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The Occupational Situation in the Country of Origin – 
Illustration Using the Example of Syrian Families in the 
ReGES Study 

Abstract 

A family’s social background has a major influence on the educational success and careers of 
its children. In the case of migrant families, the parents’ labor-market situation in the place of 
origin constitutes an important indicator for a family’s social background. ReGES, which is a 
longitudinal study examining the educational trajectories of children and adolescents from 
refugee families in Germany, seeks to provide as much detail as possible on families’ 
occupational situations prior to emigration. To assess the quality of the information provided, 
this working paper provides users with relevant information on different areas: In a first step, 
the Syrian labor market at the time before the outbreak of war is described (section 2). Central 
factors such as labor force participation and unemployment are differentiated by gender and 
regions. The size of the labor force in various sectors in Syria is also presented. The second 
step describes how the professional situation of refugee parents in their country of origin was 
recorded and coded in the ReGES study (section 3). In this context, aspects of the situation in 
Syria that can only be captured to a limited extent using the usual Western coding schemes 
are also presented, and any adjustments made to the standard coding of occupations are 
discussed. Finally, the pre-migration professional situation of the Syrian refugee parents in the 
ReGES study is presented and related to the situation on the Syrian labor market before the 
war (section 4). 

Keywords 

labor force participation, unemployment, economic sectors, occupational status, refugees 
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1. Introduction 
A family’s social background has a major influence on the educational success and careers of 
its children (e.g., Erikson & Jonsson 1996; Stocké, Blossfeld, Hoenig & Sixt 2019). Also, ethnic 
differences in educational success are often largely due to different social starting points (e.g., 
Diehl, Hunkler & Kristen 2016; Olczyk 2018; Rauch, Mang, Härtig & Haag 2016). This also 
applies to the educational success of refugees (e.g., Will & Homuth 2020; Homuth, Liebau & 
Will 2021). The arguments relate to very different aspects, depending on whether primary or 
secondary effects (Boudon 1974) play a role: In addition to the availability of resources 
(financial, cultural, and social resources), the motive for status maintaining as a reason for 
efforts in education is mentioned again and again (e.g., Breen & Goldthorpe 1997). With 
regard to status maintenance, the migration research notes that the reference point for 
migrant families may not necessarily be the professional status in the host country, but the 
professional status in the country of origin (e.g., Becker & Gresch 2016). It is therefore 
essential to record the parents’ occupational situation prior to migration in order to better 
pinpoint families’ social status in the country of origin (and probably their own reference 
points). 
In the ReGES study, a longitudinal study that examines the educational trajectories of children 
and adolescents from refugee families (for details on the study see Will, Homuth, von Maurice, 
& Roßbach 2021), an attempt was made to provide as much detail as possible on families’ 
occupational situations prior to their emigration. In addition, we aim to make the information 
available in a user-friendly manner in the Scientific Use File. In order to better assess the 
quality of the information provided and to be able to relate it to the situation in the country 
of origin, this working paper provides users with additional background information. In a first 
step, the Syrian labor market at the time before the outbreak of war is described (section 2). 
Central factors such as labor force participation and unemployment are differentiated 
according to gender and region. The size of the labor force in various sectors in Syria is also 
presented. In order to better understand the findings, some of them are compared with 
findings on the situation on the German labor market. The second step describes how the 
professional situation in the country of origin of the refugee parents was recorded and coded 
in the ReGES study (section 3). In this context, aspects of the situation in Syria that can only 
be captured to a limited extent using the usual Western coding schemes are also presented, 
and any adjustments made to the standard procedure of coding occupations are discussed. 
Finally, the pre-migration professional situation of the Syrian refugee parents in the ReGES 
study is presented and related to the situation on the Syrian labor market before the war 
(section 4). 

2. The Pre-Crisis Syrian Labor Market 
2.1 Labor Force and Labor Force Participation Rates  
The first aspects of the Syrian labor market that we describe are the labor force and labor 
force participation rates prior to the beginning of the crisis in 2011. To do so, we firstly 
introduce the definitions which form the basis of the data collection. The definitions in section 
2 conform to those applied by the International Labour Organization (ILO), as they are 
generally used by the Syrian Central Bureau of Statistics, whose data we refer to. Accordingly, 
the labor force is the sum of persons who are employed and persons who are unemployed 
(see section 2.2). The labor force participation rate is defined as the number of persons in the 
labor force as a percentage of the working-age population (15 to 64 years). People who are 
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still studying or are homemakers are not counted as part of the labor force (International 
Labour Office 2017). 
Table 1 displays the labor force and labor force participation rates in Syria by gender between 
2001 and 2011. In general, the labor force increased from below 5.3 million persons in 2001, 
to a total of 5.8 million persons in 2011. This increase can be traced back to a steady increase 
in the male labor force from 4.2 million in 2001 to 4.8 million in 2011. While the number of 
women in the labor force was much lower than the number of men in every year, it also 
stagnated around one million, with a low of less than 800,000 women in the Syrian labor force 
in 2005.  

Table 1 

Syrian Labor Force and Labor Force Participation Rate by Gender, 2001-2011 

 Labor force Labor force participation rate 
 

Total Male Female Total Male Female 

Year       

2001 5,276,000 4,238,000 1,038,000 53.0 83.3 21.3 

2002 5,459,000 4,289,000 1,170,000 53.3 81.6 23.4 

2003 5,093,000 4,108,000 985,000 48.1 76.2 18.9 

2004 4,948,000 4,142,000 806,000 45.6 75.0 15.1 

2005 5,106,000 4,318,000 788,000 46.2 76.7 14.5 

2006 5,293,000 4,466,000 827,000 46.7 77.4 14.9 

2007 5,400,000 4,553,000 847,000 46.5 77.1 14.9 

2008 5,443,000 4,555,000 888,000 44.6 73.6 14.8 

2009 5,442,000 4,638,000 804,000 43.6 73.2 13.1 

2010 5,530,000 4,696,000 834,000 42.7 72.2 12.9 

2011 5,815,000 4,838,000 977,000 43.4 71.2 14.8 

Sources: Own calculations based on data from the Syrian Central Bureau of Statistics (2012a, 2012b, 2012c). 

To get a better understanding of these numbers, table 1 also displays labor force participation 
rates by gender and their development before the beginning of the Syrian civil war. Two 
findings stand out here. First, there are tremendous differences between the labor force 
participation rates of men and women. While female participation rates range at a low level – 
between a maximum of 23.4 percent in 2002 and a minimum of 12.9 percent in 2010 – male 
participation rates were consistently higher — by approximately 60 percentage points. In 
2001, 83.3 percent of working age men were part of the labor force. Although this share 
declined over the period under study, it was still 71.2 percent in 2011. Comparing German 
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data to the Syrian situation, we find a gender gap there as well, but it is considerably smaller. 
In 2011, the German labor force participation rate was 66.5 percent for men, and 54.0 percent 
for women (ILOSTAT 2020). 
As a second important finding, table 1 displays a declining trend in labor force participation 
rates among both genders between 2001 and 2011. During this period, the total labor force 
participation rate dropped by roughly ten percentage points, from 53.0 percent to 43.4 
percent. Declines in male and female labor force participation rates cover comparable ranges 
of percentage points. 
Besides gender differences, the pre-crisis Syrian labor force was also characterized by regional 
differences. As can be seen from table 2, some Syrian regions such as Tartus, Hama, and 
Latakia lie at the upper end of the distribution with labor force participation rates of almost 
50 percent, whereas in some other regions such as Daraa, Aleppo, Idlib, and Al-Hasakah, less 
than 40 percent of the working-age population were part of the labor force. This seems to 
have a strong connection to female labor force participation rates, as the latter regions are 
also the regions where female labor force participation rates are the lowest. In some regions, 
less than 10 percent of working-age women participated in the labor force. In contrast, the 
three regions with the highest labor force participation rates also have much higher female 
labor force participation rates than all other Syrian regions, with female participation rates 
reaching up to more than 30 percent. 
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Table 2 

Syrian Labor Force Participation Rate by Governorate and Gender, 2010 

 Labor force participation rate 

 Total Male Female 

Governorate    

Tartus 49.9 69.6 30.1 

Hama 49.7 76.5 23.1 

Latakia 49.7 71.7 27.7 

Rif Dimashq 44.5 76.2 10.9 

Homs 44.4 73.5 14.9 

Damascus 44.0 73.4 13.3 

Ar-Raqqah 41.6 73.1 7.6 

As-Suwayda 41.5 63.5 21.0 

Quneitra 40.9 69.1 13.0 

Deir ez-Zor 40.6 65.1 16.8 

Daraa 38.9 68.5 10.6 

Aleppo 38.7 72.5 5.3 

Idlib 38.7 68.7 8.6 

Al-Hasakah 38.6 69.5 7.7 

Total 42.7 72.2 12.9 
Source: Own calculations based on data from the Syrian Central Bureau of Statistics (2010). 

While reliable labor market data for Syria are mostly available only until 2011, labor market 
developments during the civil war can only be assumed. It is likely that the labor force 
diminished because of emigration and civil war fatalities (UNDP Syria & Syrian Economic 
Sciences Society 2018). However, we are not aware of any concrete estimates regarding the 
labor force or labor force participation rates after 2011.  

2.2 Unemployment and Unemployment Rates 
Next, we focus on unemployment numbers and rates. According to the Syrian Central Bureau 
of Statistics (2011a), all persons of working age not in employment, carrying out activities to 
seek employment in the previous month, and available to take up employment (in the 
reference period or within a short subsequent period not exceeding two weeks in total) are 
defined as unemployed. The unemployment rate is the proportion of unemployed persons 
aged 15-64 among the total workforce (employed + unemployed) in the same given year. 
Table 3 shows the numbers of unemployed persons and the unemployment rates between 
2001 and 2011. Until 2004, the number of unemployed persons hung around approximately 
600,000. This was reflected in unemployment rates above 10 percent. In 2005, we can see a 
strong decline in both absolute unemployment numbers – decreasing by almost 200,000 
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persons in one year – and the unemployment rate – dropping by four percentage points to 8.1 
percent. This strong decline might to a large extent be explained by the opening of private 
banks and firms (Al Bawaba 2004), where many people found work. Unemployment remained 
more or less constant at this level until 2010, except for 2008, where there was a temporary 
spike in unemployment. This spike can be traced back to the effects of a drought which hit the 
Syrian agricultural sector (Butter 2015). 

Table 3 

Unemployment and Unemployment Rate by Gender, 2001-2011 

 Unemployed persons Unemployment rate 
 

Total Male Female Total Male Female 

Year       

2001 546,000 312,000 234,000 10.3 7.4 22.5 

2002 638,000 356,000 282,000 11.7 8.3 24.1 

2003 551,000 335,000 216,000 10.8 8.2 21.9 

2004 608,000 432,000 176,000 12.3 10.4 21.8 

2005 413,000 225,000 158,000 8.1 5.9 20.1 

2006 433,000 236,000 197,000 8.2 5.3 23.8 

2007 454,000 237,000 217,000 8.4 5.2 25.6 

2008 595,000 380,000 215,000 10.9 8.3 24.2 

2009 443,000 264,000 179,000 8.1 5.7 22.3 

2010 476,000 293,000 183,000 8.6 6.2 21.9 

2011 866,000 504,000 362,000 14.9 10.4 37.1 

Source: Syrian Central Bureau of Statistics (2012d, 2012e). 

In 2011, there was a massive increase in both unemployment numbers and rates: the number 
of unemployed persons almost doubled to 866,000, and the unemployment rate increased by 
more than six percentage points to 14.9 percent. We assume that these effects are linked to 
the beginning of the Syrian crisis. 
Furthermore, table 3 shows a substantial gender gap, with unemployment rates clearly higher 
among females than males. Until 2010, male unemployment rates mostly occupied single-digit 
figures, while female unemployment rates were consistently above 20 percent. This might be 
explained by traditional attitudes in the population that discriminate against women’s 
employment – particularly in sectors that are traditionally occupied by men. Furthermore, this 
effect should partly be mediated by education: Syrian women’s educational attainment was 
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on average lower than men’s (Welker et al. 2021), which likely made it more difficult for many 
of them to find a job. 

Table 4  

Unemployment Numbers and Rates by Governorates in 2010 
 

Unemployment rate 

Governorate  

Aleppo 4.9 

Hama 5.5 

Rif Dimashq 6.1 

Ar-Raqqah 6.8 

Homs 6.9 

Idlib 7.5 

Daraa 9.0 

Damascus 10.0 

As-Suwayda 12.9 

Deir ez-Zor 13.2 

Tartus 14.3 

Al-Hasakah 15.1 

Latakia 15.6 

Quneitra 19.2 

Total 8.6 

Source: Syrian Central Bureau of Statistics (2011b). 

Table 4 displays unemployment numbers and rates for all Syrian regions in 2010. We can see 
that the lowest rate is in Aleppo (4.9 percent). This is probably because Aleppo was the 
industrial capital of Syria before the civil war. Low unemployment rates are also present in 
other governorates, such as Rif Dimashq, Homs, Hama, and Ar-Raqqah. For these regions, 
various factors such as tourism or proximity to neighboring countries may play a role in 
explaining their lower unemployment rates. On the other end of the table, Quneitra displays 
the highest unemployment rate (19.2 percent). This may be explained by the specific situation 
of this governorate: due to the Golan Heights conflict with Israel, Quneitra has been largely 
destroyed and abandoned. 
Again, reliable statistics for the crisis period after 2011 are hard to find. It can be assumed that 
unemployment rates increased due to various impacts of the civil war, for example resulting 
economic embargoes, the destruction of infrastructure, and internal displacement. According 
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to estimates, the unemployment rate in Syria reached 26.2 percent in 2015 (UNDP Syria & 
Syrian Economic Sciences Society 2018). 

2.3 Distribution of Employment by Economic Sector 
Finally, we provide an overview of the economic sectors in which Syrians were employed (see 
table 5). 

Table 5 

Distribution of Employment by Economic Sector, Gender, and Year, 2001-2011 
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Year          

2001 Males 25.2 15.2 14.0 17.1 6.1 1.8 20.6 100.0 

 Females 55.4 6.4 1.0 2.5 1.2 1.1 32.4 100.0 

 Total 30.4 13.7 11.8 14.5 5.3 1.7 22.6 100.0 

2002 Males 24.1 15.5 15.9 17.9 6.6 1.3 18.8 100.0 

 Females 58.1 5.8 1.0 2.5 0.7 1.0 31.0 100.0 

 Total 30.3 13.7 13.2 15.0 5.5 1.3 21.0 100.0 

2003 Males 22.0 15.1 13.3 17.5 7.0 2.1 23.0 100.0 

 Females 46.2 6.6 1.0 3.5 0.9 1.5 40.3 100.0 

 Total 26.1 13.6 11.2 15.1 6.0 2.0 25.9 100.0 

2004 Males 17.0 14.4 22.0 13.7 6.9 1.9 24.0 100.0 

 Females 27.9 7.7 4.4 3.2 1.0 2.0 53.8 100.0 

 Total 18.6 13.4 19.5 12.2 6.1 1.9 28.3 100.0 

2005 Males 18.5 14.7 16.1 17.6 8.1 2.1 23.0 100.0 

 Females 31.0 6.8 0.9 4.3 0.8 2.1 54.1 100.0 

 Total 20.1 13.6 14.1 15.8 7.1 2.1 27.1 100.0 

2006 Males 17.2 15.5 15.0 17.8 9.2 2.3 23.0 100.0 

 Females 29.9 8.1 0.6 4.7 0.9 1.6 54.3 100.0 

 Total 18.9 14.5 13.0 16.1 8.1 2.2 27.2 100.0 



Welker, Will, Al Rihawi, & Weber 

 

 

LIfBi Working Paper No. 104, 2022  Page 10 

2007 Males 18.1 15.3 16.9 17.5 7.9 2.7 21.6 100.0 

 Females 26.3 6.8 1.0 4.7 1.5 2.4 57.4 100.0 

 Total 19.1 14.2 14.9 15.8 7.1 2.7 26.2 100.0 

2008 Males 14.5 17.5 18.3 17.9 8.4 2.1 21.3 100.0 

 Females 19.5 8.5 1.1 6.1 2.3 3.1 59.3 100.0 

 Total 15.2 16.4 16.2 16.4 7.6 2.2 26.1 100.0 

2009 Males 14.5 17.5 18.3 17.9 8.4 2.1 21.3 100.0 

 Females 19.5 8.5 1.1 6.1 2.3 3.1 59.3 100.0 

 Total 15.2 16.4 16.2 16.4 7.6 2.2 26.1 100.0 

2010 Males 13.2 17.6 18.5 19.5 8.7 2.6 19.9 100.0 

 Females 22.2 8.7 0.5 6.4 1.7 2.9 57.7 100.0 

 Total 14.3 16.4 16.2 17.9 7.8 2.6 24.8 100.0 

2011 Males 13.4 17.1 17.5 19.8 7.2 2.9 22.3 100.0 

 Females 12.3 8.8 0.7 4.9 2.2 3.1 68.1 100.0 

 Total 13.2 16.0 15.4 17.9 6.5 2.9 28.0 100.0 
Source: Syrian Central Bureau of Statistics (2012f). 

Most noticeably, the share of workers in agriculture was quite remarkable in all years but also 
decreased from 30.4 percent in 2001 to 13.2 percent in 2010, with a particularly strong 
decrease among women. This strong downward development may not only be explained by 
the typical decline of agriculture in developing societies. Among other factors, the climate was 
responsible for an important share of this decline: Syria was hit by a series of droughts in the 
observed decade, which led to a decrease in employment in agriculture (Butter 2015). By 
comparison, the share of persons working in agriculture over the period under study was 
however still much higher in Syria than in Germany, where the share has been below 2 percent 
since 2000 (Geißler 2014). 
On the other hand, the share of Syrians working in service-related jobs increased markedly 
over time. This development was likely enabled by economic reforms which allowed private 
banks to be established and encouraged the private sector to invest more. Moreover, shifting 
from a state-led economy to social market economy led to liberalized trade and gave private 
enterprises a bigger role in the economy (Chahoud 2011). Again, this development had a 
particularly significant impact on women, as the share of Syrian women working in services 
rose from 32.4 percent to 68.1 percent between 2001 and 2011.  
Like in the previous sections, we assume that the gender-related differences may, at least to 
some extent, be explained by culture. Because of greater social acceptability, many employed 
women may have preferred to work in what have traditionally been considered female 
domains, in particular in the services sector.  
To provide further insight, table 6 displays the fields of economic activity in which Syrians 
worked in 2011. Among men, the most important field was wholesale and retail trade (18.4 
percent), closely followed by building and construction (17.5 percent), and then 



Welker, Will, Al Rihawi, & Weber 

 

 

LIfBi Working Paper No. 104, 2022  Page 11 

manufacturing (15.2 percent). Among women, we see an important concentration in the field 
of education: almost 40 percent of economically active women worked in education. Other 
areas in which women were frequently employed are "public administration and defense" 
(13.5 percent) and "health and social work" (11.7 percent), but still also the primary sector 
(12.3 percent). 

Table 6 

Distribution of Employment by Economic Activity and Gender, 2011 
 

Total Male Female 

Field of economic activity    

Agriculture, hunting and forestry 13.2 13.3 12.3 

Fishing 0.1 0.1 0.0 

Mining and quarrying 0.9 0.9 0.6 

Manufacturing 14.2 15.2 7.3 

Electricity, gas and water  1.0 1.0 0.8 

Building and construction 15.4 17.5 0.7 

Wholesale and retail trade  16.6 18.4 4.5 

Hotels and restaurants 1.3 1.4 0.4 

Transport, storage and communications  6.5 7.2 2.2 

Financial intermediation 0.5 0.4 1.3 

Real estate intermediation 2.4 2.5 1.8 

Public administration and defense 13.0 12.9 13.5 

Education 9.1 4.8 39.6 

Health and social work 2.9 1.6 11.7 

Social services 2.7 2.7 2.9 

Home Services 0.2 0.2 0.3 

Embassies 0.0 0.0 0.1 

International organizations 0.1 0.1 0.0 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Source: Syrian Central Bureau of Statistics (2012g). 
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3. Measurement of Origin-Specific Labor-Market Aspects in the ReGES Study 
The remaining sections aim to link the insights from the previous sections to data from the 
ReGES study (for further information on the study design, see Will et al. 2021). In a first step, 
we describe how information about the ReGES respondents’ origin-specific labor-market 
situation and occupations was collected. Although the ReGES study’s focus is on preschool-
aged children (Refugee Cohort 1, RC1) and school-aged adolescents (Refugee Cohort 2, RC2), 
the occupational situation of parents was recorded as a relevant family characteristic. This 
information was predominantly provided in the first wave, either by the interviewed parent, 
or in RC2 exceptional cases, by the adolescent respondent.  
Initially, all participating parents were asked whether they had ever been employed in their 
country of origin. Those who had never been employed were subsequently asked about their 
main activity (e.g., unemployed, in education, etc.). Those who were employed were then 
asked about their highest occupational position. The respective question for the interviewed 
parent was: “If you have performed different jobs, please think of the highest position you 
have held. What was your job title?” This question was made more specific by the following 
instruction: “Please specify your exact job title. For example, instead of ‘business clerk’ write 
‘forwarding merchant’. Instead of ‘worker’ write ‘machinist’.” The aim was to ensure that 
respondents described their occupation in sufficient enough detail so that coding could be as 
differentiated as possible. The respondents could write their job title into an open response 
field, or record a spoken response.1 To conclude the item block, some items collected 
information about whether a respondent had held a managerial position, or how many 
subordinate employees she or he had had. 
If the participating parent had a partner and if the partner agreed to their own information 
being collected in the ReGES survey, the participating parent received an identical item bloc 
about the partner’s origin-specific labor-market situation and occupation. 
If the parents did not participate in the survey, the adolescent participants received short item 
blocs about their mothers’ and fathers’ origin-specific occupations. These included open-
response items about their main occupational position. Regarding the father’s occupation, the 
question was “What was your father’s primary occupation in your country of origin? For 
example: school teacher, chef or sales manager.” Following this item, a second open-response 
item enabled adolescents to describe their father’s occupation in more detail: “What exactly 
did your father do in his primary occupation? For example: teach high-school students, cook 
meals in a restaurant, manage a sales team. Please describe his work in one sentence.” The 
information about the mother’s occupation was collected in the same way. In addition, some 
items collected information about whether a parent held a managerial position or how many 
employees she or he had. Different to the parent questionnaire, the adolescent questionnaire 
asked neither whether the parents had ever been employed, nor what the main activity of 
those who were never employed had been. Instead, this information was frequently given in 
the open-response fields. 
After the data collection, if the questionnaire was conducted in one of the seven offered 
foreign languages, the open-response information on the parents’ occupations in their 
country of origin was translated into German (for details on the offered languages see Gentile, 
Heinritz & Will 2019) and anonymized afterwards if necessary. The data prepared by the 

                                                      
1 Audio files were used in the ReGES study so that individuals who did not have adequate reading skills could still participate in the 
computer-assisted self-interviews (CASI). Accordingly, for the few questions that required open-ended responses, the answers could be 
spoken in and recorded (for more details on interviewing illiterate respondents, see Heinritz, Will & Gentile, 2022). 
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survey institute were then coded in order to enable and facilitate statistical analyses. The 
coding was based on that of the National Educational Panel Study (NEPS) (see Munz, Wenzig 
& Bela 2016), and was carried out with the “Coding Instrument” software of the Leibniz 
Institute for Educational Trajectories (LIfBi). Because the ReGES respondents are a specific 
target group, there were some special features. In the following, both the standard procedure 
and the special supplements are presented in more detail. 
The professions were coded in a very differentiated documentation code, the so called 
Dokumentationskennziffer (DKZ). The DKZ is a database introduced by the Federal 
Employment Agency in Germany, in which every occupation is stored with an 8-digit 
identification number. In addition to current designations, the database also contains 
occupational designations that are no longer in use (Paulus & Matthes 2013). Based on the 
DKZ, a coding into the “Classification of occupations” (Klassifikation der Berufe, KldB; 
Bundesagentur für Arbeit 2021) can be made, as the first five digits of the DKZ corresponds to 
the KldB. The KldB is a classification that was developed to as best possible reflect the current 
occupational landscape in Germany. It differentiates horizontally (e.g., between different 
industries) and vertically (e.g., management tasks, skill profiles). 
From the KldB, in turn, coding in international occupational classifications is possible. Thus, 
for example a corresponding ISCO-08 (International Standard Classification of Occupations; 
International Labour Office 2012) code can be generated, which also includes horizontal and 
vertical dimensions. This international occupational classification can be used to generate 
values on international occupational prestige scales, such as ISEI (International Socio-
Economic Index of Occupational Status, see Ganzeboom, Graaf & Treiman 1992) or SIOPS 
(Standard International Occupational Prestige Scale, see Hoffmeyer-Zlotnik & Geis 2003; 
Ganzeboom & Treiman 1996). 
The original coding of the open professional information in the DKZ was carried out without 
the aid of covariates (such as number of subordinate employees or education level of the 
respondent). A number of the available open data could not be encoded because the open 
information was not accurate enough, or otherwise did not match any code available in the 
DKZ. The reasons why this uncodable information emerged may also be due, among other 
things, to the specificity of our target group and the research design. Such specific reasons 
may include: 

1. Lack of fit between the DKZ, which is specifically tailored to Germany, and the labor markets 
of the countries of origin. This can have two effects. On the one hand, it may be that the 
professions in the country of origin are not differentiated in as much detail. On the other 
hand, it may also be that there are occupations that are not (or no longer) common in 
Germany.  

2. Loss of information during translation. 

3. Language difficulties if the interview could not be conducted in the native language of the 
respondent. 

While the third aspect cannot be changed afterwards, there are chances to work again on the 
responses to recover more precise data in the first two cases. With regard to the loss of 
information in the course of translations, the open data in Arabic, which could not be easily 
encoded, were re-translated by internal staff trained with regard to the specifics of the coding 
of occupations. In this way, information important for occupational coding, which an 
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untrained translator might have neglected in the course of a free translation, could be 
recovered. Furthermore, to address the fact that the DKZ was developed explicitly for 
Germany and is partly unable to reflect the reality of the labor markets of the countries of 
origin, the previously unencoded open occupational information was encoded directly into 
ISCO-08. Information from other questions, for example, on the number of subordinate 
employees or whether a respondent held a managerial function, was included to enable the 
most detailed coding possible.  
Nevertheless, the coding was associated with difficulties. Thus, in some cases, instead of the 
actual four-digit ISCO-08 value, only one- to three-digit ISCO-08 values were used. This is 
associated with a loss of information, for instance, in a case where it can be stated that 
someone is a scientist, but not in which specific subject. Particularly frequent was information 
such as “trader”, “free trade”, etc., which refers to activities in markets and bazaars common 
in most of the countries of origin of the ReGES sample. This information was coded in the ISCO 
two-digit 52 “sales workers”. Relatively often, a place of work was also given instead of a job 
title; for example, the indication “restaurant” was coded in the ISCO two-digit 51 “personal 
services workers”, which includes professions such as cooks (512) or waiters (5131). 
Information such as “Beamter” (i.e., public official or civil servant) was coded as 1112 “senior 
government officials” if a management position and at least one subordinate employee were 
indicated in the covariates; otherwise as 335 “government regulatory associate 
professionals”. 
The experience with the coding of the origin-specific occupations of the respondents of the 
ReGES study shows that the coding schemes developed for Germany are not optimally suited 
for all cases. The same may be true for the scales on occupational prestige and socio-economic 
status. While it can be assumed that these are relatively accurate for Western countries (e.g., 
Hoffmeyer-Zlotnik & Geis 2003), they are rarely used for non-Western countries such as Syria 
(for an exception, see Gebel 2012). This should be kept in mind when interpreting the results. 

4. Labor-Market Situation and Occupations of Syrian ReGES Parents Prior to 
Migration 

The following subsections consist of descriptive analyses of the ReGES participants’ origin-
specific labor-market situations and occupations. Because of the differences in how the data 
were collected from the adolescents, we restrict our findings to information provided only by 
parents. We also ran cohort-specific analyses to compare the labor-market situation of RC1 
and RC2 parents, but found no systematic differences. We therefore present no cohort-
specific findings. 

4.1 Labor-Market Situation 
First, we describe the ReGES parents’ labor-market situations in Syria; that is, whether they 
were employed and – if they were not employed – what their main activity was. There are 
strong gender-related differences with regard to the labor-market situations of Syrian parents 
in their place of origin (see figure 1). Almost all men (94.8 percent) were employed at some 
point, while only small shares of them were either unemployed, in education, were 
homemakers or had some other kind of activity. Among women, we see a very different 
picture, with only 35.0 percent of the Syrian ReGES mothers having been employed at some 
point in their place of origin. More than half of them were homemakers. Less than 5 percent 
for each category were unemployed, in education, or active in some other area. 
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Figure 1. Main activity of Syrian ReGES respondents in the place of origin by gender (in %). 
Source: Own calculations based on ReGES Wave 1 parent interviews. 

Although it is impossible to directly compare these findings to the aggregate data presented 
in section 2, we see some general patterns emerging: The very strong gender differences that 
existed on the Syrian labor market before 2011 are also reflected in the composition of Syrian 
parents in Germany. In general, the employment rates of both men and women are much 
higher in the ReGES sample compared to the Syrian aggregate data. Because the differences 
are so strong, we assume that there are multiple reasons for this. For instance, there are 
obvious differences in measurement: while the data of the Syrian Central Bureau of Statistics 
are annual, the ReGES respondents were asked if they were “ever” employed. Moreover, the 
Syrian ReGES parents are educationally selective, that is, they are on average better educated 
than the Syrian origin population (Welker 2022). Positive educational selectivity may also have 
led to more positive labor market outcomes prior to migration for this group. Besides these 
two rather obvious reasons, we assume that other factors, such as a possible regional 
selectivity of our sample, or selective participation of better educated refugees in our study 
on education likely contribute to the marked differences. However, it is beyond the scope of 
this paper to discuss these factors in detail. 
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Figure 2. Employment of Syrian ReGES respondents by origin region and gender (in %). Source: 
Own calculations based on ReGES Wave 1 parent interviews. 

Regarding regional differences, comparisons are only possible to a limited extent because of 
low case numbers for some origin regions. For this reason, we only present findings on 
employment and leave out information about the main activity of those who were never 
employed in Syria. As expected, employment rates were substantially higher among fathers 

95

32,7

94

33,2

95,2

38,1

100

40

95,3

38,1

94,5

26,5

95,8

38,8

96,1

35,7

93,6

39,8

93,3

29

96,2

47,7

94,9

30

97,1

32,4

87,5

87,5

fathers (N=520)

mothers (N=434)

fathers (N=349)

mothers (N=295)

fathers (N=42)

mothers (N=42)

fathers (N=6)

mothers (N=10)

fathers (N=425)

mothers (N=360)

fathers (N=127)

mothers (N=102)

fathers (N=120)

mothers (N=85)

fathers (N=51)

mothers (N=42)

fathers (N=94)

mothers (N=93)

fathers (N=150)

mothers (N=131)

fathers (N=53)

mothers (N=44)

fathers (N=39)

mothers (N=20)

fathers (N=138)

mothers (N=108)

fathers (N=8)

mothers (N=8)
Al

ep
po

Al
-

Ha
sa

ka
h

Ar
-

Ra
qq

ah
As

-
Su

w
ay

da
Da

m
as

cu
s

Da
ra

a
De

ir
ez

-Z
or

Ha
m

a
Ho

m
s

Id
lib

La
ta

ki
a

Q
un

ei
tr

a
Ri

f
Di

m
as

hq
Ta

rt
us



Welker, Will, Al Rihawi, & Weber 

 

 

LIfBi Working Paper No. 104, 2022  Page 17 

than among mothers (see Figure 2). For all origin regions, the share of employed fathers is 
above 93 percent, except for Tartus (87.5 percent). However, the ReGES data only comprise 
eight fathers from this province, so the informative value is limited here. In the case of the 
mothers, regional variation in employment is stronger, ranging between 26.5 percent for 
Daraa and 47.7 percent for Latakia. Again, Tartus is an outlier, with 87.5 percent being 
employed. However, this is to some extent in line with the data provided by the Syrian Central 
Bureau of Statistics, where Tartus is the governorate with by far the highest labor force 
participation rate among women (see table 2). 

4.2 Occupations 
Next, we turn to the occupations of those Syrian parents that were employed in their place of 
origin. Again, as expected, we find strong differences between men and women. Among men, 
the biggest group consists of sales workers, with 11.3 percent working in this occupation (see 
figure 3). This is in line with table 6, which shows that most males in Syria worked in sales. As 
may also be seen from this figure, many male Syrians were working in occupations that can 
be considered traditionally male jobs, such as truck drivers or mechanics.  

 
Figure 3. Top 10 occupations (3-digit ISCO) of Syrian fathers in the place of origin in % 
(n=1,757). Source: Own calculations based on ReGES Wave 1 parent interviews. 

Correspondingly, many Syrian mothers worked in traditionally female occupations, such as 
beauticians or secretaries (see figure 4). However, the biggest group among females consists 
of secondary education teachers: almost one third of the Syrian mothers that were employed 
worked in this occupation in Syria. Again, this finding is in line with the high share of Syrian 
women who worked in education (cf. table 6). 
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Figure 4. Top 10 occupations (3-digit ISCO) of Syrian mothers in the place of origin in % 
(n=561). Source: Own calculations based on ReGES Wave 1 parent interviews. 

What both genders have in common is that the occupations vary greatly in terms of prestige. 
Among both men and women, the minimum occupational prestige in the ReGES sample is 
represented by agricultural, forestry and fishery laborers (ISEI = 11.74), whereas the highest 
occupational prestige is enjoyed by medical doctors (ISEI = 88.70). Nevertheless, it appears 
that the mothers had more prestigious occupations in Syria than the fathers. While the median 
ISEI among mothers is 68.88 (ISCO: Other Teaching Professionals), it is only 30.34 (ISCO: Car, 
Van and Motorcycle Drivers) among fathers. On average, the mothers’ ISEI is 60.9 (sd = 22.8), 
compared to an average ISEI of 43.0 (sd = 22.5) among fathers. This strong and somewhat 
counterintuitive difference might be related to the fact that, on the one hand, many mothers 
are not taken into account in the ISEI calculation because they were mainly homemakers and, 
on the other hand, those women who worked in the country of origin may have been more 
highly educated. This selection of better educated women into the labor market could then 
lead to the comparatively high ISEI values of the women (see also Gebel 2012). 

5. Conclusion 
In light of the substantial role that pre-migration characteristics play for the societal 
integration of recent refugees in Germany, this paper aims to give an overview of the Syrian 
pre-crisis labor market and how respondents in the ReGES sample compare to the population 
in Syria in terms of labor-market participation and occupations. We put specific emphasis on 
how these origin-specific aspects were measured and coded in the framework of the ReGES 
study. 
Several conclusions may be drawn from this paper. Firstly and unsurprisingly, the Syrian pre-
crisis labor market differed fundamentally and across various characteristics from the German 
labor market. Most importantly, female labor-market participation was considerably less 
common in Syria, and the distribution of the labor force reflected differing importance of 
various economic sectors between the two countries, especially concerning agriculture, which 
is much larger in Syria. This could be challenging for the structural integration of certain groups 
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among Syrian refugees, for example if they experience a limited transferability of their 
competencies on the German labor market. 
Secondly, the experience of coding the occupational data in the ReGES study shows that 
special care must be taken when applying a classification tailored for the German labor market 
to other national contexts. Standard procedures cannot be adopted unchanged. However, 
additional coding steps can increase the informative value of the data. If open-response data 
have to be translated, it is strongly recommended that the translators be familiarized with 
basic knowledge of occupational coding in order not to lose valuable information in the 
process of translation. In the future, it would be desirable to examine more closely the extent 
to which occupational classifications, and in particular, prestige scales, which were developed 
mainly in, and tailored to Western industrialized nations, can be transferred to Arab countries. 
Thirdly, even if the data collected in the ReGES study are not directly comparable to Syrian 
labor-market statistics, some of our findings suggest that Syrian refugees in Germany might 
be a select group that compares favorably to the Syrian origin population in terms of certain 
labor-market characteristics. For instance, mothers from the ReGES sample might have been 
more likely to be employed than the overall female population in Syria. Those mothers that 
were employed might also have had more prestigious jobs. This is in line with previous 
research that found that Syrian refugees are on average positively selected on education 
(Welker 2022). If the majority of Syrian refugees did comparatively well on the Syrian labor 
market, this may have a positive impact on their labor market integration in Germany. 
Furthermore, positive correlations with their children’s educational success may be expected 
(Feliciano 2018; Ichou 2014; van de Werfhorst & Heath 2019).  
Future research should closely monitor the integration of recent refugees into the German 
labor market and investigate to what extent the professional experience in the country of 
origin, on the one hand, and a possible selective migration on the other hand, are related to 
the employment trajectories of refugees. First findings suggest that some progress was 
already made in the first years after their arrival (e.g., Brücker, Kosyakova & Schuß 2020). 
Nevertheless, it may still be too early for a comprehensive assessment from a medium- and 
long-term perspective. A successful integration into the labor market is vital not only for adult 
refugees themselves, but may also have important consequences for their children, such as 
for their educational success (e.g., Boll & Hoffmann 2015; Dahl & Lochner 2012).  
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