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Abstract 

Context: Conducting research with migrants and refugees is essential for promoting inclusion 
and equity in VET, but it involves specific theoretical, methodological, and ethical challenges. 
Approach: Five projects from Sweden, England, and Switzerland explored these challenges 
using diverse research designs and theoretical frameworks. 
Findings: Common issues include the lack of suitable theories, ethical concerns in working 
with migrants and refugees, language-related difficulties, risks of misinterpretation, and diffi-
culties in translating findings into policy. 
Conclusions: Addressing these challenges and advancing research on VET and migration ne-
cessitates cross-national exchange, a shared understanding, and collaboration to develop more 
inclusive approaches that enhance outcomes for migrants and refugees. 

Keywords 
VET research challenges, migrants, refugees 

1 Introduction 
Integrating migrants in VET and the labour market has become a key concern across Vo-

cational Education and Training (VET) systems in Europe (Bell et al., 2025; McIntyre & 

The challenges of doing research on migrants' inclusion and pathways into VET and employment. In C. 
NŠgele, B. E. Stalder, F. Kaiser, M. Malloch, & N. Kersh (Eds.), Trends in vocational education and train- 
ing research (Vol. 8, pp. 351Ð359). VETNET/OAPublishing.
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Neuhaus, 2021). Migrants and refugees face significant disadvantages in both education and 
employment, reflecting their vulnerability due to language barriers, disrupted educational biog-
raphies, non-recognition of qualifications, discrimination, and precarious living conditions 
(Aerne & Bonoli, 2021; Bell et al., 2025; Busse et al., 2024; Sime et al., 2022). Further obsta-
cles—including trauma, poor mental health, and social isolation—further hinder their ability to 
negotiate the structural, social, and symbolic boundaries within and between educational sys-
tems (Lund, 2020). These conditions may prevent migrants from fully participating in VET and 
accessing stable employment (Onsando, 2014). Stability, security, and a sense of belonging are 
vital for acquiring new skills, adapting to unfamiliar environments, and investing in vocational 
projects (Kohli, 2011; Lund, 2020; McIntyrea & Neuhaus, 2021; Wehrle et al., 2018). 

The challenges faced by migrants and refugees in VET and the labour market were also 
evident in various research projects presented at ECER 2023 and 2024, which explored path-
ways to inclusion through education and employment (e.g., Kammermann & Laczik, 2024; 
Laczik et al., 2024). These studies focused on the barriers encountered by migrants and refu-
gees, as well as the forms of guidance and support available to them. The findings underscore 
the importance of VET and pre-VET programmes for migrant integration, as they provide es-
sential skills, knowledge, and formal qualifications that enhance career prospects. In this way, 
VET promotes both occupational advancement and social inclusion. Historical perspectives on 
the evolution of VET systems show their capacity to adapt to socio-economic change, under-
scoring their potential for inclusive innovation in the future. However, our findings confirm 
that systemic challenges remain. Limited access to training opportunities, persistent xenopho-
bia, and discriminatory practices continue to hamper migrant participation in VET. Tailored 
support structures and growth opportunities are critical. Career counsellors, teachers, trainers, 
and workplace mentors are key to fostering agency and long-term success. Nevertheless, prac-
tical constraints often lead to one-size-fits-all approaches, hindering the provision of individu-
alised support and the creation of pathways for personal and vocational development. 

2 Challenges in Doing Research with Migrants 
Research with migrants requires particular methodological and ethical sensitivity. Trust-

building is a prerequisite for participation, especially when legal status is uncertain or past ex-
periences with institutions have been negative. Researchers must navigate complex power dy-
namics and ensure ethical standards—such as informed consent and confidentiality—are up-
held under potentially precarious conditions. Moreover, the heterogeneity of migrant experi-
ences calls for flexible, context-sensitive approaches rather than standardised designs. These 
challenges demand time, reflexivity, and sustained engagement to avoid reinforcing marginal-
isation and to produce meaningful, respectful knowledge. Drawing on experiences from con-
ducting research with migrants and refugees, we deepen the discussion by addressing a series 
of challenges specific to VET research involving these groups of learners. 

3 Examples from Five Projects 
The research challenges encountered span theoretical frameworks, methodological ap-

proaches, data collection and analysis, and the translation of findings into policy. These chal-
lenges stem from five research projects conducted in Sweden, England, and Switzerland. Each 
project is distinct in the chosen theoretical framework and methodological approach (e.g., scop-
ing study, interviews, survey, documentary analysis, cross-sectional, longitudinal, historical; 
data from micro-, meso-, and macro-levels). The five projects are outlined below. 
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3.1 From Work Force Immigration to Inclusion – A Study of Vocational Education & 
Training Development in Relation to Society Changes and Immigration in a Histori-
cal Perspective (Lázaro Moreno Herrera and Ali Osman) 
This research project examines the role of vocational education and training (VET) in re-

sponding to structural changes and in the inclusion of immigrants in the Swedish labour market 
and society. The project comprises three interrelated studies: a historical study and two inter-
view studies. Theoretically, the project uses curriculum theory and, more specifically, frame 
factor theory (Lundgren, 1972, 1979). The historical study examines documents on how VET 
provision has evolved over time in response to structural changes and VET's role in the inclu-
sion of immigrants in the labour market from the 1950s to the present day. The interview studies 
aim to investigate immigrants' perceptions of how VET has influenced their opportunities for 
inclusion in the Swedish labour market and society. The interview studies focus on two groups: 
First, migrants who worked in the car mechanics industry from the 1960s to the 2020s, and 
second, immigrants currently working in this branch. The expected outcome of the project is a 
deeper understanding of the role that VET has historically played in the inclusion of immigrants 
in the Swedish labour market and society. The project is currently well advanced in its third 
year of development. While data collection has progressed as planned, challenges have emerged 
in three main dimensions of the project. Concerning data collection, the challenges have been 
at least two-fold. First, the complexity of working with archival material that, to a great extent, 
has not been previously structured. Second, identifying informants who would provide relevant 
information concerning different periods of development. Concerning the results, we can al-
ready see tensions between policies, companies' guidelines, and the enactment of what was 
established in different periods. Finally, and particularly relevant, concerning the interpretation 
of results, challenges are related to the possibility of establishing a proper linkage, following 
the theoretical approach (frame-fact theory), between people's own experiences and the norma-
tive guidelines in various periods. Life stories of interviewees suggest the relevance of going 
beyond standardised interview guides and delving into the individual's own biographical path. 
Furthermore, at some points during the interview work, there have been 'flashes' suggesting that 
cultural relativism is a theoretical stance worth considering. 

3.2 Navigating Places and Negotiating Boundaries: A Multidisciplinary Study of Mi-
grant Children's Educational Transitions in Sweden (Marianne Teräs) 
Migrants in Sweden, as in many other European countries, face disadvantages in educa-

tional achievement (Heath et al., 2008). This research project explores how spatial and social 
boundaries shape the educational transitions of first-generation children and youth with migra-
tion backgrounds. Previous research has highlighted the difficulties these children face in nav-
igating different educational environments and negotiating structural, social, and symbolic 
boundaries within and across systems (Lund, 2020). Our project highlights the need to system-
atically address the complexity of educational transitions and their empirical and theoretical 
links to the concepts of boundaries and places. The study is framed by three core concepts: 
transitions, boundaries, and places. Methodologically, the project adopts a multilevel, cross-
sectional, and longitudinal comparative case study design. The multilevel approach collects 
data at the micro, meso, and macro levels. The cross-sectional component involves gathering 
comparable data from strategically selected municipalities, including one near a large urban 
area, a mid-sized town, and a rural town. The longitudinal element consists of repeated inter-
views with first-generation migrant children and youth. The research integrates statistical anal-
ysis of national register data with thematic and document analyses within the case studies. The 
research team comprises scholars from sociology and educational sciences, including Andrea 
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Voyer, Ali Osman, Guilherme Chihaya Larissa Mickwitz, Rebecca Ye, and Stefan Lund. The 
study is funded by the Swedish Research Council (2022-01681) and approved by the Swedish 
Ethical Review Authority (2023-01748-01). Several methodological and ethical challenges are 
explored during the project. One key issue is methodological nationalism—the implicit ten-
dency to conflate national origin with cultural identity, which risks overlooking the diversity of 
migrants' experiences and the influence of transnational dynamics (Wimmer & Glick Schiller, 
2002). Ethical challenges involve accessing participants, requiring the involvement of media-
tors, managing language barriers, using interpreters, and ensuring that participants fully under-
stand the study to provide informed consent. We also need to reflect on how our own position-
alities as researchers—shaped by our social, cultural, and institutional contexts—may influence 
interactions and interpretations. We are challenged to protect participants' anonymity and min-
imise potential harm, especially when addressing sensitive topics. Interpreting findings may 
bring further challenges. For example, how easily difficulties in VET can be framed through 
deficit or cultural lenses—explaining barriers in terms of individual limitations (Deficit Para-
digm) or cultural differences (Cultural Paradigm), rather than addressing structural and sys-
temic factors. These interpretive risks underline the importance of critically reflecting on the 
narratives our research may produce and how migrants are represented in our analysis. 

3.3 Facilitating Young Migrants' Integration through Vocational Education and Train-
ing in England and Wales: Challenges and Opportunities (Andrea Laczik and Nata-
sha Kersh) 
Migration has been a contested topic in policy discourse as well as in the media and general 

public. In the UK, particularly following the Brexit referendum in 2016, the anti-migration en-
vironment has intensified, leading to an increase in experiences of xenophobia and racialisation 
among young East European migrants (Sime et al., 2022). While this is documented by Sime 
et al. (2022) concerning the group 'white other', the general approach to young migrants from 
other parts of the world would not be different. The only exception to this is the most recent 
migrant group from Ukraine, which has received a 'warmer welcome' from politicians, the me-
dia and the general public. This UK-based scoping study investigates how VET supports young 
migrants in integrating into the labour market, local communities, and society. It addresses three 
core questions: how VET programmes support career progression and aspirations; what oppor-
tunities and challenges young migrants face in education and training, and how they overcome 
them; and which skills they develop to facilitate their social and economic integration. We em-
ployed a qualitative approach, including individual and group interviews with 16 young mi-
grants (aged 16–21) from various countries, as well as interviews with two practitioners work-
ing with migrant youth and one regional ESOL (English for Speakers of Other Languages) 
coordinator. Findings highlight limited support within VET (e.g. career guidance, financial aid), 
the need to align young migrants' aspirations with available VET provisions, and the importance 
of an English language policy that fosters integration through ESOL rather than reinforcing 
exclusion. By addressing these concerns, we aim to explore how policies and practices can help 
young migrants achieve more favourable outcomes in VET, the labour market, and social life. 
This project faced several research challenges. First, translating findings into policy was diffi-
cult due to a prevailing political and societal negativity when it comes to migrants. While young 
migrants reported positive college experiences, practitioners highlighted systemic barriers, re-
vealing tensions between individual and structural perspectives. The reconciliation of funda-
mentally opposing perspectives poses a significant challenge when translating findings into 
policy development. Second, the lack of established theoretical frameworks bridging VET and 
migration required drawing on adjacent theories such as migrants' experiences of transition and 
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the journey (Kohli, 2011) in school settings, youth transition (Hodkinson and Sparkes' career-
ship theory, 1997), and skills utilisation (Laczik, 2014). Where there is no natural fit with a 
theory, we aimed to investigate the fit with concepts such as 'safety', 'belonging', and 'success' 
(Kohli, 2011). While theories and conceptual frameworks from other disciplines can be used to 
discuss research results, this raises a critical question: Is there a need to theorise VET and mi-
gration research and to develop bespoke theories based on research results? Third, we encoun-
tered the challenge of comparing across projects due to differing research, political, and social 
contexts. 

3.4 Pathways of Refugees Into Vet and Beyond: Fostering Career Success Through a 
Pre-Vocational Programme (Barbara E. Stalder) 
As in other European countries, refugees and migrants face significant challenges in ac-

cessing vocational education and training, as well as employment, in Switzerland. To support 
their transition into initial vocational education and training (IVET), the federal government, 
the cantons and organisations of the working world established the one-year pre-vocational 
programme Pre-Apprenticeship for Integration (PAI). The PAI targets recognised refugees, 
provisionally admitted individuals, and—since 2022—recent migrants from EU/EFTA and 
third countries as well as those with protection status S. It enables participants to learn aca-
demic, practical, and transversal skills, preparing them for a regular two-, three-, or four-year 
apprenticeship and supports employers in recruiting apprentices and future skilled workers, 
particularly in sectors with labour shortages. Key features of the PAI include targeted partici-
pant selection, a strong emphasis on language acquisition, occupationally oriented and compe-
tence-based learning in workplaces and schools, the teaching of work-related norms and values, 
and tailored support for participants. The PAI helps participants familiarise themselves with the 
Swiss apprenticeship system and appreciate the value of VET pathways. As part of a national 
evaluation commissioned by the State Secretariat for Migration and a combined research pro-
ject funded by Bern University of Teacher Education PHBern, we (Barbara E. Stalder and Ma-
rie-Theres Schönbächler) examined the implementation, impact, and outcomes of the pro-
gramme across the first six PAI cohorts. The research questions addressed, among other as-
pects, the quality of education and training in schools and companies, programme completion 
rates, and participants' transitions into regular VET programmes. Methodologically, the project 
employed a mixed-methods approach, comprising interviews with cantonal authorities, written 
surveys of participants, teachers, and workplace trainers, as well as case studies. Research chal-
lenges arose during the study design, survey instrument development, and the interpretation of 
results. In designing the study, we decided to focus exclusively on participants' learning expe-
riences in the PAI and chose not to address explicitly their experiences as refugees or the cir-
cumstances of their forced migration. This approach raises the question of whether we have 
overlooked important factors that influence learning and programme outcomes. When devel-
oping the questionnaire, we had to simplify and shorten validated scales considerably due to 
participants' limited language skills. It remains uncertain whether we still measured what we 
intended to measure. The results of the participant surveys were very positive: Participants ex-
pressed high satisfaction with the training, the guidance and support they received, and the 
programme overall. Interpreting these results was not straightforward. Are the findings "true" 
– to be taken as they are? Or did participants, due to cultural background or language barriers, 
respond positively to all questions and refrain from expressing criticism, which—unlike in 
Switzerland, where open critique is more common—may be less customary in other cultural 
contexts? 
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3.5 Pre-Vocational Training for Refugees in Switzerland: Characteristics of Workplace 
Learning (Marlise Kammermann) 
In a research project, funded by the Swiss National Science Foundation (SNSF Nr. 

100017_215130), an interdisciplinary research team (Alexandra Felder, Isabelle Caprani, Lau-
rence Fedrigo, Stéphanie Cardoso, and Marlise Kammermann) investigates the role of work-
place guidance in the Pre-Apprenticeship for Integration (PAI). Target groups, objectives and 
key points of the PAI programme are described in section 3.4. Our project focuses on the impact 
of guidance provided by trainers and co-workers on the development of PAI apprentices' 
agency, with consideration given to the particularities of their trajectory and life circumstances 
(Felder et al., 2024). An initial analysis was conducted using three case studies involving in-
company trainers and their former PAI apprentices in the plumbing, commercial, and horticul-
tural sectors. The model of qualitative variation in training environments developed by Fil-
liettaz (2012) was adopted, and the perceptions of trainers and apprentices regarding af-
fordances and the commitment of PAI apprentices were investigated. Affordances were defined 
as social and structural resources provided in the workplace, whereas apprentices' commitment 
referred to their individual prerequisites for utilising these affordances. A qualitative approach 
was chosen, and semi-structured interviews were conducted. The three PAI apprentices from 
refugee backgrounds were aged between 24 and 35 years and arrived in Switzerland from Af-
ghanistan and Iraq between 2013 and 2015. The research questions focused on the learning 
environment and apprentices' engagement. Overall findings emphasise the importance of an 
expansive workplace learning environment that facilitates the increasing involvement of PAI 
apprentices in occupational tasks. The study highlights the crucial role of trainers' and co-work-
ers' guidance and support, as well as apprentices' interest, motivation and initiative at work. 
However, apprentices' involvement is affected by their often complex and difficult life circum-
stances (Fedrigo et al., in press). Encountered research challenges referred to, amongst others, 
language difficulties and refugees' life stories, as well as guaranteeing the participants' anonym-
ity. As shown in previous research, two-thirds of PAI apprentices attained a language profi-
ciency level of B1-B2 upon completion of their training, although with notable interpersonal 
differences (Kammermann et al., 2022). This finding raises concerns about whether the inter-
viewed refugees fully understood the interviewer's questions and to what extent their language 
proficiency level allowed them to express themselves in a differentiated manner. Another chal-
lenge encountered when addressing the experiences of refugees both before and during their 
flight was to conduct the interviews with such care that re-traumatisation could be avoided or 
at least minimised. Finally, the limited availability of PAI across cantons and occupational 
fields, combined with the distinctiveness of refugees' individual flight histories, increases the 
risk that participants could be identifiable. This makes a thorough and careful anonymisation 
of the data essential. 

4 Discussion 

4.1 Common Challenges 
The five research projects highlighted a wide range of challenges in studying migration in 

the context of VET. While each study is rooted in a specific national, institutional, and disci-
plinary context, their shared focus on migrant learners revealed overlapping difficulties regard-
ing theoretical framing, methodological design, data collection and anonymisation, interpreta-
tion, and the translation of findings into policy. 

Theoretical challenges emerged across all projects. Existing frameworks in VET, while 
helpful, often lack the tools to capture transnational experiences, structural inequalities, or the 
influence of migrants' legal status. This situation prompted research teams to integrate theories 
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from migration, sociology, and education, highlighting the value and difficulty of multidisci-
plinary approaches. A recurring concern was whether theoretical lenses that exclude migrants' 
past experiences (e.g., forced migration, legal precarity) can adequately explain their current 
educational trajectories. Researchers also had to navigate the tension between theoretical depth 
and accessibility, especially in projects with a strong applied or policy orientation. Methodo-
logical, analytical and interpretative challenges included difficulties in designing appropriate 
and ethically sound instruments. Language barriers necessitated the adaptation of interview 
techniques, the simplification of validated survey instruments, and support from mediators or 
interpreters to facilitate communication. Recruiting participants was challenging. Ensuring in-
formed consent, avoiding re-traumatisation, and maintaining anonymity required particular 
care. Overwhelmingly positive participant feedback raised questions about the authenticity of 
responses—whether they reflected genuine satisfaction, cultural norms, or reluctance to express 
criticism. Research teams were challenged to reflect critically on their own positionalities and 
how these shaped the interactions with participants, data analysis and interpretation. 

4.2 Implications 
Addressing the diverse, interconnected challenges of migration research in VET requires 

the development of targeted and context-sensitive strategies. 
Handling theoretical challenges calls for a critical evaluation of the adequacy and adapta-

bility of existing theoretical frameworks. More broadly, the question of how to select or develop 
"the" appropriate theoretical framework—and how to address the lack of established theories 
bridging VET and migration—remains a key challenge that must be tackled. Balancing theo-
retical depth with clarity and focus is essential, particularly in comparative or applied research 
contexts, where excessive complexity can hinder communication and impact. 

When designing the study and conducting fieldwork, researchers must tailor methods and 
instruments to be appropriate for participants with diverse linguistic, cultural, and educational 
backgrounds. To achieve this, they may need to adapt interview techniques, simplify survey 
instruments, and engage mediators or interpreters when needed. Studies involving refugees and 
migrants require ethically sensitive research designs that avoid re-traumatisation. It must be 
ensured that participants' language proficiency and understanding of the host country's culture 
enable them to comprehend the research questions and articulate their complex experiences 
fully. 

In data analysis, interpretation, and dissemination, it is crucial to acknowledge the risk of 
methodological nationalism—reducing migrant experiences to national-cultural binaries—as 
well as the tendency to frame migrants' challenges through deficit-oriented or culturalist lenses. 
Such approaches obscure structural barriers and transnational dynamics. Instead, a more re-
source-oriented perspective is needed, along with greater awareness of cultural paradigms and 
critical engagement with the socio-political structures that shape VET pathways. 

5 Conclusion 
Migration research in VET is a pivotal field with important implications for inclusion, so-

cial equity, sustainable career pathways, and economic development. Conducting such research 
requires careful consideration of national, cultural, economic, educational, and institutional 
contexts. These complexities also highlight the need for a shared cross-national dialogue on 
how to conceptualise and carry out research on VET and migration. Drawing from insights 
from current research projects, VET researchers are called upon to collaboratively explore and 
develop more inclusive and robust approaches to researching migration in VET. Embracing 
international perspectives on these challenges can foster a shared understanding of the issues at 
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stake and contribute to identifying policies and practices that enable young migrants to achieve 
more favourable outcomes in VET, the labour market, and society at large. 
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