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Abstract: In Germany, a grave labor shortage in the nursing and elderly care sectors has prompted
the response of recruiting skilled nursing staff from abroad in recent years. This article analyzes
these recruitment practices as forms of “migration management”: German migration policy has
changed according to this paradigm to attempt utilitarian control over migration processes and
mediate between labor market concerns on the one hand and isolationist, politico-cultural seclusion
on the other. Based on original research through interviews and document analysis, we identify four
relevant levels of analysis in researching migration management in the context of the recruitment
of skilled nurses: (1) Definition of problem areas: How is migration programmatically legitimized
as a solution to social problems? (2) Categorization of migration: How are migration processes
classified? (3) Change in statehood: How are sites and actors of migration control being privatized
and diversified? (4) Technologies: By means of which procedures, legal foundations and political
instruments does migration management take place in the everyday? We believe that taking these
four foci as points of departure would be beneficial for further inquiries in critical migration research.

Keywords: care; migration; migration management; nursing; recruitment; globalized labor
markets; Germany

1. Introduction

For some years now, it has been maintained that Germany’s health and care sector is suffering
from a serious shortage of skilled care personnel, which is expected to become even more severe in the
future (Hämel and Schaeffer 2013, p. 423). Forecasts predict a lack of up to 520,000 full-time nurses
in 2030 (Prognos 2012, p. 2).1 The reason given for this is usually a growing demand for care in
the wake of demographic change, along with a concurrent shortfall in the supply of nurses. Today,
hospitals, nursing homes, and home care providers are already experiencing great difficulty replacing
skilled personnel upon retirement or otherwise leaving the industry. The causes for this lie in the
economization of the health and care sector: the changes in the structure of funding and of incentives
have led to higher demands on productivity, while the patient–staff ratio has remained the same or
even declined, resulting in nurses having to shoulder a both mentally and physically more exhausting
workload. As a consequence, in 2017, an opening for a hospital nursing position remained vacant for

1 While Germany is also a destination country for (informal) carers providing long-term care in private homes, this article
focuses on qualified nursing professionals working in hospitals, elderly care homes and for mobile health care providers.
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an average of 146 days and in elderly care for 171 days (Bundesagentur für Arbeit 2018a, pp. 12–13),
while the average of all openings was only 103 days (Bundesagentur für Arbeit 2018b, p. 6).

Against this backdrop, recruiting nurses from abroad has become a key strategy in maintaining
a sufficient workforce in the health and care sector in Germany (Braeseke et al. 2013; Bonin et al.
2015; Bundesministerium für Familie, Senioren, Frauen und Jugend 2012; Bundesministerium für
Wirtschaft 2012). Members of the German federal government have explicitly suggested pursuing
a large-scale foreign recruitment policy (Federal Minister of Health Jens Spahn) and advocated for
specific exemption clauses in right-of-residence law (Federal Minister of Labor Hubertus Heil) (Bild am
Sonntag 2018) or proposed special provisions for refugees in the care sector (Neues Deutschland 2018).

We will argue that, in Germany, immigration policy is increasingly being framed in terms of its
labor market potential or, more broadly, as a solution to various societal problems. The changing
expectations toward migration not only create a basis for classifying migratory movements as desirable
or detrimental, but also divert attention from complex drivers of migration and the subsequent
inclusion of migrants into German society. Therefore, it is important to explore how and to what extent
the principles of migration management are shaping migration processes in Germany. Referring to
existing literature and based on our own research, we identify four constitutive elements of migration
management: (1) presenting migration as a solution strategy for different problem areas in the society;
(2) defining supposedly distinct categories of migrants that are used to facilitate or hinder their access
to the host society; (3) involving new (types of) actors in policy-making and implementation; and (4)
devising technologies (e.g., programs and procedures) that support the steering of desirable migration.

As the care sector is already largely regulated in accordance with labor market demands, it is
particularly suited for tracing how the shift toward a potential-oriented migration policy is actually
taking place. Our own research on the recruitment of nurses2 demonstrated how different kinds of
actors identified potential pools of skilled nurses in other countries, eliminated barriers and defined
immigration paths for potential workers on the basis of utilitarian criteria, thus testing their ability
to persevere in the labor market. Moreover, it was often argued that utilitarian principles should
be applied to programs designed to admit immigrants on humanitarian grounds. This article will
discuss the research results along the four proposed dimensions we identified as guiding principles
for managed migration. As these developments can also be expected to extend to other “shortage
occupations” in the future, the analytical framework can be developed further to reflect the application
of the principles of migration management to other fields of migration or types of migration. In our
view, the framework presented here makes the recent shifts in migration policy toward a utilitarian
rationality visible. Thus, it enables a comprehensive critique of the attempts to capitalize on the
divisions and stratifications within the myriad of migration phenomena.

2. The Principles and Politics of Migration Management

The concept of migration management suggests that if migration processes are managed in a
strategic manner, it benefits all parties involved. Thus, the advocates of this approach claim to be
able to mediate between economic needs and politico-cultural attempts at isolation by introducing
principles of utilitarian optimization to the steering of migration processes (de Jong et al. 2017, p. 4).

2 The empirical research referenced in this paper took place between 2015 and 2017 during the project Betriebliche Integration
von Pflegefachkräften aus dem Ausland (Organizational integration of foreign nurses) conducted by the Department of
Human Geography, the Institut für Wirtschaft, Arbeit und Kultur (Institute for Economy, Labor, and Culture) and the Institut
für Sozialforschung (Institute of Social Research) [all at Goethe University, Frankfurt am Main] and funded by the Hans
Böckler Foundation. During this endeavor, which is only partially referenced here, 14 interviews with representatives of
employers, recruitment agencies, vocational training institutes and qualification recognition authorities (among others), as
well as 40 narrative interviews with migrant and autochthon nurses, were conducted. While we consider the perspectives
of migrant nurses themselves to be essential, their voices and experiences are not part of this paper due to the focus on a
specific political project of migration management. Their perspectives were reflected at length in other publications resulting
from the project, which were published by Pütz et al. (2019).
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However, rather than pursuing an overarching strategy, such endeavors remain heterogeneous and
involve state institutions, supranational organizations, and think tanks, as well as private enterprises.
These new types of actor constellations, as well as the increasing role of private actors in developing
and implementing sector-specific instruments as technologies for steering migration, reflect new
relations of power in society and a fundamental change in statehood (Buckel 2012; Forschungsgruppe
»Staatsprojekt Europa« 2014).

In Germany, a long phase of attempted isolation against immigration in the course of the
recruitment ban in the 1970s has been superseded by a paradigm focused on the potential of immigration
(Pütz and Rodatz 2013), which has found expression in new types of migration management. What
this refers to is a policy approach that also perceives migration as a resource and is explicitly guided by
the “economic and labor market policy interests of the Federal Republic of Germany” (§ 1, German
Residence Act).

At the European level, the European Commission together with think tanks such as the
International Centre for Migration Policy Development and the International Organization for Migration
have been driving forces for a greater openness toward a migration management policy guided by
a focus on human capital (Parusel 2010; Georgi et al. 2014). The main instrument regarding labor
market entry in EU-migration policy has been the Blue Card directive, which has, however, ultimately
had only scant effect in terms of steering migration (Georgi et al. 2014, p. 210). The European level
nevertheless continues to play an important role in the analysis of migration management because it
has placed migration more prominently on the agenda of the EU Member States and issued other legal
regulations (see Section 3.4). However, compared with other countries, Germany was late in initiating
the shift toward a migration management driven by labor market demands (Kannankulam 2014).
The change began in 2000 with a green card initiative for IT professionals and continued with a reform
of citizenship law and the introduction of the Immigration Act in 2005. The federal government saw
the Immigration Act in particular as an important component for steering immigration according to
economic needs and opened up additional avenues for immigration primarily for highly qualified
individuals from third countries (Ette et al. 2012, p. 16). Between 2011 and 2013, the paradigm shift in
immigration policy for the highly qualified gained increasing momentum in the wake of reforms such
as the comprehensive implementation of the Blue Card directive in Germany or the introduction of § 6,
para. 2 of the Employment Regulation (Kolb 2014, p. 73), which led the Organization for Economic
Cooperation and Development to state, as early as 2013, that Germany displayed a rather liberal system
of immigration for the highly qualified (Kolb 2014, p. 71).

The political project of recruiting nurses to Germany refers back to several of these policy
changes, but was also made possible through changing cultural framings of migration. Meanwhile,
the migration of nursing professionals has become the prime example of migration management in
Germany. After laying out the context in which this development took place, we will now demonstrate
how these migratory movements are shaped by the techniques of migration management along the
four dimensions identified through our research.

3. Analyzing Migration Management: Recruitment of Nurses in Germany

3.1. The Demographization of the Care Crisis: Migration as a Solution Strategy

A constitutive feature of migration management is a programmatic legitimation suggesting that
key social problems can be solved by means of (orderly) migration. In this vein, the term migration
management refers to the supposed ability to pursue a rationally motivated migration policy on the
basis of expert knowledge (Geiger and Pécoud 2010, p. 11; Georgi 2007, pp. 72–73). In the context
of migration, this notion can be pitted against deep-seated resentment associated with migration
(Balibar 2005).

The skill shortage in the health and care sector is a much-discussed problem. Estimates of the
expected shortfall in care staff range from about 55,000 (in 2025; Afentakis and Maier 2010) to 520,000
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(Prognos 2012, Prognos 2012) full-time jobs (Rothgang et al. 2012; Ehrentraut et al. 2017). The wide
discrepancy between these figures is in itself a clear indication that a skill shortage is not an objective
state of affairs. Defining it is already part of the scientific-political construction of such a shortage, which
in the current debate is characterized by abstracting from the deeper politico-economic and cultural
issues of an insufficient funding and devaluation of care work. For instance, an aspect that remains
underexposed is that the economization of the health system has resulted in changes in the structure
of funding and of incentives as well as in a successive deterioration of working conditions in the
health and care sector (Chorus 2013; Winker 2015, pp. 75–77; Auth 2017, pp. 313–15). Cost-reduction
strategies have increased productivity through the intensification of work, low wages, and cutbacks in
patient–staff ratios (Hedemann et al. 2017). However, the current debate on an aging society and a lack
of skilled workers tends to hide these relations from view. To reflect on this theoretically, we could
draw on a term coined by Schultz (2016, p. 120) and speak of a “demographization” of social problems.
What this term seeks to express is that a skill shortage, for instance, is constructed as a demographic
problem and negotiated in terms of the number of qualified workers while losing sight of issues of
employment relationships and working conditions (Schultz 2016, pp. 121–25).

Instead of addressing the latter, strategies of securing a qualified workforce call for recruiting
nurses from abroad and thus suggest that it is basically possible to deal with the care crisis via migration
(Kordes 2019). This approach legitimizes migration as being essential for a changing society to fill the
gaps of the demographic pyramid or in specific segments of the labor market (Meissner 2018, p. 294).
The diagnosed care crisis is a focal point where these two gaps overlap. The Federal Ministry for
Family Affairs, Senior Citizens, Women and Youth’s “Elderly Care Education and Training Initiative
(Ausbildungs und Qualifizierungsoffensive Altenpflege)” repeatedly refers to the seemingly inevitable
demographic constraints and then draws the following conclusion:

“The partners agree that, because of the substantial increase in the demand for skilled
personnel in elderly care, not only must the domestic [sic] potential be more strongly
promoted and tapped to secure a foundation of skilled staff, but the potential available in the
EU labor market, as well as, at least in the mid to long term, qualified immigration from third
countries, must also be fully utilized” (Bundesministerium für Familie, Senioren, Frauen
und Jugend 2012, p. 48).3

But what impact has this strategy already had on the labor market in the care sector? Since
2012, several recruitment programs along with exemption clauses in immigration law have boosted
the migration of nurses to Germany considerably.4 As a large part of those migrants come from EU
countries and therefore enjoy freedom of movement, this increase in the immigration of nurses can be
determined only by consulting statistics on the recognition of credentials.5 According to these statistics,
the number of annual applications for the recognition of credentials in the care sector has increased
from approximately 1.500 in 2012 to around 11.500 in 2018 (cf. Figure 1). Until 2014, this increase
originated primarily from other EU countries; since then, however, requests for recognition from third
countries have surpassed it, signaling the influence of current migration management practices on
migration channels and patterns.

3 All quotes were translated from German by the authors.
4 Statistically, it is not possible to differentiate between autonomous and recruited migration. Although autonomous migration

originates primarily in countries that enjoy privileges arising from freedom of movement, these countries are also subject to
private and public recruitment initiatives. Conversely, it is possible to immigrate from third countries in the absence of
recruitment activities. However, this involves considerable effort. All statistical data regarding recognition proceedings
refer to the country of issuance of the respective diploma, not the citizenship of the applicant—although the two are almost
exclusively identical.

5 As a result of this lack of statistical data, the actual number of migrants seeking employment as nurses is larger than
indicated here but cannot be determined precisely. Conversely, it is conceivable — although presumably only in individual
cases—that people whose credentials have been recognized upon applying from their home countries may ultimately abstain
from migrating to Germany (Schmitz and Winnige 2019, p. 8).
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A large part of this immigration is an immediate result of a change in the management of migration
in the care sector, namely the introduction of public programs, launched in 2013 at the latest, to recruit
individuals from this occupational group. These programs, such as MobiPro-EU, for instance, targeted
other EU countries. It was one of the public programs that paved the way for the concerted recruitment
of nurses from abroad. It addressed individuals between 18 and 35 years of age who were registered
as unemployed in an EU member state and willing to take up skilled employment in a “shortage
occupation”. It was open not only to state but also to private sector agencies, and was thus a typical
example of the increasing significance of private actors in managing migration processes. MobiPro-EU
covered expenses for language classes, relocation, and recognition procedures on behalf of participants
and agencies (Bundesministerium für Arbeit und Soziales 2016).

Other programs were launched specifically for the recruitment of nurses from third countries.
The most important one since 2013 is Triple Win, which was initiated by the GIZ (Gesellschaft für
Internationale Zusammenarbeit, the quasi-public German agency for development cooperation) in
conjunction with Germany’s Federal Employment Agency. Triple Win involves bilateral placement
agreements with four third countries (the Philippines, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Serbia, and Tunisia).
Moreover, the same players launched a recruitment program with Vietnam in 2013 to guide certified
nurses into vocational training for elderly care. The tremendous significance of these recruitment
programs for recruiting candidates from third countries is reflected in the application numbers
(cf. Figure 1): the few countries involved in these recruitment programs account for almost the
entire increase in applications from third countries, in comparison to about 100 other third countries
responsible for the remaining small numbers.

Furthermore, the analysis of the available data shows that Germany has gained increasing
significance as a destination of global labor migration, which it is seeking to consolidate. Upon
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request from the Free Democratic Party (FDP), the federal government recently gave a comprehensive
account of its plans to further expand recruitment activities (Bundesregierung der Bundesrepublik
Deutschland 2018). The FDP’s care policy spokesperson, Nicole Westig, remarked in response that the
results are still insufficient. She stated that, in light of the dramatic situation in the labor market for
nurses, all potentials must be utilized and that recruitment could be an important component to do
so (Szent-Ivanyi 2018). This illustrates that migration policy is perceived to be a legitimate solution
strategy to address the care crisis. The relevance of this strategy is reflected not only in sheer numbers
but also in current efforts to develop new structures that would position Germany as a destination for
nurses from abroad.

3.2. Categorization: Figures of Migration in the Care Sector

To utilize the aforementioned migration potentials, it is a constitutive practice for migration
management to categorize migration flows and the migrants involved. Such processes of sorting
are central to the functioning of migration management as they determine which types of migration
(e.g., countries of origin and paths of migration) and which migrants (e.g., characteristics of their
work history and other attributes) are to be encouraged and which ones are to be preferably stopped.
In principle, migration management distinguishes binarily between desirable and undesirable forms
of migration (de Jong et al. 2017, p. 4). From a governmentality perspective, Ratfisch (2015) has termed
such programmatic distinctions as idealized “subject figures of migration (Subjektfiguren der Migration,
our translation)”. He understands the EU’s categories of legal, illegal,6 and humanitarian migration as
an attempted ordering of diffuse migration phenomena. The “rationalisation” (Lagios et al. 2018, p. 9)
of migration control is conditional on the discursive production of such orderings.

According to this categorization, foreign-trained nurses are essentially defined as “desirable”
migrants. Our analysis shows that, beyond this basic classification, there exists a fine-grained system
for categorizing migrated nurses that depends on their certified skills and the degree to which these
can be economically utilized in the labor market. According to our research, these more detailed
categorizations are applied primarily by labor market intermediaries involved in the placement of nurses
(see our discussion of actor constellations and technologies in Sections 3.3 and 3.4). As “marketizing
agencies” (Çalışkan and Callon 2010, p. 8), these intermediaries play a crucial role in shaping migrants
into tradable commodities and determining their market value and thus contribute to establishing
and stabilizing the market for nurse placements. In this context, marketization means that nurses are
prepared—in spatially and temporally differentiated processes ranging from training in their countries
of origin to employment in a German care facility—in line with the demands of (potential) employers
so that they can be placed as workers in the labor market. In this way, migrants are objectified as nurses,
which involves differentiated processes of stratification and categorization Rand et al. 2019, pp. 49–51).

One of the key characteristics for distinguishing the commodity of “nurse” proves to be the
certified level of proficiency in German. In the recruitment process, level B1 or B2 is the minimum
for recognition of credentials. From the perspective of agencies and employers, language proficiency
beyond these levels not only enhances their “market value” considerably but also serves as an indicator
of greater extralinguistic skills. Our study shows that supposed language deficiencies are taken as a
sign of a lower capability or limited occupational aptitude of the nursing recruits:

“We begin with simple personal care and making beds; the very easy stuff. When that’s
covered, they have to document it. Because this is also an important part of the tools of the
trade. Then we wait and see what their German is like, as it were” (Practical instructor/mentor
(Ward A), Hospital 1)

6 Ratfisch deliberately employs the language used by the European Council. We prefer speaking of ‘illegalized migration’
(Düvell 2002, pp. 52–53) to indicate that humans as such cannot be illegal; only by means of legal intervention is the mode of
‘illegality’ constructed.
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Objectification also takes place by separating nurses from their social relationships in their
countries of origin and tying them to labor market intermediaries or would-be employers. Both moves
enhance the calculability of the placement process and reduce the costs involved, respectively:

“Because the young ones (nurses from Romania) often already have children and a family.
(laughing) ( . . . ) Yes, they typically stay at home. ( . . . ) It’s clear; the two months here are
without children. And that has to be clear from the outset because they cannot learn as much
if a child is here.” (Placement officer 3, Hesse)

Our interviews show that the image that employers and placement agents have of the future
nurses reflects a specific subjectivity (Rand et al. 2019, pp. 51–53), or what Ratfisch calls a discursive
“figure of migration” (Ratfisch 2015, p. 3). In our interviews, five sought-after attributes correspond
to this image of desired nurses: malleability, willingness to adapt, high motivation, flexibility of
commitment, and high geographical mobility. Migrants are therefore constructed as working subjects
with useful skills and individual abilities who must be provided conditions to enable channeling their
actions and labor power into desired paths (Ratfisch 2015, p. 10). Our interviews indicate that the
nurses are judged by the extent to which they have internalized those principles of economic rationality
(Tomei 2016), and thus already conform to the type of subject associated therewith:

“There is this example—the question at the core of emotional intelligence – you are probably
familiar with it: ‘A lollipop now or two lollipops an hour later.’ ( . . . ) And ultimately we
want two lollipops; we offer two lollipops, but you have to wait six months before you get
the lollipops; and this question is of a selective nature. Because there are people who cannot
imagine this in the first place; they can’t think about such cycles; they don’t want to. Those are
therefore not the right ones. And those who don’t want to do this won’t learn the language
either. ( . . . ) We still explain it, but we also let it stand as a selective criterion. Because the
person who is willing to muster emotional intelligence to this degree and say ‘I know it’s
worth the investment’ is also a reliable worker in the long run.” (Placement officer 1, Hesse)

Migration management that increasingly includes private actors in the process of steering
migration turns migrants into the commodity of “labor power”, which goes hand in hand with
multifarious categorizations in regard to their “market value”. Here, categorizations of a more
individual kind overlap with structural aspects such as geographic origin (cf. Figure 2). Accordingly,
we find a multitude of divisions and classifications of migrants within a category such as “legal
migration”. This differentiation of access paths and rights might be referred to as a “politics of
categorization (Mourão Permoser 2017, p. 2550) and is highly significant for those affected as it creates
stratified access and multiple legal positions. In the nursing field, distinctions are made according
to four regions: (1) EU member states,7 with freedom of movement and harmonized recognition
of credentials; (2) third countries that enjoy preferential treatment and are targeted by recruitment
programs; (3) other third countries; and (4) countries in which the World Health Organization (WHO)
has determined a critical shortage of health personnel and should therefore not be subject to such
recruitment (WHO 2006, p. 12).8

7 Liechtenstein, Norway, Iceland, and Switzerland are essentially treated on the same terms as EU member states.
8 The WHO list has been adopted into German law so that, according to § 38 of the Employment Regulation, the German

Federal Employment Agency is the only eligible placement service provider for individuals from the 57 countries on that list.
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3.3. Change in Statehood: Privatization and Diversification of Migration Control in the Case of Nurses

Migration management is invariably associated with a change in statehood that is reflected in
newly assembled and weighted actor constellations involved in initiating and implementing the
respective policies. Accordingly, we have been witnessing a shift in the functions of migration control
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in recent years that is transforming the role of the state (Menz 2011). The state is increasingly assuming
the role of a manager and is assigning key tasks of implementation to private actors (e.g., private
recruitment agencies) in a multi-scalar actor network (Hess et al. 2014, p. 15). Scott (2017, p. 396)
describes this process as “rescaling and venue expansion”. According to this reasoning, there have been
“outward, upward and downward” shifts in initiating, implementing, and accounting for migration
policy. An outward shift can involve, for instance, the externalization of risk or the engagement of
external expertise, or an upward shift, for example, the regulation of labor migration at the European
level (Scott 2017, pp. 397–98).

The recruitment of nurses takes place in such a diverse network of state and non-state actors that
spans across multiple scales. This can be traced particularly well with regard to an initiative created
by the state of Hesse: as early as 2012, the Hessian state government launched an initiative for the
recruitment of young, unemployed nurses from the Community of Madrid for Hesse’s elderly care
facilities (Rand et al. 2019, p. 43). The pilot project was developed in cooperation with the Federal
Employment Agency’s Regional Directorate Hesse (Regionaldirektion Hessen der Bundesagentur für
Arbeit), the League of Non-Statutory Welfare Services in Hesse (Liga der Freien Wohlfahrtspflege in
Hessen), and the Federal Association of Private Social Service Providers (Bundesverband privater
Anbieter sozialer Dienste) (Hessisches Sozialministerium 2013). The Federal Office for Migration
and Refugees (Bundesamt für Migration und Flüchtlinge) covered the costs of language courses,
and MobiPro-EU subsidized nurses’ relocation expenses. The recruitment initiative coordinated the
activities of the participating actors. It collected information on the labor needs of elderly-care facilities
in Hesse and accompanied representatives of these facilities to a job fair in Madrid. Additionally, a B1
level language course specifically tailored to the needs of the care sector was developed in collaboration
with the Darmstadt regional administrative authority, which is in charge of recognizing qualifications
acquired abroad, and StartHaus Offenbach, which is a non-statutory youth welfare service provider.

In the countries of origin, where mobilization, selection, and initial preparation of would-be
migrants takes place, networks of actors form as well. Their primary role is not in the field of job
placement in the narrow sense but in laying the groundwork for migration (Rand et al. 2019, pp. 48–49).
For instance, universities are encouraged to prepare nurses for the possibility of migrating at a later
point in time (e.g., “by replacing English with German in classes teaching foreign languages, with
the prospect of being prepared for migration”; Placement officer 1, Hesse). Language schools in
the countries of origin are involved in the recruitment activities by participating in the process of
selecting the nurses or assisting in the conclusion of contracts. These language teachers also act as
“culture brokers” (Moroşanu 2016, pp. 359–61; Bludau 2015, p. 96) in that they advise the nurses
during language classes regarding how to behave in workplace and everyday settings in Germany.
At the same time, they assume the task on behalf of labor market intermediaries of monitoring the
participants’ learning success and their performance potential.

A key aspect of current recruitment initiatives is the involvement of labor market intermediaries,
among them temporary employment and job placement agencies (Rand et al. 2019, pp. 43–45). In recent
years, they have discovered the recruitment of nurses from abroad as a new, promising line of business
and have developed their service portfolio accordingly. This has been further enhanced by the fact that,
after some initial attempts, many employers abandoned their own recruitment activities in favor of
outsourcing them to private sector or state-like actors (e.g., GIZ). In other cases, care facilities developed
the recruitment of skilled staff into a business model of their own, mixing the role of service provider
and labor market intermediary:

“First, for our own needs. Then we became aware of how much work it actually involves
and how much energy it consumes. And then we said, ‘Okay, plenty of others have the
same problem that we have.’ And then we turned it into a business model.” (Director of an
elderly-care facility, Hesse)
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As Benner (2003, p. 622) has shown, labor market intermediaries can establish themselves as
actors because they reduce employers’ transaction costs of recruitment from abroad, manage the risks
involved in the recruitment process, and develop networks to support recruitment activities. In line
with this finding, we can state for the German labor market in the field of nursing that labor market
intermediaries ensure the continuous adaptation of regional labor markets to changing circumstances.
As our project shows, intermediaries promise a reduction in the high transaction costs arising from
non-transparent circumstances surrounding the recruitment process – both for employers and for the
nurses (Schwiter et al. (2014) have observed similar behavior for placement agencies in private home
care settings).

To a large extent, the aforementioned groups of private sector actors rely on state initiatives to
open up the field of recruitment strategically. In this process, the role of the state is not limited to
creating a regulatory framework but also involves deliberate measures to prepare and support specific
recruitment channels. Such state-driven recruitment initiatives intend to establish Germany as an
attractive destination country in globalized labor markets for nurses. State authorities provide the
following services in the context of recruitment initiatives:

• Matching demand for skilled labor in Germany with the supply of skilled labor in EU countries
in accordance with the principle of the free movement of labor within the EU (e.g., the Federal
Employment Agency’s Foreign Placement Agency (Zentrale Auslands und Fachvermittlung),
together with European Employment Services, organizes job fairs in other EU countries);

• Providing a systematic overview of the formal and organizational aspects involved in recruitment
from third countries, which employers frequently perceive as representing substantial barriers,
and making it available to a variety of actors (e.g., checklists for recruitment, language and
skill-oriented preparation in the country of origin, application of residential and working permits
in Germany; (Peters et al. 2016);

• Creating platforms for projects where common agreements can be made that extend to all
participating organizations (e.g., in the context of the Hessian recruitment initiative, an agreement
was reached defining the conditions under which recruits could continue attending language
classes during their induction phase).

Despite the long-term prospect, establishing the recruitment of nurses as a strategy for securing
skilled personnel in the care sector is regarded as being of a temporary nature. In addition, the
participation of public authorities in the Hessian project was not intended to be a permanent arrangement
as in other pilot projects. The goal was for market actors to secure their supply of skilled labor on
their own:

“We only make the offer; as an association, we’re only attempting to organize it as a service,
so that the companies can do it. But how they do it in the end is simply up to them.”
(Representative of an association of service providers, Hesse)

3.4. Technologies: Steering the Migration of Foreign-Trained Nurses

An essential element in the functionality and stabilization of new forms of managing migration is
devising specific technologies for steering migration in politically desirable ways. In line with Rose
and Miller, what we have in mind here are those “programmes, calculations, techniques, apparatuses,
documents and procedures through which authorities seek to embody and give effect to governmental
ambitions” (Rose and Miller 1992, p. 175). As socio-technical processes, technologies for steering
migration are a manifestation of a biopolitics that aims to influence the composition of the population
(Georgi 2007, p. 64). Moreover, such technologies obscure the political background of migration
management by directing attention to management tools and issues of technical viability. Steering
through technology engenders a depoliticization of the social relations of migration (Georgi 2007,
pp. 72–73; de Jong 2016, p. 348).
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One of the key technologies for steering migration are the processes for the recruitment of nurses
from abroad that were established through legal reforms. Of particular relevance to migration in
nursing was the departure from a fixation on university degrees: § 6, para. 2 of the Employment
Regulation, which entered into force on 1 July 2013, enabled the immigration of individuals with
vocational education and training credentials in occupations considered relevant to the labor market
(Kolb 2014, p. 79). Technically, this key objective of migration management was implemented by
determining (1) “recognized credentials” in (2) regulated vocational training occupations listed on the
Federal Employment Agency’s so-called “positive list (Positivliste)”. It is compiled biannually on the
basis of an analysis of shortages of skilled labor and lists occupations in which filling positions with
applicants from abroad is considered “justifiable from a labor market and integration policy point of
view” (Bundesagentur für Arbeit 2018b, p. 17). Steering migration via a list of occupations issued by
the Federal Employment Agency attests to the high priority given to migration policy as an instrument
to optimally coordinate labor supply and demand (Rand et al. 2019, p. 37).9

Another important technology in the care sector is the standardization of qualifications via the
recognition of occupational credentials, which was regulated comprehensively in 2012. This has
resulted in regional differentiation: first come applications from long-time EU member states; second
come applications from new EU member states (accession since 2004), in which case the occupational
credential must have been acquired after accession to the EU; and third come applications from third
countries (Sommer 2014, p. 78). What Sommer failed to take into account, and our study has been
able to show, is that applications from third countries with placement agreements benefit enormously
from such structured arrangements compared to other third countries, despite the formally required
case-by-case review. A requirement for the recognition of credentials in nursing regardless of region of
origin is, however, proof of knowledge of the German language. Depending on the state in question,
this may be level B1 or B2 according to the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages
or also certificates related to specific occupations such as B1 + Nursing.

Recently, the technologization of the steering of migration has also entailed digitization: the 2016
amendment of the EU Recognition Directive introduced the so-called European Professional Card.
In combination with the Europe-wide Internal Market Information System (IMI), the card intends
to expedite recognition procedures and thus the transfer of formal qualifications. This involves, for
instance, digitizing and reviewing documents in advance so that, given sufficient language proficiency,
recognition of credentials within Europe is granted at the click of a mouse (European Union 2019).
In this way, digital communication technology, which was previously primarily discussed as a means
of monitoring illegalized migration (Dijstelbloem and Broeders 2015; Sontowski 2017), has now also
found its way into the management of labor migration.

The 2012 Recognition Act intended to facilitate recognition procedures, yet third country nationals
are still subject to case-by-case reviews in the field of care, which poses a considerable obstacle. This
illustrates the extent to which recognition authorities function as gatekeepers and, in the nursing field
in particular, how the construction of differences in job tasks and training has an impact (Krawietz and
Visel 2014). Research with case workers shows that, when assessing the equivalence of credentials,
they looked for “substantial differences”. The standard that they often applied in the process was that
equivalence required “identical” content. Differences in training content were almost exclusively seen
as deficiencies that needed to be offset and not as potential to be tapped (Sommer 2014, pp. 69–71).
Resulting from the relevance of case worker decisions, as well as a differing legal basis, we can see
that granting recognition is handled very differently depending on the certificates’ region of origin (cf.
Figure 3). For example, recognition procedures take considerably longer for third country diplomas
and, in most cases, make recognition conditional on meeting certain compensation requirements.

9 In recent legislative procedures, the German parliament (Bundestag) resolved that, for the time being, the positive list would
no longer be applied as an instrument of selection. The new law intends for immigration to be possible for all occupations in
which professional or vocational credentials are recognized.
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Therefore, while our research shows how crucial recruitment programs like Triple Win are to streamline
these processes with some success, the recognition of professional credentials remains the main obstacle
to increased recruitment and migration of nurses from third countries.10 As the opposing trends in the
number of applications from the EU versus the third states show, these stark differences in recognizing
credentials swiftly and fully will only become more pertinent in the future.
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4. Discussion and Outlook

In this contribution, we used the example of recruiting nurses from abroad to demonstrate that
analyses of migration management can be systematized along four dimensions: a first level of analysis
shows that steered migration is widely considered a legitimate solution to the societal problem of the
care crisis. The common reasoning underlying this perspective is exemplary for a demographization
of social relations that involves obscuring the structural roots of the nursing shortage. Second, in
the process of migration, categorizations of migrants come into play. Nurses are objectified in terms
of language skills, as well as subjective requirements, and turned into the commodity of “nurse”.
Depending on the region of origin, this involves granting them different privileges, legal paths of
access, and paths of migration. Third, their recruitment is increasingly organized in diversified actor
networks in the context of changing statehood. In the care sector, this involves state initiatives as
important initiators and loci of coordination that bring together additional private and intermediary
actors, put the structures of recruitment in place, and set the process in motion. Fourth, it has proven
fruitful to interpret the concrete instruments used in recruitment as technologies for steering migration.
Apart from specific legal provisions and instruments such as the positive list, which make migration
into regulated vocational training occupations possible in the first place, one of the main technologies
is the standardization of nurses via recognition procedures.

The present contribution has shown that a migration policy oriented toward potential that takes the
form of migration management finds paradigmatic expression in the recruitment of nurses as a strategy

10 On the problems inherent in the contemporary practice to require candidates to apply from abroad, see Best et al. (2019).
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to address the societal care crisis and the shortage of skilled personnel. These four distinct dimensions,
which are of central importance to migration management, are intertwined via a shared rationality of
economic utilitarianism (Rose and Miller 1992): the productive steering of migration and mobility in
light of the increasing flexibilization of work and the economy. If we consider these developments from
the viewpoint of critical migration research, we can confirm the thesis that migration management is
dominated by a logistics mindset. The management of nurse recruitment analyzed here reflects the
idea of being able to accomplish a sector-specific steering of migration just in time and to the point
(Altenried et al. 2017, pp. 24–27).

We assume that the four dimensions of analysis outlined in this article can be transferred to other
studies in the field of migration management as well. Such research could examine, for instance,
recruitment projects in other shortage occupations or in other areas of migration management, such
as programs for voluntary repatriation (Dünnwald 2010), or could probe in more detail single or
several dimensions.

We predict for the future that recruitment will continue to increase, professionalize, and include
market actors to a greater degree. The previously strictly regulated field of nurse recruitment
will be subject to fewer and fewer legal restrictions. Moreover, those involved in recruitment are
currently gaining experiential knowledge and are adapting the structures in public administration and
private enterprises. In the event that the new immigration act (Bundesregierung der Bundesrepublik
Deutschland 2019) is implemented as planned, this would make other third countries interesting
targets for exclusively privately organized recruitment endeavors. In the near future, precarious
recruitment could thus loom increasingly large, as standards (such as the Global Code of Practice
in the recruitment of nurses) might be undermined if recruitment is guided by for-profit motives
alone. The flipside of an increasingly positive connotation of migration in migration management
discourse must also not be neglected: new programs for promoting ‘desirable migration’ go hand
in hand with an increased exclusion and illegalization of ‘undesirable’ forms of migration, which
are constructed as representing an economic burden or a politico-cultural threat (Menz 2011, p. 120;
de Jong et al. 2017, p. 4). The relatively free movement of refugees through Europe in the summer of
2015 has additionally resulted in a shift in hegemonic discourses on migration and again unveiled
racist and colonial continuities in the way we speak about ‘migration’ in general (Bhambra 2017; Jäger
and Wamper 2017). To what extent these changes will also restructure the discourses on the migration
of skilled labor remains to be seen.
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