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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Do the processes underlying destination-language acquisition Received 27 May 2021
differ between recently arrived refugees and other new Accepted 29 September
immigrants? Based on a well-established model of language 201
learning according to which language fluency is a function of

A : . - KEYWORDS
efficiency, incentives, and exposure, this study addresses general Destination-language
processes of language learning as well as conditions specific to proficiency; language
refugees. Longitudinal data on refugees (IAB-BAMF-SOEP Sample acquisition; refugees; new
of Refugees in Germany) and other immigrants (IAB-SOEP immigrants; Germany
Migration Sample) in Germany indicate that exposure to the
destination language is the main driver of proficiency, followed
by efficiency, whereas incentives matter less. Moreover, refugees
profit substantially from structured learning in language courses,
while other immigrants benefit more from informal exposure in
their everyday environments. Overall, the findings suggest that
language acquisition is a general process that is similar across
different types of immigrants.

Introduction

Humanitarian migration surged in the past decade, driven by war, persecution and
oppression (UNHCR 2020). The major driving force of this increase is ongoing
violent conflicts. Despite most refugees’ settling in neighbouring states, the number of
individuals coming to wealthy countries has risen, with many settling in European des-
tinations. Between 2015 and 2016, approximately 2.6 million refugees arrived in the
European Union (EU), and Germany by far had the most refugees, having received
approximately 1.2 million during those years (Eurostat 2020). In comparison, the
stock of refugees in classic immigration countries such as the United States amounted
to 815,600 by the end of 2016 (UNHCR 2017, 60-63).

The incorporation of refugees into receiving countries is of great concern, and many
scholars have examined how this population has fared in recent years. Usually, such
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studies focus solely on refugees rather than comparing their situation to those of other
immigrants who left their home countries for different reasons.” This reluctance seems
to be partly due to data limitations, as new data collection efforts aimed at providing
information on recent refugee populations typically do not include other new immi-
grants. This limitation is also somewhat grounded in the notion that refugees are distinct
from other immigrants (Feller 2005). This view is reflected in a separate body of work on
refugee studies on the one hand and on the sociology of international migration on the
other hand (FitzGerald and Arar 2018). Considering the tendency to view refugee inte-
gration as special and different from immigrant integration, researchers have called for
an overcoming of this scholarly chasm (FitzGerald and Arar 2018; Kogan and Kalter
2020). They have argued that refugee migration is a particular type of migration and
that patterns of integration among refugees are subject to regularities similar to those
associated with the integration of other kinds of immigrants (Kogan and Kalter 2020,
5; van Tubergen 2010, 530).

In this contribution, we adopt this view and examine destination-language acquisition
among refugees and other new immigrants who came to Germany - one of Europe’s
premier destinations for both groups, during a similar period. Destination-language
skills,” which are key to sustainably incorporating immigrants into the receiving
society, are of great importance to the labour market and shape opportunities for
employment, earnings and occupational status (Chiswick and Miller 1995; Dustmann
and Fabbri 2003; Kanas et al. 2012). In addition, such skills are essential for establishing
contact with members of the majority population (Martinovic, van Tubergen, and Maas
2009) and play an important role in the educational careers of offspring (Alba, Sloan, and
Sperling 2011; Schnepf 2007).

Against this background, we compare the learning pathways of refugees and other new
immigrants throughout the early period after arrival and study a range of conditions that
are known to improve proficiency. We expect that refugees and other immigrants
respond to most conditions in similar ways. Differential patterns may nevertheless
emerge because refugees differ from other immigrants in a range of conditions
(Kristen and Seuring 2021). For example, given that refugee migration is often abrupt
and therefore diverges from that of other immigrants who can plan and prepare for
the experience, refugees are more likely to arrive with lower destination-language
skills (Chiswick and Miller 2001; van Tubergen and Kalmijn 2005).

In our theoretical account, we build upon a general and widely applied model of
language learning according to which destination-language proficiency is a function of
the efficiency with which immigrants learn a new language, the incentives (or motiv-
ation) for investing in its acquisition and the degree of exposure to this language (Chis-
wick and Miller 1995; Chiswick and Miller 2001). We use this model to elaborate on
various conditions that shape the development of proficiency after taking up residency
in the destination country. Our account combines general processes of language learning
with conditions that are specific to refugees and that may set their learning pathways
apart from those of other new immigrants.

For the empirical study, we employ two sources of panel data on recently arrived adult
immigrants: the JAB-BAMF-SOEP Sample of Refugees in Germany (Briicker, Rother, and
Schupp 2017; Kiihne, Jacobsen, and Kroh 2019) and the IAB-SOEP Migration Sample
(Briicker et al. 2014). Respondents were interviewed soon after their arrival in
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Germany and then were followed for up to either four (refugees) or seven years (other
new immigrants). The data are particularly suitable for the empirical inquiry of language
acquisition due to the provision of yearly indicators of German language proficiency as
well as a range of pre- and postmigration characteristics.

The current study contributes to the existing body of research in various ways.
First, by comparing refugees to other new immigrants, we overcome the divide char-
acterising the literature that has mostly focused on either refugees or other immi-
grants. More importantly, this comparison enables us to examine similarities and
differences in how language acquisition takes place among individuals who left their
home countries for different reasons. Second, in contrast to many previous studies
that focused on immigrants who have been living in the destination country for
some time, we focus exclusively on recently arrived immigrants. The early years
after arrival are crucial for second-language acquisition and lay the foundations for
becoming proficient (Stevens 1999). The learning curve tends to be steeper during
this initial period than it is in later years (Hartshorne, Tenenbaum, and Pinker
2018), rendering this phase a very dynamic stage that is crucial for individuals’
future prospects. Third, the longitudinal nature of the two datasets allows us to
depict the development of language skills over time, taking into account initial skill
levels and a range of time-invariant and time-dependent conditions fostering language
learning after arrival. Fourth, this setup makes is possible to disentangle premigration
from postmigration characteristics and to investigate how both shape the processes of
language acquisition in the period after arrival. Doing so is important to our study,
which aims to address group differences. For example, while other immigrants can
plan and prepare for their migration, refugees frequently have to leave their countries
on short notice (Chiswick and Miller 2001, 394). Accordingly, premigration invest-
ments in language learning are more likely to be made by other immigrants than
they are by refugees. Additionally, after migration, the two groups may have encoun-
tered different learning opportunities, for instance, in the form of German language
courses offered specifically to refugees (Briicker et al. 2019; Kosyakova and Brenzel
2020). Finally, we seek to assess the relative importance of the three core constructs
(i.e. efficiency, incentives and exposure) in an account of refugees’ and other recent
immigrants’ destination-language acquisition. The findings of this work may enable
policy makers to direct their efforts toward policies that are particularly productive
for improving language proficiency.

The dynamics of language acquisition
The human capital model of language learning

In the literature on immigrants, destination-language proficiency is often viewed as a
form of human capital with three characteristic properties (Chiswick and Miller 1995,
248; Chiswick and Miller 2001, 391-392): linguistic skills are embodied in the person,
they are productive in that they can be used to create opportunities and increase
future returns, and their acquisition requires investments that incur costs in the form
of time and other resources. While economists mostly focus on language fluency as a
means of improving employment opportunities and wages (e.g. Chiswick and Miller
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1995; Dustmann and Fabbri 2003), sociologists also emphasise the significance of
language skills for making friends cross-ethnically, navigating receiving-country insti-
tutions or succeeding in the educational system (e.g. Alba, Sloan, and Sperling 2011;
Espenshade and Fu 1997; Martinovic, van Tubergen, and Maas 2009).

The model of language learning proposed by Chiswick and Miller (1995; 2001) was
originally formulated from an economic perspective. Due to its general character,
however, it has been adopted by researchers from different disciplines and used widely
to address language learning processes. According to this model, language proficiency
is a function of efficiency, incentives and exposure.

The term efficiency describes the extent to which a certain amount of exposure trans-
lates into fluency (Chiswick and Miller 1995, 250). Typically, younger individuals, those
with greater cognitive skills and those with more education learn more efficiently (Chis-
wick and Miller 1995; Chiswick and Miller 2001; Dustmann and Fabbri 2003; Espenshade
and Fu 1997; Hartshorne, Tenenbaum, and Pinker 2018).

Incentives refer to individuals’ learning motivation, which can be driven by economic
returns to language investments such as improved employment opportunities or higher
wages (Chiswick and Miller 2001) and by noneconomic returns such as benefits originat-
ing from cross-ethnic contacts or from feelings of attachment to the receiving context
(Espenshade and Fu 1997). Meanwhile, learning a new language involves direct costs
in the form of expenses for language instruction or learning materials as well as indirect
costs in terms of earnings forgone due to the time spent acquiring the new language (van
Tubergen 2010, 516-517). To render learning investments attractive, future benefits need
to outweigh such costs.

Finally, exposure refers to the degree to which the new language is present in contexts
that immigrants encounter. A substantive body of empirical evidence suggests that
exposure is the major source of destination-language proficiency (Kristen 2019, 523),
indicating that conditions signalling exposure merit special attention. Most studies
focus on linguistic opportunities encountered in receiving societies after migration.
They refer to structured forms of learning, such as that in language courses (e.g. van
Tubergen 2010), as well as to exposure that is not necessarily aimed at greater fluency
but that occurs as a byproduct of activities that are pursued for other reasons (Kristen,
Miihlau, and Schacht 2016, 182). Above all, these activities include interactions with
speakers of the dominant language in the neighbourhood, the workplace, the family or
the circle of friends (Chiswick and Miller 2001; Stevens 1999). In addition to postmigra-
tion exposure, an account of new immigrants’ language acquisition requires considering
exposure to the destination language prior to migration. Empirical studies examining the
conditions of premigration exposure typically refer to premigration stays in the destina-
tion country, attending language classes in the home country to prepare for migration or
acquiring such skills in school (Espinosa and Massey 1997; Kristen, Miihlau, and Schacht
2016).

Application to recent refugees and other new immigrants

Many researchers have elaborated on the processes associated with the model’s three
basic dimensions and have examined them for various groups of immigrants in
different destinations around the world (e.g. Espenshade and Fu 1997; Dustmann and
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Fabbri 2003; Espinosa and Massey 1997; Hwang and Xi 2008; van Tubergen and Kalmijn
2005; Kristen, Miihlau, and Schacht 2016). Following their reasoning and the related
body of empirical evidence, which primarily points to general processes underlying
fluency, we expect recent refugees to respond to most conditions in similar ways as
other new immigrants. Differential patterns may nevertheless emerge because refugees
are likely to have experienced certain situations or particular conditions that are less
common among other new arrivals. Accordingly, in the following, we discuss a range
of these conditions, which may be responsible for group differences in the level of profi-
ciency upon arrival and for distinct pathways of language acquisition thereafter.
Together, they may contribute to compositional differences across the two groups.

Efficiency. Some of these conditions originate from the forced nature of refugee
migration. Refugees tend to be pushed out of their home countries, and they often experi-
ence further dangerous and life-threatening situations on their journey to a new destina-
tion (Hatton 2020). These defining experiences can have consequences for their future
learning prospects. In this context, it has been shown that refugees suffer more often
from posttraumatic stress and from related mental health problems than do other popu-
lations (Lindert et al. 2009; Dietrich et al. 2019). Poor mental health can in turn hamper
the efficiency of language learning (Chiswick and Miller 2001; van Tubergen and Kalmijn
2005). However, studies addressing refugees’ language acquisition thus far have not
found evidence supporting this line of reasoning (Kristen and Seuring 2021; van Tuber-
gen 2010; Hunkler and Khourshed 2020).

Compared to other new immigrants who came to Europe in recent years, contempor-
ary refugees are also less educated on average (Spérlein and Kristen 2019; Spoérlein et al.
2020). This observation is related to the economic development in their origin countries
and, relatedly, to the educational expansion, which has not progressed as far in most refu-
gees’ home countries as it has in the countries from which other recent immigrants pri-
marily originate (Sporlein and Kristen 2019; Sporlein et al. 2020). The resulting
difference in the distribution of educational qualifications across groups suggests that,
compared to other new immigrants, refugees are at a disadvantage when learning a
new language (Chiswick and Miller 1995; Chiswick and Miller 2001; Dustmann and
Fabbri 2003; Espenshade and Fu 1997). Considering that schools also train individuals
in how to acquire new skills, refugees who have received very little formal education
may be less prepared to acquire the destination language. While individuals who
cannot read and write are virtually nonexistent in other recent immigrant populations,
the least educated segments among recent refugees include considerable numbers of illit-
erate individuals (Kristen and Seuring 2021; UNESCO 2020; Briicker, Rother, and
Schupp 2017, 47).* For this reason, learning patterns may also differ between refugees
and other new immigrants.

Incentives. In light of adverse conditions in their home countries, many refugees do
not view returning to their countries as a viable option; in contrast, other new immi-
grants often have the opportunity to return to their home countries if they want to
(Kogan and Kalter 2020; Cortes 2004). Therefore, we expect refugees to be more inclined
to stay permanently than other recent immigrants. The longer time horizon in which
refugees can realise the returns to their human capital investments should render
language learning more attractive for them (Cortes 2004).
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A different process relates to refugees’ legal status. After their arrival, they frequently
experience insecurities about their legal prospects of remaining in the destination
country, in some cases, over a prolonged period (Kosyakova and Brenzel 2020). Scholars
have argued that such insecurities could hamper individuals’ motivation to invest in
human capital (Hvidtfeldt et al. 2018; Kosyakova and Brenzel 2020; van Tubergen
2010). This should set refugees apart from other new immigrants who usually enter
the receiving country already under the provision of a defined legal status. In the
German case, many contemporary immigrants originate from EU countries. Its citizens
are free to settle and work anywhere in the EU’s territory, so they should not experience
legal insecurities of the kind encountered by refugees.

Finally, we turn to the long-standing assumption according to which individuals who
immigrate for work-related reasons are favourably selected on motivational features
compared to those who migrate for other reasons, such as refugees or family migrants
(Chiswick 1999).” Due to their assumed higher level of motivation, economic migrants
should be more inclined to attain destination-language proficiency. However, this
reasoning and the accompanying focus on migration motives as potential drivers of
language acquisition are challenged by the mounting evidence on migrant selectivity.
Recent comparisons of refugees and labour migrants in Europe show that there is
more individual-level variation in selectivity within these broad categories than
between them and that different categories of immigrants and different groups of
origin are composed of varying proportions of differently selected individuals (Sporlein
and Kristen 2019; Sporlein et al. 2020). These findings attest to the inadequacy of group-
level characterisations of motivational and other features and suggest that broadly
defined migration motives might be unsuitable to account for differences in language
fluency. This does not mean, however, that labour market orientations do not matter.
Instead, we argue that all individuals who strive to participate and succeed in the desti-
nation country’s economic sphere are more likely to invest in language learning than
those who exhibit different orientations, such as focusing on family-related matters.
This reasoning, however, is not specific to certain immigrant populations but should
apply generally. Furthermore, refugees who choose to migrate to the Western Hemi-
sphere rather than to a neighbouring country may exhibit higher selectivity for economic
success (Kogan and Kalter 2020, 9; Sporlein et al. 2020). For this reason, their orien-
tations should be similar to those of other new immigrants.

Exposure. Recent refugees can also be expected to differ from other new immi-
grants in their exposure to the destination language prior to migration. Because
they are forced out of their home countries, refugees usually do not prepare for
their departure and arrive with very low levels of linguistic skills (Kristen and
Seuring 2021; Briicker, Kosyakova, and Vallizadeh 2020; Hunkler and Khourshed
2020). In contrast, other new immigrants to Germany, especially those from neigh-
bouring states such as Poland, have sometimes been exposed to the language of
the destination country before migration, whether in school, during prior visits or
in the form of investments in language learning aimed at preparing for their stay
(Kristen, Miihlau, and Schacht 2016; Kristen and Seuring 2021). The level of profi-
ciency upon arrival has implications for newcomers’ early linguistic pathways. For
individuals who learn a new language from scratch, the learning curve tends to be
steeper, whereas for individuals who have already acquired a certain level of
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proficiency, linguistic gains are usually smaller (Hartshorne, Tenenbaum, and Pinker
2018). Over time, however, as individuals with very low levels of initial skills catch
up, these curves should gradually align.

In terms of postmigration exposure, two refugee-specific institutional features may
create differential conditions for language acquisition. The first pertains to the provision
of collective accommodation for refugees. In the early months after arrival, refugees often
stay in collective accommodations and live with other refugees in close proximity
(Briicker, Kosyakova, and Vallizadeh 2020). These kinds of shared accommodations
are organised by official authorities and, since they target refugees, are not available to
other new immigrants. Living in such circumstances may restrict refugees’ exposure to
speakers of the destination language, whereas living outside a reception centre should
increase opportunities for establishing contact with speakers of the dominant language
(van Tubergen 2010).

A second institutional feature that is likely to increase the linguistic exposure of refu-
gees relative to other new immigrants concerns the German government’s substantive
efforts to provide language training to recent refugee populations (Briicker et al. 2019;
Kosyakova and Brenzel 2020). Structured exposure in formal settings is known to raise
proficiency (Hayfron 2001; Hoehne and Michalowski 2016; van Tubergen 2010; Ort-
manns 2020), and many refugees in Germany have made use of these opportunities
(Briicker et al. 2019; Kristen and Seuring 2021; Briicker, Kosyakova, and Vallizadeh
2020). Higher rates of participation in language courses among refugees should reflect
greater linguistic gains compared to the gains achieved by other new immigrants.

Assigning empirical indicators to the three core constructs

To empirically assess the three core constructs in an overall account of language profi-
ciency, it is necessary to assign specific indicators to each of them. However, linking
an indicator directly to incentives, efficiency or exposure is not always possible. For
example, age at immigration is a classic measure of learning efficiency, with individuals
who arrive at younger ages outperforming those who arrive later in life (Chiswick and
Miller 1995; Chiswick and Miller 2001; Espenshade and Fu 1997; Stevens 1999; van
Tubergen and Kalmijn 2005). This negative relationship between age at arrival and
language proficiency is usually traced back to the cognitive advantages of younger indi-
viduals (Kristen 2019, 524). Notwithstanding this prominent interpretation, the finding
of a negative relationship could also result from age-specific differences in incentives,
with younger individuals facing a longer time horizon in which to reap the benefits of
their learning investments.

In view of such ambiguities, we decided to base the assignment of each measure to one
of the three constructs on substantive arguments linking the respective indicator to a
specific construct and/or on the available empirical evidence. This proceeding is often-
times justifiable, as is the case for age at immigration. Greater learning efficiency has
been shown to be largely a function of higher neural plasticity, a universal finding
among humans (Center on the Developing Child 2007). In contrast, incentive arguments
related to the age at immigration are likely to be less general in scope. They require
drawing on additional assumptions, which may apply differently to specific groups.
For example, the time horizon in which individuals can realise the returns to their
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achieved level of destination-language proficiency should be more relevant for the invest-
ment decisions of labour migrants, who focus on labour market returns, compared to
family migrants, who migrate for reasons that may not necessarily require language
skills. Moreover, in our empirical models, we include measures that capture, at least to
some extent, alternative explanations. In the example on incentives, we consider the
intention to stay in Germany. At the same time, we are aware that this proceeding
may not always result in a fully adequate assignment of a given measure to a specific con-
struct. The assignment, nevertheless, can be considered most plausible.

Data and methods
Data

The empirical analyses are based on two longitudinal data sources, which include
samples of new immigrants in Germany. The IAB-BAMF-SOEP Sample of Refugees in
Germany (Briicker, Rother, and Schupp 2017; Kiihne, Jacobsen, and Kroh 2019) was
launched in 2016, in the aftermath of the surge of refugee migration to Europe in
2015. It is based on three subsamples that were drawn from the Central Register of
Foreigners. The empirical analyses are restricted to refugees aged 18-55 at arrival, with
a duration of stay no longer than six years and valid information on language proficiency
at the time of the first interview. Our analyses cover 7,091 individuals (85 percent of the
original sample).

The IAB-SOEP Migration Sample (Briicker et al. 2014) was launched in 2013. It con-
sists of two subsamples drawn from register data from the Federal Employment Agency
(BA), the so-called Integrated Employment Biographies. The target population consists
of individuals who immigrated to Germany between 1995 and 2013 and of second-gen-
eration individuals born after 1976. Given our interest in language acquisition among
newly arrived immigrants, we exclusively focus on the part of the sample that covers
first-generation immigrants. Again, we restrict our analyses to immigrants aged 18-55
at arrival, with a duration of stay no longer than six years and valid information on
language proficiency at the time of the first interview. The resulting sample covers
1,829 respondents (71 percent of all first generation immigrants of the original
sample). We provide detailed information on these two data sources in the Online
Appendix A.

Measures

Language proficiency in German is based on an additive index comprising information on
respondents’ self-rated competences in speaking, reading, and writing. Each scale ranges
from 0 (‘very good’) to 4 (‘not at all’). We reversed these scales before calculating the
index so a greater value indicates a higher level of proficiency. The index can take
values between 0 and 12. The measure shows a high degree of internal consistency
(for refugees: Cronbach’s alpha = 0.94; for other immigrants: Cronbach’s alpha = 0.93),
with individual variables loading on a single factor (for refugees: eigenvalue = 2.68; for
other immigrants: eigenvalue = 2.63).
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To address the model of language learning, we rely on a range of indicators, which
reflect the discussion in the theory section. Table A.2 in the Online Appendix presents
the definitions of all variables and indicates whether the measures differ between the
two data sources. Table A.3 in the Online Appendix also illustrates the panel waves in
which the time-varying and time-invariant measures were collected. Finally, Table 1 pro-
vides information about the distributions of all variables in the two datasets.

In terms of efficiency, we consider the respondent’s age at immigration; their cognitive
skills measured by the Symbol-Digit Test, a speed-constrained measure of information-
processing capacities (Lang et al. 2007), or math grades in the last school report; and the
level of education acquired in the country of origin (henceforth, CO), i.e. education in
CO. For refugees, we additionally examine whether individuals have acquired CO lit-
eracy. Possessing writing and reading skills in their first language allows second language
learners to fall back on previously acquired learning strategies and writing skills (Scheible
2018, 2). Similarly, teaching materials and language course curricula often assume that
language learners can read and write in their origin languages (Sharifian et al. 2021,
75). Furthermore, we consider mental health, as poor mental health is known to affect
cognitive functioning (e.g. Trivedi 2006).

Regarding the incentives for learning the destination language, we include the
respondents’ economic orientation. Fleeing their country of origin due to armed
conflict or persecution is typically the main migration motive among refugees
(Hatton 2020). Moving to a neighbouring country in many cases allows escape
from the threat of immediate harm. Hence, for refugees to undergo the additional
burden of an arduous and dangerous journey to Germany suggests that other
motives, such as economic incentives, also play a role (Briicker et al. 2016). We
further consider the intention to stay in Germany and the type of residency status,
which provides the legal basis for individuals to assess their prospects for permanent
residence. For refugees in pending asylum proceedings, the length of the pending pro-
cedure is taken into account. The degree of connection to CO enters the analyses as an
indicator of the individuals’ emotional attachment to the country of origin rather than
their destination. Moreover, we examine the respondents’ premigration status, refer-
ring to their self-assessed position in the economic distribution prior to migration,
their former occupational status, and their former labour market participation. Indi-
viduals who, prior to their migration, held a higher status position in the origin
country may continue to see themselves as having a high status when experiencing
status loss or unemployment (Ichou 2014). This subjective status perception can
reflect a higher motivation to succeed (Destin et al. 2012) and, hence, a greater incli-
nation to become proficient in the destination language.

Premigration exposure is measured by the level of self-reported premigration profi-
ciency and by variables indicating whether the respondents had attended a language
course prior to migration (i.e. premigration language course) as well as whether they
had previously stayed in Germany (i.e. premigration stay in Germany). Postmigration
exposure refers to any activity or condition that signals exposure to the destination
language after arriving in Germany. Indicators include whether individuals took a
language course and, if so, which language certificate they obtained and whether they
have been or are currently enrolled in education (i.e. education in Germany). We also
include three indicators of language use: with family members, with friends, and in
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics for refugees and other immigrants

Refugees Other immigrants
N Mean SD N Mean SD Range
Language proficiency 16090 4.80 291 3908 6.92 3.02 0-12
Duration of stay (in months) 16096 2224 1060 5621 43.29 17.99  0-150
Efficiency
Age at immigration 16096 31.48 9.37 5621 31.31 8.25 18-55
Cognitive skills
Digit-Symbol Test (standardised) 7674 —0.01 1.02 3931 -0.02 1.06 -11-04
Math grades 5214 4.63 1.04 1-6
Education in CO 15058 5453
Less than primary 0.20 0.01 0/1
Primary 0.19 0.04 01
Lower secondary 0.22 0.17 0/1
Upper secondary 0.24 0.32 0/1
Postsecondary nontertiary 0.02 0.12 0/1
Tertiary 0.13 0.34 01
CO literacy 16091 0.81 0.39 0/1
Mental health index 9804 48.03 11.77 2057 54.15 8.37 4.6-79.4
Incentives
Economic orientation 15928 5399
Economic 0.43 0.45 0/1
Family-/network-related 0.19 0.46 0/1
Other 0.09 0/1
Intention to stay (permanently) 15673 0.96 5416 0.77 0/1
Residency status
Status of asylum request 14912
Pending 0.24 0/1
Approved 0.63 0/1
Rejected 0.09 0/1
Resettlement 0.03 0/1
Length of pending asylum procedure 1459 17.19 10.56 1-140
Permanent residency 5418 0.77 01
Connection to CO 12666 341 133 2661 3.76 1.12 1-5
Premigration status
Position in economic distribution 15281
Below average 0.25 0/1
Average 0.47 0/1
Above average 0.27 0/1
Occupational status 9894 39.35 16.46 3627 41.93 17.53 10-89
Labour market participation 15711 0.65 5165 0.70 0/1
Premigration exposure
Premigration proficiency 16054 0.30 131 5603 2.75 3.47 0-12
Premigration language course 5608 0.26 0/1
Premigration stay in Germany 16096 0.01 5621 0.13 01
Postmigration exposure
Language course 16048 5613 0.48 0/1
No course attended 0.27 0/1
Course without certificate 0.50 0/1
Course with A1/A2 0.13 0/1
Course with B1/B2 0.10 0/1
Course with C1/C2 0.01 0/1
Education in Germany 16050 0.06 5620 0.15 0/1
Language use
With family members 8255 3393
Mainly in CO or another language 0.80 0.71 0/1
Equally 0.17 0.17 0/1
Mainly in German 0.03 0.12 01
With friends 8722 3467
Mainly in CO or another language 0.45 0.43 0/1
Equally 031 032 0/1
Mainly in German 0.24 0.25 01

(Continued)
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Table 1. Continued.

Refugees Other immigrants
N Mean SD N Mean SD Range
Media consumption 8401 2128
Mostly in CO language 0.38 0.33 0/1
In both languages 0.31 0.38 0/1
Mostly in German 0.31 0.29 01
Improvement via family members/friends 16025 0.36 0/1
Improvement via media consumption 16025 0.67 0/1
Contact with Germans 16048 0.57 3476 0.83 0/1
Shared accommodation 16039 0.33 5225 0/1
Single 15942 0.33 5552 0.39 0/1
Controls
Female 16096 0.41 5621 0.55 0/1
Child < age 6 15869 0.46 5619 0.39 0/1
Country of origin 16095 5621
Syria 0.51 01
Afghanistan 0.12 0/1
Iraq 0.14 0/1
Eritrea 0.05 0/1
Other MENA 0.04 0/1
West Balkan 0.03 0/1
Former USSR 0.03 0/1
Other Africa 0.04 0/1
Other 0.02 0.00 0/1
Stateless 0.01
Western EU 0.03 0/1
Southern EU 0.12 0/1
Eastern EU 0.09 0/1
Bulgaria 0.08 0/1
Romania 0.17 0/1
Poland 0.15 0/1
Middle East 0.05 0/1
North America 0.01 0/1
South America/Central America/Caribbean 0.03 0/1
Balkans/Russia/Eurasia 0.18 0/1
Sub-Saharan Africa 0.02 0/1
Asia 0.05 0/1
Sample 16096 5621
M1 0.32 0/1
M2 0.68 0/1
M3 0.33 0/1
M4 0.35 0/1
M5 0.32 0/1

Notes: For the number of cases (N) and the range, we considered person-year observations; for the calculation of the
mean and the SD, we considered the first observation for each person.

Sources: Refugees: IAB-BAMF-SOEP Survey of Refugees 2016-2019. Other immigrants: /AB-SOEP Migration Sample 2013-
2019.

media consumption. Since these measures were collected only in later waves for refugees,
in the initial wave, we additionally consider whether they were taught German by family
members or friends and whether they consume media in German. We further consider
whether respondents are in contact with Germans. For refugees, we include the accom-
modation type, which, especially in the early days after immigration, frequently meant
staying in shared accommodations with other refugees.

As controls, we consider the respondent’s gender, whether s/he has children under the
age of 6 living in the household and the country of origin. We also record the sample to
which each person belongs.
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Analytical strategy

To model the language acquisition process, we rely on multilevel growth curve models in
which measurement occasions are hierarchically nested in individuals (Hox, Moerbeek,
and van the Schoot 2017). By using random intercepts, we model that individuals start
from different competence levels, while the use of random slopes allows us to account for
individual differences in the speed of language acquisition. In addition, we model the covari-
ance between random intercepts and random slopes, considering that the initial proficiency
level (at t, of the panel) can become relevant for the pace of language growth. A negative
covariance could indicate that individuals who have already acquired greater destination-
language skills at ¢, have less room for improvement and therefore show slower progress.
The coefficients of the time-variant variables indicate within-person differences in language
acquisition and, thus, address developments over time. For example, the measures of how
postmigration exposure changes with the duration of stay, such as by attending a language
course, account for patterns of language development. The time-invariant measures address
the between-person differences in language skills. The coeflicients presented for the constant
attributes, such as most measures of learning efficiency, indicate why some individuals with a
given initial value (e.g. a certain age at immigration) on average become more fluent than
others, irrespective of their linguistic development.

To compare the relative strength of the influence of a group of variables, namely, the
three sets of variables associated with the core constructs, we estimate sheaf coefficients.
These are standardised multiple-partial regression coefficients that summarise the coeffi-
cients of a set of variables when other variables are controlled for (Heise 1972).° Sheaf
coeflicients assume that a group of variables influences the dependent variable through
a latent variable. In our analyses, the latent variables of interest are the three constructs
of efficiency, incentives and exposure. Comparing the coefficients of these latent variables
allows us to tentatively assess their relative importance for language learning. As discussed
above, the grouping of variables comes with ambiguities, because a one-to-one assignment
of the various measures to the constructs is not always feasible. In addition, the variables
included may not capture the constructs fully, and they might do so unevenly. For these
reasons, we present the sheaf coeflicients as a descriptive tool, which summarises the pat-
terns for the measures included and which points to differences in these patterns across the
two groups. As the indicators included for refugees and other immigrants are not fully
equivalent, we refrain from formally testing for group differences.

To address item nonresponse, we apply multiple imputation using chained equations
(van Buuren 2012). We estimate 25 imputed datasets with complete information. Follow-
ing Rubin’s (1987) approach, we then combine the results of the analyses performed on
each dataset. Table 1 illustrates that missing information was present to varying degrees
across measures. The replication codes for data preparation and analyses are available at
https://osf.io/94myu/.

Results
The development of destination-language proficiency over time

Before turning to the substantive findings, we note that the individuals in the refugee
sample differ from the sample of other immigrants in their average length of stay in
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Figure 1. Development of language proficiency and density distribution of the duration of stay.
Sources: Refugees: IAB-BAMF-SOEP Survey of Refugees 2016-2019; Other immigrants: /AB-SOEP Migration Sample 2013-2019.

Germany. Figure 1 at the bottom highlights this pattern by presenting the density distri-
butions for the duration of stay. The refugee sample is primarily composed of individuals
early on in their settlement phase, whereas other immigrants have been living in
Germany for a longer period of time.

The upper part of Figure 1 depicts refugees’ and other immigrants’ levels of German
language proficiency upon arrival and the development of these skills thereafter. The
curves illustrate that most refugees enter with little to no destination-language skills.
Other immigrants do somewhat better at the beginning, with the initial levels amounting
to approximately 2.5 points, which reflects ‘poor’ to ‘fair’ language skills on the scale from 0
to 12. Over time, both groups substantially gain in proficiency and eventually achieve
values of approximately 7.5 points. The gap between refugees and other immigrants that
is present upon entry diminishes over time and closes after approximately 48 months.
The curves depicted in Figure 1 are in line with the well-established finding of greater lin-
guistic improvements at the beginning (i.e. throughout the first year), reflecting a steeper
learning curve, and slowed progress thereafter, reflecting a flattening curve (Hartshorne,
Tenenbaum, and Pinker 2018). The baseline models of the multivariate account with
their negative quadratic terms reveal the same pattern of decreasing linguistic returns to
a longer duration of stay (see M 1.0 for refugees and M2.0 for other immigrants in Table 2).

The dynamics of language learning among refugees and other immigrants

In the next step, we investigate the conditions associated with the core constructs of
efficiency, incentives and exposure and focus on how the recent refugees are similar to
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Table 2. Multilevel growth curve models of language proficiency.

Refugees Other immigrants
M1.0 M1.1 M2.0 M2.1
Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE

Duration of stay 0.14*  (0.00) 0.05*  (0.00) 0.03*  (0.00) 0.03*  (0.00)
Duration of stay, squared —0.00* (0.00) —0.00* (0.00) —0.00*  (0.00) —0.00* (0.00)
Efficiency
Age at immigration —0.06*  (0.00) —0.06* (0.01)
Cognitive skills
Digit-Symbol Test (standardised) 0.10*  (0.03) 0.23*  (0.05)
Math grades 0.15*  (0.04)
Premigration education
Education in CO (Ref. primary)

Less than primary —0.40* (0.07) —0.74  (0.44)

Lower secondary 0.45*  (0.06) 0.27  (0.23)

Upper secondary 0.77* (0.06) 0.61* (0.22)

Postsecondary nontertiary 0.91* (0.15) 0.87* (0.24)

Tertiary 1.14*  (0.09) 1.21*  (0.24)
CO literacy 0.57*  (0.06)
Mental health 0.00  (0.00) —0.01 (0.01)
Incentives
Economic orientation (Ref. not

mentioned/other)
Economic 0.07  (0.04) -0.21 (0.14)
Family-/network-related 0.03 (0.05) -0.21 (0.14)
Intention to stay 0.20*  (0.09) —0.07  (0.10)
Residency status
Status of asylum request (Ref.

pending)

Approved 0.23*  (0.10)

Rejected 0.10  (0.12)

Resettlement 0.30* (0.15)
Length of pending asylum 0.01  (0.01)

procedure
Permanent residency 0.30*  (0.11)
Connection to CO 0.00 (0.01) 0.02  (0.06)
Premigration status
Position in economic distribution

(Ref. below average)

Average 0.16*  (0.05)

Above average 0.23*  (0.06)
Occupational status 0.01* (0.00) 0.00  (0.00)
Labour market participation —-0.30* (0.09) —-0.08 (0.18)
Premigration exposure
Premigration German proficiency 0.15*  (0.02) 0.27*  (0.01)
Premigration language course 0.29*  (0.09)
Premigration stay in Germany 0.40* (0.19) 0.54*  (0.12)
Postmigration exposure
Language course (Ref. no course 0.48* (0.08)

attended)

Course without certificate 0.99*  (0.05)

Course with A1/A2 1.69* (0.06)

Course with B1/B2 2.78* (0.07)

Course with C1/C2 3.69* (0.13)
Education in Germany 0.49*  (0.06) 0.78* (0.10)
Language use
With family members (Ref. mainly in

CO or another language)

Equally 0.45*  (0.06) 0.32* (0.1

Mainly in German 0.54*  (0.11) 0.54* (0.16)

With friends (Ref. mainly in CO or
another language)

(Continued)
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Table 2. Continued.

Refugees Other immigrants
M1.0 M1.1 M2.0 M2.1
Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE

Equally 0.56* (0.05) 0.76*  (0.10)

Mainly in German 0.94*  (0.06) 1.20%  (0.12)
Media consumption (Ref. mostly in

CO language)

In both languages 0.28* (0.05) 0.52*  (0.14)

Mostly in German 0.31*  (0.05) 1.00* (0.22)
Improvement via family members/ 0.16* (0.04)

friends
Improvement via media 0.63* (0.04)

consumption
Contact with Germans 0.40* (0.04) 0.46* (0.11)
Shared accommodation —0.18* (0.04)
Single 0.13*  (0.05) 0.10  (0.08)
_cons 3.17%  (0.10) 2.16%  (0.21) 6.75*  (0.36) 3.97*  (0.59)
var(duration) 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
var(_cons) 5.20 1.73 6.65 1.02
corr(duration,_cons) -0.34 —0.65 -1.00 -1.00
var(Residual) 2.75 2.71 3.28 3.07
N observations 16096 16096 5621 5621
N individuals 7091 7091 1829 1829
N imputations 25 25 25 24

Notes: * p<0.05. Additionally, we controlled for gender, children under the age of 6, country of origin, and sample.
Sources: Refugees: IAB-BAMF-SOEP Survey of Refugees 2016-2019. Other immigrants: IAB-SOEP Migration Sample 2013—
2019.

or differ from other new immigrants. For this purpose, Table 2 presents the results of the
multilevel growth curve models of language proficiency separately for refugees (M1.1)
and other immigrants (M2.1).

Regarding efficiency, our findings point to remarkable similarities across the two types
of immigrants that are largely in line with prior research. Younger individuals, those with
higher scores on the cognitive skill measures and the respondents with more education
are more successful learners of the destination language. We also find evidence in favour
of our reasoning on the less educated segments of the refugee population. We argued that
according to Western standards, refugees can seem poorly educated (see Table 1). At the
same time, they have attained levels of formal education that set them apart from a some-
times substantive share of their origin population, who has not reached such levels (Spor-
lein et al. 2020). In accordance with this observation, our analyses demonstrate that those
who have completed primary education, the lowest level of formal education, already
have an advantage for language acquisition over less educated individuals; this finding
is also true for those who are literate in the origin language. Mental health, in contrast,
does not constitute a major hurdle for becoming proficient.

Turning to incentives, only some of the findings follow the expectations outlined in
the theoretical section. For example, refugees’ economic orientation is not relevant to
their language learning, but those who intend to stay in Germany permanently increase
their proficiency. For the comparison group of other immigrants, only one of the indi-
cators is in line with the theoretical reasoning: that is, recent immigrants with permanent
residency achieve higher proficiency values than do those with a temporary residency
status. For refugees, one of the most important results regarding incentives concerns
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their legal status: individuals whose asylum requests are approved or who are allowed to
stay permanently as resettled refugees achieve higher scores on the proficiency measure
than those who are still awaiting decisions. In addition, there seems to be a linguistic
penalty for refugee immigrants who have been active in the labour market prior to
their migration. Within the group of individuals with labour market experience,
however, those who previously held a higher occupational status and a better position
in the economic distribution of their home country attain greater fluency than those
who lack such advantages.

While our results on incentives are mixed, this is not the case for the third set of
measures of exposure. In both groups, the findings are completely in line with the reason-
ing outlined earlier that being exposed to the destination language is essential for becom-
ing proficient. Premigration German skills and premigration stays are positively related
to language learning among refugees and other immigrants. Other immigrants also
benefit from language course attendance prior to their migration.

Regarding postmigration exposure, we observe that structured learning opportunities,
in the form of either attending language courses or receiving training in the educational
system, can be a major driver of fluency. Among refugees, the completion of a language
course without a certificate is associated with an increase of approximately 1 point on the
proficiency scale, while completing it with a certificate results in even greater gains. To
put this in perspective, it takes refugees slightly more than 7 months on average (1/
0.14, see M1.0 in Table 2) to increase their proficiency level by 1 point. Given that
courses for lower qualification levels such as Al typically take approximately 160
course hours and are often completed within 1-2 months, these gains are considerable.
Notably, each additional course level reached pays off linguistically. Obtaining the
highest certificate (i.e. C1/C2 with approximately 200 course hours usually completed
within 3 months) translates into a proficiency improvement of approximately 3.7
points. Achieving a similar linguistic gain takes close to 2 years on average (3.7/
0.14~26 months). Structured exposure is also beneficial for other immigrants, albeit to
a lower extent: course attendance is associated with a 0.5-point increase on the profi-
ciency scale. However, the course measure used for other immigrants is less detailed
than the one available for refugees (see Table A.1 in the Online Appendix), and it was
included only once in the panel (see Table A.2 in the Online Appendix), preventing a
direct comparison of the findings.

In addition to linguistic improvements following exposure to structured learning
environments, informal exposure that takes place in everyday contexts matters as well.
Both types of immigrants benefit from speaking with family members and friends in
German, from being in contact with Germans and from consuming media in the desti-
nation language. As for refugee-specific circumstances, the results indicate that residing
in shared accommodations with other refugees is less helpful, as it seems to constitute a
hurdle to becoming proficient.

In an additional step, we reran all analyses for the separate language domains (i.e.
speaking, reading and writing). We present the findings in Table B.1 and Figure B.1 in
the Online Appendix. Most of the coefficients (93 percent) show the same direction
and significance, and some even show the same results. This high degree of consistency
is accompanied by various differences in the effect sizes across the domains. For example,
measures for efficiency—such as cognitive skills, educational attainment and literacy—in
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Figure 2. Relative influence of efficiency, incentives and exposure on language proficiency, standar-
dised sheaf coefficients.

Sources: Refugees: IAB-BAMF-SOEP Survey of Refugees 2016-2019. Other immigrants: /AB-SOEP Migration Sample 2013—
2019.

the origin language turn out to be more important for the relatively more demanding
domains of reading and writing than they are for speaking. Similarly, language courses
foster reading and writing skills to a greater extent than speaking skills, while neverthe-
less being a crucial contributor to proficiency in all domains. Using the destination
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language with friends, in contrast, is a more advantageous tool for acquiring speaking
skills than it is for acquiring reading or writing skills. Overall, these additional analyses
allow for more fine-grained descriptions, without substantively challenging the main
results reported above for the additive index of destination-language proficiency.

What matters most: efficiency, incentives or exposure?

To assess the relative importance of the three theoretical constructs, Figure 2 presents the
standardised sheaf coefficients. The panel in the upper part of Figure 2 illustrates that, for
refugees and other immigrants alike, exposure is the driving force of language acqui-
sition. Exposure is also more important than efficiency and incentives taken together.
Efficiency is the second most important construct, while incentives seem to be less con-
sequential for language learning. The latter result is at odds with the effort to present
incentive-related arguments in the literature and in our account.

In view of the central role that exposure plays in the acquisition of the destination
language, the illustration at the bottom of Figure 2 further differentiates between the
key components of exposure: (a) premigration exposure, (b) formal exposure in terms
of attending language courses and enrolment in education in Germany, and (c) informal
exposure, covering a range of opportunities to use the destination language in everyday
life. Zooming in on exposure reveals notable differences between the two types of immi-
grants under study. While premigration exposure is of minor relevance to language
learning for refugees, it is an important source of proficiency for other immigrants.
This finding may reflect that most refugees were not exposed to German prior to their
arrival, whereas other immigrants more frequently were (see Table 1). However, the
key finding seems to be that for refugees, structured learning substantially contributes
to fluency and is more important than informal exposure. Informal exposure, in contrast,
seems to be slightly more important for other immigrants than it is for refugees.

Conclusions

Rather than viewing refugees as distinct from other types of immigrants, we proposed
that refugee migration is a special case of immigration and that the processes of incor-
porating refugees into the receiving society are subject to regularities similar to those
of the integration of other kinds of immigrants (Kogan and Kalter 2020, 5; van Tubergen
2010, 530). To exemplify this reasoning, we studied the destination-language acquisition
of recently arrived refugees and other new immigrants in Germany. This study was
theoretically based on a widely used model of language learning according to which des-
tination-language proficiency is a function of the efficiency with which individuals learn a
new language, the incentives for investing in its acquisition and the degree of exposure to
this new language (Chiswick and Miller 1995, 2001). From this model of language learn-
ing, we derived arguments regarding the three core constructs. They refer to general pro-
cesses of language learning as well as to a range of conditions that are specific to refugees
and distinguish them from other new immigrants. To empirically investigate these con-
siderations, we employed two longitudinal datasets covering recent arrivals in Germany:
the IAB-BAMF-SOEP Sample of Refugees in Germany and the IAB-SOEP Migration
Sample.
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According to the descriptive results, most refugees arrive with little knowledge of
German, whereas other immigrants often have some command of the destination
language upon entry. In both groups, language growth is most pronounced in the
early period of their stay and then levels off. Refugees display particularly strong gains
in proficiency in the first year. After approximately three years, they close the linguistic
gap relative to other new immigrants. The multivariate account supports this descriptive
picture. The findings are also in line with much of the literature on immigrants’ language
acquisition and confirm the notion that language learning follows a general logic that
applies similarly to different types of immigrants. At the same time, the results point
to the need to consider group-specific conditions and circumstances.

Prior research has emphasised the role of incentives for investing in human capital. In
this respect, several arguments as to why refugees may differ from other immigrants have
been brought forward: group differences in the time horizon that different types of immi-
grants envisage for their stay (e.g. Chiswick and Miller 2001; Cortes 2004; Kogan and
Kalter 2020), the legal hurdles they typically encounter (e.g. Hvidtfeldt et al. 2018; Kosya-
kova and Brenzel 2020; van Tubergen 2010) and motivational differences related to
group-specific selective migration (e.g. Chiswick 1999). However, our findings provide
little support for the importance of incentives in accounting for differential developments
of destination-language proficiency. Quite to the contrary, the overall contribution of
incentives to language learning is relatively small, and most estimates of the growth
curve models are irrelevant or run counter to expectations. Hence, there seems to be
an incongruity between the prominence of incentive-related arguments on the one
hand and the lack of consistent empirical evidence supporting them on the other hand
(Kristen 2019, 525). In our account, probably the most important finding regarding
incentives is related to a refugee-specific condition: individuals whose asylum requests
are approved achieve greater linguistic fluency than those whose asylum requests are
still pending.

While incentives seem to be less relevant to language learning, our results for
efficiency and exposure are strikingly consistent for refugees and other immigrants.
Efficiency and, to a larger extent, exposure to destination language are the key
drivers of proficiency. A closer look at exposure points to an important distinction
in exposure to formal versus informal contexts. Whereas refugees have benefited sub-
stantively from the large-scale provision of targeted language training that offers
intense and—compared to everyday interactions—systematic, conscious and focused
exposure to the destination language (Hoehne and Michalowski 2016, 134), informal
exposure to German in everyday settings has been found to be relatively more impor-
tant for other immigrants. This observation does not suggest that language acquisition
processes differ between refugees and other immigrants but rather that the structural
conditions under which they acquire the new language differ. The day-to-day lives of
refugees, especially in the early period after arrival, are influenced to a greater extent
by administrative regulations, such as the duty to reside in a specific place for a
certain time or rules connected to their (provisional) legal status. Refugees are also
more frequent recipients of targeted offers such as those related to language training
than are other immigrant types. Other immigrants, in contrast, are subject to less
restrictive administrative conditions and therefore have more opportunities to self-
select into informal, less structured exposure contexts.
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The comparison of the relative importance of incentives, efficiency and exposure
provides important insights, for example, regarding the question in which realms to
best support language learning. At the same time, the value of this descriptive tool
relies on whether the analyses captured the most relevant measures and whether
they have been accurately assigned to the constructs. As pointed out before, there
is not always a one-to-one correspondence between them, so the eventual ordering
resulting from our calculations must be considered with caution. Nevertheless, since
the assignments were based on substantive arguments and the available evidence,
the indicators, in most cases, could not have been just as well assigned to another
construct.

Issues of harmonisation are challenging for any empirical study that includes different
data sources. Comparisons are difficult if relevant variables are included in only one of
the two datasets (e.g. regarding respondents’ premigration status or certain measures
of language use) or are measured differently, such as in the case of enrolment in language
courses. The two panels also covered somewhat different periods (2016-2019 for refugees
and 2013-2019 for other immigrants). Another shortcoming is that the dependent vari-
able was based on the respondents’ self-assessed proficiency. These self-report measures
have been implemented in surveys for quite some time, and most research on immi-
grants’ language acquisition is based on them. However, the measures do not fully
match actual skills as measured by standardised tests and are biased to some extent
(Edele et al. 2015). Finally, we considered immigrants and refugees as aggregate
groups; correspondingly, we were unable to consider variation within them (e.g.
among refugees between approved refugees, asylum seekers, or internally displaced
persons; among immigrants between economic immigrants, family immigrants, or
repatriates). To address this issue, larger sample sizes are required than those currently
available.

The policy implications of our results for other prominent refugee destinations seem
straightforward: increasing exposure to the destination language should be high on the
agenda of policy makers seeking to support new immigrants in achieving fluency in
the destination language. This is important because exposure is the key to acquiring a
new language. Focusing on either efficiency or incentives is less advisable because
increasing learning efficiency hardly seems feasible considering characteristics such as
age or cognitive skills and because incentives are empirically inconsequential. Our
findings suggest that the large-scale provision of language courses for refugees has
been a successful tool for fostering their early incorporation. The long-term returns
will likely outweigh the associated costs.

Notes

1. In using the term ‘refugee’, we refer to individuals who seek asylum outside their country of
origin or any other form of protection, irrespective of their legal status.

2. In using the term ‘other immigrants’, we refer to immigrants who leave their countries of
origin for economic, family-related, educational or other reasons that are distinct from
the drivers of humanitarian migration.

3. Throughout this study, we use the terms ‘language proficiency’ and ‘language skills’ inter-
changeably to describe a broad range of competences without referring to a particular
domain (Kristen, Miihlau, and Schacht 2016, 204).



JOURNAL OF ETHNIC AND MIGRATION STUDIES 1009

4. For Germany, this situation can be illustrated by comparing the literacy rates in the
countries of origin of the two largest refugee groups with those of the two largest groups
of other new immigrants. According to the World Bank, the most recently available
numbers for people aged 15 and older point to a literacy rate of 43 percent in Afghanistan
(2018), 81 percent in Syria (2004), 99 percent in Poland (2008) and 99 percent in Romania
(2018; The World Bank 2020).

5. In addition to motivational characteristics, Chiswick (1999) refers to a range of attributes
according to which the selection of economic migrants is expected to differ from that of
refugees. These include disparities in cognitive ability. Therefore, his contribution can be
used to argue for group differences in efficiency.

6. For the empirical implementation in Stata, we use SHEAFCOEF by Buis (2009).
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