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host society norms, traditions, and regulations, signif-
icantly contributed to improved living conditions and 
integration outcomes in host countries.
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Introduction

Following World War II, resulting demographic and 
economic challenges prompted a significant rise 
in international migration across Europe and glob-
ally. The slow increase in fertility rates, coupled 
with widespread poverty and the need for economic 
revival, fueled the search for better opportunities 
abroad. From 1947 to 1960, Northwest European 
countries grappling with workforce shortages in 
mining and heavy industry (Messina, 2007) became 
attractive destinations for immigrant labor, while 
Southern European countries faced rising unem-
ployment (Van Mol & de Halk, 2016). This eco-
nomic imbalance led to robust recruitment efforts. 
In the 1960s (1961–1973), as industrial development 
surged, the demand for affordable unskilled labor in 
Northwest Europe outpaced the available supply. 
Migration during this period was perceived as a direct 
response to labor shortages, opening and closing like 
a tap based on workforce demand (Matriniello, 2008).

Abstract  This article explores the integration 
experiences of first-generation Kosovo Albanian 
migrants in European countries, referred to as Gastar-
beiter, whose migration initially meant at temporary 
employment. Despite this initial intention for tempo-
rary work, many of these migrants ultimately became 
long-term or permanent residents, revealing the short-
comings of the original migration policy. Drawing on 
23 biographical interviews conducted between 2014 
and 2016 with migrants in Germany and Switzer-
land, the research question guiding this exploration 
is: To what extent has the integration of first-gen-
eration Kosovo Albanian “Gastarbeiter” in Europe 
been impacted by the challenges they faced in rais-
ing concerns, integrating into the labor market, and 
assimilating into the host society? The aim is to pro-
vide nuanced insights into migration processes and 
inform strategies for effective integration policies. 
The article highlights challenges faced by Kosovo 
Albanian Gastarbeiter, including limited opportuni-
ties to voice concerns, integrate into the labor mar-
ket, and assimilate into the host society. Despite these 
obstacles, many chose to settle in their host countries, 
often bringing family members along. The transition 
from individual to family migration, coupled with the 
acquisition of language skills and understanding of 
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Between 1945 and 1973–74, Western and North-
ern European countries actively recruited seasonal 
workers from Southern Europe, the Balkans, North 
Africa, and Turkey, as outlined in the migration 
scenarios described by Martiniello (2008).1 These 
movements were regulated through bilateral agree-
ments for seasonal labor migrants. Over time, the host 
countries came to rely on migrant labor, fostering a 
cycle where seasonal workers had the opportunity 
to repeat the migration process. Consequently, many 
seasonal workers became circular migrants, engaging 
in temporary and repetitive movements between their 
origin and host countries primarily for employment 
purposes.

One of the main motives for circular migrants is 
quick financial gain, with the intention to return to 
their home countries to invest in business opportu-
nities, real estate, or their children’s education. This 
mindset often justifies their resistance to integrating 
into the societal and cultural norms of the host coun-
try (Caro et  al., 2015). However, temporary migra-
tions may transform into permanent settlements 
if individuals decide to stay longer or indefinitely 
(Khoo et al., 2008). Successful migrants in the labor 
market or second-generation immigrants may transi-
tion to permanency, leading to integration in terms 
of language proficiency, adherence to social norms, 
cultural-historical knowledge, family reunification, 
permanent employment, and more (Fleischmann & 
Dronkers, 2010; Jutvik & Robinson, 2020).

This paper examines the transition of temporary 
labor migrants, commonly referred to as “Gastarbe-
iter’s” or “guest workers,” into permanent migrants, 
focusing on migrants from Kosovo to European coun-
tries, especially Germany and Switzerland, where 
a significant number of Kosovo Albanian migrants 

reside (KAS, 2014). The research question guiding 
this exploration is: To what extent has the integration 
of first-generation Kosovo Albanian “Gastarbeiter” in 
Europe been impacted by the challenges they faced 
in raising concerns, integrating into the labor market, 
and assimilating into the host society? Originating 
from bilateral agreements on guest workers between 
former Yugoslavia and Western countries, particu-
larly Germany and Switzerland, these migrants ini-
tially worked on temporary contracts lasting nine 
months, with a mandatory return to their home coun-
try for the remaining three months each year. The 
possibility of return depended on the needs of the 
employing company. After completing four circular 
migrations, the guest worker gained the right to long-
term residence (Schmid, 1983), facilitating family 
reunification (Schmid, 1983) and the establishment of 
roots in Western countries (Goldon et al., 2011).

By examining these transitions, this paper aims 
to provide nuanced insights into the migration pro-
cesses and inform strategies for effective integration 
policies, shedding light on the complex dynamics that 
still influence the lives of Kosovo Albanian migrants 
in Europe.

Evolution of Gastarbeiter: shifting 
from temporary labor to indefinite stay 
and integration policies in Europe

The Gastarbeiter program, one of Europe’s largest and 
most sophisticated initiatives for guest workers, refers 
to foreign or migrant workers, particularly those who 
moved to Western countries seeking work as part of 
a formal guest-worker program (Goldon et al., 2011). 
This category of workers emerged in response to fast-
growing economies and increasing labor demand in 
Western countries (Iseni, 2013; Castles, 2006; Mar-
tiniello, 2008). To meet their economic needs with a 
workforce, Western countries signed bilateral recruit-
ment agreements for foreign temporary workers, or 
“guest workers” (Schmitter, 1979).

During the 1950s and 1960s, the most industrial-
ized countries in Europe—West Germany, Switzer-
land, France, the Netherlands, Belgium, Sweden, 
Austria, and the United Kingdom—signed agree-
ments with less developed countries in Southern 
Europe and North Africa: Italy, Spain, Portugal, 
Greece, Morocco, Tunisia, Algeria, Turkey, and 

1  Martinello describes five migration scenarios within the 
years 1945 and 1973-74. In the first, northern European coun-
tries invited manual workers from southern Europe, Balkan, 
North Africa and Turkey. In the second, colonial powers such 
as France and Great Britain encouraged immigration from 
their colonies and later from their ex-colonies. In the third, 
the decolonisation process led to the return of ex-colonials to 
their mother countries. In the fourth, Europe faced the arrival 
of political asylum seekers mainly from the Communist Block, 
later from Latin America. Finally, there was considerable 
movement of highly qualified elites thanks to industrial trans-
nationalizations and the development of European and non-
European international organizations.
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former Yugoslavia (Schmid, 1983; Schmitter, 1979). 
The bilateral agreement with former Yugoslavia was 
signed in 1968 (Shonick, 2009), recruiting Gastarbe-
iters for jobs that required little qualification, mainly 
into the industrial sector (Castles, 2006; Iseni, 2013). 
The initial idea was that they would stay only tem-
porarily (Martiniello, 2008). The program functioned 
according to the rotation principle: bring them in 
when labor was needed and transfer them back to the 
home country in case of decreased economic growth 
or a general downturn of the economy (Schmitter, 
1979), or even as soon as they became superfluous, 
preserving their national and cultural identity to facil-
itate remigration (Oepen, 1984).

Additionally, the restrictions of the guest-worker 
system included limitations on their rights and mini-
mized family reunifications (Castels, 2006; Meardi 
et  al., 2012). Migrants were expected to accept 
relatively low wages, make few demands on social 
infrastructure, and not get involved in labor strug-
gles (Martiniello, 2008). Their connection with host 
society usually lasted for the short duration of their 
job tenure, while their accommodations were often 
in remote areas, limiting contact with the host soci-
ety and impeding integration (Caro et  al., 2015). 
According to Castles (2006), Germany and other 
Western European countries as well, “were trying to 
import labor but not people”. Therefore, their posi-
tion in host labor markets and societies is character-
ized by socio-spatial segregation and strong home 
country orientation, impacting their working and 
private lives abroad (Çaro et  al., 2015). Over time, 
however, the realization that migration was not as 
“temporary” as initially expected become apparent 
(Schmitter, 1979). The presence of foreign workers 
became an economic necessity for the host countries 
(Schmid, 1983; Schmitter, 1979). In fact, some com-
panies were becoming dependent on migrant labor 
(Castels, 2006; Schmid, 1983). Moreover, employers 
tended to prefer to keep migrants already on the job 
rather than replace them with new ones (Schmitter, 
1979). This situation was particularly clear for the 
situation in Germany, where the employer had to pay 
a recruitment fee for each worker recruited (Schmit-
ter, 1979). Consequently, they had the right to extend 
the resident permits, which initially were nine months 
for seasonal permits, and one year for annual permits. 
With a few differences between Germany and Swit-
zerland, as a non-European Union member, residence 

permits could be extended in many ways for seasonal 
workers who have accumulated 36 months of employ-
ment during four construction seasons (Schmid, 
1983). Upon securing long stay residence permits, 
workers gained multi-entry opportunities.

In the early 1970s, when the labor market became 
saturated because of the recession after the oil cri-
sis (Iseni, 2013; Martin, 2009; Oepen, 1984), many 
migrants had already obtained long-term residence 
permits, improving their rights in terms of residence 
status and family reunification (Goldon et  al., 2011; 
Schmid, 1983). Nonetheless, to reunite familues, in 
most cases, the husband or wife was brought at the 
request of the employer, while the children were often 
treated as “visitors” (Castels, 2006). The limitation 
was in the children’s age: only those under 18 years 
of age were eligible for immigration (Schmid, 1983), 
as the goal of admission governments was to reduce 
the migrant population. The previous restrictions 
were related to the regulation of residence and work 
permits. For those who managed to fulfill these rules 
and stay in the host countries, they were given the 
“chance” to adapt to the host-country values, as well 
as learn norms and behaviors that allow them to inte-
grate (Caro et al., 2015; Oepen, 1984). It was a pol-
icy framework for the assimilation of the remaining 
immigrants (Menz, 2008; Oepen, 1984). According 
to German authorities, the idea behind this policy was 
that once the Gastarbeiter became invisible in this 
assimilation process, their problem would disappear 
in its own (Oepen, 1984).

Over time, as host countries’ dependence on the 
labor of migrant workers became clearer, making 
the need for them indefinite, policy shifted towards 
encouraging greater integration (Schmid, 1983). As 
a result, workers were allowed to stay (Martin, 1981; 
Meardi et  al., 2012) and reunite families. As work-
ers became less mobile, the policy of circular migra-
tion ended. Countries began to think about the cost 
of employment, housing, education, and other social 
needs, taking steps for integration previously unfore-
seen in the “guest worker” concept (Goldon et  al., 
2011). However, even though many of the former 
“guest workers” have become German or Swiss citi-
zens, the term Ausländer or “foreigner” (Dinç, 2011; 
Von Kappenfels & Höhne, 2017) is still colloquially 
used for them, as well as for their naturalized chil-
dren and grandchildren, among native populations. 
Recently, the term “naturalized immigrants” (Diehl 
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& Blohm, 2003) or “immigrants with a German 
passport” (Georgi, 2016) has been used, which was 
thought to be politically correct because it includes 
both immigrants and naturalized citizens.

The evolution of the Gastarbeiter program from a 
temporary labor solution to a system facilitating long-
term residence and integration highlights the complex 
dynamics of migration policies in Europe. Initially 
designed to meet short-term labor needs, the pro-
gram inadvertently set the stage for significant socio-
economic changes as temporary migrants transitioned 
to permanent residents. This shift necessitated new 
approaches to integration, as both migrants and host 
countries adapted to the realities of prolonged and 
indefinite stays.

Migration from Kosovo: the journey 
of Gastarbeiter

As of the mid-1960s, known as the phase of con-
temporary migrations in Kosovo (Islami, 2008), four 
emigration waves towards European countries have 
occurred (Möllers, et al., 2017), encompassing regu-
lar, irregular, and forced migrations. Regular migra-
tions occurred mainly because of economic reasons 
and represent the first external migrants towards 
European countries. In contrast, irregular migra-
tions relate to political reasons and include emigrants 
escaping political pressure and young men who 
refused to participate in former Yugoslav military 
service. Forced migration pertains to war refugees, 
involving the deportation of Albanian people from 
their origin countries due to ethnic cleansing during 
the years 1998–99.

The first wave is “Guest worker migration” from 
former Yugoslav republics directed to Western Euro-
pean countries (Sauer, et  al., 2019). It started in the 
mid-1960s (Kosinski, 1978; Canefe, 1998; Iseni, 
2013) when the former Yugoslav government offi-
cially opened the borders for temporary labor through 
bilateral agreements between sending and receiving 
governments (Kosinski, 1978; Canefe, 1998). This 
decision by the former Yugoslavian government was 
influenced by increasing unemployment linked to 
the new economic reform introduced in 1965, which 
increased labor efficiency and reduced demand 
(Kosinski, 1978). Meanwhile, for West European 
countries, imported labor, especially for low-skilled 

jobs, was imperative for fast-growing industrial econ-
omies (Castles, 2006; Iseni, 2013).

As a response to the increasing labor demand 
and subsequently creation of conditions for family 
reunification, people from Kosovo, as part of for-
mer Yugoslavia, sought employment opportunities 
abroad, mainly in Germany, Switzerland (Iseni, 2013; 
Schmid, 1983), as well as Austria, and France (Kosin-
ski, 1978). Officially, such migrants were considered 
only temporary (or seasonal workers) and subse-
quently were not included in the statistics on foreign 
migrants (Kosinski, 1978). However, the number 
of these temporary workers was regulated by agree-
ments between former Yugoslavia and other govern-
ments. In the case of Kosovo, it is difficult to find a 
precise figure for the actual number of Albanian-
speaking immigrants in these countries (Kosinski, 
1978; Iseni, 2013). Among other reasons until the 
disintegration of former Yugoslavia, Kosovo Alba-
nians were registered within host statistics together 
with other national and ethnic groups of the former 
Yugoslav as Yugoslav citizens.2

Notwithstanding this, from the existing sending 
country statistics, it is derived that, from the total 
number of Yugoslav ethnic groups employed in 1971, 
860,000, or 18.2% worked abroad within predeter-
mined conditions of bilateral agreements. This pro-
portion varied considerably between the republics, 
from about 10% in Montenegro, Slovenia, and Serbia 
proper to over 25% in Croatia and Bosnia and Her-
zegovina. From Kosovo, there were around 25,000, 
or 20% of the total employed, who worked abroad 
(Kosinski, 1978, 325:326). The number of temporary 
workers abroad increased until 1971 (Kosinski, 1978). 
However, because of subsequent economic difficulties 
in the receiving countries and the oil-crisis-induced 
slump in the European economies (Iseni, 2013; Mar-
tin, 2009; Oepen, 1984), the organized recruitment 
of workers stopped in 1973 (Canefe, 1998). Never-
theless, the flow did not stop completely. In several 

2  Furthermore, a considerable number of Kosovar Albani-
ans retained their former Yugoslav/Serbian citizenship until 
1999, primarily for practical reasons such as the convenience 
of traveling outside the country. Additionally, changes in their 
current status have occurred through the naturalization process, 
and a significant second generation born abroad has emerged. 
Ultimately, estimating the number of individuals with irregular 
status residing there is challenging (Iseni, 2013).
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countries, official recruitment systems had broken 
down, allowing unregulated entry and increased fam-
ily reunification (Castels, 2006). Undocumented entry 
also increased, with authorities sometimes tacitly 
regularizing migrants once they had jobs. Individual 
labor migration and family reunification continued 
well into the 1980s (Kosinski, 1978; KAS, 2014).

Migrants were mainly low-skilled laborers with 
little education (Iseni, 2013), healthy young men 
from rural areas who could be immediately produc-
tive (Martiniello, 2008; UNDP, 2014). They were 
recruited to work mainly in industrial facilities, con-
struction, agriculture, and manufacturing (Martinello, 
2008; Iseni, 2013). For Kosovo Albanians, this was 
a considerable shift from agricultural to non-agri-
cultural activities, as 57% of migrants were engaged 
in farming prior to their move (Kosinski, 1978). Ini-
tially, they received seasonal status, which was con-
sidered temporary. Under this regime, after renew-
ing their status as guest workers many times and 
spending several years in certain European countries, 
migrants were able to apply for family reunification 
(Iseni, 2013).

Emigration from Kosovo: phases and chronology

The economic stagnation in former Yugoslavia during 
the 1980s (Yarashevich & Karnaeyeva, 2013) caused 
a second wave of migration from Kosovo. This wave 
was once again characterized by the movement of 
low-skilled men, who continued to be recruited into 
the same sectors (Möllers, et al., 2017). Most women 
emigrated later, along with their children, to join their 
husbands who had been working for years.

The third wave of Kosovo Albanian immigration 
took place during the 1990s, leading to an increase 
in the immigrant community in Western Europe, pri-
marily due to two key reasons. Firstly, an intensive 
process of family reunification took place, made pos-
sible by the transformation of seasonal status into res-
idency permits for those migrant men who had been 
working in European countries for many years (Iseni, 
2013). Secondly, thousands of refugees and asylum 
seekers fleeing the political and socio-economic situ-
ation prevailing in Kosovo arrived at that time (Iseni, 
2013; UNDP, 2014).

After the abolishment of Kosovo’s autonomy in 
1989, Kosovo Albanian workers were dismissed 

from public service and socially owned enterprises 
(UNDP, 2014). Skilled and educated young men from 
both rural and urban areas migrated to Western Euro-
pean countries to seek employment opportunities and 
escape from the former Yugoslav regime and manda-
tory military service (UNDP, 2014). This wave later 
included refugees from the 1998–99 war (Schwander-
Sievers, 2005) when more than 800,000 people fled 
as refugees (KAS, 2014; UNDP, 2014).

The fourth wave started in the year 2000, incor-
porating migrants who searched for lucrative work 
and sought a Western lifestyle, often as irregular 
migrants. Many migrants claimed asylum, but for 
most of them, the determining factors were a lack of 
employment, rather than fear of prosecution or vio-
lence (Meyer, et  al., 2012). During this period, the 
main forms of migration were for family reunification 
purposes and irregular migration of unskilled and 
undereducated youth, as well as legal (temporary) 
migration of highly skilled and highly educated indi-
viduals through study or work arrangements (UNDP, 
2014). Additionally, in 2014–15, Kosovo experienced 
a peak in irregular migration, specifically by irregular 
migrants. The severe economic situation and misin-
formation on social media that Germany was accept-
ing seasonal workers from Kosovo were the main 
push factors driving Kosovars to emigrate. However, 
because of Kosovo’s classification as a “safe country” 
to live in by many Western European countries (IOM, 
n.d., EU, 2018) and the “zero” chances of getting 
asylum in any European Member States (EU, 2018), 
most of these migrants were returned by force or vol-
untary by host countries authorities (MIA, 2019; EU, 
2018).

Transition from temporary to permanent 
residents

The majority of the Kosovo Albanian diaspora until 
the early 1990s consisted of male migrants whose 
point of reference was their home country, where 
their families lived and relied on them for economic 
support. This support was an important factor in 
reducing poverty rates and improving living stand-
ards (Asis, 2005; Iseni, 2013; Markov, 2013; UNDP, 
2014). These individuals were part of the migrant 
population that had invested significantly in their 
country of origin because their status as migrant 
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workers was not planned for a long-term stay in West-
ern European countries (Schmid, 1983; Iseni, 2013; 
Caro et  al., 2015). Additionally, their mobilization 
for the political issue of Kosovo kept them in a dif-
ficult situation—neither returning to Kosovo nor inte-
grating into the host societies, hindering the integra-
tion process. In general, the political situation in the 
home country seems to have had a direct impact on 
the transnational activities of the Albanian-speaking 
diaspora.

Although family reunification had been ongoing 
since the late 1980s (Meardi et  al., 2012), migrants 
continued to support the idea of returning to their 
country of origin until the late 1990s. Their aspira-
tion was to return to their country after the end of the 
war (in 1999) and, through economic investments, 
influence the development of the country. Moreover, 
they raised their children with the idea of return-
ing to their country of origin after the resolution of 
national issues there. However, the unpleasant politi-
cal situation and unencouraging economic develop-
ment created after the year 2000 mark the beginning 
of a new stage for the Albanian diaspora, which is the 
process of settling in the countries of Western Europe 
(Castels, 2006; Iseni, 2013). Most of the temporary 
migrants decided to continue living in foreign coun-
tries. Following this, more and more women migrated 
in the next phase for the purposes of family formation 
(marriage migration) and family reunification (bring 
spouses and children from the homeland or diasporic 
place) (Kofman, 2004). Additionally, the most recent 
group of refugees and asylum seekers who left the 
country around the time of the 1998–99 conflict was 
more gender-balanced, often including entire fami-
lies moving abroad. In recent years, greater wom-
en’s migration has been occurred, because of family 
issues, marriage, or education, and the male migra-
tion has primarily been for economic reasons, mainly 
employment.

Research methodology

The research presented in this article is part of the 
RRPP (Regional Research Promotion Program)—
funded project titled “Industrial Citizenship and 
Migration from Western Balkans: Case studies of 
Albania and Kosovo migration to Germany, Swit-
zerland, and Greece.” The project aimed to identify 

Kosovo Albanian labor migrants in Germany and 
Switzerland and was conducted between 2014 and 
2016. The study’s objective was to understand the 
motives and strategies of migrants, as well as benefits 
they experiences from migration. A total of 23 bio-
graphical interviews were used for this paper and con-
ducted with the first generation of Kosovo migrants 
in Germany and Switzerland, as well as their children 
who migrated when reuniting with family. The focus 
on these two countries was based on the data from the 
Kosovo Agency of Statistics, indicating that 58.1% of 
total Kosovo Albanian migrants reside in Germany 
and Switzerland (KAS, 2014).

A biographical approach, as outlined by Isofides 
& Sporton (2009), involves collecting and analyzing 
detailed accounts of participants’ life stories. This 
method is particularly useful for studying transna-
tional migration because it enables the empirical 
documentation and reconstruction of the diverse, 
complex, and transformative aspects of the migration 
experience.

At the start of the interviews, participants were 
encouraged to share their life narratives, offering a 
comprehensive overview of their experiences and 
highlighting the elements they deemed most signifi-
cant. To thoroughly understand each migrant’s jour-
ney, the interviewer (author) inquired about their 
initial migration to the host countries; the influence 
of kinship and family networks; education; and work 
experiences, emphasizing their duties and respon-
sibilities. We also examined their interactions with 
society, comparing the labor markets and social envi-
ronments of their home and host countries. Finally, 
targeted questions were asked to explore crucial 
issues such as the impact of immigration status, wel-
fare, gender, and labor systems on their aspirations 
and intentions to contribute to their home country.

Fieldwork was carried out in three locations: 
the home country during migrants’ visits for winter 
and/or summer vacations (Pichler, 2009), and in the 
respective host country in cities where the Kosovo 
Albanian community is located, such as Munich in 
Germany and Zurich in Switzerland. The face-to-
face interviews, conducted by the researcher (author), 
began after a brief discussion to establish trust with 
the participants (Patton, 2015). Interviews were con-
ducted in Albanian, allowing informants to express 
themselves comfortably in their mother language. 
Participants were identified using the snowballing 
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technique (Mack et al., 2005; Erdal & Ezzati, 2015), 
and interviews were scheduled in psychologically safe 
environments, usually proposed by the participants.

All interviews, ranging from 1 to 3  h, were tran-
scribed, preserving the original language, and subse-
quently coded using the qualitative program MAX-
QDA (Gizzi & Rädiker, 2021), initially 14 version, 
and then continued in version 24. The coding pro-
cess, guided by the grounded theory approach (Briks 
& Mills, 2022), unfolded in three cycles: descriptive 
coding to identify general themes, a review using ini-
tial coding to refine themes, and a third cycle of cod-
ing for in-depth analysis (Jacques, 2021).

The study’s analysis is grounded in 23 interviews 
with migrants, a sample size considered adequate for 
qualitative research (Creswell & Poth, 2016). Among 
the interviewees (Table  1), 12 were Gastarbeiter 
(guest workers), and 11 were their children, either 
born in the country of origin and migrated before the 

age of twelve (Rumbaut, 2004), or born in the migra-
tion country (King & Christou, 2010). In terms of 
education, 13% held an associate degree, 57% com-
pleted higher education, 21% had primary education, 
and 9% did not complete primary education. Regard-
ing employment, as processions are grouped, 17% 
were already retired, 39% worked in the service sec-
tor and administration, 13% in manufacturing, 22% 
in construction, and 9% in agriculture. The majority 
of interviewees were men (69%), primarily serving 
as initiators of labor migration from Kosovo, while 
women (31%) predominantly migrated for family 
reunification.

Results

This section explores the experiences of Kosovo 
Albanian temporary workers, from their selection 

Table 1   Research participants with migration background

* The interviewee initially migrated to Germany in the manufacturing sector, and after three years, returned to their home country. 
For the second time, he migrated to Switzerland in the agriculture sector, where he reunites his family

No Name Place Year of migration/
father’s migration

Gender Age Education Profession

1 Astrije Germany 1985/1978 F 33 Associate degree Nurse
2 Ymer Germany 1962 M 69 Primary school (not completed) Retired (construction)
3 Fehmi Switzerland 1974 M 59 High school Gardener
4 Valbona Germany 1979/1971 F 42 High school Domestic worker
5 Ymer Switzerland 1974 M 63 High school Manufacture/ wood factory
6 Fatmir Switzerland 1968 M 65 Primary school Driver
7 Bejtush Switzerland 1971 M 67 Primary school Retired (manufacture)
8 Bedri Germany 1974 M 59 High school Manufacture/wood factory
9 Milaim Switzerland 1983 M 56 High school Construction
10 Xhemshir Switzerland 1981/1971 M 54 High school Construction
11 Laura Germany 1975/1968 F 40 Associate degree Auxiliary lawyer
12 Hamdi Germany 1965 M 68 Primary school (not completed) Retired (agriculture)
13 Gylten Germany 1983/1973 F 38 High school Trade
14 Bajram Switzerland 1983 M 55 High school Driver
15 Myrvete Switzerland 1993/1974 F 40 Associate degree Nurse
16 Mustafe Germany 1968 M 66 Primary school Retired (gardener)
17 Ardiana Germany 1979/1965 F 44 High school Sales Clerk
18 Adem Switzerland 1994/1960 M 47 High school Construction
19 Asan* Switzerland 1971 M 65 Primary school Gardener
20 Agon Germany 1982/1969 M 48 High school Moliere
21 Resa Germany 1983/1974 F 45 High school Domestic worker
22 Basri Switzerland 1986/1975 M 38 High school Construction
23 Rasim Germany 1974 M 62 Primary school Manufacture/wood factory

Content courtesy of Springer Nature, terms of use apply. Rights reserved.



	 GeoJournal          (2024) 89:214   214   Page 8 of 15

Vol:. (1234567890)

process for migration to their integration into the host 
country, and their reasons for becoming permanent 
residents.

The economic motivations and aspects of the bilateral 
agreement

Our empirical data show that temporary workers who 
migrated from Kosovo to Western European countries 
through the Gastarbeiter program did so primarily for 
economic reasons. The program targeted individuals 
with low social status and limited skills, aiming to 
address labor shortages in less desirable sectors. This 
presented a valuable opportunity for people from less 
developed countries to improve their families’ eco-
nomic conditions. Reflecting on his migration experi-
ence, Rasim, a 62-year-old worker in the manufactur-
ing sector in Germany, explained:

They needed workers, and we were all young 
and available for work. The economic condi-
tions in my family did not allow me to continue 
my education, but for the job I did in Germany, 
it was not a problem.

Considering that the host countrie’s demands were 
for temporary workers in fields that required manpow-
erm such as agriculture, construction, and manufac-
turing, men, as heads of households and responsible 
for other family members, were the primary par-
ticipants in this type of migration. Consequently, the 
perception that they were leaving their families only 
temporarily made the migration process seem less 
daunting. From the late 1960s onward, this became 
a highly desirable experience. Fatmir, a 65-year-old 
driver in Switzerland, recalled the enthusiasm among 
the youth in Kosovo to participate in this program:

I was initiator to go in Switzerland. All youths 
were going in that time (1968). I also thought to 
join them. Man without a job becomes monoto-
nous.

Their travel was managed by recruitment offices in 
the sending countries, established by receiving coun-
tries (Goldon, 2011). Travel was arranged in groups 
(Daniel, 2007), which was advantageous for many 
Albanians and other nations from the former Yugo-
slavia who were experiencing challenging economic 
conditions and saw this as their first opportunity to go 

abroad. Ymer, a 63-year-old worker in a Swiss wood 
factory, reminisced about his first trip to France:

In 1972, I initially traveled to France with a 
one-year employment contract. The former 
Yugoslavia had a bilateral agreement with 
France since 1968 to host labor migrants. My 
group consisted of 12 people. (Ymer, 63, manu-
facturing, Switzerland)

Another migrant, Asan, a 65-year-old gardener in 
Switzerland who initially migrated to Germany and 
worked in manufacturing, spoke about the crucial 
roles of these recruitment offices. He explained that 
these offices not only organized travel arrangements 
but also played a vital role in the selection process. 
They tested the potential migrant’s work skills, pro-
vided pre-training for the assigned jobs, conducted 
medical examinations, and checked police records as 
prerequisites for travel:

In Germany, we could only migrate through 
the recruitment office. The recruitment office in 
Gjilan (residence in eastern Kosovo) helped us 
complete the mechanics course and sent us to 
a Ford car factory. The entire trip was planned 
and organized. Before departure, we had to 
undergo medical examinations by doctors who 
came from Germany. Many were denied, but I 
was deemed healthy.

Upon arrival, they faced the selection process 
based on their assigned tasks in the receiving coun-
tries. Ymer, a 69-year-old retired person in Germany 
at the time of the interview, recalled:

When we arrived in Munich, they ushered us 
directly into a large basement of the building. 
Then, we were assigned to other cities around 
Germany, depending on our work. They called 
us by name, created a group, and gave us the 
train ticket, addresses, and the locations of cer-
tain companies where we had to start work.

These narratives illustrate the migration through 
bilateral agreements was driven by the economic 
needs of all parties involved. Receiving countries 
needed additional labor to fuel their economic 
growth, sending countries aimed to reduce unemploy-
ment and provide workers with valuable skills, and 
migrants sought financial stability for their families. 
These agreements primarily benefitted low-status 
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and low-skilled workers, making migration legal and 
organized through recruitment offices. Travel was 
arranged in groups, which suited many Albanians and 
others from former Yugoslavia living under difficult 
economic conditions. Men, as heads of households, 
were the primary participants, and the perception of 
temporary migration softened the experience. This 
organized approach to migration became desirable 
from the late 1960s. Migrants recall the structured 
and regulated process, and the crucial role of recruit-
ment offices in facilitating their migration journey.

Accommodation and integration challenges

According to the Gastarbeiter program, employers 
were responsible for providing accommodation for 
workers. The narratives of our migrants reveal that 
these accommodations were often in separate facili-
ties, near workplaces, or in company dormitories, 
where physical and social conditions were often chal-
lenging. For example, Xhemshir, a 54-year-old man 
who joined his father after 10 years through the fam-
ily reunification process, shared a two-and-a-half-
room apartment with ten other cousins in 1981. He 
recalls that the apartment was very basic and served 
only as a place to sleep. Despite this, they were more 
satisfied compared to 1971, when his father lived in 
bungalows, which were located slightly away from 
living residential areas to avoid disturbing residents. 
This separation occurred because their stay was tem-
porary and solely for work purposes; thus, there was 
no perceived necessity for them to integrate into the 
host society, nor for the local population to disrupt 
their peace (Adamopoulou, 2024).

Additionally, the migrants’ focus was primarily on 
working hard and earning as much as possible, with-
out paying much attention to living conditions in the 
host country. Their goal was to take advantage of the 
higher wages available and support family members 
left behind in their home country. As result, many 
migrants worked multiple jobs simultaneously to 
meet their objectives. Bedri, a 59-year-old who went 
to Germany to work in manufacturing while also tak-
ing a job in a restaurant, described his intense work 
schedule:

I worked 7-20 hours without stopping. I worked 
in a restaurant in the evening and during the 
day at the company. Meanwhile, I worked in 

different companies. In the restaurant, I worked 
evenings or on Saturdays and Sundays. There 
was no rest for me; on holidays, I was always at 
work. (Bedri, 59, manufacturing, Germany)

This separation of migrants largely ensured peace-
ful coexistence but also entrenched inequalities. Liv-
ing separate lives meant there were very few oppor-
tunities to develop trust, respect, and understanding 
between communities. The separate residences and 
long working hours led to spatial and social segrega-
tion, hindering integration efforts. Language skills, 
though an immediate need for integration, were 
often not required because, within the workplace, it 
was sufficient of a team member to speak the com-
mon workplace language of the job. Work teams 
were frequently organized based on nationality (Caro 
et al., 2015). Adem, age 47, working in the construc-
tion sector in Germany, recalled that translations were 
provided during the trip organization, typically in Slo-
venian or Croatian for migrants from former Yugo-
slavia. As a result, many migrants did not manage to 
learn the host language even today, as Rasim from 
Germany noted in his interview. This issue largely 
stemmed from the Gastarbeiter’s program’s initial 
laack of consideration for their integration into the 
host society and its subsequent failure to address the 
linguistic needs of migrant workers and their families:

I have not attended any language course. Have 
learned only with colleagues, without any 
school where you can learn from A… it is hard 
to learn. I know only simple things, how to ask 
for bread, water and some others. German lan-
guage is very difficult. (Rasim, 62, manufactur-
ing, Germany)

Limited language ability reduced migrants’ oppor-
tunities to connect with locals, making communica-
tion challenging and hindering their ability to form 
meaningful relationships. Initially, their social net-
works and support systems were primarily formed 
through work colleagues. Consequently, their social 
ties were mostly with co-nationals within the working 
and living areas, while maintaining a strong orienta-
tion toward their home country. Bejtush, a 67-year-
old manufacturing worker in Switzerland, reflected 
on his social interactions with colleagues, highlight-
ing the difficulty migrants faced in forming deep con-
nections beyond casual greetings. He said:
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For 34 years, I worked with a German col-
league named Kurt at a railway construction 
company. We had great respect for each other 
but never became friends. He was a good work-
mate, but our relationship ended when the 
workday was over.

Despite these challenges, some migrants expressed 
satisfaction with their reception from employers, the 
nature of their work, income levels, and living con-
ditions. For instance, Asan, a 65-year-old in Switzer-
land, did not view these conditions as segregation. 
This perspective may be attributed to their origins in 
the poorest regions of their home countries, where 
they lacked prospects. Their educational background 
suited them for low-paying jobs, and thus, transition-
ing from their familiar environment to the developed 
world gave them a sense of achievement and gratitude 
for the opportunities afforded to them.

It was a wonderful time, unforgettable. It felt 
like heaven, enjoying the benefits. God bless the 
Western countries—Germany, Switzerland, and 
France. God bless their cultured people. (Asan 
65, gardener, Switzerland)

From the narratives of the Gastarbeiter, the com-
plexities of integration in host countries become 
clear. While living in separate facilities ensured a 
degree of peaceful coexistence, it also reinforced 
social segregation. Despite such various challenges, 
many migrants were content with their work condi-
tions and valued the economic opportunities avail-
able in Western Europe. Their resilience in navigating 
integration challenges, albeit largely within their own 
communities, reflects their journey from impover-
ished backgrounds to new lives abroad. These narra-
tives illustrate both the hardships and the gratitude of 
Gastarbeiters, shaping their perspectives on migration 
and settlement in Western countries.

Balancing economic gains and social integration

As evident from the previous quotes, the initial goal 
of temporary migrants was to earn money quickly, 
save it, send remittances home, and return soon. 
Consequently, they did not show sufficient interest 
in integrating or taking advantage of the opportuni-
ties offered by the host countries, such as education 
or better employment prospects. This lack of interest 

is well illustrated by Milaim, a 56-year-old construc-
tion worker in Switzerland, who claimed that he was 
offered the opportunity to continue his education in 
masonry through company training in order to get a 
promotion. However, he turned it down, believing 
his stay would be short. Similarly, Ymer, a 69-year-
old in Germany, explained the missed opportunity 
for higher income, as he declined the offer fearing it 
would limit his ability to visit his family. He said:

I once had the opportunity to go from con-
struction to production in a car factory. But 
I refused, even though the salary was much 
higher and there were many other benefits. The 
problem was that they only offered me leave 
once a year, while I had to visit my family in 
Kosovo more often. (Ymer, 69, retired—con-
struction, Germany)

This attitude was undoubtedly reinforced by the 
Gastarbeiter program itself, which convinced migrant 
workers that they were only temporary residents who 
would stay in the host countries as long as they were 
needed. They would be recruited, used, and returned 
as required by employers (Goldon et al., 2011). Only 
after a few years abroad, after acquiring the right to 
residency and family reunification, did they begin to 
benefit from welfare and integration programs. The 
aim of these programs was to help migrants in over-
come barriers to integration and help them fully par-
ticipate in their new communities and contribute to 
the societies and economies of the host countries.

However, balancing the economic benefits of 
working long hours and saving money with the long-
term advantages of integrating into the host society 
was delicate. Migrants often prioritized short-term 
benefits over the long-term benefits of integration, 
as they did not believe they would spend their whole 
lives in Western countries. This is exemplified by 
Hamdi, a 66-year-old retired migrant in Germany 
who worked as a gardener. He postponed his return 
to his home country year after year, without realiz-
ing that he would stay until retirement. Therefore, he 
never showed any interest to use avaliable opportuni-
ties for futrther education. Although the temporary 
workers program ended, they still considered them-
selves as temporary residents in Western European 
countries.

These experiences were not gender-specific, as 
similar trends were observed in women after family 
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reunification. Women often had similar ambitions 
regarding employment, advancement, and integra-
tion into host societies. Resa, a 45-year-old domestic 
worker in Germany, felt forced to sacrifice her well-
paid manufacturing job because she was required 
to work in shifts, sometimes late into the night. She 
decided to work in a more physically demanding and 
less well-paid job as a domestic worker in order to be 
with her children in the evenings. In the narratives of 
our working mothers, the theme of sacrifice for chil-
dren was quite evident, although the mothers were 
constantly influenced by the ideology that they were 
only temporarily abroad.

From these narratives, the temporary nature of 
the Gastarbeiter program and the migrants’ focus on 
short-term economic gains significantly influenced 
their approach to integration. While many migrants 
eventually benefited from integration programs, their 
initial lack of interest in long-term integration oppor-
tunities reflected their belief in the temporary nature 
of their stay. This perspective, shared by both men 
and women, often led to sacrifices in education and 
career advancement, with lasting impacts on their 
ability to fully integrate into their host societies. Bal-
ancing the immediate financial benefits of migration 
with the long-term advantages of integration posed 
a challenge, as the migrants’ initial priorities often 
hindered their full participation in the economic 
and social life of their host countries. Despite these 
challenges, the resilience and adaptability of these 
migrants highlight their complex journey of seeking 
better opportunities while navigating the delicate bal-
ance between economic gain and social integration.

From temporary migrants to permanent residents

Over time, despite the numerous challenges faced 
by Kosovo Albanian migrants in Western countries, 
many slowly but surely settled down to become 
permanent residents. This gradual transition was 
deeply interwined with their personal life cycles. As 
they grew older and started families or reunited with 
their existing ones, their initial plans evolved. Faced 
with the deteriorating economic and political situa-
tion in Kosovo, which worsened by the late 1980s 
(Sörensen, 2006), many men, as heads of house-
holds, decided to bring their families to host coun-
tries, where living conditions were more favorable. 
For instance, Hamdi, a 68-year-old retired migrant 

in Germany who had worked in agriculture, chose 
to reunite his family only when the political situa-
tion in Kosovo became precarious and economic 
development stalled. He explained:

In 1981, I decided to bring my family here 
after more than 15 years of living apart. The 
political situation in Kosovo was grave and 
uncertain. It is understandable that the eco-
nomic conditions of life were better here and 
easier. Therefore, I decided to establish them 
permanently.

This change allowed them to feel more settled in 
their host country and to look for long-term advan-
tages. Bejtush, a 67-year-old retired manufacturing 
worker in Switzerland, recalled his request to his 
employers after he reunited with his family:

After family reunification, I made a request to 
my employer to change my position at work, to 
move from fieldwork to work within the factory

During this period, wives and children often 
found themselves in more passive roles, adapting to 
decisions made by the heads of households. Laura, 
a 40-year-old resident of Germany, recalled that her 
family reunion was without preparation for her and 
her siblings, which required considerable emotional 
and psychological adjustment. She remembers:

My father decided on reunification. I could not 
imagine it at the beginning. Initially he told us 
it was only a vacation... but then, after three 
months, when they enrolled us in school, we 
understood what was going on.

Fathers played a pivotal role in their children’s 
integration into the host societies, helping them 
adapt to new social norms and services. They 
sought to avoid repeating the limitations they faced 
initially and used their knowledge of host society 
norms, traditions, and regulations to fulfill their 
responsibilities towards their family members. As 
Astrije, a 29-year-old nurse in Germany, shared, her 
father acted as a bridge between the old and new 
worlds, ensuring that their children could navigate 
the complexities of the new culture:

Dad worked hard with us. He pushed us to 
learn the language by buying different diction-
aries, sending us to buy something on our own 
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to learn orientation, and inviting Swiss neigh-
bors’ children to play in our garden to make 
friends.

This approach was instrumental in helping the 
younger generation adapt and thrive in their new 
environment, eventhough many continued to live with 
the hope of returning to their country of origin. How-
ever, especially after the year 2000, when the war in 
Kosovo ended and the third generation arrived, many 
Kosovo Albanian migrants from this wave of migra-
tion made the decision to become permanent resi-
dents. This significant shift in their status and inten-
tions marks an important transition in their migration 
journey, reflecting their deeper integration and long-
term commitment to their host countries. Bajram, a 
55-year-old driver in Switzerland, summed up this 
sentiment by noting, that he ad his loved ones felt 
more at ease there, because their work and their lives 
are there.

As these accounts show, the transition from tem-
porary to permanent settlement among Kosovo Alba-
nian migrants highlights the complexities of migra-
tion and integration. Initially driven by short-term 
economic goals and the intention to return home, 
many migrants found themselves establishing long-
term roots in their host countries because of evolv-
ing personal circumstances and external factors. This 
shift necessitated adjustments from both the migrants 
and the host societies, emphasizing the need for 
policies that consider the long-term integration of 
migrant populations.

Conclusion

This paper advances our understanding of the inte-
gration experiences of the labour migrants, named 
Gastarbeiter, shedding light on the unintended conse-
quences of temporary migration policies. Data show 
that the Gastarbeiter policy, initially created as a 
necessity for rapid economic development in Western 
Europe, offered a nine-month contract within a year, 
adding a unique layer to their migration experiences. 
In this article, we have shown that many migrants, 
who migrated within this bilateral agreement and who 
could repeat this four times or accumulate 36 months 
of work during four constructive seasons, gained the 
right to long-term residence (Schmid, 1983). This 

article makes a novel theoretical and empirical com-
bination by highlighting the challenges Kosovo Alba-
nians faced raising concerns, integrating into the 
labor market, and assimilating into the host society.

Gastarbeiter migrants moved primarily for eco-
nomic reasons. According to the program’s require-
ments, they filled labor shortages in host countries, 
particularly in less-favored sectors, such as agricul-
ture, construction, and manufacturing. This demand 
was predominantly directed towards male workers, 
who were often less skilled or from lower social 
strata. We found that these requirements aligned with 
the characteristics of the Kosovo Albanian popula-
tion in former Yugoslavia in the 1960s, resulting in 
a significant number of men being included in the 
program.

This article demonstrates that the program was 
highly organized and had specific rules. Migrants 
were selected in their home countries, assigned to 
specific jobs in the host countries, and sometimes 
even received pre-employment training to be imme-
diately productive and meet the expectations of their 
tasks. Their travel, accommodation, and other needs 
during their stay were provided by the host coun-
tries, respectively host companies (Yamamoto, 1980). 
However, opportunities for integration were not 
offered. They were not given the chance to learn the 
host country’s language, a crucial element for suc-
cessful integration, which subsequently hindered their 
social integration.

Our study confirms the assumption that partici-
pating in a temporary migration program challenged 
migrants’ integration into host societies. Initially, 
these migrants believed they were only temporarily 
in the host countries, lacking the assurance of long-
term contracts. Additionally, their primary goal was 
to earn money as quickly as possible, save, and send 
remittances to their families left behind (Rudolph, 
1996). Our findings show that this perspective dimin-
ished their intention to establish permanent residency. 
Personal stories reveal that, in many cases, migrants 
have not mastered the language of the host country 
even today and have declined opportunities for fur-
ther education or professional training, driven by the 
belief that their stay was only temporary. This per-
spective, shared by both men and women, with last-
ing impacts on their ability to fully integrate into their 
host societies. Balancing the immediate financial 
benefits of migration with the long-term advantages 
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of integration posed a challenge, as migrants’ initial 
priorities often hindered their full participation in 
the economic and social lives of their host countries. 
Despite these challenges, the resilience and adaptabil-
ity of these migrants highlight their complex journey 
of seeking better opportunities between economic 
gain and social integration.

In many cases, considering the unpleasant and 
unsupportive political and economic situation in 
Kosovo, migrants decided to reunite their families in 
the host countries. To secure their family members 
and improve their lives in the West, they decided to 
bring their families. Consequently, the opportuni-
ties for integration into host societies they initially 
missed, combined with their work experience, eco-
nomic stability, and knowledge of the host country’s 
culture and society, helped them create new strategies 
and support their children’s integration into the host 
countries.

The experiences of Kosovo Albanian migrants 
underscore the need for comprehensive and flexible 
integration policies that address the long-term pres-
ence of migrant communities and support their full 
participation in host societies. Our study has broad-
ened our understanding of how temporary migrant 
workers transitioned to permanent settlement. 
Undoubtedly, a significant factor influencing this 
entire process was that host countries and companies 
became increasingly dependent on migrant labor. 
This dependency compelled them to offer greater 
benefits to migrants and protect their rights, ensuring 
long-term residence and enabling family reunifica-
tion status (Castles, 2006). Initially, these host socie-
ties did not anticipate that these migrants would stay 
for an extended period. This change was unplanned 
and unexpected. Consequently, the “foreigner issue” 
became a concern for host societies, necessitating 
the search for viable solutions. This recognition led 
to the development of policies and programs aimed 
at supporting migrants in their new environments, 
helping them better adapt and contribute to their host 
countries.

Finally, the study contributes to the limited 
research on the first wave of Kosovo Albanian 
migrants to Western European countries and their 
decisions to become permanent residents, thereby 
overcoming the challenges of integration and the 
chain changes that one role can bring to other aspects 
of life. Thus, changes in one’s status, such as from 

temporary to permanent migrant or from short-term 
to long-term employment status, provided better job 
opportunities for parents, triggering changes in other 
life domains, such as improved work and integration 
strategies.
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