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Abstract 

Refugees in the Netherlands often return to social assistance after finding work. The vast majority of 

research to explain the position of refugees in the labor market has focused on individual 

characteristics of refugees and societal factors at play. However, it is remarkable that only limited 

research has been conducted on the organizational level. In my thesis, I argue why it is necessary to 

shift attention to the organizational level. I do this by comparing two Dutch companies working with 

refugees. I took an emic approach to avoid falling into an essentialist approach to research on 

refugees. The data presented are based on 22 interviews with refugees, (D&I, HR and line) managers 

and coaches about their experiences with the organizational programs for refugees. In this thesis, I 

argue that companies should challenge the dominant discourse of lack towards refugees and, 

simultaneously, need to take structural measures to safeguard their job security. The synergy between 

a cultural and structural approach is necessary to ensure sustainable employment for refugees.  
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

 

Dutch figures show that six out of ten refugees return to welfare after they initially found work 

(Razenberg and de Gruijter, 2020). In other words, far from all refugees succeed in participating 

sustainably in the labor market, which is one of the cornerstones of Dutch integration policy. The lack 

of sustainability is remarkable, and the mismatch between the educational level of refugees and the 

work they do is striking. Research highlights that almost half (46%) of the refugees with jobs are 

employed below their educational level (Bakker, 2016). In addition, research also shows that the labor 

market position of refugees lags behind that of other migrant groups, which is also referred to as the 

‘refugee gap’ (Bakker et al., 2017). The empirical findings reveal a worrying picture: refugees are 

systematically marginalized in the Dutch labor market. 

The vast majority of research to explain the position of refugees in the labor market has 

focused on individual characteristics of refugees and societal factors at play (Knappert et al., 2019).  

However, it is remarkable that only limited research has been conducted on employers and what role 

they play in the sustainable employment of refugees (Lee et al., 2020). Lee et al. (2020) argue in their 

review article that current scholarship is refugee- or state-centric. The researchers stipulate that this 

is noteworthy ‘since businesses are the primary stakeholders in the refugee quest for employment’ 

(p. 208). They highlight a plethora of organization-centric research topics that are currently 

understudied, including ‘motivations for business engagement, effective workplace initiatives, cross-

cultural training, up-skilling training, diversity and inclusion policies, as well as various other forms of 

support within workplaces’ (p. 208). It follows that there is a considerable need for more practical and 

theoretical knowledge at the organizational level. Research conducted at the organizational level 

shows that the good intentions to work with refugees do not necessarily lead to good results (Ponzoni 

et al., 2017). It seems that companies struggle to translate good intentions into positive outcomes. In 

addition, research shows that employers are reluctant to work with refugees (Klaver et al., 2014) and 

that refugees face forms of discrimination in organizations (De Lange et al., 2017), while at the same 

time, employers are unaware of their discriminatory practices and unfair treatment (Fozdar and 

Torezani, 2008).  

The question arises as to how companies that want to work with refugees can ensure that 

they retain them in the long term. In order to get a better understanding of this, a contextual 

organizational approach to working with refugees is necessary. This entails taking into account the 

context in which companies operate and examining how this context shapes the situational logic 

underlying decisions and processes in these companies (Ghorashi, 2007; Glastra, 1999; Janssens and 

Steyaert, 2001). In the Dutch context, the hegemonic discourse of lack (also referred to as ‘deficit 



Chapter 1. Introduction 

4 
 

approach’) towards refugees prevails (Ghorashi, 2020; Ponzoni et al., 2017). This means that refugees 

are discursively reduced to the single story of having deficiencies compared to the norm and being 

portrayed as a threat to society, resulting in ways of ‘othering’ that creates a social hierarchy that is 

taken for granted (Essed, 2002; Ghorashi, 2020). This hegemonic discourse regarding refugees 

becomes widely disseminated, accepted and normalized and finds its way into organizations.  

In order to understand how this discourse trickles down into the organization and its effect 

on how the organizations shape their programs for refugees, it is necessary to take a closer look at the 

organization itself. The organization should be seen as a social construct, as a construct to which the 

field and organizational actors themselves give their interpretations (Glastra, 1999). Two elements of 

the organization which are open to interpretation of the organizational actors are central to this thesis: 

the organizational culture (mission, vision, norm and values, symbols/rituals) and structure (rules and 

regulations, promotion and recruitment plans, policies) (Ghorashi and Sabelis, 2013). Both elements 

inform organizational conduct, for example, what norms are set for diversity and inclusion and how 

this is shaped into recruitment plans. In turn, the conduct of organizational actors can also affect and 

change these elements (Glastra, 1999). Thus, to understand how working with refugees is shaped in 

the organizations, it is essential to consider how this is shaped according to the organizational culture 

and structure and organizational actors' interpretations of these elements. Therefore, the research is 

guided by the following research questions: 

 

- What are the implications for specific refugee oriented programs in two Dutch 

organizations for the long-term labor integration of refugees? 

 
In this study, organizational actors refer to: HR, D&I and senior managers, highly educated refugees 

and their coaches. I chose to study two companies that both have a specific program for refugees. For 

each case, I conducted semi-structured interviews with the different actors working for the 

companies, which led to 22 interviews. I chose an emic approach to be open to surprises in the 

participants' stories (Ghorashi, 2007). In answering these questions, I aim to make a theoretical 

contribution to the literature on the sustainable labor participation of refugees. As mentioned before, 

Lee et al. (2020) identify a remarkable gap in the literature on this topic that focuses specifically on 

the organizational side. They suggest that diversification of theoretical lenses is needed to understand 

refugee labor participation better: 

 

At the moment, for instance, the theoretical positioning of the current literature seems to suggest 

individual-level refugee agency. (…) To lessen the burden on individuals and understand shared 

responsibility across the levels of analysis, we observe the need to incorporate societal-, institutional- 
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and/or organizational-level theories to better conceptualize the multiplicity of barriers to refugee 

workforce integration. (p. 209).  

 

By taking the organization as the level of analysis, I seek to contribute to a diversification of possible 

ways to better understand the integration of refugees into the labor market. 

 For the societal relevance of this thesis, I refer first of all to the findings of Razenberg and de 

Gruijter (2020), who show that more than half of the refugees who find one job in the Netherlands 

return to social assistance. With this research, I hope to contribute to improving the employment 

situation of refugees in the Netherlands. Moreover, I concur with the words of Lee et al. (2020) that it 

is noteworthy that too much attention is paid to the individual level, with the result that policies are 

often only made that focus on this individual level. In order to remove this pressure on the individual 

and be critical of the public debate that the integration of refugees is a personal matter and not a 

shared responsibility, I shift my focus to the organizational level.  

               In this thesis, I elaborate on why the organizational culture and structure must both be in 

place to ensure the sustainable employment of refugees. This implies that the deficit discourse must 

be challenged to not fall into an essentialist approach to refugees within the company. At the same 

time, structural arrangements must be put in place to ensure that this essentialist discourse does not 

seep into the company after all. The structure of my thesis is as follows: in chapter 2, I discuss the 

theoretical framework I use for my thesis. In chapter 3, I explain the methodological choices I made. 

In chapters 4 and 5, I discuss the two cases. In chapter 6 I compare the cases and discuss the findings. 

And in chapter 7 I state my conclusion, limitations and suggestions for further research. 
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Chapter 2. The organizational perspective: a contextual approach  

 
In this chapter, I address why it is necessary to look at refugee employment from the perspective of 

the organization. After I have covered this, I will present a framework of the elements of the 

organization that I discuss in in this thesis. 

2.1. The organizational perspective 

An organizational perspective means that the organization is taken as starting point of the analysis to 

understand how the sustainable employment of refugees is shaped. Two things are central to the 

sustainable employment of refugees: how has working with refugees been shaped by organizational 

actors, and what implications does this have on employees with a refugee background? However, an 

organizational perspective also implies that the context - the field - in which the company operates 

plays a part in shaping the decisions on the work floor and vice versa. The decisions on the work floor 

also affect how the field is shaped. I will explain this in more detail in the second section of this chapter. 

First, I will explain the necessity of taking an organizational perspective.   

Lee et al. (2020) state in their literature review why more attention should be given to the 

organizational level when it comes to refugee employment. They note that much research on refugee 

employment is done at the individual and societal levels: [o]ur mapping review shows that current 

scholarship is state- [societal] or refugee-centric [individual], with limited research at the 

organizational level. (comments added in parentheses, p. 16). In addition, the researchers argue that 

forms of ethnocentrism and discrimination at the societal level are finding their way into the 

organization and organizations have not put in place the right structures and practices to deal with 

this: 

Research on the role of employers in refugee workforce integration indicates that suboptimal 

employment outcomes are often driven by lack of appropriate organizational structures and practices, 

as well as ethnocentrism and discrimination, cascading down into organizations from the institutional 

level. (p. 200).  

 

Based on their findings, the researchers coin the concept of the ‘canvas ceiling’ (p. 206). Similar to the 

glass ceiling for women in organizations the canvas ceiling entails the ‘challenging nature of finding 

and sustaining rewarding employment with advancement opportunities, and the prolonged extreme 

conditions that refugees face.’ (Ibid). Not only finding and sustaining employment are problems that 

refugees face, but on top of this, finding employment that is in line with their experience and 

qualifications is a difficult task. It remains unclear how companies contribute to this ceiling and 

perhaps more importantly what can be done to break it. The conclusion that more research is needed 
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at the organizational level can be drawn more broadly when looking at other diversity related issues 

in the workplace. Notably is the following conclusion drawn by Wynn (2020) in her research to gender 

inequality in Silicon Valley tech-organizations:  

 

I find that executives tend to favor individualistic and societal explanations of gender differences and 

inequality, and these explanations correspond with change efforts focused mainly on altering 

individuals or affecting external communities. Executives rarely engaged in attempts to change the 

organization structurally. (p. 106).  

 

Her research shows how executives in a Silicon Valley tech-organization tend to underestimate or not 

even consider the impact they can make by altering their organizational processes and critically reflect 

on their organizational culture. Academics and practitioners seem to share a common blind spot: the 

organization as site for structural change. Therefore, in this thesis, I take the organization as a starting 

point to understand more about the contribution of companies to the canvas ceiling. Before going 

further into the elements that should be included in the organizational level analysis, I will first discuss 

the Dutch context regarding refugees. 

2.2. The Dutch context: the deficit approach towards minorities 

In the previous section, I already mentioned that a company cannot be analyzed separately from the 

context in which it operates. This argument can be supported by the observations of Syed and Özbilgin 

(2009) who argue that ‘exploration of the history of inter-group relations is a vital prerequisite for an 

informed understanding of the socio-political and cultural background on which the social discourse 

and practices of diversity are constructed.’ (p. 2441). Janssens and Steyaert (2001) add that 

occupational roles are segregated by race and gender based on assumptions of racial or gender 

competencies. The scholars argue that understanding the role of history and prevailing discourses in 

society helps to comprehend how segregationist phenomena and subtle forms of exclusion function 

in organizations. Or to put it in their own words: ‘organizations reproduce rather than invent these 

mechanisms and are therefore reflections of the broader society’ (p. 7). In the case of this research, a 

better understanding of the Dutch context is therefore necessary.  

The Netherlands is organized as a welfare state. Its essence is to accommodate disadvantaged 

groups and change (read: improve) their status to become equal to the rest of society (read: norm) 

(Holvino and Kamp, 2009; Ponzoni et al., 2017). Despite the positive effects brought about by a welfare 

state, it also led to two unintended consequences for minorities: "a fixation on certain groups as weak 

in policy and debate, and it resulted in a strong tendency to assimilate difference, to help the other 

become equal. (Emphasis added; Ponzoni et al., 2017, p. 224). In other words, differences are not 
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necessarily valued positively, but rather seen as something that must be ‘fixed’ in order to become 

equal to the majority. With the dormant promise that when the ‘repair process’ is completed one will 

enjoy the same privileges as those who already fit (made up) the norm. Ponzoni et al. (2017) show 

that this is often a failed promise for refugees. Thus, despite the welfare state’s positive effects, it also 

created ‘a breeding ground for categorical thinking about migrants and refugees as weak groups in 

socially disadvantaged positions’ (p. 224).   

In terms of labor participation, this means that policies are often focused on what refugees 

are perceived to be lacking in terms of their socio-economic position, such as proper education, 

language skills, and forms of human capital for equal participation in organizations. This is called the 

‘deficit approach’ towards diversity issues (Essed, 2002). The foundation of this approach is based on 

the competitive market theory ‘which holds that the market is blind to ethnicity/race and functions 

on the basis of a single rule, maximization of profit, consequently minimizing prejudicial actions by 

employers’ (Colic-Peisker and Tilbury, 2007, p. 76). In other words, ‘employers hire those best suited 

for the job on the basis of their skills and merit, regardless of their other features’ (Ibid, p. 77). The 

rationality assumed in this theory, that the pursuit of profit maximization reduces biased actions, is 

questioned by critical diversity scholars (Colic-Peisker and Tilbury, 2007; Van den Brink and Benschop, 

2012). Non-biased workplace procedures are a utopian view, since, the deficit approach towards 

refugees results in ‘subtle mechanisms contributing to [their] exclusion based on their assumed lack 

of competences and their visible difference.’ (Comment added in parentheses, Ponzoni et al., 2017, p. 

234). These processes of exclusion are even prone to happen when there are good intentions to 

include refugees in organizations (Ponzoni et al., 2017).  

In addition to this focus on the socioeconomic position of refugees, they are also trapped in 

an essentialist approach to their sociocultural position. In the words of Ghorashi (2020): ‘the 

sociocultural component positions immigrants as having cultural and religious backgrounds that 

deviate from the dominant Dutch norm. This has contributed to the image of migrant others as 

absolute others.’ (p. 4). As a result, it seems almost impossible to separate the individual migrant from 

its cultural and/or ethnic category (Ghorashi, 2006). According to Ghorashi (2007), an essentialist 

approach to cultural categorization leaves no space for individual perceptions and positions towards 

ones cultures, as she states: ‘[c]ontrary to what is often assumed, knowledge of the cultural content 

of different groups does not stimulate interaction because every individual’s perception and 

positioning of culture is different.’ (p. 225). Thus, this contrasts with the idea that knowledge about 

different cultures can help managers deal with issues related to cultural differences in the 

organization. The predominance of this idea in organizations is evident in the many cultural awareness 

or intercultural training programs offered. To cite Ghorashi (2007) again: ‘I relate the shortcoming of 
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different approaches of diversity issues in organizations to their rather essentialist approach to ethnic 

(or other) groups as closed entities with fixed (cultural) contents’. (p. 226).  

With regard to the content of the refugee label, there has recently been a shift from victims 

and people in need of help to the dominant image that refugees are a threat to society. What connects 

these images is the view image of refugees as either helpless or violent, so that their agency is 

attributed exclusively in negative terms (Ghorashi, 2020, p. 5). Adding to this is that both images are 

associated with the need for intervention. Resulting in that the talent and will of refugees to 

contribute to their new societies is completely marginalized. (Ghorashi, 2020).  

 Despite the increased focus on early integration in current Dutch policy, the main focus of the 

current policies is ‘still emphasize altering individuals (i.e. refugees’ shortcomings) and/or changing 

broader societal indicators (combating blatant discrimination or criticizing long asylum procedures).’ 

(Ghorashi, 2020, p. 12). These policies lack a degree of institutional, organizational, and societal 

reflectiveness about the subtle and deeply rooted biases against refugees. Especially in companies 

where equality is a high priority, this can perpetuate the idea that refugees need to be helped to get 

them out of their detrimental situation (Van den Broek, 2009). Which creates a hierarchical 

relationship between the givers (Dutch organizations) and the receivers (refugees) (Ghorashi, 2014). 

Research has shown that if these hierarchical positions in the organization are not challenged, it will 

not lead to the inclusion of refugees in the long run (Ghorashi and Rast, 2018, Ponzoni et al., 2017). 

Thus, it is necessary to build in a degree of reflection within the company to unsettle the dominant 

discourses regarding refugees. Without companies reflective capacity and thoughtful engagement in 

creating conditions for long-term inclusion, ‘all the policies to prepare or push refugees to find jobs 

seem inadequate’ (Ghorashi, 2020, p. 11). In the next section, I describe what elements of the 

company I include in my framework.  

2.3. The makeup of the organization 

Organization is a social construct, based on people's interpretation of it (Glastra, 1999). Thus, the 

organization can also only be understood or changed through actor interpretations of those involved 

in the organization (Glastra & Carrilho, 2009). So what is there to know in an organization? In my 

thesis, I make a distinction between organizational culture (mission, vision, norm and values, 

symbols/rituals) and organizational structure (rules and regulations, promotion and recruitment 

plans, policies) (Ghorashi and Sabelis, 2013). The culture provides direction through the framing of the 

meaning aspects and norms in the organization. It is about the perception of what is good and worth 

striving for. The structure is determined by certain interests in the organization, such as business goals 

but also realizing and securing preferred forms of collaboration (Glastra, 1999). However, these two 

should not be seen as two separate elements, but rather as elements that continually inform each 
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other and are subject to change through the actions of employees in the workplace. And as I discussed 

earlier, the organization also cannot be separated from the context in which it operates and the 

meaning this fields gives to the organization. 

I draw most of my inspiration from the work of Glastra (1999). In his book on organizations 

and diversity, he opts for a contextual approach to intercultural management. The focus on context 

means that the ‘specific organizational contexts give varying meanings to differences in such general 

characteristics as qualifications and cultural and ethnic backgrounds and to forms of social inequality’ 

(Glastra et al., 2000., p. 709). To come to a better understanding of the issues regarding diversity in 

the workplace, one ‘should have an informed idea of how the structural arrangements, the cultural 

patterns, the core business, the external relations and the strategic mission of a given organization 

shape such meanings and valuations’ (Idem). This approach allows for shifting the attention from 

affirming the supposedly deviant status of refugees, who lack qualifications, are treated unfairly, to 

the problems that organizations have in recognizing and dealing with the reflexive character of their 

activities (Glastra et al., 2000). Thus, organizations are not passive actors overtaken by happenings in 

the field, but actively contribute or contributed to it.  

In Figure 1. I provide the version of the framework that I use in my thesis. This framework is 

based on the Glastra his framework for understanding intercultural management in organizations 

(1999) and the work of Ghorashi and Sabelis (2013). Elements missing from my framework, but which 

could be useful in analyzing an organization, include informal networks or interpersonal relationships 

(Ghorashi and Sabelis, 2013). However, these are elements that focus more on interactions that 

people engage in within the organization. In my thesis, I focus primarily on the choices behind the 

design of the specific programs for refugees and how they are embedded in the culture and structure 

of the organization. In Figure 1. I illustrates that the field (read: the context) directly affects the 

organization and that the organization in turn directly affects the field. Since organizations themselves 

are among the players that make up the field, developments in the field are never exclusively external 

in nature. Organizations themselves have always contributed to it to some extent (1999). The way 

working with refugees is organized would then be shaped by the way this context permeates the 

culture and structure of the organization and the actions employees take in response to it. 
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Figure 1. Organizational model based on Glastra his model of intercultural management (1999).  

 
The culture and structure of the organization do not necessarily form cohesive entities. There is room 

for variation, heterogeneity, contradiction and fragmentation to varying degrees. The example given 

by Glastra (1999) is that within the culture of the organization there can be space for the values of 

minorities but at the same time they work in less valued positions in the company. Glastra (1999) 

argues that the situational logic, the lamented, multiple, and ambiguous configuration of rules 

brought into play by the actions of actors in a particular (organizational) arena, should be examined 

to understand how the organizational programs for refugees are designed. Or, in other words, what 

has been the logic of the organizational actors in shaping these programs in a certain way and what 

impact does this have on the refugees. In short, Figure 1. Illustrates how organizational action comes 

about as enabled by the culture and structure of the organization and its relationship with the field. 

2.4. Routine and change 

As I mentioned earlier, people give their own interpretation to the organization. The different 

interpretations provide room for agency and thus change, but on the other hand also for persistence 

when meanings become socialized Zilber (2002) argues the following about this: ‘once meanings are 

socialized, members will understand them as the shared and unproblematic referential aspects of 

institutionalized practices and structures, their “legitimations” ‘(p. 236). These routines mostly set up 

and originated from the idea of how the organization should be shaped to give itself a right to exist 

can be at odds with what is necessary for intercultural management (Glastra, 1999). Glastra (1999, p. 

87) argues on the basis of Giddens' (1979) concept of ‘practical consciousness’ that actors in specific 
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positions and within the framework of the prevailing power relations in the organization have learned 

and to some extent internalized what adequate action is. Their practical consciousness allows them 

to act reasonably without constantly considering all behavioral alternatives and consciously planning 

their action each time. They know how to act without necessarily being able to specify how they do 

so or how they have learned to do so.  

Thus, these routines and fixed patterns emerge and form the organization. These may be 

persistent but this does not mean that they cannot be subject to change. Each time, actors gain new 

experiences while acting in organizations and in fields that are constantly evolving on the basis of 

internal and external pressures. This exposes the limitations of their routine actions and creates 

opportunities for the development of new repertoires of action that transform the organization. 

(Glastra, 1999, p. 97). Therefore, in order to understand the situational logic of working with refugees, 

it is necessary to look at how social structures are constructed by people, routines are enacted by 

people, and cultures are interpreted by people in organizations (Zilber, 2002). But more importantly 

where moments of change in action occur and what effect they have on the long term for the 

sustainable labor participation of refugees.  

2.5. Integral vs unilateral approaches to diversity issues 

As is clear from the previous sections, it is necessary to consider different elements in the organization 

when it comes to diversity interventions. In the case of this thesis the organizational structure and 

culture. Ghorashi and Sabelis (2013) also point this out and opt for an integral approach: 

 

The broader perspective refers to an integral approach to diversity with the focus on all levels within 

organizations and including interaction with societal forces as well as internal struggles, encounters, 

and hybrid solutions. In order to develop a long-term analysis of processes of inclusion and exclusion, 

we need to adopt this integral approach to observe and trace processes of power, cultural interaction, 

and incremental change at all levels (…) This prevents the emergence of blind spots in understanding 

how the cultural, structural (managerial), individual, and informal processes produce and reinforce 

taken-for-granted power processes. (p. 80).  

 

A one-sided perspective on this topic limits the analysis of organizational action, as it is informed by 

multiple organizational and context-driven components. Glastra et al. (2000) state the following about 

the necessity of an integral approach: 

 

In cases of conflict or problems where majority and minority workers are involved, the point of 

departure should not be a search for explanations in terms of cultural difference or prejudice, even 

though such variables will often play a role. (…) In particular, this [integral] approach avoids the pit fall 
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of concentrating on attitude change and improving everyday interactions without recognizing that the 

intended results must be sustained by structural arrangements in the organization (comment added in 

parentheses, p. 710-711).  

 

Glastra et al. (2000) emphasize that if the good intentions of companies to change behavior and 

improve everyday interactions are not captured in structural agreements that these intentions are not 

going to be accomplished. Thus, the emphasis in the integral approach shifts to the company itself and 

how forms of inclusion and exclusion arise from the culture, processes and structures in the 

organization. The counterpart to this integral approach are the one-sided and often solo interventions 

that focus on the individual rather than the organizational level, and the corresponding focus of 

researchers on stand-alone interventions without regard to the context. In the case of refugees, 

mentor programs are a good example of this. Mentor programs are often implemented as a stand-

alone intervention in a company. The researcher who takes the level of the individual as the analysis 

may argue that the program is necessary to teach refugees certain skills to meet the norm in the 

organization. This puts the emphasis on the refugee and not on structural changes in the company. In 

addition, these programs can be problematic if mentors patronize refugees and consider themselves 

superior. By doing so, they reproduce societal discourses in which refugees are perceived as having 

deficits and local values are seen as superior to those prevailing in the refugees' countries of origin 

(Ortlieb et al., 2020; Ponzoni et al., 2017). In this chapter, I discussed the theoretical framework I use 

for my thesis. The next chapter discusses the methodological approach for this study.  
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Chapter 3. Situational logic as a methodological starting point 

 
For this thesis, I conducted a comparative case study between two companies that both work with 

refugees in their own way. Following the literature and the decision to focus on the situational logic 

of action in organization, I decided to use an inductive qualitative emic approach to understand the 

perspectives of the participants. Fetterman (2008) states the following about taking an emic approach:  

 

An emic perspective is the insider's view of reality. It is one of the principal concepts guiding qualitative 

research. An emic perspective is fundamental to understanding how people perceive the world around 

them. (…) . An emic perspective is grounded in a phenomenological view of the universe in comparison 

with an a priori set of assumptions about what people think and why they act the way they do. Adopting 

an emic perspective allows for “multiple” realities depending on the role and/ or perspective of the 

individual in the community. (p. 2).  

 

By taking this approach, I leave space for participants to provide their perspectives on organizational 

programs for refugees. A comparison between the different perspectives provides more clarity on the 

situational logic behind the design of the programs and the implications this entails.  With this context-

specific and bottom-up approach, I tried to challenge myself to be surprised by unexpected 

observations in the research process (Ghorashi, 2007). At the same time, I guard myself against the 

essentialist thinking that often prevails in refugee research by sticking to the guiding concepts in 

mainstream research. As Ghorashi (2007) states that an ‘epic approach leaves space for categorial 

thinking because most top-down informed categories have generalizing essentialist elements in 

them.’ (p. 228). In short, by taking the situational logic of action as a starting point, I do not fixate on 

cultural differences but take a broader perspective through which the actions of organizational actors 

can be explained. I try to situate the choices of organizational members and their strategies in the field 

they operate. 

3.1. Case selection 

Using the diverse case selection method, I found two companies that approach working with refugees 

in different ways, but with the commonality that they both want to retain people for the long term. 

(Seawright and Gerring, 2008). To stick with Seawright and Gerring's (2008) schematic definition of 

the diverse case selection method: ‘[c]ases (two or more) exemplify diverse values of X, Y, or X/Y.’ (p. 

297), then X is the companies’ approach to working with refugees and Y is the retention of refugees. 

Thus, the cases differ on X. The first case is a large auditing firm in the Netherlands. The second case 
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is a large Dutch bank. In the empirical chapters, I elaborate on how both companies have shaped the 

way they work with refugees.  

3.2. Design and Methods 

I chose a comparative case study design for the research. This involves examining two contrasting 

cases using more or less the same research method. As Bryman (2012) states, ‘[i]t embodies the logic 

of comparison, in that it implies that we can understand social phenomena better they are compared 

in relation to two or more meaningfully contrasting cases or situations’ (p. 72).  According to Bryman, 

choosing a comparative design puts the researcher in a position to establish the conditions under 

which a theory will or will not hold up. Moreover, the comparison itself may suggest concepts relevant 

to an emerging theory (p. 74). Thus, the comparative case study can provide insight into developing 

theory through the contrasting findings. As Bryman states: ‘The key to comparative design is its ability 

to allow the distinguishing characteristics of two or more cases to act as a springboard for theoretical 

reflections about contrasting findings.’ (p. 77).  In addition, the two approaches could be compared to 

find out why certain elements in their approaches work or do not work. 

 To gain more insight into these cases, I chose semi-structured interviews, and since I took a 

contextual approach, it was necessary to interview people in different positions in the company to 

understand their interpretations of the organizational programs. In total, I conducted 22 interviews 

with highly educated refugees, HR managers, D&I managers, line managers, senior managers and 

career coaches. The interviews lasted between 35 and 130 minutes and took place from March to May 

2021. The interviews centered on a few different themes that were discussed with most of the 

participants. However, I left space in the interviews for the participants to tell their personal stories 

and what in their eyes was important to tell me. In doing so, I asked them to give examples of the 

situation, so I could better understand the context of why the situation occurred. So the questionnaire 

had no fixed form and varied from interviewee to interviewee. 

All interviews took place online due to COVID-19 regulations. Initially, I expected this to affect 

the research results because I felt that I was less likely to build a relationship of trust with the 

participants and create a space where they could tell me their stories. In retrospect, I think it may have 

even led to better conversations, because people could tell their stories at home rather than at work, 

where people might act differently and now they also had a distance from their work and may have 

felt more space to reflect. 

At the beginning of the interview, I talked about my personal motivation for doing this 

research. In which I shared some experiences of a friend of mine with a refugee background and what 

he went through in the workplace. In this way I tried to create a certain degree of openness with the 

participants with a refugee background by letting them know that I have been working on the topic 
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for some time. I told the participants that I had prepared questions but particularly see these 

interviews as open-ended conversations. So that I could give them the space to tell their story and 

thus keep the element of surprise for myself. The conversations with the participants with a refugee 

background were mainly about their experiences with the organizational programs.  

 With the HR and D&I managers involved, I spoke mainly about the design of the program and 

why certain choices had been made for this setup. This allowed me to find out how they felt the 

programs fit within their organizational culture and structure. In the case of line and senior managers, 

I discussed their experiences with the programs. What they thought of the format. But also what their 

experiences were with working with refugees. And in the case of the coaches, I discussed their 

experiences with the program. The extra layer they were able to add to the research was that they 

were able to speak out about the problems the refugees faced in the workplace, which they had heard 

firsthand, and link that to their own knowledge about the organization. Table 1. provides an overview 

of all the participants in the study. 

 

 Pseudonym Role Company 

1 Zaria Refugee Audit firm 
2 Kayden Coach Audit firm 
3 Tabari D&I manager Audit firm 
4 Roos Senior D&I manager Audit firm 
5 Liene HR manager Audit firm 
6 Veerle Senior HR manager Audit firm 
7 Firas Refugee Audit firm 
8 Rashaad Refugee Audit firm 
9 Yasir Coach Audit firm 
10 Thida Refugee Audit firm 
11 Kadir Refugee Audit firm 
12 Talib Senior manager Audit firm 
13 Lotte Coach Audit firm 
14 Yusef Project manager Bank 
15 Steef Project manager Bank 
16 Raima Senior HR manager Bank 
17 Mahmoud Refugee Bank 
18 Hussein Refugee Bank 
19 Jeroen Manager Bank 
20 Alima Refugee Bank 
21 Ayub Refugee Bank 
22 Asifa Refugee Bank 

Table 1. Participant population (n=22) 
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3.3. Data analysis 

All interviews were recorded verbatim and transcribed. In addition, I pseudonymized all data because 

I didn't want it to be possible to infer from the thesis who the participants were. Especially in the case 

of refugees, it may be important than their anonymity is guaranteed if they left their country for 

political reasons. I stored the data on secure online servers and was the only one who had access to 

it. I analyzed the data in several rounds by using Atlas.ti software. I started with one company and 

used an open coding structure and initially let myself be guided and surprised by the data (Corbin & 

Strauss, 1990). Examples of the first round of codes are ‘receiving feedback’, ‘job commitment’ and 

‘taking initiative’. In the second round, I focused on the connections between the open codes. In this 

new round of axial codes, I focused on how the different interpretations converged in certain practices 

in the organization (Corbin & Strauss, 1990). Examples include ‘consult coach’, ‘guidance during work’, 

and ‘dividing tasks’. Drawing on these first two round codes, I coded the data from the second 

company. I used the first two rounds to describe the cases. This laid the foundation for the empirical 

part of my thesis. For the comparison, I went back to the data and the description of the two cases 

and used my theoretical framework to see how certain decisions and behaviors in the company can 

be understood from the situational logic that comes from the perspectives of the participants 

together.  

3.4. Validity 

In order to establish some degree of validity of the research, the researcher must be reflexive about 

their positionality (Berger, 2015). This is because the position of the researcher affects the results. 

First, the researchers position can provide access to the field, if participants perceive that the 

researcher is sympathetic to their situation and the researcher can be more aware of potentially useful 

resources. Second, their position may influence the relationship between the researcher and the 

participant, which in turn may influence the information that participants are willing to share. Finally, 

the researcher's background affects how they construct the world, ask questions, use language, and 

choose the lens to filter and make meaning of the data (Berger, 2015). I will elaborate on my 

positionality and try to be reflexive about my position.  

3.4.1. Positionality  

Twenty-seven years ago I was born in Amsterdam and I have lived there all my life. My parents are 

both native Dutch and I identify as a non-religious, straight, white, cisgender man. In recent years I 

have been active in various ways with issues concerning refugees. This began with setting up a project 

for refugees who were new to Amsterdam East. At first it was about learning language but after a 
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while it developed more as afternoons where games were played, knowledge was exchanged and 

jokes were made about weird experiences with Dutch people. This took the first steps toward opening 

the door of my own routines and biases. It also made me think about how we in the Netherlands 

treated the newcomers. From this project, I have maintained a long-term friendship with a young man 

from Syria, and I have been amazed by all that he went through in his search for work and his 

experiences in the workplace. I looked up to him and wondered why employers couldn't see his 

potential. For the past six years we have continued to talk about this and connect our insights. I tried 

to explain to him how he could position himself in the company if, for example, he couldn't work it 

out with his manager. While he gave me insight into everything that was new for him. I can honestly 

say that if I had never had these conversations I would never have chosen this topic, let alone 

approached it from this perspective. Coincidentally, one of the companies in this study is his current 

employer. 

 Meanwhile, I started to theoretically study the labor participation of refugees in the 

Netherlands. From the beginning of my research master's at the Vrije Universiteit (VU), I have been 

working on this topic and in addition I spent a year as a research assistant for Prof. Halleh Ghorashi, 

an authority in this field. From that role, I did a literature review on this topic and highlighted the 

excessive focus on the individual and societal level. At the same time, I also joined meetings of the 

Refugee Academy. The research group on refugees at the VU University. Here we discussed research 

related to refugees but also spent some time intensively discussing our role as researchers. To the 

point that I had actually convinced myself that I was not the right person to do research on refugees. 

It didn't feel like my place to do research on this subject. Ideas from standpoint theory and concepts 

like, lugar de fala (Ribeiro, 2017) and epistemic privilege (Janack, 1997) kept running through my head. 

The question of whether I could produce valuable knowledge on this subject continued to haunt me 

and to this day I doubt it.  

In my second year of my master's, I did a research internship at the Refugee Talent Hub. An 

organization that tries to bridge the gap between employers and refugees. Here I learned that my 

position, my appearance, can actually give access to new insights. Because, as a white man, I could 

easily mirror the managers who worked for that company. This led them to be blunt at times about 

their experiences with refugees. Nuance proved to be unnecessary, because I was one of them. Thus, 

I think my personal, practical, and academic experiences have led me to have a critical approach to 

this issue and my position as a white Dutch man has led some candidates to speak out against me 

more easily and others less easily. Moreover, I hope that my own quest for how to relate to this subject 

has contributed to the knowledge that this project has produced.  
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In the next two empirical chapters, I will further address the situational logic of the 

organizational programs for refugees. I will do this by looking at what the design of the program is for 

each company and clarifying this through the reflections of the actors involved. 
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Chapter 4. The auditing firm 

 

The refugee program of the auditing firm is primarily aimed at gaining work experience for refugees 

and for some of them it is possible to get a contract at the end of the program. In this chapter I discus 

the design of the program and the experiences of employees with and without refugee backgrounds 

regarding this design. To better understand the situational logic behind the choices made regarding 

the program. The program has four phases: preparation, the onboarding process, the actual program 

where people gain work experience and the evaluation of whether someone is offered a contract. 

After the program is finished and the participant has been offered a contract, this person is included 

in the regular processes of the company.  

4.1. The preparation phase 

In the preparatory phase, several choices were made that led to how the program was shaped. The 

motivation to start this project in the first place was important in this part of the process. Initially, the 

so-called refugee crisis in 2015 led the company to consider refugees as a target group they need to 

incorporate in their corporate social responsibility (CSR) program. Initially, one employee with a 

refugee background was hired and more refugees were introduced to the company trough his 

network. The company then came to the conclusion that the regular recruitment process centering 

on making assessments was not suitable for this group. The D&I manager involved in the program 

stated that the recruitment process needed to be adjusted because refugees were not able to get a 

job through the regular process. She stated the following about this: 

 

We noticed that we had to change the recruitment process. We were surprised that the people we 

were hiring, for the most of them, completed a Dutch master's degree. And yet they were still not 

working. So there is a distance to the labour market. And where it is, we didn't quite figure it out, I 

think. But through this program you suddenly see the enormous added value if they can go through 

that customized program. And everyone was like wanted to make an effort and was pleasantly 

surprised. But still we felt we had to adjust something because they are not going to just come in like 

that. (Roos).   

 

So the company concluded that an alternative form of recruitment was needed to give refugees a 

chance at employment. And that once people had gone through this alternative process they could 

often show their value. To shape this project, a partnership was established with the local government 

and the UAF foundation that assists higher-educated refugees in finding work. Mainly in collaboration 

with the foundation, profiles were drawn up to fit the department where the refugees could do their 
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internships. The interviews with the D&I and HR managers show that it was important to determine 

in advance which profiles would be suitable for the work that the company does. This makes it easier 

for candidates to gain work experience that is a good fit with their background. The final step in the 

preparation was the actual interview with the recruiters. The recruiters were specifically instructed 

that they had a particular target group in front of them and that for this reason they had to act 

differently than they normally would:   

 

We also prepped the recruiters in advance: know who you have in front of you; keep in mind there 

might be someone with a trauma. Also someone who is not as keen on how we conduct a job interview 

in the Netherlands: that you present yourself very strongly and know exactly what you want. These 

kinds of things. So we went into the interview a little more openly. And that worked very well. Because 

we prepared the recruiters well and everyone had an open attitude. (Roos).   

 

Both in the preparation phase and in the interviews, emphasis is placed on the distance of the refugees 

from the norm in the organization. Moreover, reference is made to the possible traumas, in this way 

the refugees already seem to enter the organization with certain deficits.  After these interviews, the 

candidates are presented to the HR managers, the managers of the departments and the department 

that deals with planning so that they also know where to place these candidates.  Previous editions of 

the project showed that if the planning department was not properly involved from the beginning that 

candidates sometimes ran out of tasks during the program. The importance of having tasks throughout 

the program is discussed in a later section.  

4.2. Onboarding 

After they pass the selection, the candidates get the same onboarding as regular starters at the 

company, only at a later date. This is complemented by a training on the Dutch work culture given by 

the UAF. The decision not to do the onboarding at the same time as the regular starters came from 

the fact that the candidates from the earlier edition needed more guidance than expected. This is 

explained as follows: 

 

That was a bit disappointing because all of a sudden it was a very big challenge to guide so many people 

intensively. So we said the next year they start a month later. So that first the new associates have all 

found their place. And then all the attention can go to these candidates. (Roos). 

 

Therefore, with the idea of being able to provide customized guidance, the decision was made to have 

their onboarding start a month later. Depending on which department they were in, they received 

their onboarding. This involved taking courses and training on specific themes that matched the work 
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being done in those departments. However, one of the coaches in the program made it clear that 

starting separately also has adverse effects on the group of candidates. As it limits the number of peers 

available to them to ask simple questions and therefore also makes the role of the coach more 

important. She says the following about this: 

 

What was difficult for them in the beginning is that we often start with 40 people in one office. And the 

fact that they started as candidates in the program, they started with 20 people, but within different 

offices and different departments. So they were actually two within one office. That's what they 

sometimes found difficult, that they really had a smaller peer group, where with other starters we saw 

that they really have a nice but also a valuable connection with each other. For example, they can ask 

each other the simple questions where they can find something. So from that capacity, I did coordinate 

with them at one point that we should have regular contact moments. I think once every three weeks, 

just so they could ask me more questions. Who should I contact? Or things like that. So my role as coach 

was a bit more important than it usually is for starters. (Kayden).   

 

The exceptional position given to the group, so that more attention can be paid to it, contributes to 

coaches having to pay more attention to this group afterwards, because it was harder for them to 

connect with other starters. After the phase of onboarding, training and courses, the candidates start 

working. Previous editions of the program have pointed out the importance of involving different 

departments in the organization. This was because it had become apparent that some candidates 

were having difficulty getting tasks to do. A D&I manager said the following about this:   

 

Some had little work to do in the first few weeks. Because you have to look very carefully what can 

someone do. Can he already go to the customer? What do you still need to skill up? This year we 

thought about it much better. We also involved a project team with recruitment and someone from 

planning in the procedure. So that they also have a bit of an idea of what they’re up against and who 

they need to put to work. So I thought that was a good improvement. (Roos).   

 

The importance of that all departments in the company that monitor the regular processes in the 

company should be involved in setting up the program becomes clear from the interviews. In the next 

section, I discuss the interviewees' findings on the actual program. 

4.3. The program 

The program is designed to allow candidates to gain work experience in various departments. A few 

elements are central to the design of the program: the role of the coach, assessing candidates based 

on the company's competency matrix, candidates requesting and receiving feedback, and getting an 
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completing the tasks at hand in the departments. In this section, I use these elements as a reference 

to describe the coaches', refugees', and managers' experiences with the project. 

4.3.1. Coach 

During the program, participants are assigned a coach. This coach will guide the participant during the 

program. This involves practical and personal matters such as helping the participant get the right 

tasks, the introduction to the team but also in the area of personal development. Important to the 

project is the coach's ability to provide personal support. This is emphasized by one of the D&I 

managers:  

 

You see that the coaches are talking a lot with their coachees and offer guidance. So that's more one-

on-one with the trainees and it kind of depends on what is the question from someone and also the 

way a coach works. So there's not one way of doing things that's good, it really differs per candidate, 

per situation, per background. (Liene).  

 

One of the senior managers and also a coach in the program emphasizes the risk this creates. In his 

view, the candidates are dependent on the qualities and commitment of the coach. The manager 

strengthens his argument by stating that it is remarkable that in the company's current system 

everyone is expected to become a coach. He states that this may result in coaches being assigned to 

candidates in the project who do not have the right background to coach them. He says the following 

about this: 

 

I also actually think that it depends on the coach. I think you do need a certain type of coach for this 

type of candidate. You can't just be a coach. That's not just a coach that everybody gets at PwC. (…) But 

I am really an empathetic coach, who is really empathetic and compassionate. I think that should be an 

important characteristic for any coach in this program. Because especially given also the background 

they come with, sometimes you are almost half a psychologist. (Talib).  

 

Another coach states that he also sees it as his job to protect the candidates. He notes that many 

refugees tend to put in as many hours as possible in their work. He notes that refugees are concerned 

about not wanting to disappoint and find it difficult to say ‘no’. In order to protect them, he decides 

whether it is possible to take on certain tasks. In this regard, he says the following: 

 

It's more from the will to do well. Of yes I can do it and I would like to do it. I'm not saying they like to 

prove themselves but they don't want to disappoint. Or prefer not to say no too soon. I also had this 

when I just came in for example. First thing I did was just make 60 hours a week. They feel that way 
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too. I can't say no. Right now I'm not allowed to say no yet. So if I'm asked to do something, I say yes. I 

do it. So instead of telling the coachee what to do. I ask what you have to do this week. Then I check 

whether that still fits. Instead of saying, hey, could you do this? I'm sure they'll say, yes, I can. Then I 

often ask what their schedule looks like. Then I do the assessment whether they can do it. (Kayden). 

 

The coaches navigate between monitoring the process and providing guidance when needed. On the 

refugee side, the efforts of the coaches are also generally perceived as very valuable. One of the 

refugees says the following about the relationship with her coach:  

 

He's really there every time I need him. He supports me a lot, and even if I don't reach out to him 

because sometimes I'm really busy. He always asks me, do you need anything and support from me? 

Do you have any problems? If you have any problems with anything or do you think you can't work with 

them or when you have any difficulties just reach out to me. He also asked me about my wedding. He 

asked me about my family. Can you visit them? Because they don't live here. How do you think you feel 

now? Do you think you need to have some days off? I feel like that's really something I need, because 

when you live alone and you don't have a lot of friends this makes you even more loyal to your work 

and the people you work with. (Zaria).  

For this participant, it's not just about the practicality of receiving guidance to understand what is 

expected of you in the workplace. For her, it is also about fundamental support in feeling seen and 

heard.  Which she says has led to her becoming even more loyal to her employer and colleagues. The 

added value of the coach is also highlighted by another participant in the project. He states that his 

coach is the first point of contact for him to get more tasks or more training: 

 
Yeah, I like my coach because, yeah, for every issue for for all my request, I just first contacted my coach. 

He was so he's so supportive because he, he just regularly meet with me two times or three times a week. 

And during this meetings he just asks me what do you have any problem, do you want anything from us. 

And yeah, during these meetings I can say that yeah I need more tasks. (…) And thanks to him, because 

he just shares all my requests to the to the manager. I can get some more important tasks. And so this 

coach system is so useful and they that and I'm so happy with my coach. (Firas).  

 

The coaches have an important role for the candidates in obtaining tasks and guidance. However, this 

also increases the dependence on the coach during the project. This was already emphasized by the 

senior manager but also the following candidate states that the outcome of the project may depend 

on the coach's involvement. Something he noticed about his peers who had a less involved coach: 

 



Chapter 4. The auditing firm 

25 
 

Some of my friends that are not in my department, but in a different department but what I heard from 

them was like their coach was not that involved. And for example, when I have like when I didn't have 

any planning I said to my coach, I don't have any planning, what can I do? If I don't have any work, then 

it means that there is no feedback and I won't get offer. But four of my friends in the other department,  

they don't have any planning. But they can't find anyone to get more work. And at the end, they let it go. 

So it's something, having a good coach is really important, you know. (Thida).  

 

This candidate underscores a crucial component of the program for her: only by getting feedback is it 

possible to get a contract. However, because some of her fellow candidates had a less involved coach 

– for some the first line to work – it was not possible for them to showcase themselves. In conclusion, 

it shows that the coach has a leading role in the program. The involvement of the coach by providing 

personal guidance but also by knowing the right people in the organization can result in some 

candidates having an increased chance of getting a contract at the end of the program. 

4.3.2. Feedback system 

The process of asking for and receiving feedback is a crucial part of the program. The company uses a 

feedback system where information is collected after each assignment according to a competency 

matrix based on five axes. The company uses a standardized feedback system. Both candidates and 

regular employees are evaluated on the basis of five different pillars. This includes: (personal) 

leadership, business and technical skills, and taking diversity and inclusion in the workplace into 

account. Since the feedback system is an integral part of the organization, it is easier for candidates 

to constantly request feedback and receive proper guidance throughout the project. One of the 

coaches discribes the feedback system as follows:  

 

In any case, we have built in the system that if you have participated in an assignment, we request 

feedback from your job manager. That's the person responsible for a particular assignment. So as a coach 

I have to monitor that process. Did you ask for feedback? How can we help you? Continuously the process 

of when you have completed an assignment, let's say in a week or two. That you then pay attention to 

the candidate if they asked for feedback. What did you do well and what could you have done better? 

And then discuss it with me. Then you look at where you still need help. In terms of training, in terms of 

assignments. Do you like these assignments more or I find it a difficult assignment and would like to know 

more about it. Fine I will look for a similar assignment so you can at least more. (Kayden).  

 

The feedback system is perceived as positive by the participants. The candidates in the program state 

that they can ask anything of their coaches and that they are usually helped with their personal 
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requests. Also, a lot of constructive feedback is given of what can be done better and how tasks can 

be tackled differently. This becomes clear from the following comment from one of the candidates: 

 

Yes after each engagement, the coach does a talk with me about how I can do better. So far, I have good 

compliments and I am happy with that. (...) Feedback. How did it go? What are your expectations? how 

did it go so far? What do you want from us? do you want to do more? What can I do for you to help you? 

And yes he makes sure that I understand the tasks better. Or that I am helped with everything and I really 

like that. (Rashaad).  

 

Yet, one of the coaches also notes a contradiction when it comes to receiving feedback for some 

candidates. He states that receiving feedback is seen by some candidates as making mistakes rather 

than being able to work constructively on yourself.  About this he says the following:  

 

And it doesn't do you any good at all if you sit around worrying that was one of the first things I said. 

That's just going to work against you.  Somebody doesn't know that you're worrying. That's just going to 

cause you to make more mistakes. Whereas if you make a mistake and you learn from it and you're just 

really cool then you just perform much better. Yes, but I have to be very honest, especially with that male 

colleague, that was just really hard. We would have a quarterly evaluation and he would say that he had 

no points for development. So of course that's not possible. And development points, in their view, while 

I have discussed this very often, is: you're not doing it right. (Yasir).   

 

This other side of the story is that refugees often do not feel the space to be able to make mistakes. 

That they feel the pressure that they have to compensate for the supposed deficits compared to the 

norm in the organization. They cite that despite the positive experience during the project that it also 

causes them stress. This is often due to feelings of uncertainty and having deficits compared to Dutch 

starters. One of the candidates says the following about this:   

 

It's so stressful because we are just afraid of doing something wrong. Because we don't know the working 

environment, it’s not easy to adapt ourselves to these new working cultures. Always before client 

meetings or before our meeting with my partner, it’s just so stressful because I don't want to say 

something. I don't want to do something wrong because I just thought that I don't have any credibility. 

So if I just do something wrong I can and be fired or whatever, I have this stress also. But in my country, 

I didn't have the stress because in my country I know that I had the necessary capabilities and skills. But 

I don't know this country. I don't know what the employers are looking for. So and as I said, I have many 

gaps, many missing points. I have a language barrier I have and other things, other disadvantages. So I 

just thought that you don't have any credibility in this country. So you cannot do something wrong. You 
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cannot say anything wrong. So you have to you have to act. How can I say you have to control yourself 

and it is so stressful actually. (Firas).   

 

This exposes the contradiction in the process of providing feedback. As receiving feedback can be at 

odds with candidates' perception that they are lacking competenties and therefore cannot afford to 

make any mistakes in order to continue to qualify for a contract. In conclusion, receiving feedback is 

considered valuable by most candidates. It gives them the opportunity to develop themselves in 

specific areas. On the other hand, feedback can also bring feelings of stress. The feeling of uncertainty 

leads some candidates to feel that they cannot afford to make any mistakes. Receiving feedback 

provides candidates with the opportunity to develop but on the other hand, some candidates have 

difficulty with the system because points for improvement are seen as a risk of not getting the job. 

4.3.4. Tasks  

The main part of the program is to perform tasks that are also done by the regular employees of the 

company. The type of tasks they can perform will be considered depending on the experience and 

development of the candidates during the program. However, most start with simple tasks like 

cleaning data or other preparatory work that can be done. One of the coaches says the following about 

this: 

 

Yes, I honestly think that in most assignments my trainees are allocated very simple tasks. And it's a bit 

different with us in that sense than in any other department. With us, the quality of work is very 

important. Before you can do this work at all, they have to do a whole series of trainings, courses and 

work placements and so on. It's all quite sensitive. (Yasir).  

 

Yasir points out that it is fundamental to the work that the coachee has the right training and that this 

is often not the case. Since it is necessary to pursue a post master's degree to be allowed to do certain 

work. The coach emphasizes this because the company is supervised by the Dutch Authority for the 

Financial Markets (AFM). The AFM supervises the standard of work that is done. The work done in this 

company sometimes requires specific training to be allowed to perform that work. Because of this, 

the refugees who will be starting to work for this company may not be able to take on additional tasks 

within this particular department. A coach a in department where other work is done that is not 

directly supervised by the AFM indicate that it is possible for the coachee to take on more and more 

complicated tasks if desired. Although the responsibility for indicating this lies with the coachee itself. 

This is also emphasized by one of the candidates: 
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I don't like not doing anything. I don't like it. So I just insisted and insisted and insisted on it. After a while 

they just realized that this guy, he just tries to do something. He just tried to add some value to our team 

to the company. So, yeah, let's trust him and I can feel that. And they just say ok.(…)  Started to trust you. 

They started to realize your capabilities, your skills. Yeah, of course, we have to do something because 

nothing is free. So no pain, no gain. So I actually think they were right at the beginning because they didn't 

know me. So it's so normal that they can maybe I didn't say that. But it's normal that someone can 

underestimate your capabilities of skills. (Firas).  

 

Firas emphasizes that it is understandable to him that the company did not recognize his value in the 

beginning because they did not know him. He states that if he himself shows sufficiently that he can 

and wants to work that they will start to believe in him as well. However, for him, it is not only about 

being able to show his value as an employee but also about being recognized as a 'normal and decent' 

human being and being able to move on with his life. He emphasizes this as follows: 

 

So but everything starts with the refugees and we have to show we have to demonstrate our capabilities, 

our responsibilities. That we are like you, we are like a decent, like a normal person. We have our own 

families. We we have our own responsibility. So we just want to work. We just want to start a new life 

here. (Firas).   

 

The reason why Firas feels the need to prove that he is a decent and normal person comes from the 

feeling of being constantly in the spotlight, both internal and external. He states that refugees are 

busy with monitoring themselves. They need to check whether they present themselves well, think 

about their health, and also want to look good in terms of appearance. And at the same time, they 

have to try harder and work harder than regular employees. Thus, they are not only subject to their 

own control mechanisms, but must also demonstrate to the outside world that they are dignified. He 

states the following about this:  

 

Actually we have to check ourselves. How can I say. If we have to, I'm talking about all the refugees we 

have to present our selves properly. I mean, we have to attend the meetings on time, we have to take 

care of our health, our appearance. These are just small things, but these are important things. We  have 

to emphasize our requirements, our duties, we have to do our job properly. We have to exert utmost 

efforts, we have to do much more than the regular employees, because it's not fair, but it has to be 

because we just started a new life here. So now I am also working and studying, I also take Dutch courses. 

So I have lots of things on my plate at the moment, so I have to do it now. I cannot waste time try to find 

some excuses. Because we are just coming from a different culture, a different country, the education 

system in my country is totally different than here in the Netherlands. (Firas).  
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Firas feels that he must present himself impeccably in all respects and perform better than ordinary 

employees just to show the company that the image of refugee with shortcomings is not his mirror 

image. At the same time, he emphasizes that the culture, country, language and education are 

unfamiliar to him. This places him at a double disadvantage. On the one hand, he is expected to 

perform better than regular employees and, on the other hand, he experiences that he cannot fall 

back on his own background to do so. The refugees' drive to transcend this – for some internalized - 

perception of lack is also noticeable among the coaches. They highlight that the candidates are 

enthusiastic to learn, put in a lot of hours and are willing to take on a lot of work. The coach also 

mentions that he notices that the possibility of finally being able to look forward again by having work 

functions as a source of enthusiasm and motivation. One of the coaches says the following about this: 

 

With the candidates I notice not only that it is about a new job but it is that now as a refugee I get the 

chance to have a look ahead. Strength from enthusiasm and motivation. This is what I really want to do. 

There you really do notice the difference [with regular starters] in terms of enthusiasm how he 

approaches an assignment, being available, I just want to learn more more more. (Kayden).   

 

The enthusiasm these candidates show to learn, develop, and take on a lot of work results in some 

making hours that cannot be maintained in the long run. One of the coaches says the following about 

his coachee: 

 

She violated working hours law with regulations around making hours. So we actually had to temper her 

in that sense. (...) Yes, my coachee who lives alone in the Netherlands and actually has no family here 

either. She does have some social contacts, but not many. By the way, she has been living in the 

Netherlands for five or six years. And what we saw is that based on the effort she has put in and how 

busy it can sometimes be with us. And then at some point you just get assigned work. Then you just keep 

working, that she started making exorbitant hours. And then we said to her that you really need to temper 

that. Because that really can't be sustained in the longer term. You have to think about 14 hours a day, 

13 hours a day, more than 60 hours a week. (Yasir).  

 

The coachee herself indicates how important the opportunity at the company has been for her. For 

Zaria, it's not so much about having work at this particular company but more about having work in a 

general sense. She indicates that prior to this opportunity with the company, she was completely 

down and that having work functions as a coping mechanism for her to relieve feelings of uselessness 

and stress. She emphasizes that she does not know what would happen to her if she were to find 

herself out of work again. When asked how she experienced the program, she said the following about 

this: 
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And I'm really thankful for it a lot. And it was really nice. And I can just tell you this thing because it really 

changed my life. Before working for the company I was totally damaged. I can say this because and I just 

felt like I'm useless, I have no hope, I have no goals in my life, and after this years, I feel like I'm starting 

over. But first I don't had even this point to start. No one give me the chance to do this. I tried so hard, 

but nothing worked at that time. (…) For me it was, I wanted so badly to get the contract at the company 

not because I wanted to get the contract by the end. No, because I need to work. In general. And if you 

don't get work soon, you will maybe get stressed again and you don't know what will happen because I 

was in a very bad situation. (Zaria).  

 

So, picking up tasks during the program and constantly trying to show yourself to the company comes 

not only from wanting the contract but can also be seen as developing a sense of dignity. Both for 

themselves and in relation to the employer. For Firas, the relationship with the employer and 

colleagues is important, he wants to be seen as a decent and normal person. For Zaria, it is important 

that she does not feel useless and wants to prove this to herself, especially by taking on a lot of work 

during the program. Another candidate emphasized that he found it complicated that distinctions 

were made between program participants and regular starters in the company, despite the fact that 

he was doing the same tasks as these starters and regularly received feedback that he was actually 

doing work far below his level. About this experience he says the following:  

 

I think just in one word, that was that I feel sometimes a little bit embaressed [because he was part of 

this special program for refugees]. And also, I feel sometime like I have some kind of maybe deficiency. 

Like, in the in work, I was working normal. And the time, I was working with people who have normal 

contract. So I was working with them, I was getting the same tasks like after I think two weeks or 

something, when my training was finished, when I feel confident. Then they start giving me tasks like 

normal employees. But I was working like a normal employee, in the eyes of others, in the eyes of my 

colleagues, but when I see my position (…)  I feel like I am not normal. And I feel that I just have a 

deficiency due to my background. That was a very, very difficult part. Yeah. For the rest there was nothing 

difficult for me. (Kadir).  

 

What was difficult for him was that he experienced being judged for his refugee background. Since he 

was doing the same work as his colleagues but because he is working under the label of ‘refugee’ at 

the company he cannot receive the same appreciation and recognition in terms of his official positon 

in the company. The crucial aspect of being recognized for who you are and what you are capable of 

rather than being reduced to the single story of being a refugee is evident most of the stories of the 

refugees. Candidates indicate that having a job and doing challenging work is essential to 

rediscovering who they are, trying to move on and rebuild their life. Thus, it is important for candidates 
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to be appreciated for the work they do. However, it is equally important to receive recognition in 

terms of job scale and the corresponding title to regain their dignity.  

4.4. Evaluation at the end of the project 

At the end of the project, a final assessment is made as to whether the candidates qualify for a contract 

with the company. This is not a specific premise of the project but something that does come up 

throughout the program and that the refugees themselves hope for. In particular, because having 

work is an opportunity for them to build a new dignified life. The assessment is done based on the 

various feedback moments during the program. One of the coaches explains that the participants' 

learning curve is taken into account in this decision. The coach says that it is important for the 

candidates to connect with those they are working with and show what they are capable of in terms 

of technical skills. Remarkably, the coach said that he felt that his coachee did not see it coming that 

he would not get a contract. The coach said the following about this situation: 

 

Let me put it this way, he was really flabbergasted and completely disoriented, about that decision then 

at the last minute. While I really felt I had indicated it quite often. That this is just a traineeship. That it's 

exceptional as you go along that it's more of an exception to the rule, rather than the rule. In one way or 

another I didn't get that across during that period. (Yasir).  

 

The ambiguity of the program's premises emerges here. Interviews with other candidates indicate 

that many of them were also hoping for a contract. Since the company communicates online that 

there is a possibility of regular contracts being offered, candidates also see the previous group as a 

frame of reference where more than half were offered a contract. The ambiguity regarding the 

contracts evoked tensions among the candidates and their coaches. Since the coaches had the best 

intentions for their coachees and could not provide them with clarity. For the refugees, this was 

complicated because work also means the chance to build a new life. The discussions concerning the 

contract, therefore put this at risk. One of the coaches explained how viscous the process was and 

that this was due to the rigidity of the regular processes: 

 

They had a seven months contract during the program and at some point that became the tricky thing 

of what kind of contract is it going to be in the future? And that was within the company just very 

complicated. (...) How do they get in? In the end, I think we started in December, after four months or 

so, to check with HR what the next step would be. The coachees really needed me to help them reach 

the right contacts. At first I left that to the coachees. At a certain point, nothing happened. We got no 

response. I think it was only in March that we finally received the news that they were going to be 

offered a temporary contract. Yes, and that was a really horrible process. But anyway, I don't think 
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that's because of the program per se, but because of the fact that you take a slightly different step 

within the company than normal. (Lotte).  

 

On the one hand, the company seems to communicate different stories about offering contracts. On 

the other hand, it is a rigid process to include the refugees in the regular process. This puts pressure 

on refugees because they see work as a possibility to build a new life but feel that they do not get a 

fair chance to keep their job. Mainly the choice of what kind of contract it would be and how the 

candidates could move on to the right position proved to be complicated for HR.  

4.5. Contract discussions 

The company decided that each eligible candidate would be offered the exact same contract. Namely, 

a one-and-a-half year contract at the entry level of the company. This is at odds with the fixed 

contracts offered to starters who have not gone through such a program but start directly in the 

company. The HR executive states that it was a deliberate choice to offer a temporary contract: 

 

And last year I was indeed cautious and said first start with a one and a half year contract and then we 

can convert that to a permanent contract if it goes well. (...) Because on the other hand, I also wanted to 

create that escape for both sides. Yes, that is of course difficult for a refugee. To be able to build his life 

on that. (Veerle).   

 

The HR staff deemed it necessary to build in an escape and therefore decided to offer a one and a half 

year contract. What is notable is that the HR lead does realize that this is complicated for refugees, so 

the lack of trust seems to be the overriding factor in this decision. The need for control seems to 

prevail in the organization. On the side of the refugees, this decision to offer temporary contracts at 

a starters position led to feelings of embarrassment and disbelief. One of the participants said that he 

was shocked by the decision and not only that it was a one and a half year contract but also that he 

was offered a contract at the associate level, the entry level of the company. He said the following 

about the decision: 

 

And then when I know that we will be receiving a contract of one and a half years that were very big 

shock for me. I even sent an email to my HR manager and I asked to meet me because I was very, very 

very embarrassed. And when he made an appointment and  I told to my coach that this is not a way which 

you are treating me because at that time I was doing the work of the equivalent to senior associates. And 

they were giving me contract that is for associate level and they have a contract of fixed and I will be 

receiving a one and a half year and that gives me not to good feeling. (Kadir). 
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Not only the choice of a one-and-a-half year contract, but also the choice that he should start as an 

associate rather than in a senior position, proved difficult for Kadir. This was the case because he was 

constantly told that he was doing work far below his level. At first he took it as a compliment when he 

was asked what he was doing at this level. He saw it as encouragement from managers because he 

had internalized the idea that he had certain deficiencies as a result of being a refugee. But when the 

comments about his level kept coming, he too began to realize that he should work in a higher 

position:  

 

I think it was very embarrassing for me. Because I had experience of six years before I started. After two 

weeks my senior was like asking me why you are associate and then I was thinking I am a refugee and I 

have too many deficiencies. But then I feel a little bit like confident but then I think maybe that person is 

giving me some kind of support, to like appreciate my work. But continuously I think too many peoples, 

too many seniors they asked me the same question. And they continue to ask same question that you 

have a lot of experience and then why are you were working like an associate. (Kadir).  

 

The decision to offer a temporary contract at the associate level rather than a fixed contract at a higher 

level was painful for the candidates. To the extent that these decisions led them to consider leaving 

the company. The candidate said the following about leaving the company:  

 

So, then my coach, she discussed with HR, that “he has that experience and I also recommend to make 

him senior” and she told me that I will discuss and they are thinking about this. But they did not take that 

step. And thas was very, very embarrassing for me. At that time I thought that I will leave that company. 

(Kadir).  

 

The candidate cites two reasons why it was painful for him to be given a different contract than regular 

starters. First, he felt his dignity was violated as it was incomprehensible to him why a difference is 

made between people with a refugee background and those without. This is also cited by another 

candidate:  

  

Why are we not given the same chance, you know? And also, like, when we are given only, like, not the 

permanent contract, is also when I feel like is that because our background is refugee? I can sometimes 

also feel like during the program, our pay is like, way less than normal one. So, yeah, you're doing the 

same job and you're performing in the same way. Yeah you feel kinda like, sad. (Thida).  

 

The second reason is that the temporariness of the contract makes them ineligible for certain benefits 

such as extra education or a company car. She elaborates on why it was not possible for her to study: 
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For me personally, like I wanted to study in English for my postgraduate program and apply last year from 

the beginning. And then in in June or July, I heard from the HR that I wasn't selected to the study because 

there's a limited place. And but the other girl who just recently started is accepted to the program. I was 

like wondering why because I apply way before her. And then the HR replied to me that, because I don't 

have the fixed contract. And then yeah, so it means I lost one year for the study. Like just because I don't 

have the permanent contract. It really affected me I have to say. (Thida).  

 

The assumed rigidity in the processes underlies the situation of the refugees. The coach her biggest 

dissatisfaction lies with the company's inability to be flexible toward these candidates. She criticizes 

that customized pathways are not possible because the company is too attached to its processes: 

 

I have a very hard time with the fact that within the company everything is done on a bulk basis instead 

of on an individual level. (...) Why don't we look at the individual, because those two people [her 

coachees] are different than someone in another department for example. I think there really should be 

flexibility in that. (Lotte).  

 

A senior manager underscores these findings of Lotte. He argues that the company is struggling when 

it comes to differentiation. That this is preferably done as little as possible. He says the following about 

this: 

 

And I also do think that people might find that scary, that how would I put it. I notice that at this company 

one finds it difficult to differentiate. Because then you know that those candidates are going to talk to 

each other. And then you have one candidate who then has a one and a half year contract and another 

has a fixed contract. And then you're going to get questions. And then you're going to get discussions. 

You might get dissatisfaction. The company finds that kind of thing difficult. (Talib).  

 

Thus, the constant reference to their refugee background because they are part of a specific program 

and the negative consequences that result from it seem to demand resilience from people who have 

already proven themselves during the program.  

4.6. Conclusion 

This chapter described the program of the auditing firm based on the reflections of involved actors. 

The narratives of the D&I and HR managers show that the program was set up because they thought 

that the refugees would have no chance of finding a job through the regular recruitment channels. 

However, the company's good intentions sometimes seem to be negated by their own organizational 



Chapter 4. The auditing firm 

35 
 

structure rigidity to allow for an appropriate program for refugees as it turns out to be complicated to 

get the refugees in the right place in the company after the program. The rigid system prevents the 

refugees who already have much experience and perform above the entry-level during the program 

from getting a chance to advance to higher positions. 

On the other side, the strict processes also seem to be working out positively. The process of 

constantly requesting and discussing feedback with the coaches ensures that the program participants 

have no shortage of guidance as the coaches have a supportive role, both in terms of personal 

development and in arranging practical matters. However, the special status through their 

participation in the program also leads them to feel to be constantly under a magnifying glass. They 

need to break free from their label to transcend the dominant discourse of lack. A situation that can 

cause stress, discomfort, and feelings of impairment of their dignity as they are constantly confronted 

with their background in various ways. 
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Chapter 5. The bank 

 
The bank is part of an international initiative that aims to contribute in various ways to refugees' 

opportunities in the labor market. From that position, they committed to hiring 60 refugees in a two-

year span. The bank met its commitment and hired people in a variety of positions, including IT 

software technicians and financial auditors. Of the 60 people who were hired, 54 currently still work 

for the bank. The commitment was made by the CEO of the bank and it took shape in a program 

initially involving 1 but later 2 project managers. The main goal of the program is to commit to 

sustainable employment relationships with the new employees. Despite the talk of a program, it is not 

set in a fixed form in the sense of standardized forms of guidance. The bank has chosen that the best 

way to achieve the goal is to give as much responsibility as possible to the business itself. This means 

that in the ideal situation of the bank, the middle management, which deals with hiring and guiding 

people, is held primarily responsible for the new employees. Yet the bank also recognizes that project 

managers play an indispensable role in ultimately making this happen. The bank's approach and the 

impact of this approach on employees with refugee backgrounds will be discussed in the following 

sections based on the reflections on the program from the actors involved.  

5.1. From commitment to organization-wide approach 

The first step the bank took was to appoint a project manager. This manager was a former employee 

of the bank and has a refugee background himself. However, he has lived in the Netherlands for the 

vast majority of his life. Yet this allows him to switch more easily between the perspective of the 

recently arrived refugees and the expectations of the bank's employees. The first step he took was to 

interview the focus group about their needs. From these conversations it emerged that the group 

benefited stability. In the form of internal contracts at the bank itself and preferably on a permanent 

basis. In the first phase, the manager was still the designated person in the company to make sure 

that if candidates with a refugee background became known to the company, they ended up with the 

right hiring managers. He therefore describes this phase as a practical one where people were hired 

one by one but also a learning phase where what was needed in the organization was discovered: 

 

To be quite honest, just one by one. Just started to experience, to learn and on the back end parallel to 

this practical approach also to look at who do you need in the process. Who are the players? 

Recruitment, HR. Who plays what role in this? Which battles take a long time? For example embedding 

in the organization. That takes longer. But what steps can you already take. So a practical approach and 

in the background trying to embed in the organization. (Yusef).   
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At the same time, the project manager also realized that the company was too large and diverse in 

terms of different types of work to shape the project into a standardized program and that he and HR 

did not have sufficient capacity to be fully responsible. He therefore also sees the broader 

organizational embedding being born out of necessity:  

 

[W]e delegated a lot to the managers themselves. So for example I was asked in the beginning can't 

you make a program? That wasn't possible, because everyone, someone goes to audit another goes to 

that. You can't give one training. You can organize something in other areas. We did that in the 

beginning. But then the thought arose okay let's connect the refugees as much as possible to their own 

onboarding programs that they have in their own domain. It’s a pretty big organization with a lot of 

columns. But I have to be honest and say that it was also because of the constraint capacity. But it did 

have a good positive effect, because the managers were not patronized by us. You have to do this and 

then you have to do that. They went to work themselves. (Yusef).   

 

By placing as much responsibility as possible on the managers, the project manager argues that the 

refugees have become normalized as regular new employees, rather than a specific program being 

created for them and therefore giving them an exceptional position in the company:  

 

For the rest, give freedom as well [to the managers], but give the feeling to the managers and others 

involved that we are there as HR if something is wrong. So far when something happened the managers 

fixed it themselves. That's the other great thing about it. That from the beginning we normalized the 

group with that. That it's not an exotic species or anything. (…)  I think that just helped too. (Yusef).   

 

The manager indicates that placing the responsibility with the business has required the involvement 

of recruitment, hiring managers but also external partners, such as temporary work agencies. That 

they know each other but can also reach each other directly if the partners have the right candidates. 

To get the managers on board with the project, the main focus of the communication strategy was to 

emphasize the talent of the refugees on the one hand and not to treat them as a special group on the 

other. This is emphasized by the supervisor of the project managers: 

 

Look you know, it's always kind of a fine line between treating the group as special and just letting them 

be part of the whole. And I'm very much for the latter. If you start treating people as special, then the 

rest of the organization also looks at this as: we're doing this from a social responsibility standpoint and 

not a win win. (…) We're going to approach them as talents, and that means that yes, we're going to 

focus on them getting coaching and things like that to help them along the way. (Raima).   
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The focus will be on talent of refugees and guidance to allow their talent to flourish. To get this 

message out there, the bank chose to use the sharing of individual stories on three different levels. 

First, the project manager who told the story of why the bank should hire more refugees and linked 

this to his own experiences, his refugee background:  

 

The thought was of you have to touch the heart with this theme. That was my assumption and thought. 

So I learned from how do they receive that. I just noticed that the personal story came across well and 

I combined my own story as former refugee.  And what I did later, for example, was not to tell the story 

myself, but to bring in another manager and a newcomer in management teams. Who would you like 

to hear it from better, a manager himself and a newcomer. Because that also helped a lot.  So just 

showing those people what are we talking about. (Yusef).   

 

Second, and as the manager points out, it is important that the refugees themselves share their 

stories. To give them the space to show who they are and to be able to counter biases regarding 

refugees in the organization. But also to seek connection with other employees of the bank. In doing 

so, it is then important for a person to make themselves vulnerable, as one of the refugees in the bank 

says: 

Yeah, I think personal stories, have more impact. Do have a huge impact when you share your own 

personal story. Because when you do that you say to them: I'm making myself vulnerable, I'm making 

myself open to you because I really care about you, that I don't want you, you don't need to go through 

what I went through. But you can just listen, imagine and appreciate what you have in life at the same 

time. You see, that's my message. (Mahmoud).   

 

Third, the managers who share their stories with other employees in the company. In the case of this 

group, they are managers who first had a biased view of refugees and never felt that refugees could 

of value to the company. But that by working with refugees they found out that they held biases 

towards this group. They shared the moments of disruption in their own thinking and the change in 

behavior it brought. Namely hiring more refugees but also not seeing this group as having deficits. A 

senior HR manager that oversees the project says the following about this: 

 

For example, I have a senior leader who hired a refugee himself who was quite skeptical about it at first. 

He was very honest about it and was eventually willing to talk about it in a larger group. When we 

approached him, he said: do you want to hire someone with this background? And that his first reaction 

was: it doesn't fit so well here. I do need someone who can speak English well. He said of I felt really 

stupid when I actually realized that these are just super educated people who speak better English than 
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I do. And he says I'm embarrassed in retrospect, but I just say to him how beautiful is it that you're 

saying this. (Raima).  

 

So one of the crucial components of the project is the communication, what story is told about the 

refugees who come to work for the bank. Here the focus is on seeing refugees as regular talented 

employees. This also means that managers can choose the degree of guidance they offer, the 

contracts that are offered, and make choices about which tasks are suitable for the new employees. 

As a result, the success of refugees' careers is largely in the hands of managers. 

5.2. Contracts 

In this section, I discuss the situation regarding the contracts offered to refugees who will work for the 

bank. The preference of the project leader is to offer fixed contracts. Since he notes that this gives 

more stability to refugees: ‘in their experience, an internal contact gives them more security. And they 

need that too. Our approach was also if possible, then an internal contract. But we need more time to 

arrange that.’ (Yusef). However, as he states this is not yet the situation in the company.  The refugees 

who started working for the bank were offered different contracts. A distinction was made between 

an internal or external contract. For the internal contracts, the choice was made between a fixed or  

flexible basis. The senior HR manager states that the choice of flexible contracts is understandable 

since there is a level of uncertainty of what the refugees can or cannot do for the company:  

 

But we do notice that some people find it scary to hire someone on a permanent basis. So this [offering 

flexible contracts] is also a way to bind this group to our organization in an accessible way and to let 

people [managers] experience it. (… )  Best case, with no risk of being tied to them. After you like it so 

much that you actually just offer someone a fixed position. And then it's a win win. That's just say how 

we present it. (Raima).  

 

The senior manager sees that barriers need to be removed mainly on the organization's side to make 

working with refugees possible and that it is therefore necessary to accommodate the managers in 

order to break the ice. However, this is at the expense of the security offered to the people they hire. 

This is also reflected in the words of one of the refugees who was employed by the company at the 

beginning of the program and who is often mentioned in the bank as one of the success stories. With 

a master's degree from an university in the Netherlands, he began his career within the bank with an 

unpaid probationary period for three months and through an temporary agency. At first it was not 

clear to him that and why he had to work through a temporary agency. This was not clearly 

communicated by the bank. It made him feel that they had no trust in him. Later after he had worked 
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for the bank for a longer period he had been told why this arrangement was made. He said the 

following about this: 

 

But later on, I've understood that it's the mechanism to protect themselves by having an external. So 

I'm hired by the uitzendbureau, not by the bank. So they don't have any later on consequences if they 

don't want me on board or will be get fired or something like that. (Mahmoud).  

 

So for Mahmoud, it also became clear why the bank had made these choices. That if the bank didn't 

like him they could easily fire him. This is in line with the approach of the senior HR manager who 

states that these contracts were mainly offered to avoid risk in the organization. Mahmoud also 

elaborates on why he thinks the security of a fixed contract is specifically necessary for refugees. On 

the one hand, they are coping with leaving their homes behind, the war some have been through and 

the time in the asylum seeker centre (AZC). On the other hand, they need to build a new existence, 

discover what is expected of them and be given the time and space to showcase themselves. 

Something he says is difficult to do all at once, and especially in the three months of probation: 

 

It was so difficult to have the mindset needed to sustain yourself in the business because you are really 

stressed. You already had a lot of trauma in your life about everything happened to you from the war, 

from the AZC, from the road the to arrive here. So you need to digest all of that. (…) So three months is 

not sufficient to do that. (…) I started to dare more, to share more when I had my contact, my fixed 

contact. I start to feel like, okay, now I don't have to worry anymore about what's going to happen for 

my job. So I dare to challange my manager. I dare to sit on the table and say no this is wrong. But before 

I was just trying to please everyone just to keep it going because I need a job and I don't want to lose 

my job. I was really yeah. Afraid, to be honest, that if I say something that might jeopardize my situation.  

(Mahmoud).  

 

The stability that a permanent contract brings makes Mahmoud feel that his judgment matters, but 

more importantly that he is allowed to speak. Previously, he tended to adopt a passive attitude 

because he was afraid that if he said something wrong it would ruin his chances of getting a permanent 

position. However, the contract situation is not complicated for everyone. An employee with a refugee 

background and more than ten years of work experience understands that the contract situation for 

starters is complicated, but that she is confident that she will be able to find a job elsewhere if the 

bank proves unsuccessful. Thus, the contract situation puts less pressure on her. She states the 

following about this: 
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Yeah, I just always tell myself I'm doing my best, I really don't care anymore. I think it's helped me a lot. 

But it also took a time to get to this conclusion, like I'm doing my best. If it's not enough, then it's not 

enough. I can maybe I can find myself somewhere else because I can do more. Also related to your 

experience, your age, your life experience is important. I can understand for some people, who just 

start and so they want to also kind of secure a better future by having a contract. (Ayub).  

 

Depending on the seniority and background of the person, the contract situation seems to be 

important. However, what emerges from the words of the project leader and Mahmoud is that 

internal fixed contracts can provide the necessary stability to refugees to thrive in the company. In 

order to flourish in the company, there must also be the necessary guidance for the refugees. This will 

be discussed in the next section.   

5.3. Guidance 

In this section, I discuss the guidance provided by the bank to refugees. The role of the manager to 

provide guidance becomes more important now that there is no set program for refugees new to the 

bank. Not having a set program is a situation that the company is struggling with. On the one hand the 

bank does not want to consider the group as special while on the other hand it is indicated both from 

the side of the managers and by some refugees themselves that they need additional guidance on top 

of the regular onboarding programs they now participating in. What is also notable is that the degree 

of guidance can vary depending on whether someone has been given an internal or external contract. 

The people who have been given internal contracts are included in the development system that the 

bank has. So there is budget available for training but also concrete learning goals are set with the 

manager. The people working through a temporary agency are not entitled to these internal training 

courses and therefore even rely more on the guidance of their manager and colleagues or the support 

of the agency. Ho. said the following about this: 

 

[T]he organization thinks when you are coming from the uitzendbureau, at least you have some 

guidance because they see it as a consultant company as well. So it was expected that. (…) So they 

would assume that because you are hired by an external party, somehow they give you a little bit of 

guidance. But this is not the case. I had nothing from the uitzendbureau. I didn't even know my contact 

is person is. (Mahmoud).  

 

In addition to the available budget, managers and refugees do refer to the buddy system in the 

organization. In this system, new employees are paired with more experienced employees. The 

experienced employees provide help and support with practical and more implicit issues in the 
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department. It is deemed necessary that there is a designated person who can show them the way. 

This is because the bank has many different systems, ways of working, protocols and departments. 

The practicality of this system is emphasized by one of the refugees who works for the bank. He sees 

that space is created for him as a person because he is listened to by people at different positions in 

the bank and can share his story in the company:  

 

And I had lots of buddies around me, who provide guidance. Help me with how it's working and where 

and how can I get started with the work and what I need to know. (…) What I experience is that, for 

example, a lot of people around the bank which is working in top functions in and around the bank. 

They invite you to have a conversation with you and to let you know that what they do and ask what 

do you do. (…) And you know what I mean,  they're helping you or what I experience is that they help 

me to understand them better. (Ayub).  

 

Some new employees do say they need more guidance on unwritten rules in the organization and that 

the buddy could help with this. This is recognized by the senior HR manager, who sees that some 

refugees do manage to take steps in networking with their buddies. She states that this is not included 

in the regular onboarding programs:  

 

We are experimenting with how if you just have a buddy who can show you the way in those unwritten 

rules, how it works within the bank. Because of course you have the unwritten rules of the Netherlands, 

but also of an organization. (…) And those are the kinds of things that you're not going to find in some 

kind of onboarding booklet, thankfully. Or something in that direction. But those are unwritten rules 

that you can also create opportunities for yourself in that way and certainly within the bank. (..). You 

do need someone to discuss that with you, otherwise you'll find out after five years that that's how it 

works. (Raima).  

 

The need for guidance on unwritten rules is confirmed by an employee with a refugee background 

who cites an example from a discussion with other refugees working for the bank. This discussion 

centered on taking initiative and that taking initiative is sometimes necessary because managers 

expect you to do it:  

 

Yeah, exactly, this was also one of the meetings that we had with the whole group, like if somebody 

has a similar situation, he could ask us, for example, because when you think your manager doesn't 

care or doesn't see you, that you have, to go to him or her and say, look at me, I want to do this. So 

take initiative.  (Ayub).  
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It appears that it is not always necessary to receive guidance from a mentor if this role can be picked 

up by a manager. For example, Alima. emphasizes that her first manager really got her started with 

her language development by helping her when the employment agency did not. But that later she 

could not make similar arrangements with managers because they were less interested in her: 

 

My first team leader was really concerned with me. Every time he looked for books, which books can I 

learn for my language development. He always said I should take language course. For example, if my 

employment agency is difficult he wants to arrange that himself. But second was really, I heard nothing 

and I actually had little contact with him. Third I have seen him 1 time or 2 times. I don't know what he 

thinks about me. (Alima).  

 

Ayub had a manager who himself has a refugee background. This manager, out of recognition, was 

able to help him with how to approach his work. The importance of having these peers echoes in his 

words. It was important to him that his manager was familiar with both his world and the world of the 

bank and could thus play a connecting role: 

 

You know, I started work in department in which my manager was an Iranian, so he was also with the 

background of a refugee. But I think 30 years ago and he was born in my country, but growing here in 

Netherlands. So it's a little bit different. But he had helped me also a lot because he knows that a lot. 

What I think and how can I change in my paradigms of working. And he helped me a lot about these 

differences. (Ayub).  

 

The project leaders themselves realize that more needs to be done in terms of guiding the new 

employees. However, they also realize that the managers who get refugees in their team need some 

guidance. In which, according to the project leader, it is important to engage in cultural training:  

 

And we started looking at some cultural training that we could also give to managers, so that they 

themselves might be more aware of oh my employee who doesn't find it so easy to ask me things or 

who is very much aware of the rank system. Whereas as a manager you think, I have a very flat 

organization, so anyone can come and ask me anything if the other person doesn't see it that way 

(Steef).  

 

So the degree of guidance depends in the first place on whether it is an internal or external contract. 

In the case of an external contract, it is expected by the bank that some of the guidance will be taken 

over by the external employment agency. If there is an internal contract then it depends on the 

manager. For some refugees the development has been positive because they had a manager who 
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really stood up for them and helped them position themselves in the company. In other cases, 

refugees felt that they were left to their own devices. In particular, guidance on the unwritten rules in 

the company deserves attention. The practical matters can be picked up more easily by colleagues or 

managers. In the guidance of unwritten rules it can help to use peers who can make the connection 

between the world of the refugees and that of the bank. This makes it possible to give attention to 

what is unknown to the refugees but considered necessary in the company.  

5.4. Tasks 

In this section, I discuss the importance of having having work and the right tasks to do. Many of the 

new employees are hired in entry-level positions however there are also refugees who already have a 

lot of work experience and are hired in a managerial position. Depending on the position they are 

hired for and the department they end up in, the company looks at the type of tasks they can perform. 

One of the managers who has several refugees on his team states that he often gives them simple 

delineated tasks first and if they do that well, they can then go on to do more. He does this because 

in his view refugees often need to work off a certain diffidence and work on their self-confidence: 

 

They sometimes take the underdog position, I think.  But I understand that in a way. If you don't speak 

the language.And you come into the bank, quite a lot happens. It really is a company where just the 

systems you need to know are a challenge. But that diffidence.  I usually describe it as diffidence, really 

having to work off the diffidence a bit. And you try to do that by giving them small tasks at the beginning. 

So a defined area of work.Just make sure you get the hang of that. If they can do that, you'll see that 

they're okay, so I can do that. Slowly but surely the range of tasks is broadened. (Jeroen).  

 

On the other hand, some refugees feel they are working below their level but find it difficult to report 

this to their manager and felt like not having the liberty to say anything about it: 

 

Yeah, it was just to be honest, like, OK, I have Excel sheet, just clean data do things that had nothing to 

do with my study. (…) And so I felt that I could do a lot more based on my study and do my contribution 

to the project. But I didn't have the courage to ask and sens the freedom to be involved. (Mahmoud).  

 

Other refugees see Dutch language proficiency as a barrier to picking up more difficult tasks. Alima for 

example, who holds an MBA from her country of origin but is now doing work at the practical 

education level. She considers her language proficiency a barrier but is actually at peace with it 

because it took her a lot of effort to find a job in the first place. As long as the work is not boring, it's 

good, she said:  
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I think for my level I have low work. Administrative. But I think I need to improve my language first. To 

get high tasks. My I work is MBO [practical education] level. I understood so. But for me it doesn't 

matter. I just like it. If you are looking for three years. More than three years looking for work and you 

have no chance at all. If you just don't find your work boring. Then it doesn't matter to me. (Alima).  

 

Not only were the tasks performed discussed, but also the time and attention given to them and 

especially why and how some showed their level of commitment. Some of them work sometimes 

more than 14 hours a day. Mahmoud explains why he does so. He states that for him, a job is remedy. 

On the one hand, to rebuild an existence, to develop an identity. On the other hand, to forget all the 

trouble he has been through. On building identity, he says the following: 

 

First of all, it's a remedy. So it's a cure for them, achieve something. Secondly, I think it's more important 

that they try to rebuild their identity, because during the journey, sometimes it takes years because 

you're out of your country, you have to take a road to reach the Netherlands and then you have to stay 

in the AZC. And that takes years for some people. In those years or months you lose your identity. Who 

you are and what you stand for. And don't forget that most of them are people who have already 

worked in their country and have families and so on. So they are objectified during their journey. Like 

in the AZC, sometimes you're just a number. Like ok what is your V number. But I have a name. When 

you are in those situations, you are hypersensitive to every little detail. So you lose your identity and to 

rebuild your identity, you need a job anyway. (Mahmoud).  

 

Mahmoud states that having work and ‘achieving something’ is a prerequisite for building a new 

identity. As the experiences as a refugee stripped him of his identity. About processing, forgetting and 

putting away his past, he says this: 

 

Me personally, I need a job. So I don't think about the bad past just to keep going, I focus on the future, 

erase what happened and try to keep it closed as much as possible. The later stage is having a job that 

fits your purpose and that's about your why. But yes, the basic I need a job. My identity I need to have 

back. I want to say that a job is a recognition. It's a permission to continue to dream. So it's just an 

allowance that, OK, now I can dream again, because, if you don't have a job, you can't dream. If you 

have a job, at least you have the financial stability and the recognition that I am an employee under the 

refugee label, and that gives you the freedom to think about the future and hope for the future. So 

that's why I think refugees give more than they actually have to give. They even take a lot of themselves 

in the journey of giving because they want to do something, change something. (Mahmoud).  
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So the need to have work to rebuild your existence, but at the same time trying to forget what you 

are going through and have gone through, can lead people to do more than is expected of them but 

at the same time they do their best to stay in the background and not stand out too much. Therefore, 

their efforts are often not seen by the company. That work is seen as a remedy for dealing with 

personal affairs is also echoed in the words of Hussein. He states that he sometimes worked as many 

as 13 to 16 hours a day to avoid thinking about his family:  

 

But from time to time, because my family was not here with me, so I used to work like 13, 16 hours 

every day. (…) So I rather than just to think about my family and how I am going to bring them beside 

me, and then I see my all my destruction within my thinking. So I said that other than that (…) try to 

concentrate more about your work because still a new employee within a bank and then they need to 

see the added value with you. And then rather than to have a backlog's due to just thinking about your 

family or some personal things, just think more about the work. And this thing helped a lot. (Hussein).  

 

Thus, the importance of having work also translates to the tasks that must be performed. The 

importance of performing tasks in which people feel valued speaks from Ho's words . For him, having 

work is equivalent to building a new existence. However, there must also be a certain measure of the 

number of tasks assigned to people because otherwise they can lose themselves in the work and 

regard it as an escape from their own thoughts. In other words, it is a precarious balance between 

assigning tasks that people feel valued by and can develop through without losing themselves in 

making exorbitant hours which is not sustainable in the long run. But it's not just about assigning the 

right amount of tasks, it's also about giving people recognition for the work done so that they feel 

seen and dignified. 

5.5. Conclusion  

The bank has chosen to give as much responsibility as possible to the business itself. This entails 

making managers responsible for hiring and guiding refugees. It was essential to have a good 

communication strategy in place. The strategy was partly shaped by sharing personal stories to create 

moments of disruption in assumptions about refugees in the bank. This approach puts the 

responsibility on managers. They are the designated people to guide the refugees in their careers at 

the bank. Practical guidance is good, but guidance on unwritten rules could be better.  

           Remarkable is the degree of guidance provided to those with external contracts. This group 

seems to fall between the cracks by receiving no guidance from the employment agency and only 

receiving guidance from the manager if he or she is willing to do so. In other words, the company tries 

to shape the program from their corporate culture by challenging the discourse of lack and normalize 
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refugees as regular employees. At the same time, there are elements in the company structure that 

could be better arranged. Such as the guidance on the unwritten rules. 
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Chapter 6. Discussion  

 

In the previous chapters, I discussed the two companies in detail. I have attempted to dissect the 

situational logic behind the companies' approach, the impact of their approach on the refugees, and 

illustrated how the discourse of lack in the companies is challenged or echoed. In this chapter, I 

compare the companies and link the findings to the literature about labor participation of refugees. 

Building on the work of Ghorashi (2020), Glastra et al. (2000) and Lee et al. (2020), I have tried to shift 

the focus in this thesis toward the organization and their capacity to be reflexive about the impact of 

the dominant discourses regarding refugees in the Netherlands. Ponzoni et al. (2017) emphasized that 

if this reflexive capacity is not present that good intentions to include refugees in the company do not 

lead to good outcomes in the long run. In addition, and as I mentioned before, Lee et al. (2020) coined 

the concept of 'canvas ceiling’, which refers to the structural barriers that refugees face in finding and 

retaining employment. In this chapter, I will elaborate on how the companies contribute to 

maintaining or breaking this ceiling. 

 Despite wanting to shift the focus of the research to the organization, one element of surprise 

did emerge from the emic approach. Namely, the aspect of the embodiment of the refugee experience 

and how this can carry over into the workplace for refugees. I begin the next section of this chapter 

by explaining why it is essential to have a more comprehensive understanding of the embodiment of 

the refugee experience in the workplace, besides their contextual differences, to understand why 

tailor-made programs and job coaching for refugees are necessary for sustainable participation in the 

labor market. 

6.1. The embodiment of the refugee experience at the workplace  

Fundamental to the comparison is understanding how important it is for refugees to have a job. This 

resonates in the interviews with refugees from both companies. They often do everything in their 

capacity to make the job a success, but at the same time are reluctant to step into the forefront and 

claim their place in the company. In practice, this positioning of refugees by the manager is often 

reduced to having cultural differences. However, the findings show that the embodiment of the 

refugee experience might be part of the reason why refugees may be reluctant to claim their place at 

work (Häkli and Kallio, 2020). In both companies, refugees mention elements of their history that 

contributed to them taking a position in the background. Such as feelings like they are of no value and 

have no contribution to make, being objectified during their journey, and being hypersensitive to 

every detail. This is in line with Häkli and Kallio (2020) their findings who state that during their journey 

‘refugees may find themselves reduced into generalized bodies, abstracted from personhood with 
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needs, fears, preferences, relationships, ethics, views, responsibilities, abilities, and desires’ (p. 10 – 

11). The researchers continue their argument as follows: 

 

Refugees come into contact with the actors, authorities and institutions that operate migration regimes 

through hierarchical encounters that place them into a subordinate position as bodies – bodies that are 

similar to each other, or particular in the sense of ultimate subjectivity; bodies that manifest conflicts 

carrying evidence of torture and violence; bodies that are kept at a distance, looked at and individuated; 

and bodies that should perform in particular ways but otherwise remain passive. (p. 14).   

 

These encounters challenge their personhood and are experienced as fundamentally disturbing. Since, 

they threaten refugees with the loss of integrity and the shrinking of their world into immediate 

existence. This does not mean that refugees do not resist these encounters or that their agency is 

completely deprived. Häkli and Kallio (2020) state that ‘in seeking to be met as persons, whose point 

of view matters, refugees come to contest the reductionist politics of encounters in contextually 

specific ways.’ (p. 13).  

On the one hand, Häkli and Kallio their (2020) findings underscore why refugees remain in the 

background in the workplace. Because during their journey to the Netherlands and the period in the 

asylum centers, they are mostly deprived of their dignity and reduced to a meaningless subject. In this 

sense, the problem of claiming one's own space in the company is not only the result of refugees' 

contextual differences but partly driven by the embodiment of their refugee experience. On the other 

hand, it also lays the groundwork for why great importance is placed on the value of work in building 

a dignified life and reclaiming identity. Since the encounters throughout the refugee journey must be 

contested in order to be seen again as a person whose point of views matters. The findings showed 

that meaningful work can be the stepping stone to a life of dignity and that refugees often do 

everything in their power at work to bring this about. That refugees are doing a lot to assert 

themselves positively in the workplace is also noted by Ortlieb et al. (2020), who point to the identity 

work of refugees in organizations when they define themselves as ‘good’, ‘glorious’ and ‘grateful’ (p. 

282).  Embracing such an identity can be interpreted as a strategic act. It enables refugees to have an 

existence in the organization because it positions them discursively against the discourse of lack. 

Nevertheless, as the findings of my thesis also show, they are confronted with essentialist and 

negative views regarding them – arising from this discourse of lack - and are expected to prove that 

they are not like this image. They have to challenge the label of refugee and sometimes feel they have 

to prove themselves twice compared to native Dutch. To come back to the words of Ortlieb et al. 

(2020) ‘there is the danger for refugees of being excluded if they fail to fulfil the expectations of being 

“good”, “glorious” and “grateful” ‘ (p. 282). This leads to the situation where refugees, because of the 
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embodiment of their lived experiences, may be reluctant to get engaged in the company. In which it 

is of existential importance for them to have dignified work, but at the same time, they find it 

challenging to be in the foreground and, as a result, face difficulties to meet the norm in the 

organization to be assigned dignified work. This situation shows how complicated it can be for 

refugees to maneuver between what the company expects, what the body does, and what the person 

wants. I discuss the programs of both companies compared to each other in the next section to get a 

better understanding of how the companies deal with this complexity.   

6.2. An integral approach 

The question arises as to what the companies have done to understand refugees’ situation better and 

set up a program that refugees felt valued by and were given the space to develop themselves or, in 

the words of Glastra et al. (2000), if the companies succeeded in concentrating on attitude change 

and improving everyday interaction and recognized that structural arrangements must sustain the 

intended results. Thus, the comparison focuses on the cultural and structural embedding of refugee 

programs and the implications the design has on retaining employees with refugee backgrounds.  

6.2.1. Cultural embedding 

The most significant difference between the two companies was how they designed the programs and 

dealt with the discourse of lack. The bank committed to employing refugees on a long-term basis. 

However, due to a shortage of capacity, the bank could not set up a specific program for refugees, so 

they chose to give the middle management as much responsibility as possible. To get this done, the 

bank recognized the need to challenge the discourse of lack (Ghorashi, 2020). In doing so, the bank 

tried to create moments where the discourse of lack was unsettled by sharing the personal stories of 

refugees and managers in the company. The practice of sharing stories although marginal, inspire 

connectedness and belonging in the workplace (Ghorashi and Sabelis, 2013). In addition, personal 

stories can challenge inequalities, selective privilege and disadvantage in the workplace (Leyerzapf et 

al., 2018). Furthermore, according to Vinkenburg (2017), it is essential to engage gatekeepers, the 

managers in the bank. She states that ‘without the engagement of those with formal authority, 

diversity interventions may fizzle out’ (p. 220). The findings show that sharing personal stories 

challenged the biases toward refugees in the company and brought attention to their talent. The result 

was that managers began to talk about their biases, hire more employees from refugee backgrounds, 

and encourage other managers to do the same.  

The auditing firm chose to offer an internship with the prospect of a paid job. The firm 

explicitly opted for a delineated program with an alternative recruitment process and guidance from 

a designated coach. Because they assumed that refugees had no chance of getting a job through the 
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regular recruitment channels, here, the discourse of lack functioned as a starting point for why it was 

deemed necessary to establish a specific program. Since the refugees would not qualify for jobs 

through the regular processes. Despite the company's good intentions to support refugees in finding 

work, the findings show that this approach creates a situation where refugees feel judged by their 

background. By setting up a specific program, refugees are treated like tokens (Kantar, 1977), as 

'[t]okens become highly visible and are often seen as representatives of their groups rather than as 

individuals' (Ghorashi and Sabelis, 2013, p. 80). Because of their visibility, refugees carry a heavy 

burden. They are not supposed to make any mistakes and must work hard to reverse a set image by 

representing 'the' good example (Idem). Thus, it proved difficult for the auditing firm to take a step 

toward integrating refugees' need to be valued as individuals into the design of the program. 

The comparison shows that organizational actors must be reflexive about the context in which 

the firm operates and how their organizational culture relates to this context (Glastra, 1999). In this 

case, it is essential to challenge the discourse of lack towards refugees to avoid the pitfall of creating 

a token status for refugees that imposes a heavy burden on them. However, avoiding an essentialist 

token status is easier said than done, as the findings in both companies show that refugees sometimes 

need to be guided in a tailored way. In the next section, I will elaborate on this by comparing the 

structural arrangements that have or have not been made in both companies. 

6.2.2. Structural embedding 

The findings show that companies make different choices when it comes to structural arrangements. 

Three aspects were central to this: the guidance, the tasks performed, and the contract situation. I 

discuss this in the coming sections. 

 

Guidance 

In terms of guidance, the companies differ in the way it is structurally arranged. A distinction must be 

made between career counseling and practical counseling. Career counseling focuses in particular on 

guiding refugees through their further development within the company. In this form, there is more 

room for guidance on the implicit rules of the company. Practical counseling is task-oriented and has 

to do with the practical knowledge and skills that employees need to gain. For both companies, 

practical guidance has been shaped by courses, training and onboarding programs. The findings show 

that most refugees experienced the practical guidance as positive and helpful.  

The most significant difference was in the guidance on the unwritten rules in the workplace. 

At the bank, the guidance is provided primarily by the manager, as they allow the refugees to discuss 

their ‘growth’ goals. However, this is only the case for people with an internal contract. This means 

that some of the refugees do not know how to qualify for promotions or advance in the company. 
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Since getting a promotion is not just about completing your tasks but also about actively profiling 

yourself or networking in the organization. This makes the bank's implicit culture more difficult for 

refugees to understand, as no structural forms of guidance are offered in this regard. Refugees are 

offered the opportunity to have conversations with a buddy. This is a person who can show them the 

way in the organization. However, this does not happen structurally, as people can volunteer to be a 

buddy and the refugees themselves have to approach them. As the findings show, this role can also 

be taken over by a manager who has the ability to make a connection between the world of the 

refugee and that of the bank. 

In the audit firm, each employee is assisted by a coach and continuous feedback must be 

requested according to a specific matrix and the feedback is discussed with the coach afterwards. 

Based on this feedback, it is also decided whether a person is eligible for a promotion. This intensive 

guidance and mandatory component in the company's process does result in the refugees becoming 

more quickly aware of what is expected of them. Due to the guidance embedded in the organizational 

structure, it becomes easier to the refugees how they are supposed to act according to the rules and 

norms in the organization. However, the results also show that the way of giving feedback is not up 

for discussion. Refugees are expected to indicate points of improvement while in their eyes this may 

be at odds with not being allowed to make mistakes. This shows that providing feedback can be more 

sensitive to the situation of the refugees and requires a degree of mutual adaptation. 

The comparison shows that there is a need for a designated buddy/coach who can offer 

guidance on the implicit rules within the company and at the same time it is someone who can make 

ensure that refugees feel seen and heard. This role could also be taken over by a peer, for example a 

manager with a refugee background who knows how to make the connection between the world of 

the refugees and that of the company. From the findings and in relation to the embodied refugee 

experience mentioned earlier, there is a demand for more sensitivity to the perspectives of the 

refugees, to approach the other form the position of the other (Janssens and Steyaert, 2001). This 

guidance, however, needs to have a place in the structure of the organization. In order to ensure that 

the arrangements actually take place (Glastra et al, 2000).  

Furthermore, the comparison shows that it is not only about having guidance on the unwritten 

rules but also that these unwritten rules are normalized in the company and therefore hardly open to 

discussion. This is in line with the findings of Ossenkop et al. (2015) who argue that the normalization 

of these processes reduces skepticism about the adequacy of certain processes. As they state that the 

privileged position of the dominant group is not only considered as normal but also as the norm to 

evaluate others who differ from it. For example, this is evident in the findings in the case of the bank, 
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where refugees are expected to conform to the company's norms if they want to be considered for a 

promotion.  

 

Contracts 

In terms of contracts, the companies differ in approach. At the bank, people are mainly hired in entry-

level positions, but it is possible to be offered a management-level job. Depending on where there is 

capacity, a temporary, fixed or external contract will be offered. The findings show that it is important 

for refugees to have an internal contract and thus internal guidance. At the auditing firm, they use a 

strict system and this differentiation in contracts was not (yet) possible. Everyone who went through 

the program was offered the same position afterwards, and unlike the permanent contracts that 

regular starters were offered, refugees were offered temporary contracts, resulting in a shortage of 

development opportunities. This absence of differentiation possibilities within the company made 

refugees feel that they were judged specifically on their refugee background and not on the 

capabilities they had already built up over the years.  

What was also evident from the stories of both refugees and managers is the need for stability. 

This can be about financial security, but also about feeling the space to make mistakes and show more 

of yourself. Both organizations do not yet know how to provide this stability in terms of contracts and 

seem to be caught in organizational structures forcing them to choose for security for the company. 

This is in line with the findings of Nadiv and Kuna (2020). In their research they highlight the paradox 

of bureaucratic control vs flexible procedures (p. 369). As organizational actors seek stability that 

comes from rules, regulations and guidelines and that it is precisely for diversity initiatives that it is 

necessary to be able to guarantee a certain degree of flexibility in the organizational structure. Thus, 

they argue that the pursuit of relatively tight organizational control and the inability to act flexibly in 

complex situations underlie the failure of diversity initiatives.  

The comparison shows that it is important for a company to be able to be flexible in its 

organizational structure and rules. This provides the space to offer tailor made programs to refugees 

in which they feel valued and have the opportunity to grow. If too much emphasis is put on the rules 

of a system or on building in security for the company, chances are that the good intentions to 

integrate refugees will not lead to good results in the long run (Ponzoni et al., 2017).  

 

Tasks 

The findings show that refugees are taking on much work to prove that they are worthy, can be trusted 

and included in the company. This can sometimes culminate in forms of commitment and dedication 

that cannot be sustained in the long run, as the stories of refugees in both companies show that some 
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put in excessive hours. Concerning the tasks to be carried out, there is a precarious balance. On the 

one hand, the cases show that time and space are needed for the refugees to discover what is 

expected of them and how the practicalities and unwritten rules work. To throw off their diffidence 

as it was said by one of the managers in the bank. On the other hand, the cases show that it is 

necessary for refugees to prove themselves through work and the existential lining, making this more 

crucial or loaded for refugees than other employees. Since they need to be able to rediscover for 

themselves who they are, but also show the employer that they are dignified. This in line with the 

findings of Wehrle et al. (2018) who state  that refugees often feel ‘that they are being seen as cheap, 

interchangeable labor unworthy of respect, harming their self-worth’ (p. 93). Therefore, a certain 

amount of flexibility in the structure of the organization is necessary to make dignified work feasible. 

For this, it must be able to give people space when needed and scale up the work when it appears 

possible. Thus, it is about performing specific tasks with a certain degree of difficulty, and the 

recognition one receives for doing so. Therefore, the role of the manager/coach is essential in making 

refugees feel that they are worthy. Interviews with refugees from both companies show that 

sometimes it can be enough to hear that it is noted that you are doing your best and that it is all you 

can do.  

6.2.3. Cultural and structural synergy 

The findings show that the cultural approach cannot do without structural embedding (Glastra, 1999). 

In order to break through the canvas ceiling, a cultural approach is needed to challenge the hegemonic 

discourses towards refugees that find their way into the organization and a structural approach is 

needed so that security can be provided in terms of guidance, advancement, contracts, and the work 

performed (Glastra, 1999; Ghorashi and Sabelis, 2013). In addition, the findings show that if only a 

cultural approach is chosen, this security cannot be fully provided, and if a structural approach is 

chosen, the discourse of lack will still be too dominant in the structures that are put in 

place. Therefore, as Ghorashi and Sabelis (2013) argued, it is necessary to take an integral approach 

when working with refugees. Which, in this case, means finding a synergy between challenging the 

discourse of lack and at the same time being able to safeguard this in the organizational structures 

and processes.   

The comparison reveals that this synergy requires breaking routines that are institutionalized 

in the practices and structures of the company (Zilber, 2002). Routines that are set up and originated 

from the idea of how the organization should be shaped to give itself a right to exist (Glastra, 1999). 

Breaking these routines is an ongoing process, a dialogue in which all perspectives are heard and 

should be valued. So working with refugees is not just about changing perceptions within the company 

regarding the negative stereotypical images of refugees. It also requires a certain amount of reflexivity 
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of organizational actors about how the company is set up and whether this allows them to provide 

work for refugees so that they feel valued, dignified and can rebuilt their identity. Subsequently, this 

asks for the practical consciousness of organizational actors to be challenged (Giddens, 1979). New 

frameworks have to be found where the interests of the company as well as those of the refugees can 

be guaranteed.  
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Chapter 7. Conclusion 

 
The guiding question for this thesis was: what are the implications for specific refugee oriented 

programs in two Dutch organizations for the long-term labor integration of refugees? 

 

To answer this question, I conducted a comparative case study of two companies, shaping their 

refugee organizational programs in their own ways based on their organizational culture and structure 

and the context in which they operate. By trying to make sense of the situational logic for the refugee 

programs in both companies and comparing them, I demonstrated that the companies chose either a 

cultural or structural approach for working with refugees. The cultural approach meant that refugees 

were included in the regular process, and attention was paid to challenging the discourse of lack. It 

became clear that this cultural approach could not fully ensure that everyone received the proper 

guidance and the opportunity to develop themselves. The counterpart to the cultural approach was 

the structural approach. The company that chose this approach set up a specific program for refugees. 

This made it easier to provide structural guidance and to ensure that there were enough tasks at hand. 

However, this unique token position for refugees in the company and the absence of challenging the 

discourse of lack meant that refugees felt that their background hindered them from feeling valued 

for who they are as individuals. To enable the sustainable labor participation of refugees, companies 

must find a synergy between the two approaches. On the one hand, companies must challenge the 

discourse of lack. On the other hand, existing organizational structures must be challenged and 

rearranged so that refugees feel that they are valued and can build a dignified existence. 

Limitations and future research 

The study focused on two large Dutch companies with the capacity to release funds and hire people. 

For follow-up research, it would be interesting to consider smaller companies as well. For smaller 

companies, it is most likely not possible to make designated project leaders, HR or D&I managers 

responsible for the design of the programs. This may create a different dynamic in the workplace. 

Another limitation to this study is the time span in which it was conducted. Neither company has been 

running their programs for more than two years. It would be interesting to conduct a longitudinal 

study to gain insight into how the careers of the refugees who started working for the companies 

evolve. Also, the element of the embodiment of the refugee experience could be developed better 

and with more depth. In the interviews, the refugees referred to their experiences during their journey 

to the Netherlands and in the asylum seeker centers and the impact of these experiences on how they 

position themselves in the company. It would be interesting to explore this ethnographically. Janssens 

and Steyaert (2020) provide a possible framework for a better understanding of the element of 
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embodiment in their shift to practice theory. One of the components in their analytical framework is 

attention to how specific practices in organizations are accomplished through the body.  

Furthermore, this research was conducted in the Dutch context and is explicitly characterized 

by the consequences of the welfare state as described by (Holvino and Kamp, 2009). Therefore, a 

comparative analysis between countries with different social security systems can provide insight into 

the impact of context on organizations and their perception of working with refugees. Another issue 

is that the participants in the study with refugee backgrounds are all highly educated. For future 

research, it is important to include lower-educated refugees and pay attention to their experiences in 

the workplace. 
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Interview questionaire 

INTRODUCTION  

- Who are you and what is your position within the organization?  
- How do you like working at [company]?  
- How is [company] different from other organizations for you? 
- Why did you choose this company? 
- How did you end up with this company? (Refugees) 

 
SET UP PROGRAM 
 

- How are you involved in the project and what was your motivation for being involved?  
(Mentor/manager/coach) 

- How was the project designed? (Responsible D&I/ HR/ Project manager) 
- How do you ensure a broader imbedding of the program in the organization? 

 
EXPERIENCES 
 

- What is it like for you (so far) to work at this company?  
- What went well? What could be better? 
- Can you take me back to the beginning? What have been important moments for you in 

terms of getting to know colleagues/learning about the company? 
- Were there times when you felt excluded and times when you felt included in the company? 
- What are the stumbling blocks for refugees in your workplace? (Managers) 
- What actions can be taken to remove them? (Managers)  

 
GUIDANCE 
 

- What kind of guidance did you receive from the company?  
- What went well? What could have been better? 
- How is your relationship with your coach/manager? 
- What activities/events are defining for your mentee? (Coach; Important moments -> e.g. 

onboarding)  
- What is going well for your mentee and what could be better? (Coach) 

 
ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE 
 

- How do you experience the organizational culture?  
- Is there a focus on diversity and inclusion in the company? And if so, how is this shaped? 


