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1.4	 AN IMMIGRANT NATION—THE DEMOGRAPHIC 
PROFILE OF GERMANY

Is Germany an immigrant nation?
C3 Framework Indicator D2.Eco.15.9-12. Explain how current globalization trends and policies affect economic 

growth, labor markets, rights of citizens, the environment, and resource and income 
distribution in different nations. 

D2.Geo.6.9-12. Evaluate the impact of human settlement activities on the 
environmental and cultural characteristics of specific places and regions.

Staging the Compelling Question Students will examine immigration to Germany. They will also study the demographic 
profile of Germany.

Supporting Question 1 Supporting Question 2 Supporting Question 3

How are the origins of immigrants coming 
to Germany changing?

What is the demographic profile of 
Germany?

How will Germany attract skilled labor 
migrants in the future?

Formative Performance Task Formative Performance Task Formative Performance Task

As a class, students will discuss their findings 
on immigration into Germany, and what 
world events potentially led to immigration 
from a specific country or region.

In groups, students will review one of the 
listed resources and make a short outline 
of the demographic profile of Germany.

For each resource students should write 
a short summary of how Germany wants 
to attracted skilled labor migrants in the 
future.

Featured Sources Featured Sources Featured Sources

Source A: Pew Research: “Origins and 
Destinations of the World’s Migrants 
1990-2017”

Source A: Central Intelligence Agency

Source B: World Economic Forum

Source C: The Financial Times

Source A: World Politics Review

Source B: Deutsche Welle

Source C: YouTube

Summative Performance Task Argument: Construct an argument (e.g., detailed outline, poster, essay) that addresses 
the compelling question using specific claims and relevant evidence from historical or 
contemporary sources while acknowledging competing views. 

Extension: Students should examine the citizenship requirements in their country and 
compare them to those of Germany by using a Venn Diagram.

Taking Informed Action Understand: Throughout the United States and Canada organizations work to support 
refugees when they arrive. 

Assess: Determine if there are refugee organizations in your community or state. 

Act: Contact the organization and find out how you might help e.g. volunteering, raising 
awareness, fund raising etc.
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COMPELLING QUESTION

• Is Germany an immigrant nation?

INQUIRY OVERVIEW

Students will examine immigration to Germany. They will also study the demographic profile of Germany to answer the com-
pelling question. Students will explore how Germany intends to attract skilled labor migrants by passing new legislation. 

TEACHER BACKGROUND 

Like other parts of Europe in the 19th century, more people left German territories than entered. Millions emigrated to North 
America, South America, and Australia to seek employment either in agriculture or industry. Today more than 40 million Amer-
icans, or approximately 15 percent of the United States population, have German ancestry.1 Over 3 million Canadians, or about 
10 percent of the Canadian population, have German ancestry.2

The Industrial Revolution reached Germany at the very end of the 
19th century and the beginning of the 20th century, changing the 
country forever. The new mines, mills, factories, and towns of the 
recently unified German Empire required labor, and workers were 
recruited primarily from Poland to fill labor shortages. During World 
War II, several million forced laborers were brought from Nazi Germa-
ny’s occupied territories to work in the heavy manufacturing sector. 
Of course, these people never considered themselves immigrants. 

The end of World War II triggered a mass movement of people across 
Europe. Germany took in more refugees following WWII than any 
other nation in the world, and in 1949 West Germany ensured the 
right to asylum in Article 16a of its Grundgesetz (Basic Law or Con-
stitution). An estimated 12 million German citizens and ethnic Ger-
mans, who were either fleeing or were expelled from previously 
German territories in Central and Eastern Europe, settled in both East 
and West Germany during this time period. Tensions of the develop-
ing Cold War and a deteriorating political situation also led 3.8 mil-
lion East Germans to flee to West Germany between 1945 and 1961. 
The East German government built the Berlin Wall and fortified the 
inner-German border in an effort to stop these refugees, but still an-
other 400,000 East Germans escaped to the West between 1961 and 1988.3

In the 1950’s, West Germany experienced an economic boom, the so-called Wirtschaftswunder or Economic Miracle, which gen-
erated a huge demand for labor. Still recovering from its heavy losses in WWII, West Germany had to recruit workers from other 
countries to meet this demand. Bilateral recruitment agreements were signed with Italy (1955), Spain (1960), Greece (1960), 

1	 “German-American Day.” Official Website of the United States Census Bureau, 6 October 2017, https://www.census.gov/newsroom/stories/2017/october/
german-american.html.

2	 “Immigration and Ethnocultural Diversity Highlight Tables.” Statistics Canada, last modified 20 February 2019, https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-
recensement/2016/dp-pd/hlt-fst/imm/Table.cfm?Lang=E&T=31&Geo=01.

3	 Oezcan, Veysel. “Germany: Immigration in Transition.” Migration Policy Institute, 1 July 2004, https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/germany-
immigration-transition.

https://www.census.gov/newsroom/stories/2017/october/german-american.html
https://www.census.gov/newsroom/stories/2017/october/german-american.html
https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/dp-pd/hlt-fst/imm/Table.cfm?Lang=E&T=31&Geo=01
https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/dp-pd/hlt-fst/imm/Table.cfm?Lang=E&T=31&Geo=01
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/germany-immigration-transition
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/germany-immigration-transition


FOCUS 1 1.4  An Immigrant Nation—The Demographic Profile of Germany� FOCUS 1 – Geography and Demographics

40� GERMANY IN FOCUS  A Transatlantic Outreach Program Instructional text for secondary educators

Turkey (1961), Portugal (1964), and Yugoslavia (1968)4, to bring “guest workers” to Germany - without their families - on a rotating 
basis for two years. The German government did not intend to offer them options for long-term residency or citizenship, or 
even to integrate them into Germany society as a whole. 

In 1960, the number of foreigners living in West Germany was 686,000, or 1.2 percent of the total population. The most popu-
lous of the so-called “Ausländer” (foreigners) at that time were Italians. After the construction of the Berlin Wall in 1961, which 
limited the numbers of East German refugees coming west, foreign workers were needed more than ever. Soon there were 
around four million foreigners living in West Germany, comprising 6.7 percent of the total population. During this time, new 
foreign workers were recruited primarily from Turkey (23 percent of total foreign population by 1973).5

The guest worker model itself proved to be ill-conceived, as most companies quickly recognized the economic costs of retrain-
ing new workers every two years instead of keeping them on long-term. Soon, many guest workers’ contracts were extended 
and they began to bring their families to live with them. In 1973 West Germany entered a period of economic recession related 
to the oil crisis, causing the government to end the guest worker program. Some guest workers chose to return to their home 
countries, but many who had found success in their jobs and whose families had begun to establish a new life in Germany 
chose to stay. 

By 1988, there were 4.5 million foreigners living in West Germany, accounting for 7.3 percent of the population as a whole.6 The 
majority of these foreigners were of Turkish background. It is important to note that at this time German citizenship laws were 
based on ancestry, so many of these people were legally designated as “foreigners” despite having been born and raised in Ger-
many. Naturalization processes were available but requirements were difficult to attain. As a result, few foreigners were able to 
obtain German citizenship. This legal exclusion, coupled with both society and government’s unwillingness to recognize West 
Germany’s new status as an immigration country, led to inadequate integration measures and the marginalization of several 
generations of immigrants.

Starting in the 1960s, East Germany also recruited foreign workers, which they called Vertragsarbeiter or contract workers, signing 
agreements with other socialist countries including Poland (1965), Hungary (1967), Mozambique (1979), and Vietnam (1980). 
In the beginning, the program focused on apprenticeships and further education, but soon contract workers were recruited to 
deal with East Germany’s labor shortage. Unlike West Germany, East Germany strictly limited the time foreign workers spent in 
the country and integration into society was discouraged. By the end of 1989, approximately 190,000 foreigners were living in 
East Germany. Among them were about 90,000 contract workers, 60,000 of whom were from Vietnam.7

The fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 brought the citizens of East Germany into the now reunified German population and ushered 
in a new phase of migration across Europe. Jews from the former Soviet Union and its satellite states were allowed to immi-
grate to Germany because of the discrimination they were facing in their home countries. At the same time, many Aussiedler 
(emigrants with German ethnicity), who had been living behind the Iron Curtain, also “returned” to Germany. Refugees from 
the former Yugoslavia, Turkey, Iraq, and Russia sought asylum in Germany during this time as well. In the face of all this change, 
Germany experienced a backlash of xenophobia and violence towards foreigners and in 1993 the country’s asylum laws were 
tightened, drastically limiting the number of refugees entering each year.

By the early 2000’s, there were 7.3 million legal resident foreigners living in Germany, comprising 8.9 percent of the total popu-
lation. The largest group was the 1.9 million Turkish citizens, 654,000 of whom were born in Germany.8 Even though Germany 

4	 Oezcan, Veysel. “Germany: Immigration in Transition.” Migration Policy Institute, 1 July 2004, https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/germany-
immigration-transition.

5	 Oezcan, Veysel. “Germany: Immigration in Transition.” Migration Policy Institute, 1 July 2004, https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/germany-
immigration-transition.

6	 Oezcan, Veysel. “Germany: Immigration in Transition.” Migration Policy Institute, 1 July 2004, https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/germany-
immigration-transition.

7	 “Focus Migration” (n.d). Retrieved September 2012 from: http://www.bpb.de/gesellschaft/migration/dossier-migration/56368/migrationspoli-
tik-in-der-ddr?p=1.  

8	  Oezcan, Veysel. “Germany: Immigration in Transition.” Migration Policy Institute, 1 July 2004, https://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/germany-
immigration-transition.
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had not traditionally been seen as a nation of immigrants, its non-citizen population was comparable to that of the United 
States of America. The government began to take steps to better integrate Germany’s now multi-ethnic society and to change 
its citizenship laws. 

Following the Arab Spring uprisings and the start of the Syrian Civil War in the early 2010’s, the world witnessed a major ref-
ugee crisis, with millions of people being displaced and seeking refuge across the Middle East, North Africa, Mediterranean, 
and Europe. In 2015, hundreds of thousands of refugees fleeing the Syrian Civil War entered Europe and were being held at the 
Hungarian border to Austria. On September 4, 2015, Chancellor Werner Faymann of Austria and Chancellor Angela Merkel of 
Germany announced that they would be allowed to cross the border from Hungary into Austria and onward to Germany.9 More 
than 500,000 Syrians moved to Germany and applied for asylum between 2011 and 2017, making it the fifth-largest displaced 
Syrian population in the world.10

TIME: 3–4 45 minute periods

CONCEPTS LIST

9	  Preisinger, Irene and Krisztina Than. “Austria and Germany open borders to migrants offloaded by Hungary.” Reuters, 4 September 2015, https://www.
reuters.com/article/us-europe-migrants-hungary/austria-and-germany-open-borders-to-migrants-offloaded-by-hungary-idUSKCN0R40FO20150905.

10	  Connor, Phillip. “Most displaced Syrians are in the Middle East, and about a million are in Europe.” Pew Research Center, 29 January 2018, http://www.
pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/01/29/where-displaced-syrians-have-resettled/.

•	 Iron Curtain

•	 Demographic

•	 Emigration

•	 Immigration

•	 Pluralism 

•	 Multiculturalism

•	 Immigrants vs. refugees

•	 Heimatvertriebene
•	 Post war expulsion

•	 Repatriation

•	 Deportation

•	 Aussiedler

•	 Spätaussiedler
•	 Industrial Revolution

•	 ‘Guest workers’

•	 Ausländer
•	 Recession

•	 Migrant

•	 Auslandsdeutsch
•	 Contract workers

•	 Vertragsarbeiter
•	 Apprenticeship citizen

•	 Immigrant nation

INSTRUCTIONAL RESOURCES

•	 “Europe: Germany.” The World Factbook. Central Intelligence Agency, 2018, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/
the-world-factbook/geos/gm.html.

•	 “Faced with a Labor Shortage, Germany Looks Beyond Europe for Skilled Workers.” World Politics Review, 17 
September 2018, https://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/trend-lines/25958/faced-with-a-labor-shortage-german
y-looks-beyond-europe-for-skilled-workers. 

•	 “Find out if you’re eligible—Citizenship.” Government of Canada, 31 January 2019, https://www.canada.ca/en/
immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/canadian-citizenship/become-canadian-citizen/eligibility.html. 

•	 Heise, Michael. “Population, ageing and immigration: Germany‘s demographic question.” World Economic Forum, 27 April 
2017, https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2017/04/population-ageing-and-immigration-germanys-demographic-question. 

•	 “How to Apply for U.S. Citizenship.” USA.gov, https://www.usa.gov/become-us-citizen. 

•	 “How to Get German Citizenship?” VisaGuide.world, 22 August 2018, https://visaguide.world/tips/german-citizenship/. 

•	 Knight, Ben. “German cabinet approves skilled labor draft law.” Deutsche Welle, 19 December 2018, https://www.dw.com/
en/german-cabinet-approves-skilled-labor-draft-law/a-46802448. 

•	 “Origins and Destinations of the World’s Migrants 1990-2017.” Pew Research, 28 February 2018, http://www.pewglobal.
org/2018/02/28/global-migrant-stocks/?country=DE&date=2017. 

•	 Wagstyl, Stefan. “Germany’s Demographic Dilemma.” The Financial Times, 15 November 2016, https://www.ft.com/content/
a4d8316e-8566-11e6-8897-2359a58ac7a5. 

•	 “Will migrants save the economy.” DW News. YouTube, 19 December 2019, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=EfAJiyFmsec. 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-europe-migrants-hungary/austria-and-germany-open-borders-to-migrants-offloaded-by-hungary-idUSKCN0R40FO20150905
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-europe-migrants-hungary/austria-and-germany-open-borders-to-migrants-offloaded-by-hungary-idUSKCN0R40FO20150905
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/01/29/where-displaced-syrians-have-resettled/
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/01/29/where-displaced-syrians-have-resettled/
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/germany/
https://www.cia.gov/the-world-factbook/countries/germany/
https://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/trend-lines/25958/faced-with-a-labor-shortage-germany-looks-beyond-europe-for-skilled-workers
https://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/trend-lines/25958/faced-with-a-labor-shortage-germany-looks-beyond-europe-for-skilled-workers
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/canadian-citizenship/become-canadian-citizen/eligibility.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/canadian-citizenship/become-canadian-citizen/eligibility.html
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2017/04/population-ageing-and-immigration-germanys-demographic-question
https://www.usa.gov/become-us-citizen
https://visaguide.world/tips/german-citizenship/
https://www.dw.com/en/german-cabinet-approves-skilled-labor-draft-law/a-46802448
https://www.dw.com/en/german-cabinet-approves-skilled-labor-draft-law/a-46802448
http://www.pewglobal.org/2018/02/28/global-migrant-stocks/?country=DE&date=2017
http://www.pewglobal.org/2018/02/28/global-migrant-stocks/?country=DE&date=2017
https://www.ft.com/content/a4d8316e-8566-11e6-8897-2359a58ac7a5
https://www.ft.com/content/a4d8316e-8566-11e6-8897-2359a58ac7a5
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EfAJiyFmsec
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EfAJiyFmsec


FOCUS 1 1.4  An Immigrant Nation—The Demographic Profile of Germany� FOCUS 1 – Geography and Demographics

42� GERMANY IN FOCUS  A Transatlantic Outreach Program Instructional text for secondary educators

INTRODUCTORY QUESTION

Ask: What is an immigrant nation? Students should share answers. Given this definition, is the United States an immigrant na-
tion? Canada? What about Germany? Why or why not?

Share the following:

The term ‘immigrant nation’ means more than foreigners coming to a country. It implies that newcomers will be able 
to make a home in their country. It suggests that natives will accept them, laws and officials will be fair and that talent 
and hard work will be rewarded.

Given this, ask students again if the United States, Canada, or Germany are immigrant nations.

SUPPORTING QUESTION #1

How are the origins of immigrants coming to Germany changing?

	➤ Formative Performance Task

Ask students to access the Pew Research Center website in the resources below (Note: make sure Germany is in the drop down 
menu).

Students should review the immigration data for Germany for the years 1990, 2000, 2010, and 2017. Have them note the regions 
and countries where the highest numbers were/are originating; numbers of immigrants for specific time frames; and potential 
reasons for immigration from a specific region.

As a class, discuss the findings and what world events potentially led to immigration from a specific country or region. 

	➤ Resources

•	 “Origins and Destinations of the World’s Migrants 1990-2017.” Pew Research, 28 February 2018, http://www.
pewglobal.org/2018/02/28/global-migrant-stocks/?country=DE&date=2017. 

SUPPORTING QUESTION #2

What is the demographic profile of Germany?

	➤ Formative Performance Task

Divide the class into three groups. Ask each group to review one of the resources below and make a short outline of the demo-
graphic profile of Germany. 

	➤ Resources

•	 “Europe: Germany.” The World Factbook. Central Intelligence Agency, 2018, https://www.cia.gov/library/
publications/the-world-factbook/geos/gm.html. 

•	 Heise, Michael. “Population, ageing and immigration: Germany’s demographic question.” World Economic 
Forum, 27 April 2017, https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2017/04/
population-ageing-and-immigration-germanys-demographic-question. 

•	 Wagstyl, Stefan. “Germany’s Demographic Dilemma.” The Financial Times, 15 November 2016, https://www.
ft.com/content/a4d8316e-8566-11e6-8897-2359a58ac7a5. 
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SUPPORTING QUESTION #3

How will Germany attract skilled labor migrants in the future?

	➤ Formative Performance Task

Re-examine the numbers of immigrants to Germany from supporting question #1. 

Students stay in the same three groups. Assign each group either a handout or the video listed in resources. For each resource 
students should write a short summary of how Germany wants to attract skilled labor migrants in the future. Students stay in 
the same three groups from Formative Task #2.

	➤ Resources

•	 “Faced with a Labor Shortage, Germany Looks Beyond Europe for Skilled Workers.” World 
Politics Review, 17 September 2018, https://www.worldpoliticsreview.com/trend-lines/25958/
faced-with-a-labor-shortage-germany-looks-beyond-europe-for-skilled-workers. 

•	 Knight, Ben. “German cabinet approves skilled labor draft law.” Deutsche Welle, 19 December 2018, https://
www.dw.com/en/german-cabinet-approves-skilled-labor-draft-law/a-46802448. 

•	 “Will migrants save the German economy?” DW News. YouTube, 19 December 2019, https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=EfAJiyFmsec. 

SUMMATIVE PERFORMANCE TASK

Is Germany an immigrant nation?

Construct an argument (e.g., detailed outline, poster, essay) that addresses the compelling question using specific claims and 
relevant evidence from contemporary sources while acknowledging competing views. 

EXTENSION (OPTIONAL) TASK

Examine the citizenship requirements for the United States or Canada, and for Germany using the sources below. Ask students 
to create a Venn Diagram to show the similarities and differences between the two counties. 

	➤ Resources

•	 “How to Apply for U.S. Citizenship.” USA.gov, https://www.usa.gov/become-us-citizen. 

•	 “How to Get German Citizenship?” VisaGuide.world, 22 August 2018, https://visaguide.world/tips/
german-citizenship/. 

•	 “Find out if you’re eligible—Citizenship.” Government of Canada, 31 January 2019, https://www.canada.ca/en/
immigration-refugees-citizenship/services/canadian-citizenship/become-canadian-citizen/eligibility.html. 

TAKING INFORMED ACTION

UNDERSTAND Throughout the United States and Canada organizations work to support refugees when they arrive. 

ASSESS Determine if there are refugee organizations in your community or state. 

ACT Contact the organization and find out how you might help e.g. volunteering, raising awareness, fund raising etc. 

Part of this inquiry is based on the work of Curriculum Consultant and teacher, Neal Shultz, and adopted by the authors for use in this text. 
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