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Abstract

This study examines whether participation in targeted higher education courses is as-
sociated with differences in perceived social integration among refugees. Using sur-
vey data from 255 Ukrainian refugees in Norway (93 program participants and 162 
non-participants), the study applies one-way ANOVA to compare value orientations, 
perceived well-being, and integration barriers and facilitators across groups. The find-
ings indicate that participants report significantly higher levels of well-being and more 
positive assessments of education-related integration supports compared to non-par-
ticipants. Differences in civic value priorities, including freedom, human rights, and 
equality, are positive but not consistently statistically significant, while dignity remains 
uniformly high across both groups. The results suggest that participation in structured 
higher education courses enhances refugees’ perceptions of professional development 
opportunities and future prospects. The expanding access to higher education and 
reducing institutional barriers may enhance long-term integration outcomes beyond 
immediate labor market activation. Overall, the study highlights the role of higher 
education institutions as institutional contributors to integration and suggests that 
educational initiatives can complement traditional language-based integration policies.
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INTRODUCTION

The recent surge in refugee arrivals has emerged as a significant pub-
lic management challenge for European host societies. Russia’s full-
scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022 displaced millions of individu-
als, resulting in an unprecedented influx of refugees across Europe. 
In the Nordic countries, the number of refugees granted residence 
permits in 2022 increased nearly twentyfold compared to the previ-
ous year and more than doubled the previous peak recorded in 2016 
(Nomesco, 2021; Statista, 2023; UDI, 2023a). In Norway, weekly reg-
istrations of new refugees in 2023 exceeded 1,000 individuals, more 
than 90% of whom were Ukrainian (UDI, 2023b). These figures re-
flect not only the scale of displacement but also the intensity of insti-
tutional adjustment required within a short timeframe. Such rapid 
inflows place immediate pressure on public services, labor markets, 
and social welfare systems. Many refugees reside for extended pe-
riods in temporary housing arrangements while navigating ad-
ministrative procedures and labor market barriers. As of 2021, ap-
proximately 47% of refugees in Norway were unemployed (Statista, 
2022), indicating persistent mismatches between qualifications and 
employment opportunities and highlighting the risk of human capi-
tal underutilization. From a policy perspective, prolonged economic 
inactivity may generate substantial social and fiscal costs, including 
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welfare dependency, exploitation risks, and deteriorating psychological well-being. These structural 
pressures underscore the need for institutional mechanisms that support sustainable integration be-
yond short-term humanitarian protection.

Refugee integration is widely conceptualized as a multidimensional process encompassing economic 
participation, social inclusion, institutional embeddedness, and psychological stability (Ager & Strang, 
2008; Garcés-Mascareñas & Penninx, 2016). In European welfare systems, integration strategies have 
traditionally emphasized language acquisition and activation policies aimed at accelerated employment 
(Bevelander & Pendakur, 2014; Jensen & Pedersen, 2007). However, language-focused approaches alone 
may not prevent skill depreciation, occupational downgrading, or long-term underemployment among 
highly educated refugees (Dustmann, 1996; Goldin et al., 2012).

Within this evolving integration landscape, higher education institutions (HEIs) have increasingly been 
recognized as potential contributors to long-term inclusion. Education enhances human capital accu-
mulation and productivity (Becker, 1993), while universities provide structured environments that facil-
itate professional requalification and social network formation (Crea & McFarland, 2015; Streitwieser et 
al., 2020). Moreover, HEIs operate within broader governance systems and may function as institution-
al actors implementing national integration strategies (Marginson & Rhoades, 2002; Tavoletti, 2010). 
Despite growing policy attention, empirical evidence remains limited regarding whether structured 
HEI programs are associated with measurable differences in integration outcomes among refugees.

1. LITERATURE REVIEW 

This section reviews the theoretical and empirical 
literature on refugee integration, higher education, 
and the institutional role of universities within 
public management frameworks. It first develops 
the conceptual foundations and research hypoth-
eses, and then introduces the Norwegian context 
as an empirical setting for examining the role of 
higher education institutions in refugee integration.

1.1. General framework  
and hypotheses

Refugee integration is a multifaceted process that 
goes beyond mere economic assimilation. Ager 
and Strang’s (2008) influential framework iden-
tifies multiple domains of integration (including 
employment, education, housing, health, and so-
cial connections) alongside ‘facilitators’ such as 
language and rights. European integration poli-
cies have traditionally emphasized language ac-
quisition and labor‐market activation (Bevelander 
& Pendakur, 2014; Jensen & Pedersen, 2007). 
However, such approaches often overlook struc-
tural barriers. For example, Bloch (2002) finds that 
employment is “key to successful integration” for 
many refugees, yet obstacles like non-recognition 
of credentials and discrimination frequently lim-

it access to appropriate jobs. Similarly, Brell et al. 
(2020) report that refugees often experience sig-
nificantly lower employment and wage outcomes 
than other immigrants, reflecting long-term pro-
ductivity losses. These findings imply that integra-
tion cannot be reduced to short-term labor-market 
entry alone, but must consider how host institu-
tions accommodate migrants’ skills and potential.

Higher education can play a central role in build-
ing human capital for refugees. Education en-
ables migrants to acquire new skills and improve 
their productive contributions over the long term 
(Becker, 1993). Indeed, the OECD (2019) notes 
that “education and training systems can play a 
key role in helping countries unlock the benefits of 
migration” by helping immigrants use their skills 
and feel a sense of belonging. Yet access remains 
limited: UNHCR reports that only about 3% of 
refugees globally are enrolled in tertiary educa-
tion, compared to over 30% of non-refugee peers 
(UNHCR 2019; UNHCR, 2024b). Barriers cited 
include cost, language, and bureaucratic hurdles 
(Jungblut et al., 2020; Lambrechts, 2020). Despite 
these challenges, participation in higher education 
is associated with positive psychosocial outcomes. 
Finatto et al. (2023) review evidence that refugee 
students often gain increased self-confidence, so-
cial networks, and well-being through university 
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programs. For example, securing a scholarship or 
academic placement can enhance refugees’ sense 
of purpose and agency (Marcu, 2018; Unangst & 
Crea, 2020).

Empirical research on universities’ impact on inte-
gration is still emerging. Qualitative studies high-
light that refugee students navigate complex needs 
(from trauma-informed support to credit trans-
fer) to succeed in higher education (Kingston & 
Karakas, 2022). Such research suggests that HEIs 
can aid “social and economic inclusion” by pro-
viding cognitive and digital skills needed in the 
labor market (Hajisoteriou, 2023). However, large-
scale comparative studies are rare. To our knowl-
edge, no published quantitative study directly 
compares integration perceptions of refugees who 
participate in a structured HEI program versus 
those who do not. This gap is notable given calls in 
the public discourse (e.g., the UN Global Compact 
on Refugees) for universities to become active 
partners in refugee self-reliance and resilience. In 
short, while theory and case reports underscore 
the potential of higher education, systematic evi-
dence on its measurable effects remains scarce.

From a public management viewpoint, universi-
ties can be seen as meso-level organizational ac-
tors in integration governance. Elken and Røsdal 
(2017) describe professional HEIs as developing 

“organizational actorhood” – formalizing struc-
tures, accountability, and managerial processes 
to achieve institutional goals. In migration policy, 
this perspective implies that HEIs do more than 
teach: they interpret policy mandates, mobilize 
cross-sector partnerships, and shape integra-
tion programs. For example, Tavoletti (2010) and 
McGrath et al. (2020) highlight how universities 
engage with government and civil society in pol-
icy networks. In the context of the refugee crisis, 
Finatto et al. (2023) advocate that HEIs “should 
contribute to the management of the refugee cri-
sis” through tailored actions for both displaced 
people and host communities. Nonetheless, pub-
lic management literature has yet to systematically 
test this view in the refugee context. The question 
remains: do HEIs’ institutional activities translate 
into better integration outcomes for refugees?

Therefore, despite growing recognition of high-
er education as a potential contributor to refu-

gee integration, empirical evidence remains 
limited regarding its measurable institutional 
impact. In particular, comparative assessments 
examining whether participation in structured 
higher education initiatives is associated with dif-
ferences in perceived integration outcomes are 
scarce. Addressing this gap, the present study 
adopts a comparative approach to evaluate the 
institutional role of higher education in shaping 
refugees’ integration experiences. By contrasting 
refugees who participated in a targeted higher 
education program with those who did not, the 
study examines differences in value orientations, 
perceived well-being, and integration condi-
tions. The purpose of this study is, therefore, to 
assess whether structured participation in higher 
education is associated with higher levels of per-
ceived social integration and inclusion among 
refugees, thereby contributing empirical evi-
dence to debates on the institutional role of uni-
versities within national integration frameworks. 
Accordingly, the following research hypotheses 
were formulated and tested:

H1: The HEI and its special educational program 
have a statistically significant impact on the 
core values of Ukrainian refugees.

H2: The HEI’s educational program has a statis-
tically significant effect on the social integra-
tion of Ukrainian refugees.

1.2. Context of the study: Norway

Norway presents a particularly compelling case 
in the context of refugee integration. According 
to The Economist (2023), it was recognized as 
the wealthiest country in the world based on 
multiple indicators in 2023. As such, it is un-
surprising that many refugees view Norway as 
a destination for ‘dream migration,’ charac-
terized by strong perceived gains and minimal 
losses (Cerdin et al., 2014). Recent research fur-
ther confirms that refugees’ destination choices 
are shaped by perceived economic opportuni-
ties, institutional conditions, and expected well-
being in host countries (Goncharuk & Kereziev, 
2025). Nonetheless, among those fleeing con-
flict, especially from Ukraine, all four migra-
tion types identified by Cerdin et al. (2014) are 
represented.
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According to Samoliuk et al. (2024), Norway has 
balanced indicators of international academic mo-
bility with regulated risks of losing human and in-
tellectual capital. Its growing economy, abundant 
job opportunities, high salaries, and relatively wel-
coming environment make it especially attractive 
for skilled migrants seeking professional advance-
ment and long-term well-being. However, despite 
these advantages, refugees in Norway face a set of 
structural and contextual challenges, including a 
harsh climate, low population density, and a cer-
tain degree of cultural and psychological distance 
from newcomers. Thus, Norway’s experience pro-
vides an instructive case for understanding how 
barriers to integration can be addressed even in 
highly developed host societies. 

One of the first and most significant barriers ref-
ugees encounter in Norway is the language gap. 
Consequently, the Norwegian government’s inte-
gration programs have primarily focused on pro-
viding refugees with language training. Proficiency 
in Norwegian is essential for employment, but the 
language itself is challenging to learn and typi-
cally requires several years to master. During this 
period, many refugees remain unemployed or un-
deremployed, which can lead to social isolation, 
psychological stress, and dependency on state sup-
port, challenges frequently identified in the litera-
ture on refugee integration. Even after acquiring 
the necessary language skills, many refugees lack 
the local education, credentials, and cultural capi-
tal required for qualified employment. As a result, 
many are forced into occupational downshifting, 
taking unskilled jobs far below their qualifica-
tions. This outcome is particularly disheartening 
for refugees who held professional roles or had ad-
vanced education in their home countries. Their 
initial “dreams” of integration and advancement 
may go unfulfilled unless systemic support mech-
anisms are in place.

To resume their careers in Norway, refugees typi-
cally need to follow a multi-stage process: first, 
attain language proficiency (1–2 years); second, 
enroll in higher education or vocational train-
ing programs; and finally, gain credentials recog-
nized by the local labor market. This lengthy and 
demanding process can lead to mental health 
challenges, including burnout, frustration, and 
loss of motivation. Not all refugees are able to en-

dure these hardships, making it essential to de-
velop more effective and accelerated integration 
pathways.

Limiting integration policies solely to language 
instruction and basic welfare support is, therefore, 
insufficient. Broader, more holistic strategies are 
required, especially those that enable refugees to 
resume professional development and social en-
gagement early in their resettlement.

In 2022, the Norwegian government introduced a 
quota of 1,000 tuition-free places in higher edu-
cation institutions (HEIs) for Ukrainian refugees 
(Berglund, 2022). This initiative aimed to support 
approximately 2% of the newly arrived Ukrainian 
refugees by allowing them to pursue full or par-
tial degrees in Norway. Many Norwegian HEIs 
responded positively and were prepared to as-
sist refugees not only through education but also 
through additional measures to promote inte-
gration. However, language proficiency require-
ments, specifically, a minimum B2 level in English 
and/or Norwegian, significantly restricted access 
to these programs. According to the EF English 
Proficiency Index (EF EPI, 2025), Ukraine ranks 
45th out of 113 countries in English language 
proficiency, trailing behind many countries from 
which Norway traditionally receives migrants 
(e.g., Poland – 13th, Croatia – 11th, Portugal – 8th). 
As a result, only about 500 Ukrainian students 
enrolled in Norwegian HEIs in 2022 (Berglund, 
2022), prompting a reduction of the government 
quota to 500 places in 2023.

Against this backdrop, NLA University College im-
plemented an innovative and inclusive initiative: it 
offered select bachelor’s-level management courses 
in Ukrainian, delivered in a hybrid format (both 
online and in-person). This program enrolled 52 
students, representing over 10% of all Ukrainian 
refugees enrolled in Norwegian HEIs in 2022. 
Importantly, the initiative extended beyond tradi-
tional academic instruction. Students are engaged 
in a variety of social integration activities, includ-
ing intercultural events, holiday celebrations, ex-
cursions, and community-based programs. These 
activities were supported not only by the univer-
sity but also by religious organizations, volunteer 
groups, and local community networks, providing 
a comprehensive integration ecosystem. By com-
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bining language learning, academic instruction, 
and community engagement from the outset, this 
model accelerated integration, allowing refugee 
students to maintain educational momentum and 
begin rebuilding their careers in Norway. Rather 
than spending years in isolation or in menial em-
ployment, participants were able to immediately 
develop skills in organization and management 
while cultivating a sense of belonging.

To better understand the interplay among various 
actors and factors involved in this initiative, vi-
sual mapping was employed (Figure 1). This tool 
illustrates the complex relationships and impacts 
of different stakeholders involved in accelerating 
refugee integration in the Norwegian context.

To assess the effectiveness and reliability of the 
courses and associated activities in accelerating 
the social integration of Ukrainian refugees, an 
empirical study is conducted. 

2. METHODOLOGY

To assess the impact of a specialized HEI program 
on refugee integration, we conducted a compara-
tive survey study in spring 2023. Two respondent 

groups were sampled: (1) Ukrainian refugees en-
rolled in the targeted HEI program (N = 93), and 
(2) comparable Ukrainian refugees not enrolled in 
the program (N = 162), representing the broader 
refugee population in Norway. All participants ar-
rived after February 24, 2022. Data were collected 
via an anonymous online questionnaire admin-
istered through Google Forms. Program partici-
pants were contacted through a private Telegram 
group for the course. In contrast, the control 
group was recruited via random invitations post-
ed in public Facebook groups for Ukrainian refu-
gees across Norway (total membership ~30,000). 
The resulting sample of 255 respondents (about 1% 
of the national Ukrainian refugee population) is 
sufficient for statistical analysis.

The questionnaire covered (a) demographic and 
background characteristics; (b) migration motiva-
tions; (c) core value orientations; (d) perceptions of 
aspects of life in Norway; and (e) integration bar-
riers and facilitators (Appendix A). 

To gauge motivations, respondents were asked 
“What prompted you to go to Norway?” with pre-
defined options corresponding to Cerdin et al.’s 
(2014) typology (dream, felicitous, chance, desper-
ate). They also rated the importance (on a 5-point 

Figure 1. The way of accelerating and improving the social integration  
of refugees and their impacts
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Likert scale) of five values during their stay: free-
dom, human rights, dignity, well-being, and equal-
ity. Integration was probed via questions about 
factors hindering and helping their social adapta-
tion in Norway, and a question about the quality 
of host-country institutions (e.g., attitudes of resi-
dents, course quality). The questionnaire outlines 
the key survey items. For example, questions 11–13 
asked respondents to list (open-ended) the values 
they most care about, factors that achieve those 
values, and to rate various life aspects in Norway. 
Questions 14–15 listed specific potential barriers 
and facilitators to adaptation, allowing multiple 
responses. These structured items enable quanti-
tative comparison of perceived obstacles (e.g., lan-
guage, cultural difference, economic factors) and 
supports (e.g., local culture, volunteer aid, educa-
tion quality) between the two groups.

Once the required number of responses was ob-
tained to ensure statistical reliability, the data 

were cleaned, compiled, and compared. To test 
for significant differences between the two sam-
ples, a one-way ANOVA (Cuevas et al., 2004) was 
employed. This method is widely used for com-
paring group means and detecting statistically 
significant variations. A p-value below 0.05 was 
interpreted as strong evidence against the null 
hypothesis, indicating that significant differenc-
es exist between the two groups across the mea-
sured dimensions.

Thus, if the null hypotheses were not rejected, it 
would suggest that the educational program had 
no measurable effect on either the values or social 
integration of refugees. Conversely, rejection of 
the null hypotheses would indicate that the pro-
gram exerted a statistically significant influence 
on the relevant variables.

The sequence of research steps followed to test the 
hypotheses is illustrated in Figure 2.

Figure 2. Research model framework



48

Problems and Perspectives in Management, Volume 24, Issue 2, 2026

http://dx.doi.org/10.21511/ppm.24(2).2026.04

Before testing the hypotheses, we verified that the 
two groups were comparable. Demographic variables 
(age, gender, marital status, education level, length of 
stay) showed no significant differences, indicating 
that differences in outcomes could be attributed to 
program participation rather than background dis-
parity. Migration motivation profiles were also ex-
amined to check for potential confounders.

To analyze the data, we primarily used one-way 
ANOVA to compare mean responses between the 
program and non-program groups. ANOVA is a 
standard method for testing group differences 
in mean scores. A p-value < 0.05 (or approach-
ing significance) was taken as evidence of a real 
difference. Null hypotheses stated that the HEI 
program has no effect on refugees’ values (H1) or 
integration perceptions (H2). Rejection of a null 
hypothesis for a given item would suggest that en-
rollment in the educational program significantly 
influenced that outcome.

Data were collected during the 2023–2024 aca-
demic year through two parallel recruitment strat-
egies targeting Ukrainian refugees residing in 
Norway. An electronic invitation was distributed 
to all 113 students enrolled in the special higher 
education program for refugees. Of these, 93 par-
ticipants completed the questionnaire, resulting in 
a response rate of 82% within the program group.

In parallel, a broader survey was conducted over 
a three-month period by posting invitations in 18 

Facebook groups for Ukrainian refugees across 
Norway. These groups had a combined mem-
bership of approximately 30,000 original users. 
Through this outreach, 162 completed question-
naires were received from individuals not enrolled 
in the targeted educational program.

The average age was approximately 37.8 years (SD 
≈ 9.4), with a roughly equal gender split among 
respondents. Education levels varied, but most 
had at least a bachelor’s degree. These descriptive 
statistics (Table 1) indicate that both groups were 
broadly similar in age and background, support-
ing the validity of the comparative analysis. 

Therefore, survey responses were divided into two 
analytically distinct groups:

1. Participants enrolled in a special higher edu-
cation program designed for Ukrainian refu-
gees in Norway (n = 93);

2. Ukrainian refugees not enrolled in the pro-
gram, representing the general refugee popu-
lation in the country (n = 162).

The research hypotheses were tested using selected 
items from the questionnaire. Prior to hypothesis 
testing, both groups were compared across a set 
of control variables, including gender, age, reli-
gious affiliation, marital status, and length of stay 
in Norway. No statistically significant differences 
were found on these variables, indicating that the 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the survey sample

Respondents Mean Median St. Dev.

Female

Age 37.8 37.0 8.847

Male 

Age 37.5 37.0 12.589

High School Education 
Age 36.1 34.0 13.653

Junior Bachelor’s Degree 

Age 36.6 37.0 10.649

Bachelor’s Degree

Age 37.4 36.5 9.426

Master’s degree

Age 38.8 38.0 8.085

Ph.D. degree

Age 36.7 38.0 11.060

Total sample

Age 37.8 37.0 9.442
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groups were sufficiently homogeneous for com-
parative analysis. This strengthens the validity of 
any observed differences, allowing them to be at-
tributed to participation in the educational pro-
gram rather than background characteristics.

3. RESULTS

3.1. Core values and program 
participation

To assess the potential influence of the HEI pro-
gram on the core values held by Ukrainian ref-
ugees in Norway, both groups were asked to re-
spond to the question: “What values are critical for 
you during your stay in this country?”

Respondents evaluated five key values on a five-
point Likert scale (1 = not important at all, 5 = ex-
tremely important):

1. Freedom – freedom of choice in building a 
new life strategy;

2. Human rights – the right to a happy and se-
cure life in new conditions;

3. Dignity – the ability to work and provide for 
oneself independently, without relying on 
state assistance;

4. Well-being – career and self-development op-
portunities to ensure personal prosperity;

5. Equality – equal access to work, education, 
and personal advancement, on par with local 
residents.

Table 2 reports one-way ANOVA results compar-
ing the two groups on the importance of five core 
values. 

On average, HEI program participants rated 
all values slightly higher than non-participants. 
However, the only value showing a statistically sig-
nificant difference (p < 0.05) was well-being (career 
development and long-term prosperity). Students 
in the program gave well-being the highest impor-
tance (mean ≈ 4.58) and significantly outscored 
the other refugees on this dimension. This sug-
gests that the educational program had a notable 
positive impact on participants’ emphasis on per-
sonal and professional growth. In contrast, the 
dignity value (self-reliance and non-dependency) 
showed no significant difference between groups 
(p ≈ 0.95), implying that all refugees (regardless of 
program status) equally prioritized dignity. The 
other values (freedom, human rights, and equal-
ity) had higher mean ratings for participants but 
did not reach conventional significance (p be-
tween 0.12 and 0.30). The trend suggests a mod-
est shift toward valuing civic freedoms and rights 
more strongly among students, but the evidence 
is inconclusive. Overall, the data indicate that 
the HEI program most clearly enhanced refugees’ 
sense of well-being and growth, while leaving uni-
versally accepted values (like dignity) unchanged. 
Hence, Hypothesis H1 receives partial support, as 
a statistically significant difference was found only 
for the well-being dimension.

To explore how refugees expected to achieve 
these values, a follow-up open-ended question 
was posed. Responses (illustrated in Figure 3) dif-
fered between the groups: program participants 
more frequently cited structured support (e.g., or-
ganized training, career guidance) and less often 
pointed to passive reliance on state aid. 

This aligns with their higher well-being orien-
tation. In managerial terms, this may reflect the 
program group’s engagement with formal path-
ways (such as education and job training) to real-

Table 2. One-way ANOVA results for core values by refugee group 

Refugee group
FREEDOM HUMAN RIGHTS DIGNITY WELL-BEING EQUALITY

Mean St. dev. Mean St. dev. Mean St. dev. Mean St. dev. Mean St. dev.

Students 4.387 .955 4.677 .599 4.387 .919 4.581 .886 4.581 .807

Other refugees 4.123 1.118 4.377 1.022 4.370 .990 4.259 1.084 4.364 1.079

Between groups FREEDOM HUMAN RIGHTS DIGNITY WELL-BEING EQUALITY

Prob 0.221 0.114 0.951* 0.009** 0.290

Note: * means no statistically significant difference was observed, indicating that both groups similarly prioritize this value; ** 
means a statistically significant difference was found between the groups (p = 0.009), indicating that participation in the HEI 
program is associated with higher perceived well-being.
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ize their goals, reinforcing the interpretation that 
the program itself shaped these outcomes.

3.2. Perceived barriers and facilitators

The survey asked respondents about factors that 
hindered and helped their social adaptation in 
Norway (Figure 4). 

Many barriers (e.g., language difficulty, cultur-
al differences) were reported by both groups at 
similar rates. Statistically significant differences 
emerged in key areas with >90% confidence. For 
obstacles, students in the HEI program were sig-
nificantly less likely to report “Limited opportuni-
ties for self-development and leisure” than other 

refugees. This likely reflects that the program itself 
provided meaningful development and engage-
ment opportunities. Conversely, program partici-
pants were more likely to cite “high prices” and 

“difficulty finding a decent job” as barriers. Their 
heightened awareness of economic and labor-mar-
ket challenges may stem from greater information 
or higher expectations fostered by the program.

In terms of facilitators, the difference was starkest 
for educational factors. The option “high-quality 
advanced training courses from local HEIs” was 
chosen by a much higher proportion of partici-
pants than non-participants. This confirms that 
students valued the very program under study 
and perceived HEI courses as a major support 

Figure 3. Responses of two groups of refugees to a specific question, in %
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for integration. Additionally, none of the program 
participants selected “nothing helps me to adapt,” 
whereas some non-participants did. In other words, 
every participant saw at least one factor aiding their 
adaptation, indicating an optimistic outlook. Taken 
together, these patterns strongly support Hypothesis 
H2: the specialized educational program appears to 
mitigate key barriers and reinforce enabling condi-
tions for refugees. Program enrollees feel more per-
sonally supported and empowered (fewer develop-
mental deficits) and recognize educational initiatives 
as helpful, highlighting the role of HEIs in creating 
positive integration pathways.

3.3. Perceptions of the host society

The survey also measured refugees’ perceptions of 
various aspects of Norwegian society (Table 3).

Most items (e.g., “attitude of local residents,” “lo-
cal cultural traditions”) showed no significant dif-
ference between groups, indicating that students 
and non-students held similar views of the gener-
al environment. Importantly, no differences were 
found in how each group viewed local residents or 
authorities, suggesting that participation did not 
alter cultural perceptions.

However, one item stood out: “quality of courses 
offered by local institutions of higher education.” 

Here, ANOVA revealed a highly significant differ-
ence (p = 0.001). Program students rated the qual-
ity of HEI courses in Norway far higher than that 
of other refugees. This result is consistent with the 
previous finding: those who experienced the pro-
gram perceive HEI offerings as substantial assets. 
In practical terms, it underscores that the HEI pro-
gram has a measurable impact on how refugees 
value and trust educational institutions in the host 
country. By contrast, perceptions of basic support 
(e.g., state aid, volunteer organizations) did not dif-
fer significantly, suggesting that the program spe-
cifically enhanced views related to education and 
professional development.

3.4. Migration typologies 

Finally, we compared respondents by the motiva-
tional typology of their migration decision (Figure 5). 

Both groups included all four types identified by 
Cerdin et al. (2014). Notably, the share of “dream” 
migrants (aspirational, low-perceived-loss) was 
slightly higher among program students (16.1%) 
than among other refugees (13.6%). Conversely, 

“felicitous” migrants (high gain, high loss) were 
significantly lower among students (16.1%) than 
non-students (22.2%). The largest segment in both 
groups was “chance” migrants (moderate gain/
loss), at roughly 38% of each sample. The propor-

Table 3. Comparison of perceived integration conditions between groups (ANOVA)

How do you perceive the following aspects of life in Norway?

Refugee  

group

Attitude toward you 
from local residents

Attitude toward you from 
the local authorities

The amount of state 

(communal) aid

Support from 

volunteer 

organizations
Mean St. dev. Mean St. dev. Mean St. dev. Mean St. dev.

Students 4.323 .748 3.806 1.046 3.806 .833 3.613 1.116

Other refugees 4.284 .807 3.957 1.059 4.012 .959 3.691 1.154

Between groups

Prob 0.901* 0.365 0.131 0.599

Refugee  

group

Support from 

religious 

organizations

The quality of courses 

offered by local institutions 
of higher education

The quality of language 

courses offered free  
of charge to refugees

Local cultural 

traditions

Students 3.258 1.460 4.323 .945 3.871 1.118 4.097 .790

Other refugees 3.210 1.362 3.580 1.107 3.685 1.155 3.994 1.037

Between groups

Prob 0.831 0.001** 0.395 0.917***

Note: * means that the differences between groups were not statistically significant (p = 0.901), suggesting similar perceptions 
among respondents; ** means a highly significant difference was observed (p = 0.001), indicating that program participants 
rated the quality of higher education courses significantly higher than non-participants; *** means that no statistically sig-
nificant difference was found between groups (p = 0.917), indicating that both participants and non-participants share similar 
perceptions.



52

Problems and Perspectives in Management, Volume 24, Issue 2, 2026

http://dx.doi.org/10.21511/ppm.24(2).2026.04

tion of “desperate” migrants (low gain, high loss) 
was similar and modest (~16–17%) in both groups.

This distribution suggests that the HEI program at-
tracted relatively more highly motivated individu-
als (dream/chance types) and fewer whose primary 
motivation was welfare (felicitous type). According 
to migration theory, dream migrants are those 
most intent on long-term integration, while desper-
ate migrants typically have the weakest drive to in-
tegrate. Our data align with this: program students 
skew toward the more optimistic, goal-oriented 
category. This may reflect self-selection (those ea-
ger to pursue education) or targeted outreach by 
the program. In any case, it implies that the posi-
tive outcomes observed among students are partly 
due to the intrinsic motivation of the participants. 
From a management standpoint, this means that 
the program was drawing in refugees who already 
saw Norway as a place to build a new career and life, 
thereby amplifying integration prospects.

Overall, the empirical findings provide partial 
support for Hypothesis H1, as statistically signifi-

cant differences were observed only for well-being. 
Hypothesis H2 is supported, as program partici-
pation is associated with differences in perceived 
integration barriers and facilitators.

4. DISCUSSION

This study demonstrates that higher education 
programs can be powerful levers for refugee inte-
gration when managed effectively by institutions. 
Enrollees in the HEI program reported signifi-
cantly higher well-being and optimism, particu-
larly regarding career prospects. This is consis-
tent with prior research showing that access to 
education improves refugees’ sense of security 
and satisfaction, e.g., studies of Syrian refugees in 
Jordan (Al-Rousan et al., 2018) and Turkey (Safak-
Ayvazoglu & Kunuroglu, 2021). In our data, the 
program especially elevated the importance that 
refugees placed on their own well-being and de-
velopment. From a management perspective, this 
suggests that participating students view HEI as 
investing in their future, thereby increasing their 

Figure 5. Responses of two groups of refugees to question number 9, in %
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engagement. By contrast, values like dignity (right 
to self-support) were already rated highly by all 
refugees, likely reflecting a shared cultural belief 
in self-reliance. The program could not increase 
the value that was already near ceiling for every-
one. This may be explained by the conceptualiza-
tion of dignity as a broader, more universal value 
that encompasses fundamental rights, such as the 
right to education (Konsta, 2019). Since all refu-
gees generally perceive equal rights to higher edu-
cation, this shared understanding could explain 
the uniformity in responses related to dignity. 
High overall levels of the examined values may 
indicate a strong readiness among Ukrainian ref-
ugees to integrate into European society, reflect-
ing aspirations cultivated over many years in their 
home country (Sologoub, 2022).

The results also highlight how HEIs act as insti-
tutional actors shaping integration pathways. 
Program participants identified educational re-
sources (courses, career training, and integration 
initiatives) as key enablers, and saw fewer person-
al-development barriers. In other words, the uni-
versity’s program mitigated feelings of stagnation 
and provided tangible opportunities for growth. 
This is a crucial finding for managers: it shows that 
designing curricula and support services tailored 
to refugees can create real developmental benefits. 
Equally, participants’ greater awareness of job-
market challenges implies that the program also 
sharpened their understanding of economic reali-
ties (perhaps through networking or career coun-
seling provided by HEI).

The results provide support for Hypothesis H2, in-
dicating an association between program partici-
pation and perceived integration outcomes. This 
concurs with findings from studies conducted in 
Kenya, Malawi, Jordan (Crea & McFarland, 2015), 
Switzerland (Hainmueller et al., 2017), Germany 
(Dustmann, 1996; Danzer & Ulku, 2009), and the 
Netherlands (De Vroome & Van Tubergen, 2010). 
However, it contrasts with research on African 
refugees in Spain and Italy (De Haas & Fokkema, 
2011), and on refugees in Denmark, Sweden, and 
Finland (Jensen & Pedersen, 2007; Rooth & Saarela, 
2007), as well as a recent study of Syrian refugees 
in Germany (Hannafi & Marouani, 2023). In these 
latter cases, refugees with higher education ob-
tained outside the host country exhibited a greater 

desire to return home and showed less social inte-
gration. This discrepancy likely stems from differ-
ences in context – refugees who received higher 
education in the host country through special pro-
grams, as studied here, may have stronger incen-
tives and opportunities to integrate socially and 
professionally.

While students in the special programs perceive 
economic challenges, such as high living costs and 
difficulty finding decent jobs, more acutely than 
other refugees, they also view their education as 
a critical asset for overcoming these obstacles and 
enhancing their social integration. This suggests 
a higher degree of concern among students about 
securing a stable economic future in Norway. The 
link between access to the labor market and ref-
ugees’ well-being and dignity has been empha-
sized by Sahin Mencutek and Nashwan (2021) 
and is consistent with the International Labor 
Organization’s (ILO, 2015) concept of decent work, 
which highlights employment that is both produc-
tive and protective of workers’ rights. Accordingly, 
the elevated awareness of employment challenges 
among students is closely tied to their values of 
well-being and dignity, though statistically, the 
impact was more significant for well-being in this 
study.

Moreover, limited opportunities for self-develop-
ment and leisure were perceived as less hinder-
ing to social integration by students compared 
to other refugees, indicating that participation in 
educational programs may provide meaningful 
avenues for personal growth beyond formal stud-
ies. Interestingly, both groups shared similarly 
positive perceptions of local residents’ attitudes 
and cultural traditions, suggesting these social 
and cultural factors are largely independent of 
educational involvement. This may be explained 
by cultural affinities between Ukrainians and 
Norwegians (Tkach, 2016), as well as the generally 
prosocial and altruistic nature of Norwegian soci-
ety (Larsen & Witoszek, 2023).

The migration typology analysis carries clear im-
plications. The program drew more “dream” and 

“chance” migrants (those with clear aspirations) 
and fewer “felicitous” welfare-driven migrants. 
According to Cerdin et al. (2014), these groups 
have the strongest motivation to integrate. In man-



54

Problems and Perspectives in Management, Volume 24, Issue 2, 2026

http://dx.doi.org/10.21511/ppm.24(2).2026.04

agement terms, this suggests that the distribution 
may reflect self-selection by those already inclined 
to integrate and succeed. This is a useful outcome 
(it maximizes return on investment in education), 
but it also alerts policymakers and administrators 
to potential selection bias. To fulfill broader inte-
gration goals, HEIs and governments may need to 
find ways to engage the less motivated (e.g., through 
outreach, bridging courses) so that benefits are not 
confined to the most optimistic migrants. 

The empirical evidence points to several managerial 
and policy recommendations. Firstly, HEI admin-
istrators should recognize refugee integration as 
part of their strategic mission and human resourc-
es planning. Offering specialized programs should 
be integrated into the university’s organizational 
structure, e.g., by dedicating staff to admissions 
support, language assistance, and career placement 
for refugee students. The data make clear that the 
quality of courses and support services directly in-
fluences students’ integration experience. Therefore, 
HEI leaders must invest in maintaining high stan-
dards and in tailoring curricula to address refugees’ 
needs, e.g., condensed programs and credit for pri-
or learning. Success in well-being suggests that pro-
grams that quickly get refugees into skill-building 
activities help maintain their motivation and men-
tal health.

Secondly, on an institutional level, universities 
should build partnerships beyond academia. As the 
literature suggests, collaboration with businesses, 
local government, and NGOs can amplify impact. 
For example, HEIs might partner with industry 
to offer internships or apprenticeships to refugee 
students, thereby linking education directly with 
employment. This would address the very job-mar-
ket barriers that participants already perceive and 
would cement the university’s role as a bridge be-
tween refugees and labor opportunities. Internally, 
university managers should also foster an inclusive 
campus culture (via intercultural events, mentor-
ing by local students) to reinforce the social side of 

integration. The finding that attitudes of local resi-
dents were rated similarly by both groups suggests 
that social reception may be adequate, but institu-
tional action is needed to leverage it.

Thirdly, at the policy level, the study underscores 
the need for holistic integration strategies. While 
Norway’s quota scheme was a positive initiative, 
the data indicate it could be made more inclu-
sive. Policymakers should consider lowering lan-
guage entry barriers and offering preparatory lan-
guage support so that more refugees can benefit. 
Governments might also increase the number of 
program slots, since only a tiny fraction of refu-
gees globally access higher education (roughly 3%) 
(Streitwieser et al., 2020), despite the total number 
of refugees being projected to exceed 130 million by 
2024 (UNHCR, 2024a). Besides, authorities could 
provide funding for wrap-around services (child-
care, transportation subsidies, mental health coun-
seling). From a public administration perspective, 
refugee integration should be treated as cross-sec-
tor governance: ministries of education, labor, and 
social affairs need to coordinate on such programs. 
The positive survey results call for these programs 
to be expanded and institutionalized as part of a 
broader labor integration policy, rather than ad hoc 
projects.

Finally, the language of the conclusion must con-
sider scalability. Other countries facing refugee 
inflows can learn from the Norwegian experi-
ence. This evidence suggests that when HEIs are 
empowered and supported to manage integration 
programs, outcomes improve. International frame-
works (e.g., UNHCR’s 15% higher-education access 
goal by 2030) echo this need. In summary, man-
aging refugee integration through higher educa-
tion means treating universities not just as service 
providers but as strategic partners in social policy. 
With the right mix of institutional commitment 
and policy backing, HEIs can convert the refugee 
challenge into an opportunity for human capital 
development.

CONCLUSION

This study aimed to assess whether participation in a structured higher education program is associ-
ated with differences in perceived social integration outcomes among Ukrainian refugees residing in 
Norway. The findings indicate that refugees who participated in the specialized HEI program reported 
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significantly higher levels of perceived well-being and more positive assessments of education-related 
integration facilitators compared to non-participants. Differences in broader civic value orientations 
were limited, with dignity remaining uniformly high across both groups. The results also suggest that 
program participants were more likely to emphasize structured professional development pathways as 
mechanisms for achieving their integration goals.

These findings highlight the institutional role of higher education institutions as actors within national 
integration frameworks. Participation in structured educational programs appears to strengthen refugees’ 
perceived prospects for career development and social inclusion, thereby complementing traditional lan-
guage-focused integration policies. From a managerial perspective, universities can contribute to integra-
tion governance by providing coordinated educational, mentoring, and career-oriented support mecha-
nisms. For policymakers, the results suggest that expanding access to higher education and reducing insti-
tutional barriers may enhance long-term integration outcomes beyond immediate labor market activation.

Several limitations should be acknowledged. The study relies on self-reported perceptions rather than 
objective labor market outcomes, and participation in the educational program may partly reflect self-
selection of more motivated individuals. Future research should incorporate longitudinal and outcome-
based indicators, including employment trajectories and income progression, to further assess the long-
term institutional impact of higher education on refugee integration.

According to the SIKT (Norwegian Agency for Shared Services in Education and Research) conclu-
sion, this study does not process directly or indirectly identifiable data about natural persons and does 
not need an assessment from Data Protection Services. This study complies with the ethics of scientific 
research described in the Ethical Principles of the Declaration of Helsinki and other applicable ethical 
principles and legislation.
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APPENDIX A. Questionnaire to study the social integration  
 Ukrainian refugees in Norway

Social integration of Ukrainian refugees in Norway
This questionnaire has been developed for the study carried out within the framework of the SHIINE COST Action 
CA18236 “Multi-disciplinary innovation for social change”, funded by the European Commission. All data obtained 
during this survey are anonymous and not subject to disclosure. Only general trends and factors may be published 

along with other study results. The results of this survey should bring science closer to understanding the refugees’ 

perception of living conditions in another country and the level of their social integration.
How long are you staying in Norway?

What is your qualification?
In which industry did you work until February 24, 2022?
What is your age (in years)?

What is your gender?

What is your current marital status?
Do you have children?
What religion do you belong to?

What prompted you to go to Norway?
What is important to you during your stay in this country?
What values are critical for you during your stay in this country?
What, in your opinion, can help achieve important values for you?
How do you perceive the following aspects of life in Norway?
What aspects hinder your social integration in Norway?
What helps your social integration in Norway?
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