certif-
icates are of value in the German labor market, we com-
pare the applicants with and without foreign certificates. 
If foreign certificates have no signal value for German 
employers, we do not expect a significant difference with 
regard to this criterion. To ensure that people without 
foreign certificates are also credited with occupation-spe-
cific human capital, all applicants were characterized as 
having already been employed as an office management 
assistant (see section 3). According to the full model, we 
can confirm that German employers attribute some value 
to foreign vocational certificates. If we compare the ap-
plicants from abroad with and without a certificate, we 

observe a 0.8 point lower probability for an invitation to 
an interview, which is statistically significant. This result 
also holds true in the country-specific models – with the 
exception of Bulgaria. The difference between the appli-
cants from Bulgaria with and without certificates is not 
statistically significant. This result suggests that German 
employers do not trust the certificates from Bulgaria. The 
coefficients for “no certificate acquired in home country” 
from the different country-specific models do not differ 
significantly from one another regarding their effect size. 
Thus, Bulgaria has a special status in this study. According 
to the results, foreign certificates have a lower value than 
German certificates, but they are not without value in the 
German labor market and can serve as signals. Applicants 
with vocational certificates, even non-German certificates, 
are preferred over applicants without vocational certifi-

Table 3: The value of foreign vocational certificates

Full model Bulgaria England France Portugal Turkey

Certificate acquired in Germany 0.953*** 1.123 *** 1.053*** 0.743* 0.828* 0.952*
(0.143) (0.295) 0.274) (0.349) (0.361) (0.371)

Certificate acquired in home country Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref. Ref.
No certificate acquired in home 
country

–0.794 *** 0.101 –1.074*** –0.898* –0.789* –1.040**
(0.150) (0.339) (0.302) (0.354) (0.369) (0.346)

Age: 26 Years  
(Ref. 21 Years)

0.088 0.772* –0.144 0.055 –0.096 0.005
(0.133) (0.302) (0.277) (0.317) (0.357) (0.323)

Work exp.: 5 Years  
(Ref. 2 Years)

0.065 –0.168 0.125 0.228 –0.029 0.109
(0.137) (0.314) (0.294) (0.342) (0.361) (0.319)

Last employer: international 
company (Ref. local company)

0.008 0.289 –0.482* –0.132 0.016 0.392
(0.111) (0.259) (0.241) (0.265) (0.297) (0.279)

Type of position: 
temporary (Ref. tenured)

–0.208 0.150 –0.178 –0.141 –0.084 –0.622*
(0.111) (0.256) (0.238) (0.265) (0.287) (0.275)

Number of applications: 
large (Ref. small)

–0.005 0.044 –0.239 0.158 –0.150 0.014
(0.112) (0.260) (0.242) (0.270) (0.293) (0.268)

Bulgaria –0.815 ***
(0.217)

England –0.317
(0.211)

France –0.390
(0.216)

Germany Ref.
Portugal –0.576 *

(0.225)
Turkey –0.788 ***

(0.223)

Constant 5.081*** 3.190*** 5.321*** 4.737*** 4.718*** 4.423***
(0.250) (0.387) (0.370) (0.390) (0.382) (0.418)

N 997 187 205 177 171 192
R-Square 0.176 0.133 0.227 0.153 0.115 0.201

Coefficients from linear regressions; cluster-robust standard errors in parantheses.
Dependent variable: probability of invitation for a job interview; scale ranges from 1 (very unlikely) to 7 (very likely).
*** p<0.001; ** p<0.01; * p<0.05.
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cates – as said, with the exception of the applicants from 
Bulgaria. Hence, we can confirm hypothesis 4: The differ-
ence between “certificate acquired in home country” and 
“no certificate acquired” is the signal value of the foreign 
certificates. In addition, the results show that the dimen-
sion “labor market experience” has no effect on the prob-
ability of invitation and is not relevant to the evaluation of 
the certificates because the interaction effects between ex-
perience and vocational degree show no statistically sig-
nificant effect. The other dimensions of the vignette have 
predominantly no statistically significant influence.11 

What role does the structure and quality of the differ-
ent vocational training systems (VTS) play when evaluat-
ing foreign certificates? The main difference between the 
various VTS’s is the level of interplant occupational-spe-
cific knowledge that is imparted to the apprentices. As 
for England and France, the English system is typically 
characterized by a very low level of occupation-specific 
human capital, whereas the French system is much more 
strongly attached to vocational qualifications. Thus, vo-
cational certificates from France are more similar to Ger-
man vocational certificates than are English certificates. 
Furthermore, French degrees are formally equivalent to 
German degrees according to a bilateral agreement. How-
ever, if we compare the coefficient of the level “no certifi-
cate acquired in home country” in the English model with 
the corresponding coefficient from the French model, we 
see no statistically significant differences in effect size. In 
addition, the effect size of both constants, which charac-
terizes the average probability of invitation for individuals 
with a foreign certificate do not differ in their statistical 
significance from one another. This result offers strong ev-
idence that the structure of the VTS, especially in regard 
to its occupation-specific focus, is not important when 
evaluating vocational certificates from different countries. 
Informants need to be aware of country-specific differenc-
es. Thus, hypothesis 3a cannot be confirmed: French cer-
tificates do not face a lower degree of depreciation than 
English ones 

Perhaps it is more plausible to assume that informants 
evaluate the quality of the educational systems differently 
and, thus, the average productivity of the applicants from 
abroad. We asked the informants in the accompanying 
questionnaire to assess the different foreign educational 

11 The results remain stable even after controlling for individual 
and company characteristics. In general, employers evaluate foreign 
applicants better if the company has adopted diversity policies. Di-
versity management, in turn, correlates highly with the size of the 
company. The results are not presented here but can be provided by 
the authors upon request.

systems. Everyone was asked to answer these questions 
even if they had not yet any experience with foreign ed-
ucational systems. Our questions attempt to evaluate the 
subjective assessment of the quality of the educational 
systems and the equality of opportunity.12 Table 4 presents 
the average assessment of the different educational sys-
tems. The values range from 1 (very low) to 10 (very high).

Table 4: Subjective assessment of the quality and the equality of 
opportunity of the educational systems (values range from 1 = very 
low to 10 = very high)

Ø

Bulgaria 5.26

England 6.91

France 7.04

Germany 7.92

Portugal 6.43

Turkey 5.49

In table 4 we observe that the German educational system 
is rated the highest in regard to its ascribed quality and its 
equality of opportunity with 7.92 out of 10 points. France 
and England do not follow far behind with 7.04 and 6.91 
points respectively. These results allow us to draw the con-
clusion that employers trust the educational degrees from 
these countries and that the corresponding certificates are 
trustworthy signals for them. The subjective assessment 
of the Portuguese system, and especially the Turkish and 
Bulgarian systems, is much lower. The very low value for 
Bulgaria (5.26 points) corresponds accurately with the re-
sults from the regressions that are shown in table 3, where 
we see no added value for the Bulgarian certificate. Based 
on these results, we can conclude that it is not so much 
the structure but the (subjectively assessed) quality of the 
educational systems – and with it, the expected average 
productivity of the applicants from abroad – that under-
lies the evaluation of foreign certificates. This conclusion 
supports hypothesis 2: The value of foreign certificates 

12 The wording of the questions is as follows: “The quality of the 
educational systems in the following countries is …”, and the values 
range from 1 (very good) to 6 (insufficient). “Gaining higher educa-
tional degrees in this country depends, first of all, on one’s own per-
formance and not on one’s social background,” and the values range 
from 1 (fully agree) to 5 (do not agree at all). To present the results, we 
recode both values such that the higher values correspond to a bet-
ter assessment. In the next step, we add both values (the maximum 
score would be 11) and subtract one from the result, which results in 
a value range from 1 to 10. 
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depends on the economic power and the quality of the ed-
ucational system. In contrast, applicants with Portuguese 
certificates  – where the vocational training system is 
similar to the German system – have no advantages com-
pared to applicants with Turkish certificates. This finding, 
which contradicts our original hypothesis 3b, shows that 
the structure of the VTS plays a minor role for the value of 
foreign certificates.

Discrimination against foreign applicants

Discrimination against foreign applicants occurs if, cet-
eribus paribus, they have a statistically significant lower 
probability of invitation than German applicants. To inves-
tigate discrimination, we look at the full model presented 
in table 3. The coefficients of the different nationalities 
reveal ethnic inequalities since vocational certificates and 
other individual characteristics have been held constant. 
When comparing foreign and German applicants with one 
another, the consistently negative sign before the coeffi-
cients is apparent. However, for the applicants with Eng-
lish and French nationality, the difference is not statisti-
cally significant. When we examine the applicants with 
Bulgarian, Portuguese, and Turkish nationality, we see a 
statistically significant difference: on average, their proba-
bility of invitation is approximately 0.58 to 0.82 points low-
er on a scale that ranges from 1 to 7 (all other things being 
equal). This result is a strong suggestion of discrimination 
against certain but not all foreign groups.13 

Our analysis only considers a small segment of the 
labor market. The extent of ethnic discrimination, how-
ever, is not similar in all sectors but also depends on job 
characteristics (Andriessen et al. 2012; Wood et al. 2009). 
Especially in jobs with customer contact, employers prefer 
natives over foreigners (Becker 1971). We assume that this 
preference also holds true for office workers. In addition 
to our results, other empirical studies have also revealed 
discrimination in other labor market sectors in Germa-
ny. For example, male students with a Turkish-sounding 
name who apply for an internship have a lower call-back 
rate than comparable students with a German-sounding 
name (see Kaas & Manger 2011). A study by Schneider et 
al. (2014) reveals that the same group must send signif-

13 In a separate analysis we restricted our sample to those appli-
cants who have a German certificate. The comparison of the prob-
ability of invitation of foreign and German applicants both of whom 
hold a degree that was acquired in Germany shows the same pattern 
of ethnic disadvantages. Results are available from the authors upon 
request.

icantly more letters of application in their search for an 
apprenticeship before being invited to an interview.

Both of the studies just cited use correspondence tests 
that are based on real applications from fictive applicants. 
As compared to these real-world experiments, a factorial 
survey is certainly much more abstract. The description 
of the applicants is based on only a restricted number of 
characteristics and therefore does not account for all rel-
evant factors as compared to real application documents 
that include a curriculum vitae and a letter of applica-
tion. This higher level of abstraction may bias our results 
concerning discrimination.14 Thus, we limit our analysis 
to the interpretation of the signs. From a methodological 
point of view, it is worth mentioning that the respondents 
were aware that they were a part of a study. Thus, we can-
not rule out a possible bias toward social responses in the 
respondents’ behavior. However, despite these methodo-
logical issues, our results still show discriminatory behav-
ior toward foreign applicants. According to Pager & Quil-
ian (2005), employer surveys underestimate the real level 
of discrimination against stigmatized groups – including 
surveys that address social desirability by using experi-
mental designs. Various studies demonstrate the external 
validity of factorial surveys by showing that real world be-
havior and vignette decisions correspond well to one an-
other (e. g. Hainmueller et al. 2015; Nisic & Auspurg 2009). 
Thus, the results that are shown in table 3 are consistent 
evidence of discrimination in the application process.15

5  Summary and discussion
This study evaluates the assessment of foreign vocational 
certificates and discrimination against foreigners during 
the job application process. Using a factorial survey, we 

14 For example, since we do not mention the final grade in our vi-
gnette design we cannot rule out the possibility that recruiters may 
believe that native applicants have better grades on average than 
foreign applicants. Besides, recruiters may ascribe higher language 
skills to native speakers even if foreign applicants are fluent in both 
written and oral business German. These ascribed signals of produc-
tivity may then contribute to the explanation of national differences 
in our model as well. In any case, this would not explain the differ-
ences between countries and the within-country-effect of certificates. 
15 Hunkler (2014) analyzes reliable firm data on access to vocational 
training schemes and shows that lower test scores and a less efficient 
application strategy, e.g. with poor timing of the application, cause 
ethnic inequalities rather than discrimination by employers. In case 
of commercial training schemes (“kaufmännische Ausbildungen”), 
however, unexplained ethnic disadvantages of female applicants re-
main in his analysis. This corresponds with our results.



Andreas Damelang, Martin Abraham, You Can Take Some of It with You!   103

present a number of fictive applicants to employers for 
a position as an office management assistant. The main 
differences between the applicants are their country of or-
igin and the type of vocational certificate which they have; 
they all have in common that they have work experience 
as an office management assistant. The participants of 
the study are asked to evaluate the probability of inviting 
the applicants to a job interview. The analysis shows – as 
expected – that invitations are most likely for applicants 
who hold a German vocational certificate. A comparison of 
persons with and without certificates from their countries 
of origin reveals that foreign degrees also have a certain 
value. Employers invite persons with a foreign vocational 
certificate more often than persons without any such cer-
tificate. Even if German degrees are preferred, immigrants 
still profit from their foreign certificates in the German la-
bor market. In addition, the study demonstrates discrim-
ination against foreign applicants during the application 
process. If the variable vocational certificate is held con-
stant, non-German applicants have a lower probability of 
being invited, though Western Europeans (French, Eng-
lish) are an exception. 

Thus, the results turn out to be mixed. Although for-
eign vocational certificates are accepted among German 
employers, they are viewed as less valuable than German 
degrees. This also applies to French degrees even though 
they are legally equivalent to German degrees. We can 
conclude that access to the qualified sectors of the labor 
market is rather difficult for workers with foreign certifi-
cates. In addition, the results indicate the presence of dis-
crimination against foreign applicants.

This study provides only some first insights into the 
signal value of foreign certificates and how they structure 
access to qualified occupational labor market sectors. Ex-
tended research could, for example, vary the gender of 
the applicants, include German applicants with a foreign 
certificate, and ask foreign employers in Germany about 
their evaluation of foreign certificates in order to reveal 
further insights. Furthermore, future research should 
focus on different occupations, especially taking into re-
gard occupation-specific tasks. In this way, we can gain 
greater and more differentiated information on the value 
of foreign certificates. We assume that the transferability 
of job-related human capital and the acceptance of foreign 
professionals are higher in technical jobs and the skilled 
trades than in service occupations, especially because 
service occupations require a high level of communicative 
and interactive tasks. Furthermore, imminent or existing 
shortages of skilled labor in certain sectors may increase 
the pressure on companies to recruit foreign workers.

This brief outlook indicates that the survey’s restric-
tion to one single occupation reveals the need to address 
many additional research questions whose answers may 
gradually extend the understanding of the handling and 
the acceptance of skilled foreign workers in the German 
labor market. In closing we wish to discuss some method-
ical consequences. For this specific research approach, a 
factorial survey is advantageous because the assessment 
of applicants with different characteristics is easy and 
cost-effectively observable. However, as in any experi-
mental approach, one must discuss whether hypothetical 
action is transferable to real life situations. A comparison 
with the results from controlled field experiments pro-
vides initial indications that real and hypothetical actions 
correspond when selecting applicants. Further research 
could begin here and attempt to support these experimen-
tal results systematically with field data.
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