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Abstract 

This article explores the tensions arising from implementing integration policy in 
Switzerland. Relying mainly on the experiences and perceptions of 23 street-level bu-
reaucrats (SLB) and 29 refugees in the Canton of Vaud in Switzerland, it identifies 
the dynamics at work during the process of integration, in particular how the focus 
on quick labor market integration of refugees, shapes both refugees’ integration tra-
jectories and SLBs understanding of their role and function. The article closely exam-
ines the tensions experienced on both sides; among others, these spring from expecting 
“fast” integration. It finds that SLBs strive to ensure “fast and sustainable integration” 
by promoting rapid access to vocational training and employment. This approach of-
ten causes friction between SLBs, who recognize the shortcomings of this approach 
without seriously challenging it, and refugees, who either adapt to the expectations of 
“fast and sustainable integration” or rely on their own resources to gain support for 
their more ambitious projects. 

Keywords: Integration, refugees, street-level bureaucrats, aspirations, labor market 

Introduction 

In most cases, forced migration seriously disrupts a person’s career and life development and 
often requires profoundly redefining one’s objectives in all areas of life. One important aspect 
of the integration experiences of refugees in the global north is that they are confronted with a 
myriad of policies that determine which integration trajectories are favored and which are not 
(Otmani 2023). This dense policy landscape includes standard policies (e.g., education, social 
policy), as well as more specific ones (e.g., asylum and integration policy). In the global north, 
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integration policy includes implementing programs aimed at promoting access to the labor 
market (e.g., Arendt 2020; Konle-Seidl 2018; Valenta/Bunar 2010). Moreover, these programs 
usually follow the same logic of “promoting and demanding” fast labor market integration (e.g., 
Arendt 2020; Hinger/Schweitzer 2020; Konle-Seidl 2018).  

In Switzerland, the Swiss Integration Agenda (SIA) has established various integration 
measures and programs for refugees that adopt a similar logic. Program implementation in-
volves tasking street- level bureaucrats (SLBs) with “managing” integration and supporting ref-
ugees in this process (SEM 2021). While these programs and SLBs support may offer refugees a 
foundation to navigate the host society (e.g., Bevelander/Pendakur 2014; Valenta/Bunar 2010), 
implementing integration policy may create tensions between SLBs and refugees for two main 
reasons. First, refugees are a heterogeneous group with highly diverse backgrounds and aspira-
tions. Research on refugee aspirations shows that refugees have high occupational and educa-
tional aspirations (see e.g., Morrice et al. 2020; Hebbani/Khawaja 2019; Dryden-Peterson 2017). 
Many have high aspirations for tertiary education (Morrice et al. 2020; Schneider 2018; Shakya 
et al. 2010) or to maintain a professional status similar to that in their country of origin (e.g., 
Pietka-Nykaza 2015).  

This is expected to add layers of complexity to the work of SLBs in charge of implementing 
integration policy and create different tensions during this process as the tools and resources 
available to SLBs may often prevent them from responding to clients’ individual needs and as-
pirations. Second, SLBs may face moral dilemmas during policy implementation due to their 
role and responsibilities clashing with their clients’ expectations. While government policy is 
often perceived as ambiguous by those subject to implementation and those overseeing it (Das 
2004), it potentially gives SLBs greater leeway and hence an important say in policy implemen-
tation (e.g., Lipsky 1980; Davidovitz/Cohen 2020). However, the extent of this power remains 
highly debatable. When it comes to implementing integration policy, that power may remain 
limited because of the highly politicized environment characterizing social work with refugees. 
Accordingly, this complicates the work of SLBs, who must often adopt coping strategies (Zacka 
2017). 

This article investigates the possible tensions experienced by both SLBs and refugees during 
the implementation of integration policy, the dynamics underlying these tensions, and how ac-
tors cope with and position themselves towards these tensions. The main conclusion is that 
implementing integration policy is fraught with tension. The expectation to integrate fast but 
also sustainably can be challenging and paradoxical for SLBs and refugees, limits the latter’s’ 
aspirations and ambitious projects.   

Tensions during the process of refugee integration 

Integration is often described as a two-way process involving a host society and migrants or 
refugees. However, the term is criticized for its normative nature and tendency to put the onus 
to integrate on migrants or refugees (e.g, Mozetič 2022; Phillimore 2021; Favell 2019; Schinkel 
2018; Scandone 2018; Dahinden, 2016; Mulvey 2015). While refugee agency and various char-
acteristics such as previous qualifications, language skills, and social networks play an im-
portant role in shaping integration experiences (e.g, Borselli/Van Meijl 2021; Udayar et al 2021; 
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Auer 2017; Williams 2006), this article emphasizes that structural aspects or what Phillimore 
(2021) calls “opportunity structures” require more attention—not to diminish the role played 
by refugee agency in integration trajectories but to balance the current debate on integration. 
Consequently, this article pursues two goals: to explore refugees’ and street-level bureaucrats’ 
perspectives and experiences to reveal how the state defines and expects integration to take 
place; and to better understand how the involved actors position themselves towards state ex-
pectations. 

In Western Europe, including Switzerland, integration policy is implemented via integra-
tion programs, which follow a similar logic. Similar in kind, these programs include language 
courses and introductory courses to life in the host society and focus on quick labor market 
integration to relieve the welfare state (Konle-Seidl 2018; Valenta/Bunar 2010). Research has 
found that these programs positively influence the employment rate of refugees 
(Bevelander/Pendakur 2014; Valenta/Bunar 2010). Nevertheless, they are often criticized for 
being restrictive and for focusing almost exclusively on fast labor market integration (e.g., Ar-
endt 2020; Hinger/Schweitzer 2020; Konle-Seidl 2018), thus limiting refugees to precarious 
work, which often leads to long-term dependency on the welfare state (Arendt 2020). 

While integration programs in Western countries tend to focus on quick labor market inte-
gration, research on refugee aspirations has consistently shown that refugees have high educa-
tional and occupational aspirations (see e.g., Dryden-Peterson 2017; Shakya et al. 2010). Many 
refugees develop strong aspirations for higher education as they perceive education as the gate-
way to securing viable employment and hence to achieving a better socioeconomic status (see 
e.g., Schneider 2018; Dryden-Peterson 2017; Morrice et al 2020). Other studies have highlighted 
the entrepreneurial aspirations of refugees and their high motivation to create their own busi-
ness (see e.g., Hebbani/Khawaja 2019). Research has also shown how strongly refugees, espe-
cially highly skilled ones, seek to reproduce a social status similar to that in their country of 
origin. Strategies include maintaining their original profession as far as possible, both in general 
(Mozetič 2020) and in specific fields (Pietka-Nykaza 2015). These aspirations may create ten-
sions during the implementation of integration policy due to the expectation and/or the re-
quirement to follow a predefined integration path (i.e., to quickly find work), whereas many 
refugees may aspire to pursue more ambitious goals, such as starting a business or going to 
university. 

As street level bureaucrats (SLBs) are at the forefront of policy implementation and respon-
sible for translating policy requirements to policy takers (Lipsky 1980), in this case with trans-
lating integration policy to refugees, we may expect that tensions resulting from the expectation 
to integrate fast will affect not just refugee aspirations but also how social workers view and 
carry their function.  

While the discretionary power of social workers and the extent to which their perceptions 
and moral dilemmas affect implementing integration policy remains debatable, research on 
SLBs in general and on social work with refugees and migrants in particular acknowledges the 
existence of such power. Indeed, the face-to-face interaction they have with their clients (Lipsky 
1980; Berkowitz 1987; Derthick 1990), combined with varying refugee circumstances and char-
acteristics, means that policy rules and requirements are translated differently (Lipsky 1980; 
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Maynard-Moody/Musheno 2003). In the context of integration policy implementation, and us-
ing the leeway at their disposal, SLBs may adapt the requirements of integration programs to 
their clients’ needs or search for other alternatives if offerings do not align with refugees’ aspi-
rations and potential.  

However, research has also shown that this power remains limited due to various factors. In 
fact, organizational conditions (Cohen 2018; Cohen/Hertz 2020), such as the degree of power 
delegation (May/Winter 2009), the resources allocated to them (e.g., Lipsky 1980; Winter 2002) 
workloads and client mix all influences the discretion of SLBs. Moreover, for work with mi-
grants, other factors such as cultural differences (Nash et al. 2006; Nash 2005; Potocky-Tripodi 
2002; Khan 2000), rising nationalism and anti-refugee sentiments may either enhance their po-
litical awareness or increase their “political fatigue”, further challenging the extent of their dis-
cretion and increasing their moral dilemmas (Birger et al 2020; Berthold/Libal 2019).  

Consequently, operating in such demanding environments might make SLBs adopt one of 
three ‘pathological’ positions (Zacka 2017) as a way of coping with their moral dilemmas. First, 
acting as an enforcer, an SLB adheres strictly to the applicable regulations and laws, making 
control and correction their main client strategy. This approach leaves little room for refugees’ 
wishes and aspirations, potentially creating considerable tensions between SLBs and refugees. 
Also, as control and correction require more resources to implement policies, SLBs would face 
increased pressure. At the other end of the spectrum, the second strategy is indifference. That 
is, SLBs distance themselves as much as possible from their clients’ needs and demands, result-
ing in investing as few resources as possible (e.g., time and information) to accommodate their 
clients’ aspirations and ambitions. As a result, SLBs will either delegate some of their responsi-
bilities to other entities (e.g., civil society organizations) or let refugees to figure out for them-
selves how to implement their aspirations and future plans. This indifferent position might cre-
ate tensions between refugees and SLBs as the former feel unheard or not taken seriously. Third, 
their enhanced political awareness and moral dilemmas might lead SLBs to become caregivers. 
This translates into going the extra mile to cater to their clients’ needs, and thus to using their 
discretionary power to adapt policy requirements as much as possible to refugee aspirations. 
Nevertheless, studies have shown that caregiving does not necessarily benefit refugees. In fact, 
Zacka (2017) warns against adopting this position because it reinforces clients’ victim stance: 
Caregiving maintains a parent-child dynamic, and thus increases the power dependency of ref-
ugees (Birger and Nadan 2021). 

This article explores these tensions in terms of SLB and refugee perceptions. Most studies 
on the frustrations and challenges faced by both refugees and SLBs tend to examine these groups 
separately, focusing either on refugees, mostly highly skilled ones (e.g., Mozetič 2022), or on 
SLBs (e.g, Birger et al 2020). Most attention has been paid to the obstacles facing asylum seekers 
and the frustrations arising from legal status and asylum procedure (e.g., Hynie 2018; Van Heel-
sum 2017). The main contribution of this article is that it explores the tensions experienced by 
refugees and SLBs by combining their perceptions and experiences. This twofold approach en-
ables better understanding of the mechanisms underlying refugee integration, in particular how 
the focus of policy on fast integration shapes refugees’ educational and professional choices, on 
the one hand, and influences how SLBs perform their role and responsibilities, on the other. 
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Integration policy in Switzerland 

Switzerland is a confederation, where responsibility for refugee integration policy is shared be-
tween the federal government and the cantons. Policy is implemented by various public struc-
tures, such as schools, health services, civil society actors, and vocational training institutions 
(SEM 2021). What follows provides an overview of permits before looking at Swiss integration 
policy. 

Legal status and associated rights 

In Switzerland, and following asylum procedure, asylum seekers may receive one of three per-
mits, each associated with different rights and obligations. First, if they are recognized as refu-
gees under the 1951 Geneva Refugee Convention and Swiss law, asylum seekers are awarded 
refugee status and a residence permit (B refugee permit). Second, if an asylum seeker is recog-
nized as a refugee under the Geneva Convention but is denied asylum by Switzerland for “sub-
jective reasons subsequent to the flight” which happens when the authorities find that the ap-
plicant only became a refugee by leaving the country of provenance or by engaging in certain 
activities (e.g., political activism in exile) after leaving that country (Asile 2021), they are admit-
ted provisionally and are awarded an F refugee permit2 (Guidesocial 2021). Third, if an asylum 
seeker’s application is rejected, and if they do not qualify for refugee status under the 1951 Ge-
neva Refugee Convention but cannot be deported from Switzerland, they are awarded a provi-
sional permit (F permit)3 (Guidesocial 2021). 

These three types of permits are associated with different levels of rights. F refugee permit 
holders and F permit holders are not automatically entitled to family reunification. Addition-
ally, F permit holders are not allowed to travel and face greater difficulties on the job market 
and in accessing education due to their temporary permits. Individuals with a refugee status or 
a B refugee permit benefit from a more stable status and have access to all rights including fam-
ily reunification (Asile 2021). In order for F refugee holders and especially F permit holders4 to 
enjoy more rights, including family reunification and fewer complications on the job market, 
they must become financially independent to convert their F refugee or F permits into a B work 
permit5 (Asile 2021). This limitation may be a source of tension for many refugees holding such 
permits. It likely leads many of the affected refugees to lower their aspirations and expectations 
and to accept any kind of employment to fulfill the integration requirements and thus upgrade 
their permits to gain more rights.  

 
2 In French : Les réfugiés admis à titre provisoire(SEM 2019). 
3 In French : Les personnes admises à titre provisoire (SEM 2019). 
4 While both F refugee permit holders and F permit holders share similar challenges, the latter face more difficulties as they 

are not allowed to travel outside of Switzerland and receive less social aid. 
5 In Switzerland, B permits can be issued for various purposes, including asylum, education, work, and family reunification. 

Holders of F refugee permits, and F permits who find work can convert their permits into a B work permit.  
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Switzerland’s refugee integration policy  

The Swiss Confederation and cantons have developed specific programs to promote refugee 
integration and reduce their welfare dependency. These efforts began with programs for can-
tonal integration (PIC), first introduced in 2014. The Canton of Vaud actively participated in 
implementing these programs, which were not aimed solely at refugees but at all foreigners. 
Programs had three aims: to provide information for foreign nationals and protect individuals 
and groups against discrimination; to promote education and employment; and finally, to foster 
peaceful coexistence (KIP-PIC n.d.). 

For several years, the Confederation and the cantons realized that many refugees were strug-
gling to integrate socially, to find employment, and to provide for themselves (Etat de Genève 
2021). Hence, in spring 2019, Swiss Integration Agenda (SIA6), a program aimed specifically at 
refugees (holding refugee status and temporary admission) was launched. The SIA and its an-
nexes frequently speak of “encouraging integration,” which refers to encouraging quick, effi-
cient, intensive, and systematic integration (SEM 2018a). Thus, the SIA understands integration 
as a process that begins as soon as a person enters Switzerland or files an asylum application, 
which remains valid until they enter professional training or pursue remunerated employment. 
Additionally, the SIA focuses on enabling adolescents and young adults to learn a national lan-
guage more quickly and to prepare them for a professional activity (Appendix, Figure 1). The 
aim is to enable refugees to enter the labor market or professional training, and thus to achieve 
financial independence. This directly reduces welfare costs and strengthens social cohesion 
(SEM 2018a). The SIA also emphasizes that labor market integration needs to be sustainable or 
lasting (SEM 2018a). One important tool to help reach this goal is dual Vocational Education 
and Training (VET)7. Understood as the gateway to “sustainable integration,” dual VET pro-
vides refugees with the opportunity to learn a job in a company while studying for a Swiss vo-
cational diploma, which is expected to provide refugees with better and lasting employment 
prospects. 

In addition to highlighting the importance of sustainable integration, the SIA has also in-
troduced the notions of “case by case management” and “evaluation of potential” as central 
tools for the professional coaching of refugees (SEM 2018b). Provided by SLBs, coaching sup-
ports refugees in finding the best-suited integration path. SIA integration offerings are geared 
towards admission to a vocational school or direct employment. While it does not rule out other 
options (e.g., tertiary education or degree recognition for highly skilled refugees), the SIA 
clearly aims to accelerate access to the labor market.  

Overall, Swiss integration policy focuses strongly on implementing measures and programs 
that promote quick access to the labor market. Vocational training is perceived as an important 
tool and as the most privileged educational path for refugees, as tertiary education is seldom 
mentioned in integration policy documents. Job coaches and social workers are expected to play 

 
6 In French : Agenda d’Intégration Suisse (AIS) 
7 In Switzerland, dual vocational education and training (VET), young people (aged 14 and 15 years) pursue on-the-job training 
in a host company in combination with attending vocational school. As there is no maximum age limit to access this system, 
individuals, including refugees, can join at later stage to obtain a Federal VET Certificate (AFP) after two years or a Federal 
VET Diploma (CFC) after three to four years (Swissinfo 2022). 
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a crucial role in translating the applicable guidelines into reality and in supporting refugees 
follow the integration paths promoted by Swiss integration policy. 

Methodology 

This study has adopted a qualitative approach. It is based on semi-structured interviews with 
29 refugees living in the French-speaking Canton of Vaud, Switzerland, and with 23 street-level 
bureaucrats (SLBs) working in public organizations and NGOs or external integration services 
responsible for implementing integration policy in the Canton of Vaud. Switzerland has one of 
the highest immigration rates in Europe, mostly consisting of Europeans nationals (Swissinfo 
2017). The Canton of Vaud reflects Swiss diversity: It is one of the largest and most diverse 

cantons in Switzerland. It also provides manifold career prospects. It is neither predominantly 
rural nor urban. Its economic sectors range from agriculture to advanced technology, which 
likely translates into fewer career restrictions than elsewhere. Also, Vaud is one of two Swiss 
cantons home to a large variety of (higher) educational institutions, which include the Univer-
sity of Lausanne, several universities of applied sciences (UAS), professional schools, and the 
Federal Institute of Technology (EPFL). This diversity also offers a wide range of educational 
and career prospects. 

Field work with refugee participants and interview data analysis 

When recruiting the 29 refugee participants, it was important that their countries of origin re-
flected the composition of refugee arrivals in Switzerland over the past decade. Participants ar-
rived in Switzerland between 2014 and 2018. In fact, migration streams to Switzerland and Vaud 
have changed in recent decades. While Switzerland has long been a destination for employ-
ment-seeking French, Germans, and Italians, during the second half of the 20th century and 
since the early 21st century, refugees have been arriving from other regions: Eastern Europe 
(e.g., Yugoslavia), Africa (e.g., Eritrea), and Asia (e.g., Syria, Turkey, Afghanistan, and Sri 
Lanka). In the past decade, refugees have come mostly from Eritrea, Afghanistan, Syria, and 
Turkey (SEM 2022). These are also the main countries of origin of the study participants (see 
Appendix, Figure 2 for the number of asylum applications in Switzerland since 1986).  

The 29 refugee participants (see Appendix, Table 1) were recruited via NGOs and public 
institutions responsible for refugee policy. During recruitment, gatekeepers were diversified as 
much as possible to avoid limiting the sample to a single profile (e.g., nationality, education, 
age) and to make it more difficult to identify participants (for ethical reasons). Therefore, refu-
gees were recruited from three NGOs, of which two were tasked by the Canton of Vaud with 
implementing integration policy; the third one, managed by independent volunteers, focused 
on promoting the social integration of refugees. Recruitment also involved two public organi-
zations responsible for refugees during and after asylum process and for implementing integra-
tion policy. In addition to gatekeepers, snowballing and the author’s personal network were also 
used to reach participants. To assess how their interactions with social workers and teachers 
had influenced their aspirations and future plans, participants had to have been living in Vaud 
for at least three years and have a permit that allowed them to work and study (Permit F or 
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Permit B). This selection criterion was important for observing how integration policy affected 
the aspirations and future goals of refugees who had been living in Vaud for a while, had had 
regular contact with their social workers, and had participated in language courses and integra-
tion programs (see Appendix, Table 1). 

Throughout the interviews, great emphasis was placed on nonhierarchical interaction and 
transparency. Before starting the interviews and to establish familiarity, the author provided 
information about her own migrant background and journey in Switzerland. After participants 
had given their oral consent, all interviews (bar two) were audio-recorded. Interviews were con-
ducted in English, French, and Arabic. They were transcribed in the interview language except 
for those conducted in Arabic, which were translated and transcribed into French by the author. 
Interviews were conducted between October 2020 and March 2021. They lasted between half 
an hour and one hour and a half, with an average duration of 45 minutes. 

Participants were asked to talk about their educational and occupational aspirations and 
experiences in four phases: (1) Life in Switzerland (recently and in the future); (2) life during 
the first year in Switzerland; (3) life in the home country; (4) life in a transition country. For 
each phase, questions focused on how participants’ training, education, and employment in 
Switzerland related to their aspirations. This article discusses those interview segments where 
refugees report their experiences with SLBs (including social workers, job coaches, and teach-
ers). Data analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step thematic analysis using Nvivo 
2020. Data were categorized as follows: “Career counselling,” “permit,” “social workers,” “future 
plans,” “satisfaction/wellbeing.” Additional rounds of coding were performed to zoom into ref-
ugees’ interactions with social workers and into their experiences with their legal status and 
integration policy, and also served to establish how these factors shaped their aspirations and 
future plans. The findings are presented in the Results section. 

Field work with SLBs and interview data analysis 

To complement the data collected from refugees, and to better understand the tensions result-
ing from the implementation of integration policy, it was also important to include the experi-
ences and perceptions of SLBs directly involved with refugees. Between March and June 2021, 
23 SLBs working in state and non-state organizations responsible for implementing integration 
policy (i.e., mandated by the Canton of Vaud) were interviewed. In total, two state and two non-
state organizations were approached directly by the author (see Appendix, Table 2), who pre-
sented her research project and its purpose. Following these meetings, the organizations com-
municated information about the project to their social workers and those interested were later 
contacted to arrange an interview. 

Most SLB interviewees held a degree in social work or another social science discipline (e.g., 
psychology, anthropology, political science). Some had a migration background, and a few had 
migrated themselves. Interviewees held different positions in their organization. They were ei-
ther generalist social workers who were responsible for managing various aspects of refugee life 
including accommodation, health, education, and employment; or they were more specialized, 
focusing more on education and employment as job coaches (conseiller en emploi) and career 
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counsellors (conseiller en orientation). Interviewees are referred to as SLBs for the sake of sim-
plicity and coherence. Interviews lasted between 35 minutes and two and a half hours, averaging 
one and a half hours. For additional information about SLB participants (see Appendix, Table 2). 

Interview questions focused on understanding the profile of SLBs (education, work experi-
ence in general and with refugees, motivations for working with refugees). Participants were 
also asked to discuss their professional challenges, including those arising from working with 
this particular population. Other topics included their experiences of implementing integration 
policy, their perceptions of their coachees’ plans and aspirations, and their strategies for guiding 
coachees towards a particular educational and occupational path.   

Interviews were analyzed thematically based on Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six steps using 
Nvivo 2020. Data were categorized as follows: “Perceptions of refugee aspirations,” “experiences 
with integration policy,” “perceptions of their role and mission,” “career orientation factors,” 
“realistic aspirations,” and “fast integration.” Additional rounds of coding were performed to 
identify recurring themes (see the Results section). The findings were compared to those of 
previous research and theories.  

Analysis of policy documents  

In addition to in-depth interviews, key policy documents (e.g., Swiss Integration Agenda (SIA) 
and its annexes) and the Canton of Vaud’s integration programs8 were analyzed to better un-
derstand Swiss integration policy. Analysis also included reviewing integration policy in terms 
of refugee-specific programs and the main policy actors. Particular attention was paid to refugee 
integration into education and the labor market, as well as to the roles of SLBs (e.g., job coach-
ing). 

Results 

Before considering how participants experienced and were challenged by the principle of “fast” 
integration and its implementation, this section first looks at the motivations and tensions sur-
rounding social work with refugees to establish the overall context and the conditions influenc-
ing the implementation of integration policy.  

Motivations and tensions surrounding social work with refugees 

SLB interviewees are highly motivated to work with refugees. Interestingly, many participants 
were more interested in working with refugees than in social work itself. This focus often stems 
from a desire to know more about different cultures and to work in a multicultural environ-
ment, and from one’s personal experiences with migration. 

 I find it really interesting to work with this population. In fact, working with this 
population in particular is what interested me and not just social work….I wouldn’t 

 
8 In French : Programmes d’intégration cantonaux. 
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be interested in working as a social worker in another organization [not working with 
refugees] (SLB 8) 

Although many SLBs are driven by a genuine interest in refugees’ journeys, they remain clear 
about their mission, the requirements of implementing integration policy, and their role in this 
process. 

[Our mission] is integration, that people become independent as quickly as possible, 
whether socially or financially or ideally both….it is about giving them the tools, help-
ing them to understand the administration, to understand the system in which they 
are, Swiss customs and rules (SLB 3) 

Reconciling their professional role (and its requirements), their initial motivations for doing 
social work with refugees, and the realities of the field creates various tensions for SLBs. The 
institutional and political environment in which they operate is characterized by constantly 
changing laws, regulations, and an increasing administrative load, especially following the in-
troduction of the Swiss Integration Agenda (SIA). This situation leaves many SLB overwhelmed 
by the pressure to wear many hats and keep pace with the ever stricter reporting and monitoring 
requirements of the SIA. 

It’s a difficult job, involving a significant mental load not always because of the mi-
grants but rather because of the system itself, the organization or the lack of internal 
organization, the incessant change of practices …….so we are always learning and 
can never rely on very solid knowledge, which explains why we always feel that we are 
only just beginning… (SLB 6) 

Moreover, having to navigate different cultural norms while ensuring that their clients meet 
integration policy requirements challenges those working with refugees. SLB 20 reflects on the 
idea of projecting Western norms, for example, the notion of career choice and the expectation 
that everyone considers it equally important. He is particularly concerned about conducting 
career tests in French, a language that refugees do not master, to make the most suitable career 
choice when they are not ready or totally engaged in this process. 

Should I actually explain that [career choice]? Isn’t this another cultural system, an-
other way that people have been accustomed to thinking? They are in another coun-
try, in another system. It’s good that they obviously understand the system, but on the 
other hand I ask myself whether I should really insist on this notion of choice? Am I 
not imposing a kind of violence? Yes, a violence, a symbolism that I impose on people 
at this level. Is this a question that I should address or not? So, it raises a few ethical 
questions for me. I mean, I want to know if I am doing things right (SLB 20) 

Although cultural differences play a crucial role in social work with migrants, for reasons of 
space what follows focuses on the tensions and challenges related to the institutional frame-
work, in particular the emphasis on fast and sustainable labor market integration and the ten-
sions resulting from managing refugee aspirations and policy requirements. 
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Tensions between “fast” and “sustainable” integration  

To fulfill the requirements of integration policy, especially following the implementation of the 
SIA, SLBs approach their work similarly to a project that needs to be managed. This involves 
establishing a monitoring system whose indicators are aimed at optimizing available resources 
to achieve the ultimate outcome: that refugees regain their financial autonomy as quickly as 
possible. Due to the complex life course of many refugees, this general orientation of integration 
policy is a source of tension for many SLBs, who are often caught between the institutional (i.e., 
policy) framework and the realities of their clients.  

It’s complicated to talk about integration to people who come from very far away and 
who are still very fragile. They need to recover but we immediately start talking about 
integration, about professional projects. Yes, that’s mostly it. They are mourning their 
past. The argument of the host country is, and we are under this pressure, to put in 
place integration measures so that they quickly find a job... or training. And that’s 
what I find very, very complicated (SLB 4) 

Also, when reflecting on their implementation of integration policy, the interviewed SLBs high-
light the contradictions between policy expectations and everyday reality. This contradiction 
stems from the expectation that refugees need to regain their financial independence and 
quickly become well-integrated while integration also needs to be sustainable. Many SLBs find 
having to fulfill these conditions highly challenging and paradoxical. 

We know that in Switzerland, given that we are required to integrate people as quickly 
but also as sustainably as possible, it’s a bit contradictory ….we need to find a middle 
ground between speed and sustainability (SLB 6) 

Although many SLB interviewees realize that fast and sustainable integration is paradoxical, 
they still prefer to adhere to state expectations and end up becoming enforcers or indifferent 
(Zacka 2017). This is often due to the lack of resources: Many SLBs are required to manage 
between 20 and 60 cases on average, sometimes even more, which complicates distancing one-
self from the policy framework. It is true that SLB are not passive agents and have a certain 
leeway to negotiate the prevailing framework. However, pursuing this route is costly and de-
pends greatly on clients’ (i.e., refugees’) willingness to negotiate their individual cases.  Addi-
tionally, the SIA clearly states that promoting access to dual vocational training (VET) enables 
finding a middle ground between fast and sustainable integration. Considered to be one of the 
key measures of refugee integration, VET leads to a Swiss (i.e., state-recognized) qualification, 
thus ensuring faster and more sustainable access to the labor market. Most SLBs find this ori-
entation convincing, and often cite the permeability of the Swiss educational system as a solid 
basis for pursuing more ambitious aspirations at a later stage.  

Although this emphasis on VET enables many refugees to earn a Swiss qualification and 
hence access the labor market more quickly, it often frustrates highly qualified refugees or those 
with different aspirations as their interactions with their SLBs suggest that their options are 
limited. 

I think that [an organization in charge of refugee integration] integrating faster or 
going to work faster is not about the quality of integration or the quality of work, 
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that’s not the goal… For example, if I tell them I would like to work as carpenter or 
something like this, they will say ok, you can do that right away … So there is nothing 
about my story, my experiences, my studies in Turkey; it’s not... they think that edu-
cation in Turkey is not good, that migrants’ education is not good. (Nijaz, 32, Tur-
key) 

When it comes to pursuing higher education and other ambitious projects, the initiative has to 
come from refugees themselves. This requires the necessary negotiation skills to convince their 
SLB of their project and also finding information themselves. Facing this type of refugee, SLB 
often become indifferent (Zacka 2017), either by making refugees look for information them-
selves or by externalizing this task to other organizations.  

You have to somehow know yourself, because you know …. there is like a 30-minute 
conversation with them……. I mean [an organization in charge of refugee integra-
tion], so, basically, they will orient you, but they place you in a certain category. So, 
basically, if you have something in your mind, you have to orient them; it is like this, 
I mean…. if you want to do something different, you have to orient them. So….after 
I wrote them to see if they can support my university application, they realized that I 
am trying to do something and assigned a “real” social worker, and we started talking 
about things (Omer, 41, Turkey)  

Not all refugees have the life experience and the negotiation skills to defend their case and hence 
renounce their ambitions to follow the predefined path, at least for the time being. 

When I first came to Switzerland, I was thinking that it is like Iran: Once you finish 
high school, you go to university. I tried to speak to my teachers about going to uni-
versity, but they told me that it is difficult and that I don’t have the skills to go there. 
I tried several times, but it didn’t work (Nadia, 19, Afghanistan) 

In sum, SLBs follow the SIA and focus on fast labor market integration, which should also be 
“sustainable,” by promoting access to VET. This situation creates tensions for and between SLBs 
and refugees. SLBs navigate this challenge either by becoming indifferent (when refugee profiles 
do not meet the requirements; see Omer’s case) or by enforcing the requirements (to manage 
client aspirations; see Nadia’s case).   

Promoting “realistic” aspirations  

Not only SLBs endeavor to meet the requirement of “fast” integration but so do many refugees. 
They strive to find work (and become financially independent) as quickly as possible. For many, 
attaining this goal is imperative for upgrading their legal status from a temporary F permit to a 
more stable B work permit, which grants them more freedom of movement and enables family 
reunification. 

My dream is to study for a trade job and do an apprenticeship. But in Switzerland, I 
must have a B permit [i.e., residence permit] and be financially independent. If I find 
a job now, I will receive the permit in two years . However, if I finish CFC [standard 
vocational training degree] and then work I will get the B permit after five years. This 
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means that I have been here for five years, so it will be ten years in total [before he 
received the B permit]. It is hard for me, it feels like prison really, because at the mo-
ment I can’t travel. (Samir, 19, Afghanistan) 

Hence, it is no surprise that SLB often describe their clients’ aspirations as realistic. Realistic in 
the sense that refugees usually understand the system and what is expected of them, namely, 
finding work and fitting into the various programs and measures put in place for this purpose. 
Their understanding evolves gradually during the asylum procedure and their interactions with 
different institutions, which spell out the difficulties of pursuing more ambitious projects. Many 
interviewees were advised to accept low-skilled occupations (i.e., elderly carework, warehouses) 
as staff shortages in such sectors offer more job opportunities. Although “realism” is not their 
first choice, many interviews pursue this route to quickly achieve financial independence and 
upgrade their legal status (see Samir’s case).  

Nevertheless, this perception of realistic aspirations as expressed by SLB 18 might also point 
to the distance that many SLBs tend to create between themselves, and their clients’ needs and 
demands. Distancing enables them to cope with the highly changing and complex environment 
in which they are operating (Zacka 2017). Maintaining distance makes it easier to meet finan-
cially oriented needs (i.e., income security), and hence better corresponds to the main narrative 
of integration policy than more resource-intensive dreams and aspirations. 

It’s quite concrete… uh it’s more like “I want to do this job.” We rarely have people 
who say “I dream of doing this job, it’s the dream of my life and so on”… what we 
often hear is “I want to work to change my permit and then have a stable situation.” 
It is rather the economic situation that defines the objective than an idealized dream 
job and so on (SLB 18) 

For many refugees, having more ambitious aspirations often translates into clashing with insti-
tutional requirements and those in charge of implementation. Nadia’s case shows that   this 
confrontation is more complicated when refugees lack the necessary tools and support to chal-
lenge the prevailing narrative. 

I never in my life thought about working in sales. One day my teacher asked me would 
you like to try the job of a salesperson in retail? I answered no, never. Then almost 
everyone in my class went to work in a retail store except me. My teacher asked me 
again, I persisted. I said no because I always thought that the job of a salesperson is 
nothing. In my country, it is like this. If you are a salesperson, it means you have 
nothing, you don’t have a job. What I want is to do is work in the health sector. I tried 
to find an internship as a pharmacy assistant or something similar several times, but 
it never worked. (Nadia, 19, Afghanistan) 

The persistence of Nadia’s teacher reflects many SLBs’ paternalistic and caregiving stance. They 
adopt this role because they believe that they better understand the system and can guide their 
clients towards what is best for them. In their perception, this role also enables them to protect 
their clients from further disappointment and rejection. This is true especially when dealing 
with younger refugees, who tend to be more idealistic than older ones. Moreover, SLBs employ 
different strategies that amount to “awareness raising.” This involves explaining “reality” to 
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their clients by providing the necessary information about the Swiss education system and the 
labor market in addition to highlighting the possibility of pursuing more ambitious plans at a 
later stage. In many cases, this strategy also entails not questioning those plans directly, but 
making refugees realize themselves which plans are easier to implement (e.g., through short-
term internships).  

When I say realistic and achievable [project or aspiration], I mean…we have the 
dream and the reality. Clients [refugees] should not say “I want [to pursue] this pro-
ject” and we tell them “Okay” without weighing up the pros and cons ……to after-
wards become disillusioned (“but that’s not what I expected at all”) and we have to 
start all over from scratch. This is very bad for people’s emotional welfare (SLB 15) 

The complex experiences arising from forced migration, statutory constraints (i.e., restricted 
legal status), and institutional requirements create tensions for both refugees and SLBs. The 
latter resort to various coping strategies to tackle the complexities of their role, which often 
involves fostering “realistic” aspirations and preparing refugees to adhere to the requirement of 
integration policy. 

Discussion and conclusion 

In the Canton of Vaud, Switzerland, integration policy is designed to achieve “fast and sustain-
able” integration. Thus, refugees need to become financially independent as quickly as possible, 
but also maintain their independence. In this respect, SLBs play an important role in translating 
the main requirements of integration policy by promoting VET access and by managing refugee 
plans and aspirations to ensure they are “realistic” and implementable. While “fast and sustain-
able” integration has its merits, its implementation creates tensions for SLBs and refugees. First, 
it is important to recognize that introducing the idea of sustainability into Swiss integration 
policy is a positive step as integration policies in the global north mostly aim to promote quick 
labor market integration (e.g., Arendt 2020; Hinger and Schweitzer 2020; Konle-Seidl 2018) as 
the ultimate goal of integration. Nevertheless, the concept of sustainable integration remains 
brittle: It is often challenged by the realities of the field and by refugee heterogeneity, which has 
increased following the recent arrival of more skilled refugees from Turkey and Ukraine. More-
over, expecting fast and “sustainable” integration is paradoxical. Implementing sustainable in-
tegration, to provide refugees with access to educational and occupational options better 
aligned with their aspirations and potential, requires time. In the case of refugees holding tem-
porary permits (F permit), implementing more sustainable integration (i.e., in line with their 
aspirations and potential) is contingent on overcoming many structural obstacles. This takes 
time, which many refugees lack, as they are pressured by the state and their personal circum-
stances to become financially independent as soon as possible. 

During the first few years in the host country, refugees often continue to struggle with the 
aftermaths of forced migration (e.g., unstable family situation, impaired physical and mental 
health). This predicament complicates projecting oneself into the future and implementing fu-
ture plans aligned with the requirements of “fast and sustainable” integration. Still, many refu-
gees are motivated to fit into the narrative of “fast integration” and find work quickly to stabilize 
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their situation. This is often the case when their legal status imposes limited rights (F permit). 
More qualified and ambitious refugees often mention the exclusionary and limiting nature of 
“fast and sustainable” integration. Indeed, they find it problematic that refugees are treated like 
a homogeneous group that is expected to integrate “fast” and follow predefined paths that limit 
their choices and may not necessarily align with their previous qualifications and current aspi-
rations. Current integration offerings are strongly focused on encouraging refugees to attend 
vocational schools or become employed fast. Compared to many other countries, vocational 
education has a good image in Switzerland, not least because it provides sustainable and quicker 
access to a Swiss diploma and work. Nevertheless, interviews with refugees show that most of 
them are undergoing training for unattractive or low-skilled employment: Male refugees often 
work in warehouses, while female ones provide elderly care. Having to fit into predefined inte-
gration paths creates tensions in highly aspirational refugees. While some decide to rely on their 
social and cultural capital to negotiate and gain support for their ambitious plans, many prefer 
to fit into the mold designed for them: They adapt their aspirations to what is expected of them, 
as fighting (yet) another battle is unlikely preferable, at least for the time being. 

Regarding SLBs: The realities of their job (i.e., increased administrative workload, the pres-
sure to monitor and report their daily activities) leaves them with little time to do social work. 
They spend a lot of time ensuring that the objectives of integration policy are followed and 
quantified, which leaves less time to properly engage with people’s stories. SLB tools are geared 
more towards promoting quick labor market integration and access to the VET system. Dealing 
with clients with other, nonnormative ambitions makes SLBs realize that their resources to sup-
port alternative projects are limited. Accordingly, SLBs often resort to one of Zacka’s coping 
strategies (enforcement, indifference, caregiving) (Zacka 2017). However, SLBs are not passive 
agents in policy implementation: They can decide whether to explore and support more ambi-
tious projects, even if this is more challenging and costly.  

Finally, the main challenge of implementing integration policy is that it is not solely the task 
of those organizations in charge of implementation but of society as a whole. Therefore, mobi-
lizing important stakeholders such as higher education institutions and employers seems cru-
cial, especially when the latter shun responsibility and expect refugees to fulfill similar require-
ments as international students for example regardless of their complicated life circumstances. 
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Appendix 

 

Figure 1: Paths to integration as shown in the publicity material for Swiss integration agenda 
(AIS) 

     

Source: SEM 2019 
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Figure 2: Asylum applications in Switzerland since 1986 (primary + secondary requests) with 
origin countries9 

 

Source: asile.ch (2021) 

Table 1: Profile of participants 

Participant10 Age Gender Type 
of per-

mit 

Country of 
origin 

In 
Swit-
zer-
land 
since 

Qualifications 

Faven 28 F F refu-
gee 

Eritrea 2014 8th grade 

Fatimeh 25 F B Somalia 2017 First year university 

Ali 22 M F Afghanistan 2015 10th grade 

Jemal 40 M B Eritrea 2016 Bachelors degree in 
medical sciences 

Samir 19 M F Afghanistan 2015 Primary school 

Mussawa 36 M B Eritrea 2015 Completed the 12th 
grade 

 
9 Ukrainian refugees are not included in the graph 

10 Fictitious names. Participants’ names were changed to protect their identity. 
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Marjani 31 F B Ethiopia 2015 Completed the 12th 
grade 

Nadia 19 F F Afghanistan 2015 Primary school 

Aymen 23 M F Afghanistan 2015 First year university 
interrupted because 

of war 

Youssef 25 M F Syria 2017 2nd year bachelor’s in 
economics inter-
rupted because of 

war 

Nawaz 23 M F Afghanistan 2015 Primary school 

Aya 32 F F Syria 2017 2nd year bachelor’s in 
economics inter-
rupted because of 

war 

Sara 22 F F Afghanistan 2015 Primary school 

Farid 26 M F Afghanistan 2015 Primary school 

Omer 41 M B Turkey 2018 Master’s degree in 
economics 

Murad 34 M B reset-
tlement 

Syria 2016 Engineering degree 

Tesfay 35 M B Eritrea 2014 8th grade 

Petros 29 M B Eritrea 2016 Completed 12th 
grade+ one-year 

training certificate in 
accounting 

Bassel 29 M B Syria 2015 First year university 
interrupted because 

of war 
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Robel 29 M B Eritrea 2015 Completed 12th 
grade+ one-year 

training certificate in 
medical sciences 

Nijaz 32 M B Turkey 2018 Completed a bache-
lor’s/master’s degree 

in his country. 
Worked in his field 
in his home country 

Samuel 32 M B Eritrea 2017 11th grade 

Farzad 29 M B Afghanistan 2017 Completed 12th 
grade+ one-year 

training as a police-
man 

Burak 26 M B Turkey 2018 Started but didn’t 
finish high school in 

his home country 

Ahmet 38 M B Turkey 2018 Completed master’s 
degree in law and 
public administra-

tion and worked as a 
judge in his home 

country 

Taim 27 M F Country not 
specified 

2014-
2015 

Completed one-year 
bachelor’s degree 

Omari 26 M B Eritrea 2014 Didn’t finish com-
pulsory school 

Anwar 29 M F refu-
gee 

Iran 2016 Completed a degree 
in engineering in his 

home country 
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Yildiz 35 M B Turkey 2018 Completed a mas-
ter’s degree in crimi-
nal sciences, worked 

as army officer. 

Source: Table constructed from own data by author 

 
Table 2: List of case workers interviewed in Switzerland (Vaud) 

Case worker 
designation 

Position Organization type 

SLB 1 Social worker 
Public organization in charge of refugee 

status 

SLB 2 Social worker 
Public organization in charge of refugee 

status 

SLB 3 Social worker 
Public organization in charge of refugee 

status 

SLB 4 Social worker 
Public organization in charge of refugee 

status 

SLB 5 Social worker 
Public organization in charge of refugee 

status 

SLB 6 Social worker 
Public organization in charge of refugee 

status 

SLB 7 Social worker 
Public organization in charge of refugee 

status 

SLB 8 Social worker 
Public organization in charge of refugee 

status 

SLB 9 Social worker 
Public organization in charge of refugee 

status 

SLB 10 Social worker 
Public organization in charge of tempo-

rary humanitarian status 
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SLB 11 Social worker 
Public organization in charge of tempo-

rary humanitarian status 

 SLB 12 Social worker 
Public organization in charge of tempo-

rary humanitarian status 

SLB 13 Social worker 
Public organization in charge of tempo-

rary humanitarian status 

SLB 14 Social worker 
Public organization in charge of tempo-

rary humanitarian status 

SLB 15 
Job coach and career 

orientation 
Public organization in charge of tempo-

rary humanitarian status 

SLB 16 
Job coach and career 

orientation 
Public organization in charge of tempo-

rary humanitarian status 

SLB 17 
Job coach and career 

orientation 
Public organization in charge of tempo-

rary humanitarian status 

SLB 18 
Job coach and career 

orientation 
Public organization in charge of tempo-

rary humanitarian status 

SLB 19 
Job coach and career 

orientation 
NGO in charge of the implementation 

of integration measures 

SLB 20 
Job coach and career 

orientation 
NGO in charge of the implementation 

of integration measures 

SLB 21 
Job coach and career 

orientation 
NGO in charge of the implementation 

of integration measures 

SLB 22 
Job coach and career 

orientation 
NGO in charge of the implementation 

of integration measures 
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