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A shift towards reciprocity 
Germany must commit to a more consolidated 
vision of how it sees the place of refugees 
in its future society. Are refugees merely 
temporary guests whose basic needs should 
be attended to only until they can be sent 
elsewhere? Or are they a new population 
of permanent residents who are expected 
to integrate – to put down roots, build 
independent lives and give back? 

Presuming the goal is the latter, policies 
should find more productive ways to harness 
refugees’ vast socio-economic potential. 
At a minimum, the laws and processes 
regarding asylum applications, shelter 
transfers, residency status renewals, case 
appeals and deportations should be further 
streamlined, shortened and simplified. This 
would reduce the protracted uncertainty 
that decreases refugees’ motivation to 
overcome obstacles to employment, financial 
security and independent living. Policies 
should furthermore continue to expand legal 
rights to work while striving to eliminate 
existing barriers – including greater 
flexibility in job equivalency reviews and 

skills testing, easier entry into lower-skilled 
or in-demand jobs and more opportunities 
for on-the-job learning of both skills and 
language. Most critically, policies must 
stem from the premise that refugees have 
the capability and desire to become self-
reliant; the role of institutional structures 
should be to empower them to achieve this.
Elizabeth Ekren elizabeth.ekren@uni-bonn.de 
PhD candidate, Center for Development Studies, 
University of Bonn 
www.zef.de/staff/Elizabeth_Ekren 

This article is based on ongoing dissertation 
research and fieldwork in four refugee shelters in 
Cologne.

1. In addition to those who have been recognised as refugees, this 
number includes those who have been granted other recognised 
residency statuses – such as ‘ban on deportation’ or ‘subsidiary 
protection’ – which are not legally equivalent to recognised 
refugee status.
2. European Commission (2016) ‘An Economic Take on the 
Refugee Crisis: A Macroeconomic Assessment for the EU’, 
Institutional Paper 033  
http://bit.ly/EC-Economy-Refugees-033-2016 
3. Sources for the figures cited in this paragraph and throughout 
are available (in German) from the author. 
4. See for example UNHCR (2006) Refugee Livelihoods: A Review of 
the Evidence www.unhcr.org/4423fe5d2.pdf  

The new world of work and the need for digital 
empowerment
Miguel Peromingo and Willem Pieterson

References are often made to forced migrants’ digital literacy, including their use of 
smartphones to organise journeys and communicate once at their destinations. Other 
digital skills, however, including those relating to the workplace, are of greater relevance to 
supporting their integration.

The digital divide broadly speaking refers to 
gaps created in society based on access to and 
use of technology.1 It is typically described as 
a twofold concept: a divide based on access 
to technology and a divide based on skills 
and usage. In most developed economies, the 
divide based on access is diminishing as a 
result of general growth in internet access. In 
the European Union, for example, household 
access to the internet is around 85%. However,  
scholars argue that the skills and usage divide 
is much more pertinent than the access gap. 

Digital skills are broken down into 
five types: operational (being able to 
operate a computer), mobile (being able 
to use a mobile device), information 
navigation (being able to find and interpret 
relevant information), social (sharing 
information and curating friendships) 
and creative (creating online content).2

Although traditionally the use of 
technology is associated with operational 
skills, successful participation in society 
depends much more on information 
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navigation skills, social skills and creative 
skills. For example, being able to find 
the most appropriate financial services 
increasingly depends on one’s ability to 
formulate the proper queries and filter and 
sort through online information. Those 
arriving in destination countries, who 
might bring well-developed operational 
skills, and devices, may well lack the more 
crucial digital skills for societal inclusion.

Generally, digital skills are increasingly 
correlated with people’s level of education 
(instead of, for example, with age and 
gender), suggesting that the digital divide 
will persist. In practice this means that 
substantial sections of the population lack the 
skills to successfully use the internet, despite 
having access to it. Forced migrants who 
enter the country with low socio-economic 
status – and therefore a low level of digital 
skills – can therefore end up in a vicious 
circle of poor digital skills and exclusion.

With the workplace evolving quickly, 
having digital skills becomes ever more 
integral to every industry. Furthermore, as the 
workplace is evolving, so are requirements 
for workers to stay up-to-date with relevant 
technological developments. As education 
is also increasingly technology-driven, 
workers are increasingly required to use 
technologies in order to update themselves. 
Users also require increasingly developed 
digital skills in order to benefit from many 
digital service offerings and services tie-ins 

from private parties – relating for example 
to housing, communication services and 
legal services. Such digital skills required 
by citizens in order to participate in such 
societies are also required by forced migrants.

Refugees are by definition greater risk-
takers and more mobile than residents, 
which can make them more adaptable to 
these labour market changes. However, 
those arriving in the country of destination 
need to be able to make their skills visible, 
get them recognised and avoid ending 
up in a digital version of the less-skilled-
low-pay equilibrium that affects many 
developed and emerging economies alike. 

Beyond pushing buttons
It may well be that the provision of 
humanitarian assistance to forced migrants 
and the regulation of the protection system 
will continue to be digitalised. In addition 
to such digital assistance, however, forced 
migrants need digital empowerment. Digital 
tools can improve forced migrants’ lives, 
while changing labour markets are creating 
opportunities for motivated and skilled 
individuals to embed themselves in their 
new societies. Digital skills, however, go 
beyond pushing buttons and knowing how 
to operate a mobile device; in particular, the 
crucial skills required to find, understand 
and utilise online information are often 
neglected. Lower-skilled forced migrants, 
or those whose long journeys have had a 
negative impact on their access to further 
education, are in danger of falling by 
the wayside. Inclusion programmes for 
migrants should therefore consider focusing 
on digital skills training at all levels.
Miguel Peromingo Miguel.peromingo@gmail.com 
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A Congolese refugee, now an IT trainer, teaching at the Women’s 
Centre for urban refugees, Nouakchott, Mauritania.
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