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1	 Introduction

More than other types of organizations, public administrations are expected to respect 
norms of equal treatment and non-discrimination in their recruitment and to act 
“without regard to the person”, as Weber described it in his ideal type of bureaucracy 
(Weber 2005, 186). At the same time, ethnic difference1 in civil service has become 
increasingly relevant in many European countries in a context of public and political 
demands that the access of persons of immigrant or ethnic minority background 
be improved and that bureaucracies be made more representative of the societies 
they serve (Maravić et al. 2013). Yet, in many countries, staff members of immi­
grant or ethnic minority background continue to be underrepresented, particularly 
in the higher ranks of public administration (e. g. Andrews and Ashworth 2013; 
Meziani-Remichi and Maussen 2017; Ette et al. 2020), which indicates barriers and 
discrimination in the access to jobs. 

Taking the intersection of formal bureaucratic “difference blindness”, increasing 
“difference consciousness”, and the differential inclusion of immigrant and ethnic 
minority staff as a starting point, this article investigates the role of ethnic and ra­
cializing differentiations in administrative recruitment. Specifically, how and why 
do public administrations use such differentiations in their recruitment practices? 
How is this affected by a changing institutional environment in which diversity in 
the workforce is increasingly observed and expected?

While there is increasing scholarly interest in the way “street-level bureaucra­
cies” (Lipsky 1980) differentiate between and discriminate against immigrant or 
ethnic minority clients (e. g. Hemker and Rink 2017; Adman and Jansson 2017; 
Wagner 2017; Brussig et al. 2019; Piñeiro et al. 2019), such practices have been 
less investigated with regard to recruitment for administrative jobs. Studies have 
examined barriers for immigrant descendants in access to jobs (Meziani-Remichi and 
Maussen 2017) and the recruitment and self-perceptions of diversity officers (Schiller 
2017). Recent research on Swiss administrations indicates that administrations may 
target individuals with foreign-language skills (Piñeiro et al. 2019) or ignore the 
underrepresentation of staff of immigrant origin (Wagner 2017). However, we still 
lack a deeper understanding of how and why ethnic and racializing differentiations 
matter for administrative recruitment practices and of the dynamics of reproduction 
and change in a changing institutional environment. 

To investigate this, I draw on the literature on hiring discrimination and 
ethnic/racial inequalities in organizations and look at the empirical example of the 
recruitment of junior staff members in local administrations in the German city-state 
of Berlin. The case of German public administrations is interesting for its interplay 
1	 I use the terms “ethnic difference” and “ethnic differentiations” as umbrella terms for social 

differentiations on the basis of ascribed origin and their product. Where these differentiations 
imply subordination, devaluation, and exclusion of those differentiated as “others”, I use the terms 
“racializing” / “racialized”.
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of a strong self-description of “difference-blind” recruitment for the civil service – 
the principle of meritocracy is laid down in the constitution (GG Art. 33.2) – and 
public policies since the mid-2000s declaring the objective to increase the share of 
staff members with a “migration background”.2 Official personnel statistics in pub­
lic administrations do not record this category, but surveys indicate a pronounced 
underrepresentation (Bürgerschaft der Freien und Hansestadt Hamburg 2009; Ette 
et al. 2016, 2020).

Based on extensive qualitative data and two in-depth case studies of local 
administrations, the article reveals how recruitment practices use and (re)produce 
ethnic and racializing differentiations in the form of constructions of (un)suitable 
candidates in which ethnicity/“race” intersects with gender and space. Further, I show 
the functions of these differentiations for the administrations: they allowed, on one 
hand, the justification of unequal recruitment outcomes and established routines, 
and on the other, the showcasing of hiring efforts and the organization’s openness 
to diversity. These functions are further supported by statistics on the “migration 
background” of candidates.

In the following sections, I first discuss the literature on ethnicity/“race” in the 
recruitment of organizations. After introducing the empirical data and methods, I 
present in the cases of two local administrations in Berlin how and why ethnic and 
racializing differentiations were (re)produced in recruitment practices. The final 
section summarizes and discusses the findings.

2	 Ethnic and Racializing Differentiations and Organizational Recruitment

I conceptualize the question of ethnic and racializing differentiations in administra­
tive recruitment from a more general perspective on the role of ethnicity and “race” 
in organizational practice. Recent scholarship foregrounds the importance of the 
organizational meso-level for understanding the (re)production of racial inequalities 
(Ray 2019). Organizations such as public administrations are specific forms of social 
systems with distinct structures, logics, and modes of operation (Luhmann 2000; 
Scott and Davis 2007). They play an often-neglected role for the in/exclusion of 
immigrants and ethnic or racialized minorities (Lang et al. 2021). Organizational 
goals, rules, routines, and infrastructures shape the potential relevance of categories 
of difference (Nieswand 2017, 1717). 

The growing body of literature on organizations and ethnic/racial inequalities 
indicates different ways in which categories of ethnicity and “race” may become rel­
evant in recruitment and employment contexts. Research on hiring decisions, looking 

2	 “Migration background” (Migrationshintergrund) is the official statistical category in Germany: 
“A person has a migration background if he or she or at least one parent does not have German 
nationality by birth” (Statistisches Bundesamt 2018, 4).
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mostly at the private sector, has recurrently shown that employers utilize negative 
representations of candidates of immigrant or ethnic/racial minority background as 
lacking skills and qualifications for jobs to which they apply in order to justify their 
exclusion (Kirschenman and Neckerman 1991; Moss and Tilly 2001; Imdorf 2010; 
Midtbøen 2014; Scherr et al. 2015). Explicitly or implicitly, these studies draw on 
the concept of “statistical discrimination” (Phelps 1972; Pager and Karafin 2009), 
according to which employers use (stereotypical) assumptions about the productivity 
of specific categories of people because they lack the necessary information, time, 
and resources to thoroughly evaluate a candidate. This helps reduce the costs of 
their decisions and the risk of recruiting potentially unsuited employees (Midtbøen 
2014). Yet negative ascriptions may also allow justifying inequalities in the access 
to jobs, which are produced not through direct hiring discrimination but through 
regular hiring routines that disadvantage migrants, e. g. when recruitment is based 
on employee networks in which migrants are not included (Bommes 2012). In their 
concept of “institutional discrimination”, Gomolla and Radtke (2009) show that 
referring to widespread stereotypical knowledge about migrants’ “cultural segrega­
tion” or “lacking willingness to integrate” may allow an organization to legitimize 
inequalities, which it produces itself through its regular decisions.

These studies describe functions of ethnic and racializing differentiations that 
relate to more general characteristics of organizational practices. As the systems 
theory emphasizes, organizations operate in a situation of uncertainty that they 
have to reduce in their decision-making (Luhmann 2000). Neo-institutionalist 
approaches stress the need for organisations to secure legitimacy and support from 
their environment by demonstrating that their practices comply with societal rules, 
norms and beliefs (Deephouse and Suchman 2008). In hiring contexts, this means 
particularly demonstrating their respect for the principles of equal treatment and 
non-discrimination. Mobilizing common stereotypes about migrants or ethnic 
minorities as lacking professionally relevant skills can, thus, be understood as a 
strategy that helps reduce uncertainty and secure legitimacy. 

Going beyond hiring decisions, more recent scholarship emphasizes that organi­
zations as such are racialized, turning the perspective to the often implicitly operating 
norms and cultural schemas that reproduce racial inequality (Acker 2006; Wooten 
and Couloute 2017; Ray 2019). They are covered by official accounts of presumably 
“neutral” and “difference-blind” structures and procedures, i.e. the “whiteness” of an 
organisation (Ahmed 2012). These studies point out that the differentiations, which 
become relevant in recruitment contexts, express and reproduce the institutionalized 
norms and schemas of the organization in question. These include representations of 
suitable employees. According to Ray (2019), “racialized organizations” are particu­
larly (re)produced through internal hierarchies and occupational segregation, where 
specific positions are associated with and allocated to specific racial categories with 
“non-whites” placed at the bottom and “whites” in leadership positions. In a study on 
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the British senior civil service, Puwar (2001) identified the “racialized somatic norm” 
in this profession – “white bodies” – as a core mechanism perpetuating institutional 
racism. Similarly, Ahmed observed that recruitment practices tend to prioritize those 
“bodies […] that can inherit and reproduce the character of the organisation, by 
reflecting its image back to itself, by having a ‘good likeness’” (Ahmed 2012, 40). 
This “good likeness” can refer to physical appearance but also to cultural similarity 
(Hartmann and Kopp 2001; Rivera 2012). 

Further, ethnicity/ “race” may intersect with other categories. Acker argued 
that representations of the “ideal worker” (Acker 2006, 449) underlying recruitment 
practices are both racialized and gendered, with different types of jobs associated with 
different representations that are at least partly shaped by the ethnicity/“race” and 
gender of those already occupying the positions. Studies on hiring decision-making 
in the US show that race intersects with space and class in addition to gender, with 
employers particularly associating black men from poor inner-city neighbourhoods 
with a lack of skills (Kirschenman and Neckerman 1991). This draws attention to 
the role of spatial (and concomitant class-related) differentiations of urban neighbor­
hoods in representations of racialized “others” (Pott 2016), which may be activated 
in recruitment decisions. 

Combining these insights from the literature on hiring discrimination, racial­
ized organizations and general organizational theory, we can assume that ethnic and 
racialized differentiations fulfil functions in recruitment situations by helping to 
reduce uncertainty and legitimize recruitment decisions.3 Further, the differentiations 
drawn are not to be understood as mere stereotypes of individual decision-makers 
but as reflecting representations of suitable employees or “ideal workers”, which 
are inscribed in the norms and cultural schemas institutionalized in the organiza­
tion. Moreover, in these representations, ethnicity/“race” may intersect with other 
categories, particularly gender and space. 

The present study extends the existing research empirically and conceptually, 
particularly in three respects: first, by examining public administrations – an organi­
zational type minimally studied thus far – with their specific rules, norms, tasks and 
routines; second, by taking a broader view of ethnic and racializing differentiations 
in recruitment practices that looks beyond concrete hiring decisions; and third, by 
focussing not only on the persistence and reproduction of inequalities but also on 
the potential dynamics in a context of institutional change – i. e. increasing demands 
that public workforces become more diverse. 

3	 I distinguish between the function of ethnic and racializing differentiations for the operation of 
an organisation and the product, e. g. exclusion and perpetuation of power relations. While there 
might be hiring situations in which differentiations fulfil the function to bar “non-whites” from 
access to jobs, this has not occurred in the organisations studied. 
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3	 Empirical Case, Data, and Methods

The present article draws on a comparative case study of local administrations in 
the German state of Berlin and extensive qualitative data gathered from 2012–15. 
The city-state of Berlin provided fruitful terrain for the research since it allowed a 
comparison of recruitment practices in different local administrations situated in the 
same, changing institutional environment, in which “consciousness” about ethnic 
difference in the civil service had increased. 

Berlin comprises 12 districts that represent the local level and enjoy relative 
autonomy in matters of staff recruitment. These administrations are important lo­
cal employers, each having about 2000 staff members. Their tasks include, among 
others, offering citizen services, social and youth welfare services, responsibilities 
in matters of urban development, culture, and public order. Since the mid-2000s, 
Berlin’s integration policies have pursued the objective “to increase the share of 
employees with a migration background” in the civil service. In early 2021, a draft 
of a new “Act for the Promotion of Participation in a Migration Society” (updating 
the “Participation and Integration Act” of 2010) sparked nationwide debate for 
suggesting a quota for the proportion of employees with a migration background 
in the civil service corresponding to their proportion in the city’s population; the 
suggestion was abandoned after much criticism. Measures to recruit more staff 
with a migration background have focussed on vocational training (Ausbildung). 
In Germany, this is a highly institutionalized and recognized pathway leading to 
a wide range of qualified occupations. The three-year training, which requires a 
secondary-school degree, combines a traineeship in the employing organization with 
theory at vocational schools. In public administration, it is the entry requirement 
for the middle grade of the civil service (e. g. administrative clerk positions). After 
successfully completing training, trainees are usually offered continued employ­
ment; internal careers can lead up to middle management. In Berlin, a programme 
called «Berlin braucht Dich!» (“Berlin needs you!”) aims at promoting vocational 
training in the civil service among young people of immigrant origin by support­
ing internships, providing promotional materials, and facilitating contacts between 
employers and schools. All administrations are expected to participate, but the state 
government cannot enforce this. The available data show large variations between 
Berlin’s administrations in the recruitment of trainees with a migration background. 
When fieldwork was conducted, a few districts had regularly shown percentages of 
new trainees with a migration background of 25–50 %, whereas in others, the per­
centage had varied largely from year to year, and some districts had rarely reported 
proportions greater than 10 % (BQN Berlin 2014).4

4	 The percentage of population with a “migration background” in Berlin overall was 27.9 % in 2014 
with districts’ shares ranging from 8.7 %–47.2 % (Amt für Statistik Berlin-Brandenburg 2014). 
As shown in the case studies below, a district’s share of population with a “migration background” 
is not necessarily reflected among newly employed trainees.
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The empirical study focussed on the recruitment of trainees for administrative 
clerk positions, i. e. generalists who could later be employed in a variety of adminis­
trative departments. Recruitment for these positions was chosen for being the main 
focus of the policies, which raised the question about their effects in practice. Further, 
it allowed the investigation of a regular and important recruitment channel as well as 
a comparison across administrations. Overall, I gathered empirical material on the 
city-state level and five district administrations, three of which were then selected 
for in-depth case studies as contrasting cases regarding the recruitment of trainees 
with a migration background and responses to the city-state’s diversity policies. 

The following analysis draws on two of these cases, which were chosen to 
show interesting differences in the function and meaning of ethnic and racializing 
differentiations for recruitment practices. In administration A, shares of newly hired 
trainees with a migration background remained low, and no active recruitment was 
undertaken. In administration B, in contrast, several measures had been introduced 
to increase the proportion of trainees with a migration background, and thereby, 
these numbers had risen significantly. Both districts are situated in the western part 
of Berlin and have high proportions of inhabitants with a migration background 
(in 2014, when fieldwork was conducted, these were 36 % in district A and 42 % 
in district B). While district A is commonly more associated with its bourgeois 
neighbourhoods, district B often features in public discourse around immigration-
related problems. 

The analysis is based on different types of empirical data. These include, first, 16 
semi-structured interviews plus several informal talks with different actors involved 
in trainee recruitment in the two districts (vocational training officers, administra­
tive department heads, integration commissioners, members of district parliaments, 
representatives of NGOs offering projects to support access to civil service for young 
people of immigrant origin), as well as 17 semi-structured interviews with trainees 
and employees of immigrant origin. Second, participant observation was conducted 
in the trainee recruitment process (e. g. in the selection of applications, in interviews, 
at job fairs). Third, an analysis of a significant body of political, administrative, 
and media documents was undertaken. Data analysis combined inductive content 
analysis with fine-grained, hermeneutic analyses of key passages to reconstruct the 
logics of action, interpretation schemes, and modes of differentiation underlying 
recruitment practices (for additional details, see Lang 2019). 

4	 Ethnic and Racializing Differentiations in the Trainee Recruitment of  
Local Administrations in Berlin

Recruitment for vocational training in Berlin’s local administrations officially fol­
lowed meritocratic, “difference-blind” criteria. Migration-related characteristics such 
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as language and intercultural skills or the individual’s “migration background” were 
formally not considered. My interviewees in the HR departments regularly empha­
sized “§ 33.2” in the federal constitution, which affirms meritocratic access to civil 
service. However, with the policies to increase the proportion of staff members with 
a migration background, administrations were expected to pursue specific meas­
ures – at least participating in the programme “Berlin needs you!”, which aimed to 
foster the access of young people of immigrant origin to the civil service – and to 
report on the numbers of newly hired trainees with a “migration background”. In 
this context, ethnic and racializing differentiations of (potential) candidates were 
quite common in all administrations investigated, both in the ways my interviewees 
narrated their recruitment practices and how the organizations portrayed themselves 
to the public. The following two case presentations show how local administrations 
and their personnel officers use and (re)produce such differentiations to construct 
figures of (un)suitable candidates and the functions this serves.

4.1	 “Unsuitable others”

In administration A, trainee recruitment followed routines that had not changed for 
years and drew on classic selection criteria. The selection of applications was based on 
school performance as documented in school reports (grades, degrees, absences) and 
assessment tests focussing on German spelling, grammar, mathematics and general 
education. For the officers, “ideal candidates” were those who took the traditional 
route into vocational training, applying directly after graduating from secondary 
school. They were prioritized over applicants with less linear educational pathways. 
The district did not have a policy regarding the recruitment of staff members with a 
migration background, and the district’s mayor, in charge of the personnel depart­
ment, did not demonstrate an interest in this issue. The vocational training unit 
participated only on paper in the city-state’s programme “Berlin needs you!” and 
undertook no other promotions for their traineeship. These routine recruitment and 
selection practices were not questioned within the administration in regard to any 
potential barriers they might create for young people from immigrant families, e.g. 
by implicitly expecting prior knowledge about entry opportunities in German public 
administration and reproducing potential inequalities produced or enhanced in the 
school system (see Lang 2019). The reported proportion of newly hired trainees 
with a migration background usually remained below 10 %.

While the personnel officers stressed that they did not differentiate along “mi­
gration backgrounds”, ethnic and racializing differentiations played an important 
role in the recruitment practice. Intersecting with gendered and spatial differentia­
tions, these differentiations constructed figures of “unsuitable” candidates, which 
helped justify why the numbers of trainees with a migration background were low 
and why no specific measures were developed to increase them.
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When I asked about trainees with a migration background in the administra­
tion, the head of the training unit emphasized that such candidates demonstrated 
lower performances than their peers without a migration background in the selection 
criteria and singled out specific categories: 

In the first round of selection, we also had some candidates with a migration 
background, but it is not the cliché-Turk who enters here. […] Turkish and 
Arab young men, from my experience, have much more difficulties to make 
it here, because, I think, they experience another influence. Maybe they 
don’t want to work in the civil service, if so, only in office management but 
not as administrative clerk […]. But migration background is not defined 
by the country of origin; we have a wide range of migration backgrounds 
spread over many countries, including Turks, but we also have Finns and 
Italians […] But the image that many people have of people with a migra-
tion background – [name of a prominent immigration district of Berlin], 
Turkish, Arab origin – they are hardly in the administration. Often, they 
also don’t pass the tests, if they are invited at all. (Interview A3.1, § 110)

This description constructs specific “others”, or the “constitutive outside” (Hall 
1996, 3), of the administration: the ethnic and gendered differentiation of “young 
men” from Turkish and Arab backgrounds, categories most commonly associated 
with cultural difference compared to the German “majority society”, invokes im­
ages of “hypermasculinity” and backward gender norms (Lutz and Huxel 2018), 
which are used to explain an assumed lack of interest in the predominantly female 
administrative professions. The reference to a different district, which in Berlin and 
beyond stands for socio-economic problems and the segregation of immigrants, re­
produces a discourse of “integration deficits” – ascribed in particular ways to young 
men (Spindler 2013) – that substantiates the assumption of this category’s lack of 
skills for the job. This construction of “unsuitable others” performs an externaliza­
tion in two respects: by externalising the reasons for the underrepresentation of 
the differentiated category among the trainees in ascribing them to the candidates’ 
cultural and educational deficiencies, and externalising the “unsuitable” candidates 
themselves by situating them outside of the own administrative territory. 

Candidates of (specific) migration backgrounds were also assumed to show 
deficiencies regarding other expectations of “good trainees”, which reveal, at the 
same time, the “white” norm underlying these expectations. These included skills 
in the “official language German” («Amtssprache Deutsch»), which were recurrently 
stressed as critical for the job by my respondents for this study. The head of the 
personnel unit, for instance, assumed that individuals of immigrant descent were 
“underperforming” due to not having the “German mother tongue” (Interview A1.2, 
§ 88). Further expected deficiencies included the motivation for the job. Sharing 
the assumption by the head of the training unit that young people from immigrant 
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families were less motivated regarding administrative professions, the head of the 
personnel department explained:

In interviews with applicants, it often becomes clear when our training of-
ficer asks about motivation, “Why are you interested in training in the civil 
service?” The answer is “Hm, I don’t know”. Surprisingly, this is more common 
among migrants, or at least among those with migrant roots, than among 
those from, let’s say, still classic German families. (Interview A1.1, § 53)

He perceived applicants who lacked sufficient motivation and realistic ideas about 
the traineeship as potential risks: “Because this could quickly lead to the impression 
“I had a very different idea” and then it would be a pity for the dropout rate” (Interview 
A1.1, § 53). The difference from the norm of “classic German” backgrounds among 
the trainees is presented as a factor of uncertainty for recruitment, which could 
mean that the resources invested in training could turn out to have been in vain. 

By constructing potentially “unsuitable others” who deviate from established 
expectations regarding “good trainees”, the administrative officers could justify the low 
numbers of trainees with a migration background and ignore the potential contribu­
tion of their own recruitment practices (e. g. selection based on school-performance 
criteria and a lack of advertising, which perpetuated the little knowledge about 
jobs in the civil service among young people of immigrant background). Ascribing 
such deficiencies to the “others” allowed the maintenance of the myth of their own 
meritocratic, “difference-blind” recruitment practices.

Moreover, ethnic and spatially coded ascriptions of “unsuitability” helped 
justify why no measures were undertaken to increase the proportion of trainees 
with a migration background such as participating in the programme “Berlin needs 
you!”. The head of the unit argued: 

In my view, there is for sure a need to support the persons concerned, but not 
in the question of hiring them for civil service positions, but in the question, 
how can they be motivated to be able to perform correspondingly, [...] also the 
language background, that there is language support, so that especially those 
who live in districts that have a very high proportion, or where the family 
situation does not allow it, can somehow break out of their own mother 
tongue area. [...] We would actually have to start two levels earlier, even in 
early childhood, right? […] and that is not the task of the employers; that 
is a political decision, how do I deal with this in the school system. But we 
can only act and bear the fruits that then result from supporting this group 
of people. (Interview A3.1, § 125) 

By defining hiring inequalities as due to educational and language deficits, i. e. 
questions beyond the administration’s responsibility, and localizing the problem in 
the prominent immigration districts of Berlin, outside of the own district’s borders, 
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the officer externalized the responsibility for addressing the problem. Similarly, the 
head of the personnel department argued that implementing specific programmes 
in the prominent immigration districts was “extremely obvious, because there is simply 
a completely different proportion of foreigners there than here in relation to the Turkish-
speaking fellow citizens” (Interview A1.1, § 125). In contrast, he associated the migrant 
population in his own district with “embassies” and “a very very high proportion of 
university students” (Interview A1.1, § 125) and, thereby, less in need of integration 
measures. Since space functions as a marker of administrative responsibility (Klüter 
1999), differentiations of migrants along the territorial borders of districts allowed 
rejecting responsibility for implementing integration policies.

In addition to these everyday constructions of difference, the officers drew on 
statistical differentiations to substantiate their recruitment practices. In the context 
of the city-state’s programme “Berlin needs you!”, all administrations were asked to 
record the proportion of trainees with a “migration background”. For this purpose, 
the officers in administration A had included a column “migration background” 
in the detailed Excel table that documented all candidates and their performance 
in the different selection steps. They communicated the statistics produced on 
candidates and trainees with a migration background to present their recruitment 
as appropriate. The head of the unit emphasized that, compared to the share of ap­
plicants with a migration background, the share of recruited trainees was relatively 
high, which indicated that these applicants were “even more successful” (Interview 
A.3.1, § 76), and thus, specific recruitment measures were not required: “There are 
no special initiatives, but based on the numbers that we have, I also don’t think that this 
is really necessary” (Interview A3.1, § 94). This argumentation draws on the power 
of numbers as a specific “medium of communication” (Heintz 2007, 65) suggesting 
objectivity and exactness (see also Supik 2014, 75–78). Thus, mobilizing statistics 
could support that the argument of appropriate recruitment was approved in the 
organization’s environment. 

Yet the communicated numbers covered the contingencies of their production 
and the heterogeneity of those included. Since “migration background” was not an 
official category in the recruitment procedures, the officers recorded it only where 
it was made explicit in the applications (e. g. by place of birth or nationality). In the 
Excel table, I observed that a notable number of applicants whose names suggested 
a familial migration background were not classified as such. The proportion of ap­
plicants with a migration background seemed significantly higher than the personnel 
officers’ statistics suggested.5 This raised the question of why these applicants ap­
peared only relatively rarely among those selected for traineeship positions and cast 
into doubt the argument of their “relative success” in the recruitment procedures. 

5	 The onomastic method of using names as proxies for a “migration background” is also imprecise, 
but the juxtaposition of the counting methods revealed that the personnel departments’ statistics 
included only part of the category they promised to represent.
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Further, about half of the hired trainees classified with a “migration background” 
in administration A during my fieldwork were “white” (e. g. Finnish-German, US 
American-German), which illustrated that the statistics revealed little about the in­
clusion of racialized “others”. However, because numbers invisibilize their empirical 
basis, signal objectivity, and allow the establishment of various comparisons (Heintz 
2007), these statistics on “migration background” could serve as an additional resource 
for the personnel officers striving to legitimize their recruitment practices and their 
outcomes of low numbers of trainees with a migration background.

4.2	 “Suitable diversity” and its limits

Unlike administration A, recruitment practices in administration B had changed con­
siderably over the years. In the mid-2000s, the district mayor had initiated measures 
to increase the share of trainees of immigrant background, which included active 
participation in the programme “Berlin needs you!” and a cooperative arrangement 
with a local association offering preparation courses for vocational training in the 
civil service for young women with a migration background. Each year in the four 
years the arrangement endured, a certain number of successful participants received 
preferential access to vocational training. In the early 2010s, the vocational train­
ing unit began to develop active promotion strategies, expecting significant hiring 
demand related to a retirement wave and increasing competition for good trainees 
since secondary-school graduates increasingly opted for higher education instead of 
vocational training. The traditional selection criteria and procedures were replaced 
by a “suitability assessment” with criteria independent of educational achievements; 
this was conducted by an external HR service provider. Parallel to these changes, the 
numbers of trainees with a migration background had increased significantly, from 
5 % in 2000 to about 25 %–35 % regularly since the late 2000s.

In this context, ethnic differentiations fulfilled a different function than in 
the previous case. They served to display recruitment efforts and showcase the 
administration as an attractive, diversity-friendly employer. While also drawing on 
constructions of “suitable candidates” in which ethnicity/“race” intersected with 
gender and space, the meaning of these differentiations seemed to change in part.

The early measures to recruit more trainees with a migration background were 
accompanied by representations of, in particular, young women as potentially lacking 
qualifications and, thus, requiring a preparation programme to make them suitable 
for vocational training. Promoting their recruitment was in line with the district’s 
integration policies, which depicted migrant women as particularly disadvantaged 
and in need of integration measures, and it allowed the mayor to showcase his efforts 
towards immigrant integration. Most of the preparation programme’s participants 
had a Turkish background, which in German public discourse is often associated 
with patriarchal gender norms that oppress women, thus strengthening the image 
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of a mayor who actively supported disadvantaged “others”. One of the participants, 
a young woman of Turkish descent who later became employed, complained that 
they had been treated as “token dolls” (Interview M4, § 94): “There was a press release. 
Here, [name of mayor] with many trainees and all have a migration background. District 
mayor of [B], do you see this? Hires a lot of young women with a migration background 
because he supports them” (Interview M4, § 102). Showcasing these trainees could 
help gain recognition and enhance the administration’s legitimacy in a changing 
institutional context where Berlin’s policies stressed the goal of increasing the pro­
portion of employees with a migration background. 

As in administration A, the communication of statistics on the “migration 
background” among trainees further supported this. Here, the recorded proportion – 
which had risen steeply through recruitment via the preparation courses – was used to 
present the administration as a role model and “pioneer for a quantitatively committed 
and qualitatively demanding training of young migrants” (BQN Berlin 2008, 4) as the 
mayor stressed in a brochure. However, while the visible diversity was “suitable” for 
the external presentation, internally the young women’s suitability was questioned. 
They were obliged to attend German classes during their training, irrespective of 
their actual German-language skills. Their “migration background” was racialized 
as deviating from the German-language norm and perceived as requiring specific 
measures to produce suitability for the job. 

At the time of my fieldwork, the representations of “suitable trainees” seemed 
to change. In the context of active promotional strategies for vocational training to 
counter the expected growing competition for good trainees, young people of im­
migrant descent appeared as a new target group. A promotional clip diffused on the 
district’s website and on YouTube illustrates how ethnic differentiations, intersecting 
with gender and space, were used to construct a new image of a “good trainee”, thereby 
allowing a presentation of the administration as a diversity-friendly employer. Cut like 
a music clip and evoking elements of urban youth culture (in motifs, language, and 
accompanying hip-hop track), the clip depicted this prominent immigrant district 
as cool and vibrant, and migration-related diversity as a normal feature of both the 
local population and the local administration’s staff. A young man with dark hair 
who introduces himself with a Turkish name presents the vocational training together 
with a young blond woman with a German name who presents opportunities to 
enter higher ranks in the administration. While drawing on the same differentiations 
as the officers in administration A – Turkish background, young man, immigrant 
district – here they served to construct an exemplary trainee in a vibrant neighbour­
hood. Presenting a young man of Turkish descent as a public image of vocational 
training appears not only as a strategy to address two underrepresented categories 
in administrative jobs – men and individuals of immigrant origin – concurrently. 
But also the intersection of ethnicity/“race”, gender and the spatial embedding al­
lowed showcasing the administration as a modern employer in a diversifying urban 
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society and enhancing its position in the competition for good trainees. While in 
administration A, ethnic/racializing and intersectional differentiations were used 
to externalize the problem of unequal inclusion and the responsibility for address­
ing it, here they were used to appropriate the benefits of diversity to support the 
reproduction of personnel in a changing labor-market situation. 

Further observations suggest that representations of suitable trainees were also 
changing beyond marketing purposes. The newly hired trainees during the time of 
my fieldwork included several young men with a family background from Turkey, 
and the head of the vocational training unit stressed their positive appearance in 
the job interviews: 

I was pleasantly surprised that male applicants with a migration background 
were better prepared than German young men […] especially here [...] young 
men with a migration background from our district, whether Kurdish or 
Turkish or Arabic, who had put on their shirts, jackets, sometimes even ties, 
were neatly prepared with a portfolio or with the requested presentation. 
(Interview C5, § 24)

The expressed positive surprise reveals pre-existing negative representations of the 
differentiated category as not meeting expectations of suitable candidates. However, 
these representations had been questioned; the image of “appropriate gendered and 
racialized bodies” (Acker 2006, 449), which also appear spatialized – located in 
particular districts – seemed to change.

Yet the case also points to limits in these changing representations of “suitable 
employees”. First, women who wore a Muslim headscarf continued to be perceived 
as unsuitable. It was commonly known that the district mayor disliked the headscarf, 
and the personnel officers interviewed shared quite openly that the administration 
attempted to avoid employing women who wore it. The former head of the voca­
tional training unit argued: 

These are precisely the threshold fears and barriers that we want to reduce 
when we employ people with a migration background here. To reduce bar-
riers for citizens with a migration background, it is important to have their 
nationalities represented here, but of course we don’t want to create barriers 
for normal citizens from [B] who might be frightened when someone sits in 
front of them in the citizens’ office wearing a headscarf. (Interview C2, § 160)

This argument aims to justify the discrimination against women who wear head­
scarves with the (assumed) expectations of “normal” citizens – the norm represented 
as non-migrant. Headscarf-wearing women are constructed as a risk to smooth 
interaction with the public. Their exclusion is, at the same time, defended by em­
phasizing the administration’s attempts to foster the inclusion of staff with a migra­
tion background – those whose differences fit (or can be made fit) the established 
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expectations of civil servants – which, according to the officer, were endangered when 
hiring women who wore headscarves. In juxtaposing suitable and unsuitable forms 
of difference, this reflects Ahmed’s observation that displaying “diversity” may be a 
way of reproducing organizational “whiteness” (Ahmed 2012, 147). 

Further, change was concentrated on vocational training for administrative clerk 
positions, i. e. the middle rank of the civil service. In the promotion clip described 
above, the pathway to higher ranks was presented by the young blond woman with 
a German name. As Ray (2019) reminds us, maintaining internal hierarchies is a 
feature of the organizational production of racial inequality. Thus, whether a more 
encompassing transformation of representations of “suitable employees” that included 
higher positions occurred remained an open question at the time of this fieldwork. 

5	 Conclusion

This article set out to investigate the role of ethnic and racializing differentiations in 
recruitment practices of local administrations in a context where traditional accounts 
of bureaucratic “difference blindness” intersect with growing “difference conscious” 
demands for a better representation of the population of immigrant background. 
Drawing on the example of trainee recruitment in two local administrations in 
Berlin, the article depicts how recruitment practices, their persistence, and change 
are closely interwoven with constructions of suitable and unsuitable candidates. 
In these, ethnic and racializing differentiations intersected with differentiations of 
gender and space, with the “Turkish” or “Arab” young man from a prominent im­
migration district as an emblematic figure of the “other” of public administration. 
These constructions reveal racialized norms and expectations of “good trainees” or 
“ideal workers” (Acker 2006). Further, the administrations produced and com­
municated statistics on the “migration background” of candidates and trainees. 
While suggesting that they provided objective knowledge, these simultaneously 
invisibilized the contingent production of the numbers and the heterogeneity of 
candidates subsumed under the “migration background”, which included individuals 
commonly perceived as “white”.

The findings elucidate that mobilizing ethnic and racializing differentiations 
may help administrations respond to different requirements in regard to recruitment 
practices – they fulfil functions. On the one hand, by constructing “unsuitable others” 
who lacked qualifications and the motivation for the profession and localizing them 
outside the district’s borders, personnel officers could externalize the reasons for their 
lack of employment and the responsibility for addressing this problem. This helped 
justify inequalities in recruitment outcomes and the perpetuation of established 
routines despite political demands to implement diversity policies. Racialized con­
structions of “unsuitable candidates”, supported by statistical knowledge, stabilized 
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established norms, routines and beliefs – including the myth of meritocracy – and 
discharged an administration from reflecting on the potentially discriminatory ef­
fects of its recruitment practices. This helped to maintain legitimacy and reduce 
uncertainty regarding appropriate recruitment practices in a changing institutional 
context. This illustrates that, paradoxically, policies aiming to foster the inclusion 
of immigrants and ethnic minorities may also foster the production of racialized 
constructions of their (presumed) unsuitability.

On the other hand, the same differentiations fed into constructions of “suit­
able diversity”, which appropriated the benefit of visible differences, both in bod­
ies and numbers, for an administration’s self-presentation and self-marketing. By 
showcasing efforts to increase the share of trainees with a migration background and 
portraying itself as a diversity-friendly employer, an administration could enhance its 
legitimacy and secure new personnel in a context of a retirement wave and increas­
ing competition for good trainees. While this demonstrated that the meaning of 
ethnic difference in public administrations may change in a changing institutional 
and labor-market environment, particular forms of difference – notably the Muslim 
headscarf – remained racialized as “unsuitable”. 

The findings make three contributions, in particular, to the literature on 
ethnicity/“race” in recruitment practices of administrations, and organizations more 
generally. First, while research has focussed mainly on private-sector organizations, 
this study shows the forms and functions of ethnic and racializing differentiations 
in the officially “difference blind” context of public and, specifically, local adminis­
trations. Here, in addition to the intersection of ethnic/racializing differentiations 
with gender, spatial differentiations of “(un)suitable candidates” – localized within 
or beyond the borders of the respective administrative territory – played a particu­
lar role. They helped to externalize “problematic” or appropriate beneficial forms 
of difference. Further, the study reveals how the communication of statistics, as a 
specific administrative technique of differentiation, constitutes a flexible source of 
legitimacy for administrative practices.

Second, the study extends the perspective on the functions of ethnic and ra­
cializing differentiations for recruitment practices by showing that they may serve 
not only to legitimize concrete hiring decisions and the exclusion of candidates 
of immigrant/ethnic minority background, a focus of existing studies, but also to 
legitimize established recruitment criteria and procedures or to present an admin­
istration as a role model and attractive employer. This demonstrates the broader 
significance of such differentiations for stabilizing and supporting recruitment 
routines and strategies.

Third, the findings emphasize that racialized representations of “(un)suitable 
candidates” are not stable but may change. That is, they not only reproduce discrimi­
natory structures, which is foregrounded in the literature, but may also be element 
and manifestation of, at least partial organizational “openings”. This draws attention 
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to the dynamic interplay between organizational practices and meanings of ethnic 
difference, which may produce both persistence and change in organizational norms 
and schemas. The boundaries constructing and in/excluding ethnic or racialized 
difference may shift over time when organizations are faced with new demands that 
call for an adaptation of practices in order to secure their survival. Organizational 
“whiteness” has to be conceived as dynamic. 

The chosen case of trainee recruitment in local administrations in a German 
city-state also results in several limitations for this study. Particularly, how and what 
kinds of ethnic and racializing differentiations matter in recruitment for higher ranks, 
management, or specific street-level positions frequently interacting with clients of 
immigrant origin remains an open question and requires further research. Future 
studies might also more closely investigate how specific contextual factors, such as 
recruitment policies, procedures, criteria, routines, or observed hiring needs, shape 
the perceptions and meanings of ethnic difference – topics this article could only 
touch upon (but see Lang 2020). These may differ not only between local but also 
national administrations and civil service traditions, thereby calling for more com­
parative research. Finally, further extending the dynamic perspective emphasized by 
this article, future research should investigate the extent to which the recruitment 
of “non-white” staff affects the perception and meaning of ethnic and racialized 
difference within an administration and contributes to change in administrative 
practices and the underlying “white” norms and cultural schemas. 
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