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ABSTRACT

Highly educated refugee women often enter the local labor market without regaining their previous occupational standing. This
study examines how Ukrainian refugee women rebuild occupational status after forced, gendered, and credentialed displace-
ment. The analysis draws on 28 qualitative interviews, complemented by a pre-interview survey, which provides descriptive
context. We develop the concept of status reconstruction work to describe the practices through which women respond to the
devaluation of qualifications, experience, and professional identity. Three interconnected forms of work emerged. Convertibility
work makes prior competence usable in a new institutional setting. Connectivity work links that competence to information,
opportunities, and gatekeepers. Credibility work rebuilds professional legitimacy and recognition. These forms are distinguished
by their functions, so a single activity may serve multiple purposes. Gendered care and settlement demands limit the time and
resources available for reconstruction work. At the same time, continued employment or study in Ukraine may preserve income
and professional identity while simultaneously adding to women's workload. Experiences associated with post-traumatic growth
were uneven and did not necessarily accompany occupational reconstruction. By shifting attention from status loss to the work
undertaken in response, the study links professional devaluation with women's agency. It shows how displaced women try to
make prior competence usable, connect it to opportunities, and establish its credibility within recognition contexts they do not
fully control.

1 | Introduction professional experience while temporary protection or related
arrangements gave them legal access to residence and employ-
ment (Council Implementing Decision 2022; Andrews
et al. 2023; OECD 2023). Legal access, however, does not ensure

that employers, professional bodies, or educational institutions

Highly educated refugees may re-enter the labor market after
displacement without regaining their previous occupational
standing. They may remain economically active while their
qualifications, experience, seniority, and professional identity

lose value in a new setting (Zetter 1991; Proyer et al. 2021).
These problems are especially visible among Ukrainians dis-
placed since Russia's full-scale invasion in February 2022. Many
displaced women arrived with tertiary education and substantial

will recognize earlier qualifications and experience. Credential
evaluation, licensing, language requirements, demands for local
experience, and employer gatekeeping can all restrict the
occupational value of prior competence (Bauder 2003).
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Research has already documented deskilling, brain waste, and
occupational downgrading among highly educated migrants
and refugees (Shinozaki 2016). Care responsibilities, labor
market segmentation, and the pressure to earn income may
push women into work below their qualifications (Man 2004;
Grigoleit-Richter 2017; Christou and Kofman 2022). Occupa-
tional downgrading is therefore more than a temporary
mismatch between education and employment. It can also
involve the loss of professional authority, legitimacy, and social
standing (Engzell and Ichou 2019; Bygnes 2019).

We therefore know much about the conditions that produce
deskilling, occupational downgrading, and professional mis-
recognition among highly educated migrant and refugee
women. We know much less about what women do after their
occupational status has been disrupted. Contemporary studies
discuss practices such as obtaining destination-country creden-
tials, building networks, volunteering to generate local refer-
ences, engaging in identity work, and engaging in
entrepreneurship (Erel 2010; Tomlinson 2010; Cederberg and
Villares-Varela 2019; Ryan et al. 2026). These practices are
usually studied in isolation or as entry points to work. Inte-
gration frameworks likewise tend to position employment as a
primary outcome without fully explaining how professional
standing is rebuilt (Ager and Strang 2008; Phillimore 2020).

However, employment and occupational status reconstruction
are not the same process. A woman may be employed while her
qualifications remain underused, her competence is discon-
nected from relevant opportunities, or her previous professional
identity is no longer recognized. Conversely, she may invest
considerable effort in rebuilding her standing before obtaining
qualification-matched work. A focus on employment alone can
therefore obscure the work required to make prior competence
valuable again. Structural accounts explain the barriers that
produce downgrading, but they can understate women's re-
sponses to those barriers. Accounts centered on resilience can
create the opposite problem by separating individual action
from the institutions and organizations that determine what
counts as recognized competence (Rydzik and Anitha 2019).

We ask: How do highly educated Ukrainian refugee women
reconstruct their occupational status following forced, gendered,
and credentialed displacement?

The study includes women living in 13 destination countries in
Europe and North America. It is intentionally destination-
country agnostic and does not compare national integration
regimes. Instead, it examines recurrent strategies of occupa-
tional reconstruction across different recognition contexts. Na-
tional and institutional conditions remain important, but they
are treated as conditions within which women act rather than as
comparative cases. A short survey of 43 women was used to
describe the participant group and inform the interviews. The
main evidence comes from in-depth interviews with 28 women.

We develop the concept of status reconstruction work to describe
the practices through which displaced professionals seek to
rebuild their occupational standing under recognition con-
straints. We identify three interrelated forms of this work.
Convertibility work makes qualifications, knowledge, and

experience usable in a new recognition context. Connectivity
work links competence to information, opportunities, in-
termediaries, and gatekeepers. Credibility work restores profes-
sional legitimacy by making competence visible and countering
the devaluation of previous occupational identities. These forms
are distinguished by the functions they perform in status recon-
struction, not by mutually exclusive activities. The same practice
may therefore contribute to more than one form of reconstruction
when it serves different functions.

This framework contributes to research on gendered migration,
refugee labor market integration, and skilled migrant careers in
three ways. First, it shifts attention from status loss as an
outcome to the work undertaken in response, showing how
women act within recognition constraints and how gendered
care and settlement demands shape their capacity to do so.
Second, it conceptualizes occupational reconstruction as
involving three distinct but interconnected problems: making
prior competence usable, connecting it to relevant opportu-
nities, and establishing its professional legitimacy. Third, it
shows that occupational status after forced displacement may be
distributed across contexts because women can maintain ele-
ments of professional standing in their country of origin while
simultaneously reconstructing recognition elsewhere. Together,
these contributions develop status reconstruction work as a
gendered, situated, and potentially transnational process rather
than simply an outcome of labor market entry.

2 | Theoretical Background

2.1 | Forced, Gendered, and Credentialed
Displacement

Migration takes place within stratified mobility regimes in
which admission routes, legal categories, and destination con-
texts shape incorporation (Glick Schiller and Salazar 2013).
Forced migrants make decisions under crisis pressures (Cas-
tles 2003; de Vries and Guild 2019; Van Liempt and
Bygnes 2022) and are confronted with institutional categories
that structure access to employment, training, and public sup-
port (Crawley and Skleparis 2017; Miiller-Funk et al. 2023).
Formal education does not remove these restrictions. Highly
educated refugees may possess valuable competencies but lack
the institutional recognition needed to apply them.

These processes are also gendered. Care responsibilities and
unequal access to time and resources affect language learning,
credential recognition, job search, and professional networking
(Man 2004; Hillmann and Koca 2021; Baillot and Fer-
nandes 2026). Women may also carry much of the emotional
and administrative work of family settlement. These demands
are relevant even for women with advanced degrees and
established careers because they reduce the time and flexi-
bility available for professional rebuilding (Christou and
Kofman 2022).

Highly educated refugee women are situated at the intersection
of two bodies of research. Research on skilled migration is more
interested in migration that occurs in a planned and relatively
stable manner (Riafio 2021; Bolzani et al. 2021; Crowley-Henry
et al. 2025). Refugee women are frequently examined in relation
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to their increased marginalization in the labor market (Tom-
linson 2010; Adeeko and Treanor 2021; Dlaske and Schil-
ling 2023). Business and management research similarly tends
to focus on skilled mobility within relatively stable migration
channels and offers less understanding of forced displacement,
in which entry into occupations is more limited and uncertain
(Crowley-Henry et al. 2018; O'Connor and Crowley-
Henry 2020).

These conditions are especially salient for Ukrainians displaced
after Russia's full-scale invasion in February 2022. Many women
crossed borders with qualifications and extensive professional
experience (OECD 2023). Nevertheless, their competence
entered new systems of evaluation. Stereotypes portraying
Ukrainian women as dependent, low-skilled, or temporary can
further influence interpretations of their professional identities
(Maj et al. 2025; Rock and Sharp 2025). We use the term “forced,
gendered, and credentialed displacement” to describe the con-
dition when professional capital moves with women, but its
meaning and utility become uncertain within new, gendered
recognition contexts.

2.2 | Deskilling, Status Loss, and Recognition
Constraints

Deskilling and brain waste occur when education and experi-
ence cannot be converted into comparable occupational value.
Human capital research shows that skills acquired abroad often
yield lower returns after migration (Friedberg 2000; Chiswick
and Miller 2009). Capital-conversion and capability perspectives
add a related insight: possessing valuable resources is not the
same as being able to convert them into valued outcomes
(Bourdieu 1986; Sen 1999; Robeyns 2005).

Recognition regimes are at the heart of this conversion. The
relevance and legitimacy of prior competence are determined by
credential evaluation, licensing regulations, language standards,
local experience requisites, and employer preferences
(Bauder 2003; Creese and Wiebe 2012; Grigoleit-Richter 2017).
Thus, limited access to suitable jobs and career development
may accompany formal work permission (Kangas-Miiller 2024).
A further layer of misrecognition might be the label “refugee”
itself, which automatically frames experienced professionals as
dependent, temporary, or less skilled (Zetter 1991; Proyer
et al. 2021; Ryan et al. 2026). Recognition is therefore social as
well as institutional, and occupational status depends on how
organizations, professional bodies, colleagues, and clients value
previously obtained competence (Honneth 1995). When they
are not recognized, highly educated migrants may be forced to
take jobs below their qualifications or leave their profession.

Recent studies of Ukrainian refugee women under temporary
protection reveal the same pattern (Aigner et al. 2025; Mezi-
horak 2026). The consequent loss of status is both objective and
subjective. It concerns a lower occupational position and the
experience that earlier competence, authority, and achievement
no longer count in the same way (Engzell and Ichou 2019;
Bygnes 2019). Income needs, care responsibilities, and labor
market segmentation may also push women into survival
employment and low-recognition sectors (Man 2004; Creese and
Wiebe 2012). Gendered and ethnicized professional fields may

reinforce penalties for overqualification and hinder occupa-
tional mobility even for women with formal qualifications
(Grigoleit-Richter 2017; Akgtic and Parasnis 2023).

In this manner, institutional endorsement and social recogni-
tion assign occupational value to skill. Opportunities to convert
it are shaped by professions, organizations, and households
(Kofman and Raghuram 2005; Aure 2013). The key question is
thus not only whether highly educated refugee women obtain
employment but also whether and how previously accumulated
professional capital can regain its occupational value. This shifts
attention from status loss itself to the practices through which
women attempt to reconstruct occupational standing.

2.3 | Status Reconstruction Work

Status loss creates an action problem: women must respond to
devalued credentials and disrupted professional identities while
managing settlement and care demands. Research across
migration, careers, and entrepreneurship documents many such
responses, but it rarely treats them as parts of the same process.
We define status reconstruction work as the purposeful practices
through which highly educated refugee women try to rebuild
occupational standing under gendered and institutional con-
straints. We distinguish three interconnected forms of this work.

Convertibility work concerns whether previous competence can
be used in a new setting. It includes learning a language, having
credentials recognized, training for the destination, knowledge
of local professional rules, and adapting existing skills (Colic-
Peisker and Walker 2003; Beauchemin et al. 2022). Such prac-
tices do not necessarily require full retraining. Targeted in-
vestments often allow the use of prior expertise in a new system
(Eggenhofer-Rehart et al. 2018; Tharenou 2024). Volunteering
or supervised practice can provide local experience and refer-
ences, but unpaid work can also reproduce professional deval-
uation (Tomlinson 2010).

Connectivity work is about access to relational infrastructures
through which competence can reach relevant opportunities.
Networks, intermediaries, mentors, and gatekeepers may pro-
vide information, referrals, introductions, and reputational
endorsement (Cederberg and Villares-Varela 2019; Borkowski
et al. 2021; Ryan et al. 2026). The diaspora and transnational
links may offer tangible support and professional networks, but
their importance varies between sectors and stages of settlement
(Erel 2010; Vershinina and Rodgers 2019; Riafio et al. 2024).
Connectivity work, therefore, includes both building new re-
lationships and activating existing ones.

Credibility work concerns whether professional competence is
believed and whether a woman is recognized as an experienced
professional. It involves demonstrating skills, establishing a
local track record, developing a portfolio or client base, man-
aging professional self-presentation, and rebuilding reputation
(Ibarra 1999; Sveningsson and Alvesson 2003). In situations
where women lack access to organizational pathways, entre-
preneurship can offer a means to leverage prior knowledge and
demonstrate competence (Adeeko and Treanor 2021; Dlaske
and Schilling 2023). However, self-employment can also be
precarious (Vershinina et al. 2018).
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These three forms are distinguished by function. Convertibility
work addresses whether prior competence can be used. Con-
nectivity work addresses whether it can reach relevant oppor-
tunities. Credibility work addresses whether it will be
recognized as legitimate. An activity may serve more than one
function. Language learning can enhance institutional usability
and network access, whereas entrepreneurship can convert
expertise into income and establish credibility. The framework,
therefore, clarifies the overlap without collapsing the three
forms into a single list of integration activities. Framed in this
way, status reconstruction work includes practical action and
identity work. Obtaining credentials, contacting employers, and
building a business are practical strategies, but they also affect
whether women can sustain or rebuild a recognized profes-
sional identity. Institutional entry rules and gendered demands
on time, mobility, and care constrain this work. Its outcomes
may be stalled, partial, or progressive rather than a simple re-
turn to a previous position.

2.4 | Psychological Trajectories Following Forced
Displacement

Forced displacement involves material, social, and psychologi-
cal disruption. Conflict exposure, loss of home and community,
uncertainty, and changed family roles are associated with
greater psychological distress (Sangalang et al. 2018; Jolof
et al. 2024). For women, these pressures may be compounded by
gendered risks and responsibilities. Moreover, achieving phys-
ical safety does not automatically eliminate distress. Even after
displacement, resettlement needs, exclusion, uncertainty, and
other daily stressors may still affect well-being (Miller and
Andrew 2010; Kulhdnova et al. 2024).

Such adversity elicits diverse psychological responses. People
may experience chronic distress, recovery, stable functioning, or
positive psychological change; these trajectories may coexist
rather than follow one trajectory (Bonanno 2004). Post-
traumatic growth (PTG; Tedeschi and Calhoun 1996, 2004) is
the positive change that may occur as a consequence of severe
adversity (e.g., greater appreciation of life, improved relation-
ships, increased personal strength, and changed priorities).
However, research on refugees and displaced populations de-
scribes experiences of PTG amid ongoing distress and indicates
that PTG is not uniformly experienced by all individuals across
resettlement settings (Sultani et al. 2023; Pop et al. 2025).

The present study emphasizes the relationship between psy-
chological change and occupational status reconstruction,
highlighting their distinct processes. Rebuilding a professional
life may restore a sense of agency, direction, or continuity, while
repeated recognition barriers, care pressures, and overlapping
work and settlement demands may add further strain. However,
successful occupational reconstruction does not necessarily
produce psychological growth, and reports of greater strength or
changed priorities do not imply that professional status has been
restored. PTG may also coexist with continuing distress and
should not be treated as evidence of recovery or as an expected
outcome of adversity (Zoellner and Maercker 2006). We there-
fore treat PTG-related experiences as a contingent psychological
trajectory that may accompany status reconstruction but re-
mains analytically distinct from it.

3 | Methodology
3.1 | Research Design and Data Collection

The study was qualitatively led and involved a short pre-
interview survey conducted between April and August 2024.
The survey provided background information, helped recruit
participants, and shaped the interview questions. The interviews
generated the primary analytic material. This design prioritized
interpretive depth among a geographically dispersed, hard-to-
reach population (Bryman 2012).

Participants completed a 35-item online questionnaire, which
took about 15 minutes. It covered demographic characteristics,
migration motives, housing and work, bureaucratic navigation,
finances, cultural adaptation, and early barriers after relocation.
The survey served as a low-threshold first point of contact and
supplied baseline information on participants’ qualifications and
relocation experiences. It was used descriptively and did not
constitute an independent quantitative strand.

Survey respondents could volunteer for a follow-up interview.
The semi-structured interviews lasted an average of 47 minutes
and were conducted in Ukrainian through Zoom, Viber,
WhatsApp, or Telegram. Participants chose the platform,
allowing for differences in time zones, care responsibilities, and
connectivity. Two interviewers conducted the interviews, one
based in the European Union after displacement and one based
in Ukraine. The interview guide invited participant-led accounts
while covering four common areas: early institutional encoun-
ters; efforts to re-enter professional life; changes in roles and
self-understanding; and resources, strategies, and advice for
newcomers. Participants gave informed consent. When in-
terviews became emotionally sensitive, interviewers paused,
redirected, or skipped questions as appropriate. These were
nonclinical adjustments rather than a formal trauma-informed
protocol (Kochkina et al. 2026). All names used in the manu-
script are pseudonyms, and the data were securely stored
(Wiles 2013).

3.2 | Sample

Participants were recruited through Ukrainian diaspora associ-
ations, targeted Facebook and Telegram groups, and snowball
sampling, which are useful for reaching dispersed and mobile
populations (Baltar and Brunet 2012). We used purposive
sampling (Palinkas et al. 2015) to identify women with post-
secondary education who left Ukraine or were unable to re-
turn after February 2022, who were seeking or undergoing
professional reintegration, and who resided in Europe or North
America.

Fifty displaced Ukrainians completed the survey. Forty-three
met the gender criterion and formed the baseline sample; 28
of them volunteered for an interview. The interviewees lived in
13 countries: the Czech Republic (n = 5), Poland (n = 4), Ger-
many (n = 3), the United States (n = 3), Italy (n = 2), Canada
(n = 2), Sweden (n = 2), Switzerland (n = 2), Austria (n = 1),
Slovakia (n = 1), Denmark (n = 1), Finland (n = 1), and the
United Kingdom (n = 1). These countries were not treated as
comparative cases. The sample was designed to identify recur-
rent forms of status reconstruction across different recognition
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contexts, not to evaluate national policy regimes. Destination
context enters the analysis through participants’' accounts of
credential rules, language requirements, labor markets, organi-
zations, and professional networks. This design supports a
cross-context conceptual analysis while limiting claims about
country-specific effects.

Most participants had left Ukraine during the first months of the
invasion, although relocation dates ranged from February 2022
to March 2024. Most held master's degrees, and about one-third
held doctoral or equivalent qualifications. They had worked in
higher education and research, IT, finance, marketing, creative
industries, health care, retail, manufacturing, personal services,
and data processing. Some had been managers, business
owners, or self-employed professionals. More than 40% were
mothers of children under 18. Table 1 provides detailed sample
information.

3.3 | Data Analysis

Survey data were used only to describe the sample and
contextualize early postrelocation conditions. We calculated
descriptive summaries of age, education, family status, migra-
tion motives, employment, and reported barriers. We did not
conduct inferential or correlational analysis.

The interviews were recorded with consent, transcribed using
TurboScribe, and manually checked. The verified corpus
comprised 315 single-spaced pages and approximately 116,160
words. Analysis was conducted in Ukrainian to preserve
culturally embedded meanings. Reflexive thematic analysis was
used according to familiarization, initial code generation,
development, review and definition of themes, and narrative
synthesis (Braun and Clarke 2021).

Three researchers coded the transcripts and met regularly to
compare interpretations and examine differences reflexively.
When a disagreement raised a substantive interpretive issue, a
fourth researcher joined the discussion. These discussions were
used to deepen interpretation rather than to calculate intercoder
agreement. Early coding stayed close to participants’ accounts of
professional disruption, downgrading, blocked use of qualifica-
tions, access to relationships and opportunities, and attempts to
restore recognition. Through repeated comparison across in-
terviews, the team grouped practices according to the problem
they addressed in rebuilding occupational standing. This pro-
cess produced and refined the three forms of status recon-
struction work: convertibility, connectivity, and credibility.

Data collection and analysis proceeded in parallel. Later in-
terviews mainly repeated or refined established patterns rather
than changing the developing thematic structure. All survey
respondents who volunteered were interviewed; the completion
of this pool was the practical stopping point. We therefore
describe the sample as providing thematic sufficiency for the
conceptual purpose of this study rather than claiming statistical
or population saturation. Only the quotations selected for pub-
lication and essential analytic labels were translated into En-
glish. Forward and backward translation were used to check
semantic equivalence (Brislin 1970).

4 | Findings

4.1 | Status Loss Through Downgrading,
Underuse, and Misrecognition

Professional disruption extended beyond unemployment. Par-
ticipants described a gap between their qualifications, seniority,
professional achievements, and previous responsibilities and the
positions or recognition available after relocation. In the survey,
approximately 72% were employed at the time of data collection,
yet about 40% were not looking for work in their previous
profession. Employment, therefore, did not necessarily indicate
professional continuity.

About half of the interviewees continued working or studying
remotely in Ukraine. Around 32% of interviewees combined two
or more activities, most often destination-country employment
with Ukrainian work or study. Remote continuity was especially
common when work could be performed online or when busi-
ness owners maintained teams in Ukraine. Holding several
forms of work could protect income and occupational identity
while producing two simultaneous professional lives and
intensifying the combined demands of employment, settlement,
and care.

Ukrainians cannot accept a lower standard of living;
they would rather work three jobs to maintain the life
they are accustomed to.

(Iryna, Canada)

Some women initially expected their displacement to be tem-
porary and delayed fuller entry into the destination-country
labor market while they arranged housing, childcare, docu-
ments, and schooling. Khrystyna described this period as a
suspension between two contexts:

The first year was tough. It felt as though you stood

with one foot in Ukraine and the other here [in the

United Kingdom]. You were neither there nor here.
(Khrystyna, United Kingdom)

Status loss also appeared in the kinds of work that institutions
presented as realistic. Kateryna, a self-employed photographer
in Germany, contrasted the qualifications of displaced women
with the jobs to which they were directed:

The first places people are directed to are care homes,
as nursing aides or junior medical staff. That is un-
skilled work. Yet people arrived here with two
degrees.

(Kateryna, Germany)

Other participants encountered similar challenges in their
respective occupations. Lesia had worked as a hairdresser for
20 years, but language and unfamiliar professional practices
prevented her from returning directly to that work:
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new income-generating activity. She connected the training to
expertise and professional relationships developed in Ukraine:

At 71, T started studying nutrition. Making money
becomes harder with age, but you have to keep
moving... I brought together leading Ukrainian doc-
tors to launch a healthy-eating project, both to help
people and to earn an income.

(Tetiana, United States)

The timing of convertibility work varied. Some women began
language courses or credential procedures soon after arrival.
Others postponed them while managing childcare, housing,
documents, or immediate income needs. During this period,
many participants worked remotely in Ukraine or took up
temporary employment in their destination countries. Eco-
nomic activity could therefore delay, support, or occur alongside
the work needed to use previous qualifications locally.

4.2.2 | Connectivity Work

Connectivity work developed or activated relationships that
provided information, referrals, practical guidance, and access
to professional gatekeepers. It included diaspora ties, relatives
and friends, online communities, professional networks, local
organizations, and new contacts in the destination country.
These relationships often met immediate needs during the early
settlement period. Around 70% of survey respondents found
their first accommodation through diaspora contacts, friends, or
relatives; about 7% relied on volunteer settlement programs.

Olexandra utilized Facebook and Telegram groups in Sweden to
quickly address practical issues and obtain assistance. Rina
described Ukrainian community spaces in Italy as places where
newcomers could ask for clarification:

If something is confusing, someone from the diaspora
will explain it.
(Rina, Italy)

Some women later moved from receiving support to providing
it. Khrystyna, for example, established a Ukrainian association
in Liverpool. Such activity expanded women's relationships and
provided them with access to intermediaries, local organiza-
tions, and public actors. Connectivity work thus linked settle-
ment support with opportunities to exercise leadership and
build professional relationships.

Professional access required more than general community
contact. Participants used former colleagues, online networks,
referrals, and new introductions to identify vacancies, reach
employers, and understand sector-specific expectations. Women
without pre-existing contacts were more likely to turn to online
resources and new local contacts. Even if skills were transfer-
able, connectivity limitations could prolong time spent in tem-
porary or lateral posts.

Diaspora networks were neither uniform nor automatically
beneficial. Fewer than half of survey respondents regularly
attended diaspora events, and several women reported frag-
mented relationships or weak trust across migration cohorts.
Iryna observed that “each wave of Ukrainian emigration does not
communicate with the next.” Connectivity work, therefore,
changed over time and included selective movement between
co-ethnic, transnational, and destination-country networks.

4.2.3 | Credibility Work

Credibility work made competence visible and rebuilt profes-
sional legitimacy. Participants described having to establish a
professional reputation again despite extensive qualifications
and experience. Their strategies included building portfolios and
client bases, entering locally accessible roles, taking visible re-
sponsibility, starting or relocating businesses, and managing the
presentation of their refugee and professional identities.

Sofia couldn't teach at the Czech university due to the language
barrier. She redirected her expertise toward practical psychology
and training, obtained work as a psychologist, and began
rebuilding her reputation:

My English was uncertain, and Czech was new, so
lecturing was unrealistic. I looked for possibilities
within my field, including practical exercises and
training. That eventually led to a job as a psycholo-
gist... I knew I had to rebuild my reputation and create
a new professional brand from scratch.

(Sofia, Czech Republic)

Entrepreneurship provided another setting for credibility work.
About one in ten survey respondents had started a venture or
relocated an existing Ukrainian business. Iryna moved to Can-
ada and internationalized her AI company while maintaining
links with her team in Ukraine. She also described Ukrainian
women who built micro-businesses and gradually developed a
local client base. In these instances, business ownership utilized
existing skills and served as a tangible demonstration of
competence, reliability, and professional identity.

Ukrainians rapidly established micro-businesses from
scratch, cooking borshch and varenyky [traditional
Ukrainian food] at home and selling them through
social media ... Ukrainian nail salons are so good that
clients cross the city to reach them.

(Iryna, Canada)

Credibility work also occurred within organizations. Some
women accepted positions below their previous level to gain local
experience, demonstrate their capabilities, and take on greater
responsibility. Others repeatedly presented their qualifications,
portfolios, or earlier achievements before colleagues and em-
ployers would treat them as experienced professionals. Refugee
categorization shaped this work. Kateryna, a photographer in
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Germany, described pitying reactions when people learned that
she was Ukrainian: “I avoided saying I was from Ukraine.” Her
choice shows how professional self-presentation could include
decisions about when to disclose national or refugee identity.
Credibility work was therefore directed not only at proving skills
but also at preventing a refugee label from eclipsing a professional
identity.

The three forms of work were closely connected. Sofia's pro-
fessional repositioning required language and role adaptation,
access to new opportunities, and the rebuilding of her reputa-
tion. Iryna's entrepreneurial venture turned her prior expertise
into a viable business while maintaining her networks and
demonstrating credibility. These categories identify the function
being performed at a particular point; they do not assign each
activity to only one category.

4.3 | PTG-Related Trajectories

PTG-related experiences were uneven across participants and
coexisted with continuing strain. Some women described
changed priorities, greater awareness of their strength, an
increased ability to live with uncertainty, and new sources of
purpose. Others continued to emphasize exhaustion, insecurity,
professional difficulties, and exclusion. These experiences did
not constitute a uniform or linear trajectory.

Survey responses indicated changes in participants’ priorities.
Financial stability had become more important to 56% of re-
spondents, followed by professional development or indepen-
dence (40%), personal happiness or internal satisfaction (35%),
and work-life balance (35%). These changes brought together
concerns about material security with an increasing emphasis
on autonomy, fulfillment, and the structuring of everyday life.
They do not, by themselves, demonstrate PTG, but they identify
areas in which participants perceived their priorities had
changed after displacement.

Some interviewees described becoming aware of personal ca-
pacities that they had not previously recognized. Kristina con-
nected survival with a changed understanding of her strength:

I never imagined our [Ukrainian] strength. And I
honestly did not realize I was this strong. This year
has been about survival and learning how much you
can bear without losing yourself.

(Kristina, United Kingdom)

Others described an increased capacity to live with unresolved
uncertainty. Natalia (Italy) explained, “I learned that I could live
without seeing a real future ahead of me. It appears that this
uncertainty does not harm me.” In both accounts, positive
change did not result from the removal of adversity. It involved
recognizing the ability to continue despite conditions that
remained difficult. For some participants, displacement also led
to new sources of purpose. Tetiana described her activities in the
United States as an opportunity to find “another purpose.” Sofia
directed her experience toward supporting other displaced
women:

I lead a support group for Ukrainian women... I look
at them and say, ‘You are unbreakable!’.

(Sofia, Czech Republic)

Not all participants shared these experiences. In the survey, 72%
expressed skepticism toward the idea that they were “living
fully” at that stage of their displacement. Interview accounts
continued to refer to emotional exhaustion, family obligations,
occupational difficulties, uncertainty, and the demands of
rebuilding everyday life. Difficulties in developing a sense of
belonging also remained visible. Dana described continuing to
feel positioned as an outsider:

Switzerland is a place where you will never truly be
considered ‘one of them’, and you will be constantly
reminded of this fact. That is why adapting was
difficult for me.

(Dana, Switzerland)

The data, therefore, showed no uniform postdisplacement tra-
jectory. Greater perceived strength, changed priorities,
increased tolerance of uncertainty, and renewed purpose coex-
isted with continuing exhaustion, insecurity, and exclusion. In
some cases, both appeared within the same participant's ac-
count. PTG-related experiences were therefore contingent
rather than inevitable and accompanied status reconstruction
without necessarily resulting from it.

5 | Discussion

This study examined how highly educated Ukrainian refugee
women reconstruct occupational status following forced,
gendered, and credentialed displacement. The findings indicate
that occupational rebuilding cannot be understood solely
through labor market participation. Participants could remain
economically active while experiencing occupational down-
grading, limited recognition of previous qualifications, or
reduced professional authority. Others made significant efforts
to restore their occupational standing before achieving
qualification-matched employment. Such patterns are consis-
tent with studies that have documented deskilling, brain waste,
and professional misrecognition among highly educated mi-
grants and refugees (Bauder 2003; Creese and Wiebe 2012;
Riafio 2021) but focus attention on what women do when pre-
viously recognized professional status is disrupted.

The women's responses to this disruption were status recon-
struction work: purposeful efforts to make their prior profes-
sional capital usable, to connect it to occupational opportunities,
and to restore the credibility associated with professional
competence. Previous research has highlighted how credential
evaluation, licensing, language requirements, local-experience
requirements, and organizational gatekeeping constrain the
occupational value of foreign qualifications and experience
(Bauder 2003; Grigoleit-Richter 2017; Eggenhofer-Rehart
et al. 2018; Riafio 2021). Our findings complement this struc-
tural account by showing how women act within, rather than
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outside, these recognition constraints. Reconstruction does not
remove institutional barriers. It involves attempts to make prior
competence occupationally valuable under the conditions those
barriers create.

The distinction among convertibility, connectivity, and credi-
bility explains why occupational reconstruction may remain
incomplete even after securing employment. Existing research
has examined language acquisition, credential recognition,
networks, entrepreneurship, and identity work as important
dimensions of migrant and refugee incorporation (Erel 2010;
Tomlinson 2010; Cederberg and Villares-Varela 2019; Ver-
shinina et al. 2018). Our findings show that these practices
address different problems in rebuilding occupational standing.
Convertibility addresses whether individuals can use their pre-
viously accumulated professional capital in a new institutional
context. Connectivity concerns whether that competence can
reach relevant occupational opportunities through relation-
ships, intermediaries, and gatekeepers. Credibility concerns
whether it is recognized as legitimate and whether women
themselves are recognized as experienced professionals.

These forms are distinguished by function rather than by
particular activities. The same activity may address more than
one reconstruction problem. Entrepreneurship, for example,
can enable women to put their prior expertise to economic use
while also demonstrating competence and rebuilding their
professional reputation. Language acquisition can make previ-
ous expertise more usable while facilitating access to profes-
sional relationships. The three forms should not be understood
as discrete or sequential stages. They capture different recog-
nition problems that may be addressed simultaneously and may
remain unresolved even after employment has been secured.

This functional distinction also clarifies the relationship be-
tween practical strategies and professional identity. Status
reconstruction involves concrete practices, such as credential
acquisition, networking, seeking locally recognized experience,
and starting a business, but these practices also have implica-
tions for how women are recognized in the workplace. Credi-
bility work clearly illustrated this issue as participants
endeavored to exhibit competence, rehabilitate their reputa-
tions, and reaffirm their professional status. In this way, status
reconstruction links practical action with the restoration or
reconfiguration of a socially recognized professional identity.

The process is also distinctly gendered. Studies on migrant and
refugee women have documented the constraining effects of
unequal access to resources, labor market segmentation, and
care responsibilities on occupational incorporation (Man 2004;
Grigoleit-Richter 2017; Christou and Kofman 2022). In our
study, these constraints not only affected women's participation
in employment but also their ability to undertake reconstruction
work. Time and sustained investment are needed for language
learning, credential recognition, networking, professional
repositioning, and reputation building, which often compete
with the demands of childcare, settlement, and administration,
as well as immediate income needs. Gender thus shapes both
occupational disadvantage and the resources available to
address it.

A further feature of the findings is that occupational disruption
was often partial rather than complete. Remote employment,
study, and continuing involvement with Ukrainian organiza-
tions enabled some women to maintain income, occupational
attachment, or professional identity while attempting to estab-
lish themselves elsewhere. Women could remain recognized
professionals in Ukraine while experiencing reduced recogni-
tion in the destination country. The uneven distribution of
professional activity and occupational status across contexts
complicates the binary distinction between occupational conti-
nuity and occupational downgrading.

This continuity was also ambivalent. Maintaining professional
ties with Ukraine could buffer some dimensions of status loss
while adding to already substantial professional, family, and
settlement demands. The “two lives” described by participants
represented neither straightforward continuity nor complete
occupational rupture. Instead, they revealed a transnational
configuration in which professional standing could be main-
tained in one context while being reconstructed in another.

PTG-related experiences remained distinct from this occupa-
tional process. Greater perceived strength, changed priorities,
and renewed purpose appeared in some accounts, but
continuing strain could coexist with each of them. Occupational
reconstruction should not be treated as evidence of psycholog-
ical recovery, nor should PTG be presented as its expected
outcome. PTG-related experiences constituted contingent tra-
jectories that could accompany occupational rebuilding without
being caused or guaranteed by it.

In sum, the findings conceptualize occupational status recon-
struction as a gendered and contextually situated process
through which women attempt to make previously established
professional competence usable, connect it to relevant oppor-
tunities, and restore its credibility within recognition contexts.
Figure 1 synthesizes this process by distinguishing the condi-
tions contributing to occupational status disruption, the forms
of status reconstruction work through which women respond,
and the gendered and transnational conditions that shape
reconstruction while keeping PTG-related trajectories analyti-
cally distinct. To make the development of the framework
transparent, the figure also differentiates between elements
informed by prior literature, those emerging from the empirical
analysis, and those developed through discussion and theoret-
ical synthesis.

5.1 | Theoretical Contributions

This study makes three related theoretical contributions to
research on gendered migration, refugee labor market integra-
tion, and skilled migrant careers.

First, we extend research on deskilling, brain waste, and pro-
fessional misrecognition by shifting the analytical focus from
occupational status loss to the work undertaken in response to
that loss. Existing research has demonstrated that qualifications
and professional experience do not confer equivalent occupa-
tional value and that institutional and organizational recogni-
tion regimes can result in substantial downgrading among
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FORCED, GENDERED, AND CREDENTIALED DISPLACEMENT
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highly educated migrants and refugees (Bauder 2003; Creese
and Wiebe 2012; Grigoleit-Richter 2017; Riafio 2021). Status
reconstruction work adds a process perspective by showing how
women respond when previously accumulated competence
loses part of its occupational value and how they attempt to
make that competence usable and recognized again.

This process perspective also links structural constraints with
situated agency. Women actively navigate professional mis-
recognition and institutional barriers, rather than being passive
recipients or solely relying on individual effort. Their agency
operates within recognition contexts that determine which
qualifications are accepted, which forms of experience are
considered relevant, and whose competence is treated as legit-
imate. Gendered care, settlement, and administrative demands
further shape the resources available for reconstruction. Gender
influences not only the creation of occupational disadvantage
but also women's ability to address it.

Second, we conceptualize occupational reconstruction as
involving three distinct but interconnected recognition problems:
whether prior competence can be used, whether it can reach
appropriate opportunities, and whether it will be recognized as
legitimate. Credential conversion and qualification matching
(Eggenhofer-Rehart et al. 2018; Tharenou 2024), network access
and capital conversion (Erel 2010; Cederberg and Villares-Var-
ela 2019; Ryan et al. 2026), and professional identity and credi-
bility work (Ibarra 1999; Dlaske and Schilling 2023) have been

studied separately. The contribution is therefore not to relabel
these practices but to explain the different functions they perform
within occupational status reconstruction.

Convertibility, connectivity, and credibility capture three ques-
tions that may remain unresolved even after labor market entry:
Can prior competence be used? Can it reach relevant opportu-
nities? Will it be recognized as legitimate? Distinguishing the
three forms according to the recognition problem addressed,
rather than the activity performed, allows the framework to
accommodate overlap without collapsing the categories into one
another. It also helps explain why employment does not
necessarily restore occupational status. Formal recognition may
make competence usable without connecting women to
appropriate opportunities, while access to employment may
occur without restoring professional authority or legitimacy.
Progress in one dimension of reconstruction does not guarantee
progress in the others.

Third, the findings qualify destination-country-centered ac-
counts of occupational incorporation. Professional status after
forced displacement can be unevenly distributed across borders,
rather than lost and then regained in a new country—the idea
supported by previous research (Bygnes 2019; Winogrodzka
et al. 2025). Remote work, study, and continuing organizational
ties can preserve elements of occupational status in Ukraine
while women simultaneously attempt to reconstruct recognition
elsewhere. Partial continuity extends the analysis beyond a
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linear progression from origin-country status loss to destination-
country incorporation and shows how professional standing can
remain distributed across contexts.

The multi-country design was not intended to compare national
recognition regimes, and our findings do not imply that recon-
struction is independent of context. Credential rules, professional
closure, labor market conditions, and available support continue
to shape its possibilities and constraints. However, the recurrence
of convertibility, connectivity, and credibility work across
different settings suggests that these functions are not tied to a
single national pathway. This provides a basis for future
comparative research examining how particular recognition re-
gimes facilitate or constrain each form of status reconstruction.

Taken together, these contributions develop status reconstruc-
tion work as a framework for understanding how highly
educated refugee women respond to the devaluation of previ-
ously established occupational standing. The framework con-
nects institutional recognition, professional identity, networks,
and individual action by showing how problems of usability,
access, and legitimacy become objects of purposeful work in the
aftermath of forced displacement. Occupational reconstruction
is neither simply an institutional outcome nor an individual
achievement but a gendered, situated, and potentially trans-
national process through which women attempt to make prior
competence usable, connected, and credible within recognition
contexts they do not fully control.

5.2 | Practical Implications

The findings have implications for employers, professional bodies,
public institutions, and organizations supporting the participation
of refugees in the labor market. Facilitating access to any
employment is insufficient when highly educated refugee women
remain unable to use their expertise or regain professional recog-
nition. Support should address the distinct barriers involved in
making prior competence usable, connecting it to appropriate op-
portunities and enabling its recognition as credible.

Credential recognition processes, licensing requirements, and
entry into regulated professions should be transparent and
accessible for convertibility work. Skills-based assessments, su-
pervised practice, bridging programs, and targeted training can
help reduce unnecessary duplication of qualifications where full
retraining is not required. Employers can help by evaluating
demonstrated competence and past responsibility instead of
relying exclusively on destination-country credentials or local
experience.

Connectivity work requires access to professional rather than
exclusively settlement-oriented networks. Mentoring, sector-
specific networking, professional introductions, and links with
employers and professional bodies can connect women's
expertise to appropriate opportunities. Diaspora organizations
may be particularly valuable when they serve as bridges to
broader institutional and professional networks. However,
support programs should not assume that co-ethnic networks
are uniformly available or able to provide sustained professional
access.

In credibility work, recruitment and progression practices
should place due emphasis on previous achievements, portfo-
lios, professional responsibility, and demonstrated skills. When
women initially enter organizations at lower occupational
levels, having transparent progression criteria and opportunities
to assume greater responsibility can help prevent temporary
entry positions from becoming prolonged downgrades. Entre-
preneurship may also support the rebuilding of professional
credibility, but it should be treated as one possible occupational
route rather than as a substitute for access to appropriate
employment.

Support across all three forms should be care-sensitive. Lan-
guage courses, recognition procedures, professional training,
and networking require time, mobility, and financial resources.
Flexible scheduling, accessible childcare, subsidized training,
and reduced administrative complexity can increase women's
capacity to undertake reconstruction work. Otherwise, placing
responsibility for credential conversion, networking, and credi-
bility building entirely on individuals may reproduce the in-
equalities that contribute to occupational downgrading.

Finally, policies for the refugee labor market should be evalu-
ated beyond employment rates. Relevant indicators should
include occupational match, use of previous qualifications and
experience, professional progression, and restoration of re-
sponsibility. These measures would better capture whether
displaced professionals are rebuilding occupational standing
rather than merely entering employment.

5.3 | Limitations and Future Research

Several limitations delimit the study's claims. First, the research
focuses on highly educated Ukrainian refugee women and
cannot establish whether the three forms of status reconstruc-
tion operate in the same way among less-credentialed refugees,
men, other displaced populations, or voluntary migrants.
Research with groups that differ in education, profession,
gender, and migration status could examine the framework's
broader applicability. The survey component was intended to
contextualize the qualitative findings rather than produce pop-
ulation estimates. The reported percentages are therefore
descriptive and should not be generalized to all highly educated
Ukrainian refugee women. Larger studies could test how widely
the three forms of reconstruction occur and examine their re-
lationships with occupational outcomes.

Second, the multi-country design identified recurring recon-
struction processes across different settings but was not
designed to compare national recognition regimes. The study,
therefore, cannot determine how specific credential rules,
licensing systems, labor market conditions, or support policies
affect each form of work. Comparative research could examine
how national and professional contexts influence the difficulty
and outcomes of convertibility, connectivity, and credibility
work.

Third, the data capture participants’ experiences during a single
period of ongoing displacement. Reconstruction is likely to change
as language proficiency, institutional knowledge, networks, family
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circumstances, and occupational opportunities develop. Longitu-
dinal research could examine how the three forms interact over
time and when continued professional ties with Ukraine support
reconstruction or become an additional source of workload.

Finally, PTG-related experiences were identified from partici-
pants’ accounts and changes in reported priorities, rather than
from clinical assessments or a dedicated longitudinal measure of
psychological growth. They should not be interpreted as evi-
dence of psychological recovery. Future research designed spe-
cifically for this purpose could examine how psychological
trajectories and occupational reconstruction intersect while
retaining their analytical distinction.

6 | Conclusions

This study develops the concept of status reconstruction work to
explain how highly educated Ukrainian refugee women respond
to the disruption and devaluation of previously established
occupational standing. It identifies three interconnected forms
of work: convertibility, connectivity, and credibility. Together,
they show that possessing qualifications and experience is
insufficient when competence cannot be used within a new
institutional setting, connected to appropriate opportunities, or
recognized as professionally legitimate.

Status reconstruction is a form of situated agency. Women
actively seek to rebuild their occupational standing, but their
capacity to do so is shaped by recognition regimes and by
gendered care, settlement, and time demands. Continuing
employment and professional relationships with Ukraine
further illustrate how women may maintain occupational status
in one context while reconstructing it in another. PTG-related
experiences can accompany this process, but they remain
contingent and distinct from occupational rebuilding.

By shifting attention from status loss to the work undertaken in
response, the study offers a processual and gendered account of
professional reconstruction under forced displacement. Its central
implication is that employment alone does not demonstrate
restored occupational status. The more consequential question is
whether displaced professionals’ established competence can once
again become usable, connected, and credible.
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