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INTRODUCTION

The capacity for labour market opportunities to ensure the economic and social ‘inclusion’ of
people within society holds true for host populations as well as migrants, refugees and asylum
seekers (from this point on, unless specified, we shall use the acronym MRAs). Regardless of
one’s migrant or native status (by native we mean people residing in their country of birth and
nationality), employment provides income, social identity, social connections, and it enables
individuals to contribute to the growth and prosperity of the country through consumption and
taxation.
However, the integration of MRAs via labour markets is not a straightforward task, due to the
specific issues relating to migration and refugee/asylum statuses, but also due to the extent of
heterogeneity apparent across contemporary labour markets in Europe. This heterogeneity (in
economic structure, sectorial composition, labour force and demographic features, etc.), combined
with the substantial, but also uneven, impact of the wider economic crisis on European labour
markets, has created a highly differentiated economic and social environment across countries.
Building on such premises, SIRIUS understands the labour market integration of migrants, asylum
seekers and refugees as being dependent on a pattern of concurring circumstances and features
located at different analytical levels: at the macro (state, sub-state and supra-state), at the meso
(intra-societal), and at the micro (individual) levels.
In this policy brief we present evidence and policy considerations about the ‘macro’ dimensions of
integration by scrutinizing the characteristics of post-2014 MRAs along with the economic drivers
of the SIRIUS economies (the Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, Greece, Italy, the United
Kingdom and Switzerland) and their labour markets determinants. We focus on post-2014 MRAs
given the peak in migration and asylum figures Europe has experienced in 2015 and 2016.
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EVIDENCE AND ANALYSIS
The findings of this policy brief are structured around two pillars. The first pillar involves the
characteristics of the MRAs (including EU nationals living in another EU member state) in the
SIRIUS economies and how these characteristics might affect employment opportunities of the
post-2014 arrival of MRAs to Europe. The second pillar involves an analysis of the labour structure
of the SIRIUS economies which uncovers the inherent labour market characteristics and the main
factors that shape the labour market dynamics in each economy.
The main findings concerning the first pillar are:
•

In all SIRIUS countries, MRAs are concentrated in the 15-64 age group: Therefore, from a
demographic viewpoint they provide a relevant base for labour market recruitment, significant
potential for the education sector as well as for current and future social security contributions.
Moreover given that the share of MRAs aged 15-64 outnumbers the share of the same age
cohort in the native populations, migrants, refugees and asylum seekers contribute reducing
the proportion of the inactive population (children and elderly).

•

MRAs are unevenly distributed across our case countries: among the SIRIUS countries,
Switzerland, Denmark and the UK present the highest share of foreign nationals to total
population for the period 2008-2016 while the Czech Republic and Finland have the lowest
shares.

•

Among the SIRIUS countries, the United Kingdom, Switzerland and Denmark have also the
highest net migration rate (net migration balance per 1,000 persons) over the period 2014-2016
while the Czech Republic and Greece have the lowest.

•

Post-2014 asylum seekers are unevenly distributed across countries: among the SIRIUS
countries Finland, Switzerland and Denmark record the highest number of first time asylum
seekers (per 1000 inhabitants), over the 2014-16 period while the Czech Republic and the UK
recorded the lowest number over the same period. Switzerland, Denmark and Finland have
also recorded the greatest increase in positive first instance decisions on asylum applications,
over the period 2014-2016, compared to the 2008-2013 period.

•

There is heterogeneity in terms of MRAs across the SIRIUS case countries when educational
attainment levels are considered. Switzerland, Denmark and the UK have higher than EU28
average, and the highest value among the SIRIUS countries, of foreign nationals with tertiary
educational attainment level as opposed to Greece and Italy which have more foreign nationals
with lower educational attainment levels (Levels 0-2) not only among the SIRIUS countries, but
also compared to the EU28 average. This uneven distribution could result from countries’
different approaches to migration, as some favour more higly educated migrants, limiting
access for those with lower levels of education. However, stocks of MRAs with different
educational levels mean diverse integration needs and opportunities.

•

Case countries present different levels of MRAs employment rates: Switzerland, the UK and
the Czech Republic have the highest MRAs employment rates compared with the rest of the
SIRIUS economies.

•

The gender gap in employment characterizes most of the SIRIUS case countries. Apart from a
few exceptions (namely Denmark and Finland) the labour markets of the SIRIUS case
countries remain dominated by the male breadwinner model: this means that female MRAs
face a far more challenging environment than men when searching for an occupation (gender
inequality in terms of access to the labour market is stronger in Greece, Italy and the Czech
Republic).

•

The level of educational attainment and the gender of MRAs play a key role in predicting their
employment prospects: male and highly educated MRAs have higher chances of being
integrated in the SIRIUS labour markets. In other words, educational attainment is the
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strongest predictor of employment for MRAs across all economies. Therefore, even in less
tertiarised countries, the more that a migrant, refugee or asylum seeker is educated, the
greater is their prospect of finding employment. This, therefore, suggests that a higher level of
education provides MRAs with competences and skills that allow them to integrate into any
type of economic context: having been educated at an advanced level facilitates their learning
of a new language, eases their capacity to read and interpret the social and economic
environment, as well as to use IT instruments to gain information about jobs, but also to join
useful networks.
Next, the main findings in terms of the second pillar (labour market structure and characteristics of
the SIRIUS economies) are:
•

Sectoral capacity to provide employment in all SIRIUS economies was statistically, significantly
and positively associated with the level of educational attainment of employees/workforce. A
more educated workforce contributes increasing sectors’ innovation and therefore production
capacity which, in a competitive market economy, in turn leads to new employments. Therefore,
countries with higher than EU28 average shares of MRAs with tertiary educational levels (such
as the UK, Swizterland and Denmark) take benefit from such highly educated migrant-based
workforce.

•

The level of sectoral labour cost does not affect - in a statistically significant manner - the
evolution of labour dynamics in most of the economies of SIRIUS with the exceptions of Greece
and Finland. In other words, salary levels do not determine employment capacities across the
economy sectors, product quality matters more than labour costs. Therefore, fears of wage
dumping effects brought in by migrants should be mitigated, while MRAs skills and capacities
should be considered as assets to be used to improve output quality.

•

Investments in Research and Development have a positive impact for the creation of
employment opportunities in the most tertiarised economies (e.g. the UK, Switzerland, Finland)
whereas for Italy the effect is a negative one, most probably due to the use of innovation to
replace existing workforces (in a manufacture led economy, with relatively cheap labour,
innovation brought in by research and development does not reflect in the creation of jobs in the
short period).

•

The economically active part of the population of the SIRIUS countries varies widely: it is high in
Switzerland and relatively low in Italy and Greece. Moreover, although in general the activity
rate is higher among men compared to women, the gender activity gap is small in Denmark,
Finland and Switzerland, and larger in Italy and Greece. Although men have higher activity rates
than women at every level of educational attainment, the gap diminishes as the educational
attainment level increases, for all of the examined countries.

•

Although the average unemployment rate of the EU28 has returned back to its 2000s levels
(after an increase due to the 2008 - economic and financial crisis), differences among countries
do persist. In 2016, among the SIRIUS countries, the Czech Republic, the United Kingdom and
Switzerland had very low unemployment rates while the unemployment rate in Greece remained
persistently above 20% (the highest in the EU28) and in Italy above 10%. Therefore, our
analyses confirm that the crisis has left a damaging legacy in some of the countries, while the
impact of the economic and financial crisis was limited in some countries, while others have
managed to reduce their unemployment rates to pre-crisis levels.

•

There is a converging trend across the case countries towards labour markets whose workforce
is more and more educated: workforce with primary educational attainment level has declined
over time, and a similar decline can be identified for that share of the workforce with secondary
educational attainment but at a slower rate, while the share of employees and workers with
tertiary educational attainment level shows a higher growth rate.

•

Such a converging trend takes different shapes across SIRIUS countries. Italy and Greece
report higher shares of primary educational attainment levels among their workforce and the
Czech Republic and Finland lower ones. The Czech Republic shows a labour force with very
high shares of secondary educational attainment levels, but also very low shares of tertiary
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levels. Finland, the United Kingdom and Switzerland are the countries with significantly higher
shares of tertiary educational attainment levels in their total employment.
•

Due to the high diversity of the labour markets and the economic structure of the SIRIUS case
countries, different sectors and occupations are expected to effectively absorb the MRAs. The
Czech Republic is the only country with a higher than EU average share of employment in the
manufacturing sectors, and similar occupations. However, among SIRIUS countries, Greece
has the lowest share of employment in manufacturing sectors and the highest in primary
sectors, with specialization in primary and services sectors. The Italian economy presents a
relatively high share of its employment in the manufacturing and market related services.
Finland has a diversified employment structure, similar to the EU28 average, with
specializations across a broader range of sectors and occupations. In contrast, the economies
of Denmark, the United Kingdom and Switzerland present higher than the EU28’s average
shares of employment in the services sectors (market and non-market related), with
specialization in tertiary sectors and the related occupations.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Building upon the two pillars’ main findings the most relevant policy implications are:
•

Given the uneven economic and labour market landscapes across Europe, and in particular the
very different unemployment rates, opportunities for the labour market integration of MRAs vary
substantially among countries. Countries with a more vibrant economic situation (namely
Denmark, Finland, Switzerland and the UK) should increase their potential for integration as
they are more likely to provide employment than countries such as Greece and Italy, where the
economy still struggles to cope with the legacy of the financial crisis and structural financialeconomic deficits. Therefore, additional efforts are required from the EU and its Member States
at better coordinating respective countries’ labour needs. A more informed and coordinated
cross-European labour market capacity that takes into account the potential workforce
contribution of MRAs could also tackle irregular work and manage secondary movements (intraEU movement of MRAs).

•

Countries like Italy and Greece that have higher than average MRAs’ shares with lower
educational attainment levels, and whose economy relies on ‘traditional’ sectors such as
manufacture (Italy) and the primary sector (Greece) should focus their integration policies in the
development of further opportunities. In this context, at a first step, these countries should focus
on providing training that would alleviate the language barrier, since the language barrier is one
of the most important factors for integration. In addition, targeted vocational training
programmes that would actively aid MRAs to the development of specific skills that are in
demand in each economy’s labour market should be developed. These vocational programmes
would significantly augment the integration opportunities of MRAs in specific sectors of each
economy that could absorb labour.

•

Countries like the UK, Switzerland, and Denmark, with higher than average MRAs’ shares with
higher/tertiary educational attainment levels, and whose economy relies on services and
knowledge-based and innovation-led sectors, should make the most out of their large shares of
educated MRAs workforce by facilitating degrees and skills recognition.

•

There should be further policies specifically targeting MRAs women integration into the labour
market, in particular in countries such as the Czech Republic, Greece and Italy where the
gender gap is still large (and not only for MRAs, but also for native). Concerning women MRAs,
such policies should encourage the recogniton of skills and education, while with regard to both
MRAs and native women, these countries should improve their provision of child and elderly
care services to ease women’s entry into the labour market. Further effort is also encouraged in
the provision of secondary and higher education programmes devoted to women, as well as
vocational education and training opportunities, given that our evidence suggests that education
is the most important factor mitigating gender-based discrimination in the labour market (for
both, MRAs and native).
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•

Educational attainment is a key predictor of employability in all countries for both native and
MRAs. Moreover, a highly educated workforce is a positive predictor of a country’s economic
performance. Countries such as Greece and Italy with lower shares of highly educated
workforces and a less tertiarised and innovation-based economy should make additional efforts
to increase their innovation-driving policies, along with further efforts to increase their share of
the workforce (both MRAs and native) possessing further or higher education levels.

•

The sectoral labour cost is not significantly related to the labour dynamics of those SIRIUS
economies characterized by low unemployment, i.e. Czech Republic, Denmark, Switzerland
and the UK. Therefore the integration of MRAs into these labour markets will likely not affect
their overall sectoral wage structure. On the other hand, the fact that sectoral wages affect - in a
statistically significant manner - the labour dynamics in Greece, where unemployment remains
at a two-digit level, points to the need for the Greek authorities to avoid wage-led competition
between native and migrants. Therefore, they should monitor and improve the regulation of
employment in sectors more exposed to irregular occupation.

•

Because the educational attainment levels of MRAs play a key role in predicting their
employment capacity, our analyses point to the need for the creation of a platform at Member
States and the EU level that would enable MRAs to have their education, and eventually
qualifications and skills, profiled and accredited in line with the EU regulatory framework. Such a
platform could offer the opportunity for MRAs to receive an accreditation through examination
processes that would take place either remotely (via MOOC) or in person in European
universities or in specific accreditation institutions.

•

There should also be further opportunities for mutual learning among countries: for example,
Denmark, Switzerland and the UK - which are the economies with the most heterogeneous
sectoral labour forces in terms of nationality, are also the economies with the highest migration
surplus (when migration inflows outnumber outflows) per 1,000 inhabitants. Therefore, best
practices eventually emerging from these countries will be analysed and reported in future
policy briefs to contribute offering a mutual learning opportunity.

RESEARCH PARAMETERS
The main objective of this stage of the SIRIUS project was to assess labour market characteristics
in each of the project’s economies so as to investigate whether the various countries have the
capacity to absorb the post-2014 arrival of MRAs. In this context, an investigation of the factors
that affect the labour market dynamics was conducted, where the key sectors and occupations in
each labour market were uncovered. To do so, Panel data and Dynamic Panel data were
employed, for uncovering the statistically significant factors that affect the labour dynamics in each
economy, and index analysis was conducted in order to reveal the key sectors and occupations in
each economy.
Furthermore, the characteristics of the post-2014 MRAs in the SIRIUS countries were also
analysed to discuss whether they contribute either positively or negatively towards MRAs
employment opportunities and therefore to their integration in the respective labour markets. In this
context, we statistically assessed the post-2014 MRAs flows compared to those MRAs who were
already part of the labour market of each economy, and using a probabilistic Panel Data model we
assessed how the characteristics of MRAs affect their probability of being integrated into the
various labour markets.

PROJECT IDENTITY
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Skills and Integration of Migrants, Refugees and Asylum Applicants in European
Labour Markets (SIRIUS)
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EUROPEAN

POLICYBRIEF
SIRIUS POLICY BRIEF N. 2 – JANUARY 2019
LABOUR MARKETS, POST-2014 MIGRANTS
AND REFUGEES IN EUROPE: EVIDENCE AND
THOUGHTS FOR BETTER INTEGRATION

INTRODUCTION

The capacity for labour market opportunities to ensure the economic and social ‘inclusion’ of
people within society holds true for host populations as well as non-EU migrants, refugees and
asylum applicants (from this point on, unless specified, we shall use the acronym MRAs). The
SIRIUS project focuses upon non-EU migration and does not consider intra-EU migration.
Regardless of one’s migrant or native status (by native we mean people residing in their country of
birth and nationality), employment provides income, social identity, social connections, and it
enables individuals to contribute to the growth and prosperity of the country through consumption
and taxation.
However, the integration of MRAs via labour markets is not a straightforward task, due to the
specific issues relating to migration and refugee/asylum statuses, but also due to the extent of the
heterogeneity apparent across contemporary labour markets in Europe. This heterogeneity (in
economic structure, sectorial composition, labour force and demographic features, etc.), combined
with the substantial, but also uneven, impact of the wider economic crisis on European labour
markets, has created a highly differentiated economic and social environment across countries.
Building on these premises, SIRIUS understands the labour market integration of migrants, asylum
seekers and refugees as being dependent on a pattern of concurring circumstances and features
located at different analytical levels: at the macro (state, sub-state and supra-state), at the meso
(intra-societal), and at the micro (individual) levels.
In this policy brief we present evidence and policy considerations about the ‘macro’ dimensions of
integration by assessing how far legal and institutional frameworks of migration and asylum as well
as labour law, operate as barriers or enablers of post-2014 MRAs integration in European labour

- EUROPEANPOLICYBRIEF -

Page|7

markets across the seven countries studied in SIRIUS (the Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland,
Greece, Italy, the United Kingdom and Switzerland). We focus on post-2014 MRAs given the peak
in migration and asylum figures Europe has experienced in 2015 and 2016.

EVIDENCE AND ANALYSIS
The findings of this policy brief are based on the comparative analysis (1) of the political, legal and
institutional context of migration governance, integrated with critical insights on the cultural and
socio-economic environment of the SIRIUS countries, and (2) of the different legal status, rights,
and entitlements of migrants, refugees and asylum applicants in the SIRIUS countries. Overall,
when legal issues are at stake, the integration of MRAs heavily depends upon the country in which
they settle and the legal status through which they are recognized. In fact, entry and settlement in
European countries is subject to strict limitations for non-EU nationals, but these limitations take
different forms according to the given European country and the given migrant status. Refugees,
for example, have a set of rights which makes them comparable to nationals when entering the
labour market, while asylum seekers rely upon a much more limited set of rights which vary from
country to country, with non-EU economic migrants operating between the two. The comparative
analysis of MRAs’ right to be legally recognised and accorded a status (and subsequently receiving
permission to stay) in SIRIUS countries on the one hand, and to have a number of other rights
stemming from their status -first of all the right to work and the right to do it as nationals do- on the
other, speaks of the legal marginalization of MRAs in European jurisdictions, despite narratives of
inclusiveness.
Our comparative analysis has delivered four main findings as regards barriers to labour market
integration:
•

The first finding consists in the deep unevenness among SIRIUS countries regarding the
legislation, rights and entitlements of MRAs in the policy-domain of labour. On the one hand,
this is obvious and legitimate: there is no proper Europeanization of asylum policy and law, and
immigration and asylum remain one of those domains in which states are reluctant to devolve
their authority to supranational jurisdictions. On the other hand, this lack of homogeneity
among countries makes it difficult for people, both foreign workers and employers, to
understand who has the right to do what, when, how and where in Europe. Moreover, legal
unevenness favours secondary movements, i.e. MRAs moving from one host country to
another in search of a better life and working conditions. In sum, the lack of homogeneity
among EU member states concerning the rights associated to specific categories of migrants
constitutes a barrier for the integration of MRAs in labour markets and societies, even though
sometimes it may create comparative advantages for determined people or categories of
people in given situations.

•

The second result pertains to the complexity of the legal frameworks. In all SIRIUS countries,
the legal framework on migration and asylum is extremely difficult to navigate. This is mainly
the result of a complex and rapidly changing legislation and of a fragmented institutional
landscape involving a multiplicity of actors at different levels of government (from supranational
to local). Moreover, in most countries the acts of primary legislation only provide for the general
framework, but immigration issues are de facto regulated by an assemblage of secondary
legislation (by-laws, regulations, ministerial circulars, administrative rules, etc.). Such
complexity does not simply make the legal framework more muddled, it reduces the level of
democratic control over migration legislation. In fact, secondary acts are rarely subjected to
Parliamentary debate. This fragmentation is further exacerbated by the multiplicity of entities
involved in the “multilevel” and subsidiary-based management of migration flows. All tiers of
government (from the national to the local) are involved with different, often overlapping,
competences in Denmark, Finland, Italy, the UK and Switzerland. In addition, the management
of migration often involves other relevant actors, such as the third sector (as is the case in
Denmark, Finland, Italy, The UK, for example) and private companies (as happens in the UK),
the Courts and also EU and UN agencies, as is the case for Greece. Given the fact that
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adequate mechanisms of coordination are often scarce, this multiplicity of actors ends up
undermining the uniformity of practices and often results in substandard services and insecure
rights.
•

The third finding relates to the narrowing of the access to both international protection and legal
entry for the purpose of employment in SIRIUS countries. This is pursued through physical
restrictions (migrant pushbacks – either at the borders as all SIRIUS countries have
experienced or at sea – as is the case in Italy and Greece; increasing border securitisation and
border controls - best exemplified by the Swiss case-; physical restrictions when lodging
asylum applications – for example since 2002 asylum seekers can only lodge an application on
Danish soil), and, less blatantly but more widespread and effective, through procedural
restrictions that take the form of reforms of both international protection procedures (hotspots,
“safe third countries”, admissibility tests; accelerated asylum procedures; border procedures,
suppression of levels of guarantees), and the reduction of working permits and quotas of
foreign workers.

•

Fourthly, despite the differences among countries, in each of the SIRIUS countries we can
observe the creation of a hierarchy in terms of access to rights and therefore in terms of the
capacities and opportunities for integration. Refugees and, to a lesser extent, beneficiaries of
subsidiary protection and long-term economic migrants are at the top of the hierarchy,
endowed with a broader range and stronger set of rights, including those related to accessing
the labour market, workers’ rights and benefits. At the bottom of the hierarchy we find irregular
migrants, and just above them, asylum seekers, both of which are categories of migrants with
the most restrictive access to rights and entitlements which would facilitate their pathway
towards integration. Asylum applicants consistently experience time limitations in accessing
employment, except in Greece, where they are allowed to work as soon as they lodge their
asylum application.

Next, the main findings concerning the enablers of MRAs integration are:
•

Courts often take part in the management of migration. Judges have proved crucial, in the large
majority of SIRIUS countries, on the one hand, to make rulings in favour of those whose rights
have been violated and, on the other hand, to provide sound interpretation of legal provisions. In
Italy, the UK, the Czech Republic and Finland, for example, the Constitutional/Supreme Courts
have represented a fundamental anchor in promoting the legal entitlements of MRAs and in
preventing standards from being eroded.

•

Regional and international obligations are still enablers for refugees and beneficiaries of
subsidiary protection, despite the narrowing access to international protection, as they provide a
robust legal basis to claim rights and respect for the rule of law in all migration/asylum
proceedings. All SIRIUS countries are signatories of the 1951 Geneva Convention, with some
having signed as early as 1952 such as Denmark, whereas others became signatories as late
as 1993 such as the Czech Republic (following the post-Cold War transition). Moreover, all
SIRIUS countries are bound by the 1967 Protocol, whereas only some are bound by the
Common European Asylum System. Switzerland, even though it is not obliged to do so, decided
to participate to the European Asylum Support Office (EASO) in March 2014 (with the
agreement coming into effect on 1st March 2016). Furthermore, each of the EU SIRIUS
countries are bound by the EU acquis aimed at the creation of a Common European Asylum
System, with the exception of the UK. Finally, most of the SIRIUS countries, such as Denmark,
Finland and Italy have incorporated the European Convention of Human Rights, together with
its principle of protection against torture or inhuman or degrading treatments (art. 3 ECHR), into
their Constitutions, which should offer a safety net for all migrants, and not solely to those who
are escaping persecution.

•

Legal statuses play a crucial role in enabling people to become full members of their host
societies and to contribute to the overall well-being of those societies through, among other
things, their full participation in national labour markets. For example, refugees, beneficiaries of
subsidiary protection and long-term economic migrants are those that are closer to nationals
concerning fundamental rights (except political rights which are beyond the remit of the SIRIUS
project) and labour market integration. Moreover, the legal status may allow refugees,
beneficiaries of subsidiary protection and long-term economic migrants to benefit from further
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important opportunities for integration (language courses, vocational training) that are not
available to other types of migrants, strengthening the prospects of those enjoying greater
protection to access the labour market.
•

The intervention of NGOs attempts to fill the many gaps of the reception system, which fails to
adequately meet asylum applicants’ needs for protection. NGOs’ activities encompass the
provision of essential goods and basic services, such as emergency healthcare, legal advice
and support toward integration, including training and language classes.

Finally, our results show that there are five key fields related to the concrete enforcement of the
right to work, which should be taken into account for understanding legal barriers and enablers for
MRAs integration in the labour market:
•

The acquisition of language skills is the field that all SIRIUS jurisdictions acknowledge as a first
step to integration into the host society. Nonetheless, it is not everywhere that language
courses are offered for free - this is one of the fields where a space opens up for collaboration
with non-state entities, both non-profit and for profit companies. More interestingly, attending
language courses is rarely a duty. No duty exists in the Czech Republic, Greece, Switzerland
(except for short term economic migrants in those cantons where signing an integration
convention is required to access social assistance), or in the UK.

•

The recognition of qualifications and competences is crucial to ensuring access to the same
employment opportunities as nationals, yet the majority of SIRIUS countries lag behind what
substantial equality would entail in this field. Only Denmark, Switzerland and Italy (with the
exception of asylum seekers) are open to the recognition of foreign qualifications – however we
should point out that in Italy the recognition process may be long and complex, substantially
jeopardising the legitimate expectations of migrants. The UK recognises exclusively
qualifications from selected countries of origin, on the basis of a common table of conversion.
In the Czech Republic and in Greece the formal equalisation of qualifications is substantially
undermined by the requirement of the official certificates issued by competent authorities,
which is an unreasonable requirement for refugees and asylum seekers who often escape their
countries in chaotic circumstances or whose countries’ administrations have collapsed through
conflict and violence. In between lies Finland, where it is not diplomas but proof of citizenship
that is required, as to allow for fair conversions (again, a requirement that is very difficult to be
fulfilled by refugees and asylum seekers). Noticeably, in all countries where this is allowed,
MRAs have to specifically apply for recognition and in the most favourable of cases, such as in
Finland, this is done during the permit application process.

•

Vocational education and training are a relevant component of current active labour market
policies, and are useful to facilitate migrants, refugees and asylum applicants’ integration into
their host societies. The offer of vocational training opportunities to MRAs varies across the
SIRIUS countries, depending on the legal status of the individual. In Greece and Finland all
migrants, except undocumented people, can access vocational training just as Greek and
Finnish citizens do. In Italy and in Switzerland in addition to undocumented migrants, asylum
applicants too may be prevented from using vocational training either because there are no
courses available in the reception centres (in the Italian case), or because the length of the
course exceeds the period of the temporary permit to stay which asylum applicants receive. In
Denmark, only refugees, beneficiaries of subsidiary protection and of temporary protection
status (the Danish national form of temporary protection) are entitled to vocational training,
from which economic migrants are excluded. Whereas in the UK, even though there is no
formally entitlement enshrined by specific legal provisions, vocational training is open to
refugees, beneficiaries of subsidiary protection and those falling under the British forms of
national temporary protection; by contrast, asylum applicants are excluded, but not in Scotland,
where sub-national legislation has opened the door to vocational training for asylum applicants.
Economic migrants may benefit from these measures also, but with limits due to their type of
visa. Finally, in the Czech Republic neither asylum applicants nor short term economic
migrants or beneficiaries of national forms of temporary protection can access vocational
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training, this is instead open only to refugees, beneficiaries of subsidiary protection and longterm economic migrants, who, in cases of unemployment, can participate in the same
retraining schemes available to nationals.
•

Unemployment benefits are another important element for understanding the legal barriers and
enablers for the labour market integration of MRAs. Switzerland and Italy are the countries that
present fewest restrictions in accessing unemployment benefits: all are entitled to such benefits
in the same way as nationals, except undocumented migrants and asylum applicants who are
not allowed to work in Switzerland. In Denmark, only refugees and long-term economic
migrants holding a permanent residency permit can receive unemployment benefits. In Finland
unemployment benefits are made conditional upon permanent residency, which excludes
asylum applicants and short-time economic migrants. In Greece refugees, beneficiaries of
subsidiary protection and long-term economic migrants can access the unemployment register
and receive all benefits and services in the same way as Greek citizens do, whereas asylum
seekers can do so only after having completed the application procedure. This is somewhat
similar to the situation in the UK, where refugees and beneficiaries of subsidiary and national
temporary protections are treated equally with British citizens, but long term economic migrants
must be granted indefinite leave to remain in the UK. Similarly, in the Czech Republic solely
refugees, beneficiaries of subsidiary protection and long-term economic migrants are entitled to
unemployment benefits.

•

The right to self-employment and to work in the public sector is the fifth field which is related to
the concrete enforcement of the right to work. Apart from Greece, where the public sector is
fully reserved to nationals only, in all jurisdictions refugees can both work as public officers
(with exceptions as some senior or extremely sensitive positions may be reserved to nationals)
and as self-employed workers, with the same applying to long-term economic migrants. The
strongest restrictions exist for asylum applicants and short-term economic migrants, which may
be explained by the precariousness of the status of the former and by the time element for the
latter.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Building upon the aforementioned main findings the most relevant policy implications are:
For all types of migrants:
•

Given that the lack of homogeneity among EU Member States concerning the rights associated
to specific categories of migrants constitutes a barrier for the labour market integration of MRAs,
additional efforts are required from the EU and its Member States at better harmonizing and
coordinating respective countries’ asylum and immigration policies and laws. More informed,
evidence-based and coordinated cross-European asylum and immigration policies could also
tackle irregular work and manage secondary movements (intra-EU movement of MRAs).

•

The complexity of national legal frameworks on migration and asylum should be reduced, in
order to avoid multiple, fragmentary normative stratification, which jeopardises internal
consistency and effectiveness, as well as the predictability of rules. Furthermore, immigration
and asylum issues should be regulated mainly through primary legislation, which is subject to
the democratic control of Parliaments, and not through secondary legislation.

•

Collaboration between the public and the private sector, especially NGOs and non-profit
associations, should be encouraged, when such collaboration is well coordinated and when the
private sector is complementary with the public sector, rather than replacing it.

Primarily but not exclusively concerning economic migration:
•

The necessary control of EU external borders and the right of each country to control the influx
of non-EU foreigners should go hand in hand with the effective guarantee of fundamental
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human rights and policies that actually favour legal immigration also for economic reasons, with
a realistic degree of planning on work permits and foreign workers’ quotas based on the actual
needs of each country’s labour market, rather than on stereotypes. Asylum and international
protection should not be the almost sole channel to legally enter EU countries. Overly restrictive
policies on work permits risks exacerbating issues of irregular immigration and may improperly
burden the asylum system.
Primarily but not exclusively concerning asylum and humanitarian migration:
•

Widening the access to refugee and beneficiary of subsidiary protection statuses or widening
the rights and benefits connected with other statuses would multiply the enabling effect of legal
statuses easing the integration of MRAA workers. It would also avoid the creation of a migrant
winner/loser divide, which would be at odds with any human rights, and solidarity-based
understanding of what a modern society should be.

•

Lowering the barriers that prevent MRAs and in particular asylum applicants and beneficiaries
of subsidiaries forms of protection to work as nationals do (improving language skills,
recognizing skills and qualifications, providing vocational training and education, granting
unemployment benefits, the right to self-employment and the right to work in the public sector)
would release important energies and capacities that could positively contribute to the economic
growth of the host societies, social well-being and peaceful coexistence.

RESEARCH PARAMETERS
The main objective of this stage of the SIRIUS project was to assess how far legal frameworks of
migration and asylum work as barriers or enablers for non-EU migrants, refugees and asylum
applicants’ (MRAs) integration into European labour markets across the seven countries studied in
SIRIUS (the Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, Greece, Italy, Switzerland, and the United
Kingdom). To fulfil this main objective, the work has been organised in three principal streams of
activities: (1) gathering and critically analysing information on the political, legal and institutional
context of migration governance, and illustrating national cases through country reports, and the
EU framework legislation in the EU report; (2) comparing the national case-studies and discussing
the outcome in a comparative report; and (3) retrieving and systematizing a number of indicators
available in the most relevant databases in order to create an ad hoc dataset on socio-economic,
cultural, political and legal indicators on migration covering all SIRIUS countries.
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INTRODUCTION

Migrants, asylum seekers and refugees (MRAs) tend, for a variety of reasons, to be less
successful in host country labour markets than natives. To reduce this gap, governments have put
in place specific policies. The objectives of these migrant labour market integration (MLI) policies
are 1) helping migrants to overcome handicaps and skill deficits to better succeed in host country
labour markets 2) better matching migrants’ characteristics to employer needs by, for example,
training them or guiding them to labour shortage occupations. These policies tend to focus on
giving migrants appropriate skills for the local job market (notably, language skills, but others as
well), and sometimes providing work experience and job matching services. They differ from
country to country, in terms of who is eligible, and what level of public resources are available. To
assess how well labour market integration policies and services function and how they could be
improved it is important to look how their goals are defined in discourse, how they affect the MRAs
employment prospects, and how the implementers describe their functioning. We discussed with
migrants about their experiences with these programmes, and interviewed experts and
implementers. We also systematically combed texts produced by policy makers and other social
actors, to identify best practices and policy dilemmas to further develop the integration policy
framework.
Our research focuses on policies in seven European countries, namely the Czech Republic,
Denmark, Greece, Finland, Italy, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom. We refer to these herein as
the SIRIUS countries. Besides these we also focus on EU political arenas. We thus present a wide
variety of different national contexts and detail European Union specific policies and programs.
Labour market integration policies for migrants are usually centred around various active labour
market policies (ALMPs), and integration training programmes. Integration training programmes,
are generally offered to some migrants for a limited time period only. In the UK integration training
is generally available for 5 years after migration, in Finland for 3 years (which can be extent to
five), in Italy for 2 years (which can be extent to three), in Denmark for two years and in the Czech
Republic for one year. In Switzerland, according to the new integration path implemented since
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2018, integration training is organized in the framework of four courses which in total last a few
days. Similarly in Greece, the duration of the integration training is dependent on the duration of
each course. ALMPs can be divided into services that are targeted at the general population and
services targeted at migrants specifically. ALMP usually involves job matching and career
counselling services, job market skills training, and sometimes job training or work experience
programmes. Integration training include some or all of these, and additionally may offer language
courses and orientation training in local workplace culture, as well as mechanisms for translation of
foreign degrees and professional certifications into local equivalents.

EVIDENCE AND ANALYSIS

In the SIRIUS countries, official integration training programs are usually managed by actors such
as government institutions, municipalities, public employment services and other local authorities.
Moreover, in most SIRIUS countries, NGOs have an important role in the implementation of
integration policies and services. In Denmark, Finland and Switzerland, MLI policies can be
characterized as “top-down”, with the basic framework set out by legislation, in Denmark and
Finland, and by multi-stakeholder canton-level initiatives, in Switzerland. These policies are then
implemented by bureaucracies, which may be national, municipal or cantons, who may engage
other actors, such as NGOs and employers, to help. A common character of the Southern
European integration policies has been that they have generally been elaborated from the bottom
up. In Greece NGO’s play a very significant role in the implementation of integration policy, while
Italy’ national policies suffer from a lack of central government funding, made worse by right-wing
government cuts.
The effects of ALMP and integration training must be seen together with immigration policies,
which seek to restrict or encourage migration, and thereby to influence characteristics of the pool
of immigrants arriving. However, MLI policies and immigration policies are made with different
goals in mind, and implemented by different sets of bureaucracies. Immigration policy is in large
part concerned with policing and maintaining national security, which involves monitoring, and
perhaps deporting. It is about determining whose presence is desired, according to some notion of
the national interest. MLI policies are concerned with educating, advising and matching workers
with jobs, which ideally, at least in part, takes into account the interests of the MRAs themselves in
finding a job, as well as those of employers in finding good recruits, and governments, in reducing
the welfare burden on public finances. Not surprisingly, as we see in the SIRIUS national reports,
these two sets of policies work to cross-purposes, with, for example, employers being prevented
from recruiting the workers they want, or with asylum-seekers forced into idleness while awaiting
their asylum decisions.
The main barriers to labour market integration of migrants are similar across our sample of
European countries (Denmark, Czech Republic, Finland, Greece, Italy, Switzerland and UK), and
include lack of language skills, ineffective administrative and legal structures, lack of recognition of
(home country) skills and qualifications, lack of needed skills and competences, lack of networks,
discrimination, exploitation, a general atmosphere of xenophobia in society and (perceived) cultural
barriers. Although we find that the barriers are to some extent similar in each SIRIUS country,
there are variations from country to country in integration policies targeted to combat these
barriers:
o

We find that the availability of services, the target groups of policies, and the level of
resources available for programmes vary greatly between SIRIUS countries. In some
countries, such as the Czech Republic, few services are available and in others such as
Finland and Denmark many integration services are available and these are highly
integrated into general welfare services and active labour market policies. The reason for
this difference is in part just the general level of resources devoted to active labour market
policies; if there are more resources for active labour market policy and social welfare
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generally, then there is more for MRAs as well. But political climate plays a role as well, with
cuts to migrant-focused programmes sometimes inspired by anti-immigrant politics. This is
particularly notable in Italy.
o

In some of the SIRIUS countries the integration programme is only available to and targeted
at newly arrived refugees. This is the case in the Czech Republic, Denmark and the UK. In
Finland on the other hand, the integration training is targeted at all migrant job seekers, and
eligibility is contingent only on the migrant or refugee being a job-seeker, rather than on the
motive for migration. Similarly, also in Greece integration services offered at local offices
called "Kentra Koinotitas" are targeted at various migrant populations and not only at
refugees. In Switzerland integration training has traditionally only been available for those in
the asylum process, but recently availability has been broadened in certain cantons and
communes to other migrants as well.

o

We find that across the SIRIUS countries, MLI programmes share common elements,
including a strong emphasis on language classes. In most of the SIRIUS countries free of
cost language courses are available for those migrants that take part in integration training.
In Finland, for example language training takes up to 2/3 of the hours designated to
integration training. MLI programmes generally also often offer civics courses familiarising
immigrants with the receiving country´s norms, history, values and cultural traditions,
vocational training and labour market skills training. These tend to be common elements in
the integration trainings of other (non-SIRIUS) countries as well.

o

Usually, also job matching and career counselling services are offered as part of the
integration programme. These services sometimes push migrants and refugees to jobs that
are deemed low status (such as cleaning and driving), or which are otherwise perceived as
suitable for non-natives (such as health care). We find that there is a tension between public
policy goals of trying to push MRAs into work as quickly as possible, and finding jobs that
match the ambitions and potential of individual MRAs. In some cases, there were also
indications that employment services case workers undervalued MRAs potential to work in
skilled jobs. In countries with strong active labour market policies, such as Finland, Denmark
and Switzerland, the assistance was valued in some respects by the migrants, but also
some degree of coercion was felt, in terms of being pushed into jobs deemed appropriate by
case workers. This was particularly a problem in Denmark, where migrants felt the
government’s policy of ‘jobs first’ was pushing them into positions which did not reflect their
education and skills. While some of this might reflect market demand for certain professions,
which case workers are obliged to take into account, it might also indicate a need for training
case workers to value migrant skills.

o

In Finland and Denmark, there are well developed ALMP bureaucracies designed for job
seeking citizens, and these also have a key role in providing employability services for
migrants and refugees. Similarly, employment services programmes have a role in
integration in the UK. As a result, trends impacting on the ALMP services generally also
affect the services provided to migrants. One trend is a tendency toward making benefits
contingent on compliance with the demands of the employment bureaucracy. In the SIRIUS
countries, the general trend is that not attending integration training and/or not passing an
integration test effects eligibility for social benefits, and not residence permits, citizenship
and family reunification. For example, in Finland, a migrant’s “integration” benefit can be
reduced due to non-compliance. In Switzerland, since the beginning of 2019, requirements
have tightened and the assessed level of integration can affect the renewal of residence
permits, family reunification and even result in permit revocation. Also in Italy, non-compliant
migrants can lose their residence permits. Performance in integration programmes is not
commonly tested in SIRIUS countries. The only tests that are commonly used are the tests
for acquiring citizenship, and these are for testing whether the citizenship applicant meets
the language skills requirements for naturalization. In Denmark and Switzerland taking an
integration test is also required for long-term/permanent residence permits.

- EUROPEANPOLICYBRIEF -

Page|3

o

In both the interviews and the discourse analysis conducted in the SIRIUS parent countries,
the desirability of shortening integration training programmes in order to encourage MRAs to
enter into the job market more quickly is being debated. The rise in asylum applicants
seems to have put the efficiency and speed of integration measures under scrutiny and
pressure. Also, some actors assert that it makes more sense to learn the language through
engagement in the work setting, rather than via integration programme course work.
However, in our national reports, we find that some MRAs complain that with language skills
only at the A2 or B1 level, they can usually only work in unskilled positions. The Swiss
report, for example, notes specifically that MRAs find it difficult to find language learning
support at more advanced levels, and the integration programmes only are designed to
raise their language skills to the A2 level. Similarly in the Finnish report, some interviewees
note that it is difficult to find suitable language courses to reach professional proficiency.

o

Recent asylum seeker inflows have put pressure on the capacity of integration services in
some EU countries; European Union funded projects via, for example, AMIF (Asylum,
Migration and Integration Fund); ESF (European Social Fund); and ERDF (European
Regional Development Fund), have an important role in filling the resource gap.

o

A common barrier across all SIRIUS countries was that foreign educational certificates tend
not to be recognized. While there are mechanisms in place for foreign certificate recognition
for EU member state nationals to promote intra-EU mobility, these principles are not
systematically applied to third country nationals.

As regards to the discourse analysis, we find MLI policy in many countries as a discursive
battleground, reflecting the political contentiousness of migration as a topic. Migration is not a
contained policy arena in its own right, but also bringing in elements of human rights, labour rights,
labour market policy and national competitiveness. Our discourse analysis reveals all these
elements coming into play, although which elements are emphasized depends very much on the
positioning and messaging of the actor in question. We find that:
o

Overall, among the discourses in various SIRIUS countries, a general consensus can be
noted according to which labour market integration is seen as a key dimension, on which
other forms of integration depend. Moreover, except in the Czech Republic, there was at
least some degree of consensus around the desirability of providing language and other MLI
training to migrants.

o

The discourse analysis makes clear however that not all SIRIUS countries share the same
policy goals in regards to migrant integration. In, for example, the Czech Republic, the
notion that migrant integration is an appropriate area for public investment is contested.
Dominant actors such as the government and employers take a shorter-term perspective,
considering migrant labour as an exploitable resource. Similarly, there is a strong emphasis
from the UK government on “deserving” migrants who presumably bring skills and
entrepreneurship, but who do not require public support or resources: this perspective is not
shared by other UK actors such as employers’ organisations and unions. Moreover, in
Denmark, the entire need to integrate all migrants is contested by the Danish People´s
Party, which frames integration as a goal only for some migrants: asylum seekers, refugees
and family migrants sponsored by refugees are expected to stay in Denmark only
temporarily, which is, according to the People’s Party, why they should not be integrated.

o

Another interesting finding is that The European Union is not prominent in any of the
national level discourses in the SIRIUS countries. The EU has a role in providing funding for
migrant integration projects; this funding stream is important in Greece and the Czech
Republic where local resources are insufficient. We thus find a discrepancy between the role
of the EU in providing integration resources, and national discussions which do not
acknowledge this role.
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o

Distinctly, the asylum and refugee situation in European countries has been the most
pressing and current migrant- related topic now for several years. The focus of policy
makers and implementers has been on dealing with the situation at hand, which is also
illustrated in the discourse that they produce. Discourse regarding the increase of asylum
applicants and the challenges this poses has in many ways overridden other migration
issues on the agenda. Thus, immediate reception of asylum seekers is more discussed
than, for example, the integration of refugee, let alone labour migrants.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the above ascribed analysis and findings our main policy implications and
recommendations are related to the widening of eligibility of MLI programmes, the duration of
integration programmes and the improvement of recognition and utilizing of migrant skills and
qualifications:
o

Where MLI programmes are under-resourced, they should receive an increased level
of funding. There is a consensus among implementers, beneficiaries and most policy
makers, that MLI programmes result in improved labour market outcomes for MRAs. This is
also substantiated in the research. In some countries, particularly UK, Italy, Greece and the
Czech Republic, the public resources devoted to these programmes is minimal. EU funding
has an important role where there are few public resources and increasing this funding
might help to circumvent or overcome the reluctance of anti-migration governments to
provide these services.

o

In general, the eligibility of specific migrant groups to participate in MLI programmes
should be expanded. The eligibility varies from country to country, as do the availability of
specific services. In some countries, such as the Czech Republic and Denmark programmes
are mainly offered to newly arrived refugees, while in others such as in Finland and in
Greece they are offered to all job seeking migrants. In the UK, programmes are only offered
to resettled refugees, which have been chosen in collaboration with the UN. Groups that
could be included are:
§

§

§

o

Asylum seekers, who have not yet received their asylum decision. Because
of the long wait for asylum decisions in many countries, extending eligibility
for these programs for to asylum seekers with good prospects for a positive
decision might allow more rapid integration, reducing the burden on public
finances
Economic migrants: although they already have work, and do not
necessarily have time to engage in integration training, many would like
better access to language training, which would allow them better job
opportunities
Parents who are caring for children sometimes miss out on integration
programmes because they are not in the job market during their eligibility
period, or do not have the time. More flexibility in the organization of the
programs, or in the eligibility period, might improve access for this group.

There is a discussion in Finland, Denmark and Switzerland about reducing the
duration of the integration programmes; there is not a clear consensus on whether
this will produce better outcomes. In particular, language learning is a part of these
programmes highly valued by migrants. However, language learning takes a long time, and
there are active policy discussions in many places about pushing migrants to go to work
quickly, before their language skills are well developed. In countries with well-structured
integration training programmes, there is a push to shorten these, and push migrants and
refugees into jobs as quickly as possible. This may be at the cost of pushing well-qualified
migrants and refugees into unqualified positions. Denmark’s relatively rigid “job first” is
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o

o

o

poorly considered. It also highlights the problem, also seen in Finland, of case workers not
giving due consideration the qualifications and aspirations of migrants and refugees in
recommending placements.
Individualized integration plans are considered effective, and these may offer a better
solution than rigidly designed programs, taking into account the needs of some MRAs for
longer integration plans, and others for shorter ones. These, however, assume a capable
public service bureaucracy with enough case workers to handle the workload.
Recognition of prior home country education and experience, both in terms of formal
recognition of certificates and employer recognition in recruiting should improve.
Visible in all the SIRIUS countries, was a perceived need by migrants to start their education
from the beginning again, because of a devaluing of foreign qualifications. More should be
done to convert foreign qualifications into domestic equivalents, and to promote to
employers the value of these qualifications. Programs at education institutions designed to
bring foreign qualifications up to local standards should be considered. Standardized EU
policies such as EQF for certificate recognition should also be considered for third country
nationals.
Coercive elements to ensure compliance with integration plans do not seem to be
problem, but neither are they useful. The MRAs interviewed in this project tended to
value MLI programmes, and did not require the threat of benefit cuts, or other coercion to
participate. On the other hand, there was no evidence the existence of these coercive
elements is a problem.

RESEARCH PARAMETERS

The SIRIUS research project looks at the enablers and barriers of labour market integration of
migrants, refugees and asylum seekers. Our research is organized into several work packages,
and this report details the findings of the third work package, building on our previous research in
work packages one and two: Work package one analyses the labour market position of migrants,
refugees and asylum seekers in the SIRIUS countries. Work package two details the legal
frameworks of each SIRIUS partner country relevant to inhibiting or enabling integration. Work
package three focuses on migrant labour market integration (MLI) policies and services
The research of this work package was divided into two main tasks which are a) policy
discourse analysis and B) assessment of existing policies and their outcomes. The research was
conducted between September 2018 and March 2019 according to a similar protocol in each
SIRIUS country.
A) As part of the work package, a policy discourse analysis was conducted by the SIRIUS
national teams, to identify and analyse how issues of labour market integration are discussed
by policy-makers and policy actors. They also conducted a discourse/framing analysis of texts
selected from the websites of these actors; the exact number of texts varied from country to
country, but was generally in the hundreds. By analysing the findings of the discourse
analysis together with the assessment of policies, which forms the second part of the work
package, we evaluate the consistency between policy rhetoric and policy goals.
B) The second part of the work package consists of a policy assessment in which the barriers
to labour market integration and existing policies to remedy them are identified, categorised
and evaluated. This was performed using a meta-analysis of the existing national literatures,
and interviews with policy experts, implementers, and beneficiaries of MLI policies. Each team
interviewed about 20 MRA program beneficiaries, and about 15 stakeholders. Overall we
realised about 245 interviews for this specific research task.
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INTRODUCTION
Civil society organizations (CSOs) play a crucial role in the implementation of labour market
integration policies and services. The importance of CSOs, following the so-called migration crisis,
has even increased since 2014 as the public sector struggled to satisfy the increased demand for
labour market integration services. The post-2014 era contributed to a higher diversification of civil
society organisations and to the emergence of transnational solidarity movements operating
independently of the institutionalised systems of integration, national funding, and transnational
intergovernmental organisations. The support of CSOs is often vital as regards the assistance
provided to refugees and asylum seekers.
Against this backdrop, the aim of this policy brief is to understand both the demand and supply
expected from and provided by CSOs in the area of labour market integration services. In other
words, the SIRIUS project focused not only on how CSOs react to the needs of MRAs but also on
what MRAs expect and receive from them.
Therefore, in this policy brief we present evidence and policy considerations about the role CSOs
play in labour market integration of migrants, refugees and asylum seekers (MRAs), with the aim to
present the key areas of labour market integration initiatives, following an overview of social
processes and mechanisms that operate as barriers or enablers of post-2014 MRAs integration in
European labour markets across the seven countries studied in SIRIUS (the Czech Republic,
Denmark, Finland, Greece, Italy, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom). We focus on post-2014
MRAs given the peak in migration and asylum figures Europe has experienced in 2015 and 2016.
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EVIDENCE AND ANALYSIS
Our findings suggest a high degree of differentiation among CSOs, not only across states but also
within states, determined by the specific traditions of civil society in host countries as well as the
diversity of MRAs groups and depending on their familiarity and experience with civil society.
Moreover, our comparative analysis has contributed towards mapping different functions that
CSOs have across different national contexts. CSOs work as important actors enhancing not only
integration into the labour market but also integration through the labour market. CSOs are
important language course providers, and thanks to their social, legal, and administrative guidance,
CSOs help MRAs in overcoming ineffective administrative and legal structures. These activities are
provided by the majority of CSOs across SIRIUS countries. Several CSOs in these countries also
assist MRAs with the recruitment process, providing courses and advice on how to prepare for an
interview, how to write a CV, or how to draft a cover letter.
Furthermore, CSOs assist MRAs in their efforts to have their skills and qualifications recognised.
Moreover, by providing mentorship, training programmes, volunteering, or even direct employment,
CSOs contribute to the development of MRAs’ skills and competencies and provide platforms to
enhance the agency and autonomy of MRAs. However, such capacities are unevenly spatially
distributed, it is rather rare in the Czech Republic and Denmark, it is somewhat developed in the
United Kingdom, and more strongly developed in Finland, some areas of Italy, among the solidarity
movement organisations of Greece, and in the Canton of Geneva in Switzerland. Moreover, CSOs
either individually or collectively, frequently raise the problematic situation of illegal practices on the
part of employers, exploitation, human trafficking, or underpaid wages. Last but not least, CSOs
help to mitigate and, often together with MRAs, struggle against the hostile context of a widespread
atmosphere of xenophobia.
Our comparative analysis suggests that CSOs potentially work as important enablers of MRAs
labour market integration, especially in those areas not covered by public policies. More
specifically, we have identified key external and internal enablers facilitating the position of CSOs
in the area of labour market integration and, consequently, the position of MRAs on the labour
market as well.
We have identified the following external enablers of MRAs integration:
•

One of the most important external enablers facilitating labour market integration initiatives is
the state, which in all SIRIUS countries significantly subsidises a number of counselling and
educational services provided by CSOs.

•

In addition to national state support, CSOs commonly benefit from funding and expert-driven
support from transnational governmental and inter-governmental institutions. In this regard,
important roles are played by the Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund (AMIF) and the
European Social Fund (ESF) as well as by country offices of the International Organization for
Migration (IOM) and the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). Similarly, the
European Migration Forum and the Section for Employment, Social Affairs and Citizenship
(SOC) at the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) sometimes enable national
initiatives.

•

Other external enablers are the existing and newly developed transnational horizontal networks
between national and transnational civil society actors, which on several occasions served as
an important resource of knowledge and information exchange as well as a tool for sharing
innovative practices.

•

Lastly, a favourable external context and developed cooperative and social entrepreneurship
culture enhance the effectiveness of integration programmes in several countries, in particular,
Italy, Finland, Switzerland, and the United Kingdom. This favourable culture of collaboration
enhances the emergence of new partnerships between CSOs on the one hand and cooperative
and social entrepreneurship culture on the other hand. This can also be seen in the case of
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Danish networking organisations, which manage to build links between employers and MRAs or
between states and MRAs.
The analysis furthermore identified the following internal enablers of MRAs integration:
•

First, flexibility and a lower degree of bureaucratisation compared to public administration allow
CSOs to account for the specific needs, aspirations, and experiences of individual MRAs.

•

Second, this personalised approach is linked to the capacity of CSOs to grant MRAs some
agency in their integration efforts and to determine their own path to integration. Compared to
public services, CSOs frequently have a stronger potential to understand the personal needs of
MRAs and to foster their agency. In addition to MRAs in general, this focus concerns more
specific groups, such as youth and women migrants, as has been emphasised in Finland.

•

Third, CSOs work as important enablers of labour market integration due to their networking
capacity. CSO representatives function as brokers who help MRAs connect with public officials,
employers, trade unions, politicians, and even with (although very rarely) journalists.
Collaboration with the mass media is primarily focused on alternative and marginal rather than
mainstream or tabloid media.

•

Fourth, the role of networking is not only social, providing MRAs with access to social networks
which they could not access otherwise, but also cultural; CSOs representatives ensure cultural
mediation, supporting MRAs both culturally and linguistically. More specifically, CSOs can
provide MRAs with information about national cultures and norms and assist them with
translation. Therefore, CSOs representatives connect actors who would otherwise remain
disconnected. Furthermore, CSOs have the capacity to understand and perceive the needs of
MRAs and articulate them towards the state, employers, and other relevant external
stakeholders.

•

Fifth, the agency of MRAs in some national contexts is enhanced thanks to the provided space
for the involvement of MRAs in CSOs, either through professional work or through volunteering,
often participating in language counselling services. In the Finnish context, for example, CSOs
work as important job providers. Moreover, in some national contexts (e.g. Finland, the UK,
Switzerland) migrants themselves actively establish organisations with explicit integration
objectives.

•

Sixth, MRAs appreciate the psychological benefits which come with the personalised approach
taken by CSOs. This personalised method can help foster the self-confidence of MRAs and
prevent their alienation not only during the process of job-searching but in integration more
broadly. Several MRAs also appreciated that the non-profit ethos, differentiated from the public
administration, helps to avoid the stigmatisation of MRAs commonly diffused among public
officers.

•

Seventh, some CSOs provide expert knowledge, gather evidence, and participate in research
projects.

•

Eighth, a number of CSOs apparently provide MRAs with valuable sources of soft knowledge
considering labour market integration services and enhance their orientation on the labour
market. More specifically, they provide MRAs with important, simple, but not always available
answers to the following questions: Where to go? What service to use? And whom to contact
and how? Furthermore, CSOs provide assistance in the administration of work permits and work
contracts, which, as suggested in the WP4 report, is currently complicated and bureaucratised.

•

Ninth, CSOs are important as reflexive actors in the policymaking process, providing input,
although only taken into consideration accidentally rather than systematically, for policy change
through advocacy. In this vein, CSOs locate the importance of labour market integration in the
broader context, articulating a more holistic vision of integration. Therefore, they remind that
labour market integration cannot work on its own, in a separate work-related bubble, but that
labour market integration must also be developed hand in hand with broader social and cultural
integration. In other words, CSOs can work as discursive shifters, as subjects who can
potentially correct somewhat limited mainstream national integration policies where integration
has a very narrow meaning. Through their advocacy capacities, CSOs also contribute to
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protecting MRAs’ rights by articulating issues such as human trafficking and the illegal conduct
of employers.
Third, our findings suggest in their work in the area of labour market integration, CSOs do not
function exclusively as enablers; their functioning is determined by external pressures and can be
limited due to internal restrictions which hinder their integration initiatives.
Next, the analysis identified the following external barriers hindering labour market integration
initiatives:
•

First, considering the instability, temporality, and uncertainty of the state support of CSOs, the
dependence on funding influences the very existence of civil society organisations. Their
dependence on public funding, therefore, may hinder the contribution of CSOs to labour market
integration objectives.

•

Second, the subsidising of CSOs by public administrations influences the agenda of NGOs,
defines the (un)desired target groups, or determines the nature and spectrum of the provided
services. National funding can also be used as a tool to subsume integration services under the
principles of migration securitisation.

•

Third, some CSOs mentioned the problem of co-optation of the originally non-governmental
nature of integration services of the state. The process of co-optation results in the exclusion of
CSOs from the arena they (co-)created and in which they operated. In other words, in cases of
co-optation, CSOs would open a new path of integration policies, establish integration courses,
or start implementing mentoring services. However, once established, the provision of these
services would lose state support and become secured exclusively by public administrations.

•

Fourth, the sphere of CSOs can similarly be co-opted and strategically misused by private
business providers, as happened in the United Kingdom or Greece. This idea emerged notably
in national contexts where the number of emergency ad hoc services introduced in response to
the so-called ‘migrant crisis’ in 2014 attracted a number of actors with opportunistic businessdriven interests rather than a social mission. This co-optation can also be strongly developed in
those national contexts where funding preferences prioritise established, usually bigger, and
financially stable organisations; in particular, in the UK context, this means favouring even forprofit companies.

•

Fifth, the distrust and suspicion of MRAs would also suggest there are a series of socio-cultural
barriers influencing the interaction between CSOs and MRAs. These barriers prevent MRAs
from stronger use of CSOs services. In particular, these circumstances have been observed in
relation to closed ethnic and national communities who have established their own networks
that provide the same functions otherwise ensured by NGOs. These communities approach
CSOs only rarely, perceiving them as formal organisations and often conflating their position
with the position of the public service. Viewing CSOs as ‘official’ and ‘formal’ organisations, they
struggle to develop trustful relationships. The conflation of CSOs with the state also occurs due
to the low visibility of civil society organisations and the low familiarity of MRAs with the services
provided by CSOs.

•

Sixth, the insufficient use of CSOs services is also determined by culturally-based
understanding of personal honour; some MRAs would simply not approach CSOs as a matter of
personal honour, perceiving a free service as a symptom of their own personal failure.

•

Seventh, that the service of CSOs is provided for free would further increase the distrust of
some MRAs, who would understand the counselling as lacking expertise and being
‘insufficiently professional’, regardless of the know-how, experience, and education of CSOs’
volunteers and employers.

•

Eighth, the success of integration programmes is hindered sometimes by NGOs being awarded
very little recognition from policymakers, and their recognition remaining only tokenistic, as
observed in the United Kingdom and the Czech Republic. In other words, some CSOs viewed
the space provided by public authorities to them as a formalistic tick-box exercise.
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Finally, the analysis identified the following internal barriers hindering labour market integration
initiatives secure by CSOs:
•

First, the effectiveness of integration services can suffer from the low engagement of MRAs in
CSOs. Some CSOs would explicitly suggest that the key objective of NGOs is to provide
professional services, regardless of the participation of MRAs in CSOs everyday activities.
However, the low participation of MRAs can reinforce the processes of othering and
objectification; MRAs are, therefore, a priori understood as passive and somewhat incompetent
actors with deficits.

•

Second, labour market integration services have been hindered due to the lack of experience
and know-how of some CSOs, in particular, those established in an emergency context as a
reaction to the so-called migrant crisis. The operational capacity of these newly established
CSOs was further limited (although not necessarily) due to limited networking capacities,
undermining the possible role of CSOs as brokers mediating the relations between MRAs and
employers or the public administration.

•

Third, some CSOs and their employees tend to operate in a ‘professional bubble’, which
prevents them from considering the individual situations of MRAs holistically as well as
understanding their sociocultural expectations. An inordinate focus on the professional identity
of CSOs social workers accompanied by excessive expertisation and prioritisation of technical
skills can undermine the sociocultural potential of CSOs.

•

Fourth, the excessively professionalised ethos of CSOs is sometimes closely intertwined with
the implementation of accountability measures, based on quantification and inadequate
attention given to the nature of activities. The approach prioritising statistical evidence instead of
experience can, for example, contribute to the fact that CSOs act as actors who extend the
state’s pressure on MRAs to get a job at any cost instead of considering the position and
experience of MRAs.

•

Fifth, the capacity of CSOs to understand the personal needs of MRAs and to foster their
agency is marginalised by the pressures of bureaucratisation and institutionalisation. Similar to
the excessive emphasis given to expert knowledge, the bureaucratisation and
institutionalisation of CSOs undermine the flexible nature of organisations and foster their more
or less deliberate reluctance to take into account the specific experiences and skills of
individuals.

•

Sixth, the previously mentioned dependence on external funding can influence the internal
nature of CSOs and undermine the contentious and transformative character of CSOs. The
dependence on funding can, therefore, marginalise critical voices within CSOs, leaving the
contribution of CSOs towards integration to rest on individualised service provision rather than
collective action. An excessive alignment with state integration policy, embracing a narrow
understanding of integration, is apparent in Denmark, where refugee and asylum seekers
commented that CSOs tend to repeat state discourses and simply put into practice state
policies.

•

Seventh, the manifest example of internal barriers is represented by CSOs who embrace
perspectives opposing integration. The post-2014 context contributed to the emergence of
CSOs with anti-migration perspectives and which would explicitly resist any integration effort.

POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Building upon the aforementioned main findings, the most relevant policy implications are:
•

Economic sustainability and continuity in the financing of CSOs should be strengthened by
governmental policies in order to secure knowledge transfer and further develop the
professional capacities of CSOs. Financial support for CSOs should also reflect on the
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uneven geographical distribution of provided services. The state support should contribute
to a higher degree of cohesion and encourage CSOs to promote their services in peripheral
areas.
•

CSOs are an important bridge between MRAs, public authorities, experts and employers.
However, the networking capacities should be further developed through linking projects
and supported by public authorities. Effective communication platforms of different actors
might increase consensus over policies, increase participation of different actors in
migration policies and strengthen the cooperation within the sector. Considering their
impartiality and high credit they have among MRAs, CSOs might serve as leaders of
platforms of actors who might strengthen the broader consensus in migration policies.

•

CSOs in many countries are heavily dependent on public financial resources. It might
diminish their own agenda and capacity to criticize public migration policies. Safe spaces
where CSOs can discuss and critically reflect upon the policies of their donors should be
established. Umbrella organizations might work as such spaces. These spaces providing
feedback for state or local policies seem to be crucial for the development of good practices
in migration policies. These spaces might also stimulate the self-reflexivity of CSOs; for
example, if current approaches are falling short of effectively integrating MRAs, then CSOs
can jointly develop ideas for developing fresh strategies.

•

Dependence on public financial resources also shifts the CSOs agenda. Nevertheless,
everyday contact with MRAs might make CSOs more sensitive to MRAs’ needs than public
authorities. For these reasons, channels through CSOs that can influence services funded
by public authorities should be established and further supported.

•

CSOs contribution to labour market integration is not generally recognised. Awareness
campaigns, emphasising the positive experience and expertise as well as their capacity to
provide an understanding of MRAs needs should be supported. These campaigns might
increase public trust in state policies on the one hand and MRAs’ trust in services provided
by CSOs on the other hand. At least part of MRAs meets with CSOs for the first time in
their lives, and they might understand well what kind of organization they are and how they
operate.

•

As migration is a transnational phenomenon and CSOs face similar challenges across the
EU, the transnational networks should play an important role in public discussion and
steering the third sector in individual member states.

•

In the project, numerous examples of good and innovative practice have been identified.
However, in many cases, experience with innovative practices is not shared across national
borders and transferred to different contexts. For these reasons, there is space to spread
social innovations in the field of labour integration and support their implementation in
different contexts. On the other hand, innovative potential of CSOs should also be
supported and developed.

RESEARCH PARAMETERS
The SIRIUS research project looks at the enablers and barriers of labour market integration of nonEU migrants, refugees and asylum seekers. Our research is organised into several work packages,
and this report details the findings of the fourth work package, building on our previous research in
work packages one, two and three: Work package one analyses the labour market position of
migrants, refugees and asylum seekers in the SIRIUS countries. Work package two details the
legal frameworks of each SIRIUS partner country relevant to inhibiting or enabling integration.
Work package three focused on migrant labour market integration (MLI) policies and services.
Work package four focus on the role of Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) in MLI. More
specifically, this work package addressed the following objectives: (a) to explore the views of
CSOs representatives concerning recent migrants, refugees, and asylum seekers and their
employability and integration potential; (b) to analyse the role of civil society organisations from the
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viewpoint of migrants, refugees, and asylum seekers; (c) to identify the transnational links between
national organisations and foreign and transnational CSOs, including international institutions and
structures (the EU, UN, etc.); and (d) to analyse the reaction of CSOs to the post-2014 migration
flows and their ability to respond to the negative perceptions of migrants, asylum seekers, and
refugees in Europe. First, we reviewed existing academic literature and available primary and
secondary documents about the involvement of CSOs in MLI. Second, we conducted semistructured, qualitative interviews with CSO representatives. Third, semi-structured interviews with
pre- and post-2014 MRAs who had personal experience with CSOs were carried out. Last but not
least, a triangulation of data was conducted via regular diaries collected by a CSO which is a
member of the SIRIUS consortium.
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EUROPEAN

POLICYBRIEF
SIRIUS POLICY BRIEF N. 5 – MARCH 2020
THE ROLE OF SOCIAL PARTNERS IN LABOUR
MARKET INTEGRATION OF MIGRANTS AND
REFUGEES IN EUROPE: POLICY LESSONS
FROM THE SIRIUS RESEARCH

INTRODUCTION

Social partners play a key role in labour market dynamics as they contribute towards determining
the policy and legal frameworks that shape labour markets, but also the social, political and
economic trends in which labour markets are embedded. Therefore, an examination of social
partners’ understanding of the newcomers’ capacities and their appreciation of opportunities and
challenges to be addressed is unavoidable in any research willing to understand how to facilitate
unlocking the employment potential of third country nationals, being these migrants, refugees or
asylum applicants (MRAs—please note that SIRIUS only focuses on non-EU migrants).
Therefore, in this policy brief we present evidence and policy considerations about the role social
partners and social dialogue play in labour market integration of migrants, refugees and asylum
seekers, with the aim to present the views of trade unions and employers representatives
concerning barriers or enablers of post-2014 MRAs integration in European labour markets across
the seven countries studied in SIRIUS (Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, Greece, Italy,
Switzerland and the United Kingdom). We focus on post-2014 MRAs given the peak in migration
and asylum figures Europe has experienced in 2015 and 2016 and the limited research-based
evidence about them.
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EVIDENCE AND ANALYSIS

Our findings reveal that some of the key issues that had been discussed by extant studies, and in
particular the dilemmas faced by unions vis-a’-vis migrants (e.g. if they are to include them among
their beneficiaries and members, how to mitigate the potential competitive spirals newcomers bring
in the receiving society labour markets, how to avoid social/wage dumping, etc..) are still relevant.
Our data also show the social partners’ awareness about the higher (than local workers) risks
migrants incur for their health and safety due to the regulations of migration and asylum which
often produce, as a negative externality, the fostering of newcomers to employment in the irregular
economy, or to jobs requiring lower skills, leading to wasted talent, demotivation, and potential
social isolation.
Furthermore, our survey reveals the appreciation that social partners have of newcomers’ skills, of
their potential for the wellbeing of our societies and economies, a potential which very often
remains unrealised. This is due to reasons that are at a time pertinent to our society’s regulation of
migration (migration and asylum law, recognition of skills and educational attainment levels,
services to improve newcomers’ capacities to adapt to our labour markets, etc..) and a time
connected with the characteristics of the migrants themselves (language proficiency, social capital,
personal well-being and health). Such results are fully consistent with the analyses we have carried
out in previous work packages, providing us with robust (triangulated) evidence about the further
efforts policy makers, but social partners too, should engage in.
We have identified the following perception and views about MRAs’ integration into labour
markets:
•

The understanding that social partners have of migrants depends among other factors from
the characteristics of migrants themselves and from the experience that a given country
has had with immigration. Two thirds of social partners that we have surveyed think that socalled economic migrants are either highly skilled or moderately skilled, but the percentage
goes down to less than one every two for refugees. Conversely, only one in five
respondents believe economic migrants do not possess meaningful skills, versus almost
one in every two thinking the same for refugees. Social partners in countries like Italy,
Greece and the Czech Republic, which have attracted primarily migrants to take up jobs
requiring fewer qualifications, mainly in the agriculture, manufacture and the care sectors,
or which are employed in the irregular economy, show a smaller share of social partners
perceiving migrants as highly skilled individuals than the other countries. While in countries
that either have a long tradition of immigration such as the UK, or in countries where
migrants have been employed also in skilled occupations, like in Finland, there is a far
more developed appreciation of migrants’ skills among social partners;

•

Unions appear to have a stronger appreciation of newcomers’ skills than the other social
partners. Although unions may express concerns regarding social dumping, they appear as
the most open category among social partners towards migrants;

•

Still, social partners across SIRIUS countries do not subscribe to the anti-migrant rhetoric:
large majority of respondents consider migrants an asset or more an asset than a burden
for their countries, and one in every two has the same appreciation for refugees; only in the
Czech Republic there is a consistent share (one third) of social partners among those who
responded to our survey who consider newcomers as only being a burden while in
Denmark, Finland and Switzerland, a similar share of respondents considers refugees to be
more of a burden than as asset (respectively 24%, 41%, and 25% of respondents);
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•

Social partners’ experts seem to share to a certain extent the idea a tension exists between
newcomers and native workers, and in fact almost one in every two of our respondents
admit the newcomers’ arrival has created tensions in the labour market; trade unions
appear to be the actor most concerned by such tensions between newcomers and the local
workforce. Such a concern is similarly distributed across our countries, with the most
concerned respondents being located in the Czech Republic and those least concerned in
Switzerland and in the UK;

•

The most relevant reasons for such tensions to occur are related with the perceived
competition for jobs brought by migrants, and, connected to this aspect, the risk of lowering
wages. However, causes of tensions are considered also to be the perceived cultural
differences, and related to this aspect, the perceived religious differences. The role of
populist parties is also recognised as a cause of tensions by one every two respondents.
There is difference between countries in which the perceived competition for jobs is clearly
a salient reason to explain the perceived competition among migrants and local workers
(Greece, Italy, Switzerland and the UK) and those countries in which job competition is a
relevant concern but not as important as perceived cultural differences (the Czech
Republic, Denmark and Finland);

•

Only in the Czech Republic and Denmark EU policy makers are considered to be stoking
tensions on labour migration. In Denmark, perhaps that is due to the country’s usually
protective stance towards any attempt brought in by the EU to Europeanize social policies,
which are perceived as attempts to challenge its welfare state, its tripartite based labour
market and industrial relations system, and its wage system. In the Czech Republic,
perhaps due to the country’s reluctance to adhere to the EU system of quota distribution for
asylum seekers and relatedly the EU’s more open approach towards internal mobility and
infra-EU migration.

The analysis furthermore identified the following barriers of MRAs integration:
•

Language proficiency, legal and administrative hurdles, lack of mechanisms for the
recognition of qualifications, lack of services that support integration, skills mismatch, and
also discrimination, cultural differences as well as poor knowledge about the labour market
of the host country are identified as the most relevant causes preventing the full realisation
of migrants or refugees’ employment potential;

•

A configuration of ineffective policies to address skills needs that newcomers might
address, an environment which is often legally and socially obstructive, with poor
opportunities to have qualifications and skills recognized, can lead to a situation in which
newcomers end up working in the irregular economy, taking up jobs that locals are not
willing to do, resulting in a large scale waste of talent. In some countries, as explained by
the Italian, Greek and Czech cases, third country nationals may end up in precarious, and
sometimes irregular, work;

•

Slightly less than one in every two respondents say that their organisation has been
involved in social dialogue processes in the past five years in the specific field of migration.
On the one hand, such a result can be considered a positive sign given the difficult years
trade unions have been experiencing in the past decades due to de-unionization and
changes in the labour market. On the other hand, however, given the salient role
immigration has played in public and political debates across Europe, the result tells us
something about the real commitment that social and political actors have in solving
immigration issues. Moreover, there are no major differences across countries in these

POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
results.
Building upon the aforementioned main findings, the most relevant policy implications are:
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•

Although evidence suggests that asylum seekers and refugees experience an extremely
stressful situation which may hinder their well-being and capacity to work, the skills they
have acquired in their earlier life and work do not disappear as they move forward. Hence,
we should all refrain from an aprioristic evaluation of people’s skills on the simple basis of
their reason to migrate;

•

Although there are consistent examples of businesses and companies vocal in their support
for labour market integration including for the most vulnerable groups of newcomers (cfr.
the Italian report in the integrated report document), there is still room for improvement in
the private sector for a full understanding of the potential which lies within refugees and
asylum seekers that still remains unrealised;

•

Social partners identified the need to have more language classes provisions, but also
different migration policies, given that, legislation makes it very difficult for third country
nationals, and in particular for asylum seekers, to enter the labour market and gain regular,
stable and decent employment. Social partners consider also that better job search support
services, along with skills matching and skills profiling, and job mentoring, could improve
the employment situation of TCNs. Furthermore, antidiscrimination and anti-exploitation
policies (or a more effective implementation of these) would help too;

•

Employment inspections and minimum wages are viable options to improve integration into
labour market. In particular, the need to improve the tools and resources to implement job
place inspections appear as salient measures in Italy and in Greece. In the former, further
inspections could perhaps contribute reducing the massive use of irregular workers in the
agriculture industry of Southern regions and the terrible consequences this has had on the
life of the immigrants involved;

•

There is a need for both policy makers at various levels of government and social partners
to commit to create further social dialogue opportunities. Too few cases of social dialogue
have occurred across our seven countries in the field of labour migration, but social
dialogue seems to us a (if not the) fundamental tool to solve problems occurring in such a
polarized domain of migration, and in what is even a more contentious one, that of labour
migration. A more coordinated multi-actor effort based on dialogue and mutual
understanding, as represented by social dialogue should be encouraged.

RESEARCH PARAMETERS
The SIRIUS research project looks at the enablers and barriers of labour market integration of nonEU migrants, refugees and asylum seekers. Our research is organised into several work packages,
and this report details the findings of the fifth work package, building on our previous research in
work packages one, two and three: Work package one analyses the labour market position of
migrants, refugees and asylum seekers in the SIRIUS countries. Work package two details the
legal frameworks of each SIRIUS partner country relevant to inhibiting or enabling integration.
Work package three focused on migrant labour market integration (MLI) policies and services.
Work package four focused on the role of Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) in MLI. Work
package five, upon which this policy brief is based, focused on the views and role of Social
Partners in MLI. More specifically, this work package addressed the following objectives: (a) to
explore the views of social partners representatives concerning recent migrants, refugees, and
asylum seekers and their employability and integration potential; (b) to analyse the barriers in the
integration into labour market from the viewpoint of social partners; (c) to identify the enablers in
the integration into labour market from the viewpoint of social partners. The research presents
findings from a four-month long process of field work of interviews with social partners (gathering
overall 123 interviews) complemented by an experts’ survey which managed to collect responses
from 293 additional social partners’ representatives across our seven countries (Czech Republic,
Denmark, Greece, Finland, Italy, Switzerland and the UK).
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EUROPEAN

POLICYBRIEF
SIRIUS POLICY BRIEF N. 6 – SEPTEMBER 2020
INDIVIDUAL ENABLERS AND BARRIERS IN
LABOUR
MARKET
INTEGRATION
OF
MIGRANTS AND REFUGEES IN EUROPE:
POLICY LESSONS FROM THE SIRIUS
RESEARCH

INTRODUCTION
The main purpose of WP6 is to understand nuances and dynamics of labour market integration
(LMI) from the insider (Migrants, Refugees and Asylum Seekers’ --MRAs) perspective, hence it has
the three following objectives: to analyse MRAs’ insights into barriers and enablers of Labour
Market Integration (LMI); to analyse the difference/similarity between the official knowledge about
LMI and the MRAs’ experiences on the ground; and to create a comprehensive narrative of LMI
that would present the findings to wider, non-academic audiences.
This critical understanding of how MRAs efficiently use their skills and overcome integration
barriers is useful to contribute to a more responsive policy framework that would understand and
address their needs, experiences, and aspirations. In this context, the micro-level research takes a
closer look at the needs of MRAs, with a specific focus on what migrants themselves consider to
be barriers for and enablers of integration.
To understand migrants’ capabilities and agency, we do not only look at their lives over the last five
years but also explore their more distant memories long before their migration. Analysis of their
past experiences enables our better understanding of their motivation for emigration, of barriers
and opportunities they were facing and of their individual capacity for change and resistance.
Looking back into their past also enables us to explore in-depth the reciprocal relationship between
their agency and the socio-cultural context.
The analytical accent was specifically placed on the turning points and emerging epiphanies of
MRAs lives. We mostly emphasize the narrative thematic analysis emerging from biographies and
its combination with data from other levels of inquiry, but we also include ethno-dramatic
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representations (two or three dynamic migrant-tales and a short ethno-theatrical text from national
teams) as analytical additions to and illuminations of our emerging narrative-biographic themes.

EVIDENCE AND ANALYSIS

Our findings reveal that there are various combinations of personal agency and capacity at play,
with contextual opportunities acting as both enablers of and barriers for migrant agency. Some
migrants react to change by rejecting the contextual requirements of the country of settlement,
while others may be more persistent in their integration efforts. The mode of migrants’ agency
depends on their agency resilience, which they have learned and mastered through their crucial
events and epiphanies, through sometimes rather hard life experiences that underpin their nonlinear migration paths. The reasons for emigration can be related to the overall socio-economic
and political conditions in the country of origin or to more personal issues. Such decisions can
emerge as an outcome of the autonomous process of reflection about life and life-chances.
Alternatively, the person may experience the pressure of other actors involved (which is a typical
case in migrant trafficking). Sometimes there is a mix of both paths in migrants’ emigration
histories where self-made decision mixes up with a proactive external push.
We can summarize the results in the following points:
• Migrants can enter the labour market in the conditions of informational transparency, with a
full respect to their human rights. In such conditions of equity, migrant-newcomers have the
right to work and to obtain regular employment. In other cases, the only available choice for
their less fortunate counterparts with no right to work is the irregular market. In either case,
they join the labour market by occupying a position and fulfilling tasks that are often
different from their previous professional experience back home. Newcomers usually find
themselves overqualified at the moment of labour market entrance, hence they have to
mobilize their personal and character related resources to deal with such a situation in a
constructive manner.
•

Recognition of educational attainment and skills is one of the main factors that facilitates
the labour market success. Although unanimously considered a key aspect of the labour
market functioning, the mechanisms for the recognition of educational credentials and
related skills acquired is an inefficient procedure in most of the Sirius countries. This is the
aspect around which macro and micro intersect precisely because it is from this that the
perception of MRAs in a negative or positive sense can significantly change. Failure to
recognize personal skills is the major element of frustration or even loss of autonomy and
trust even in institutions.

•

Migrants’ commitment couples with opportunities provided by local civil society
organisations, and the experience of volunteering offered by CSOs becomes a valid
surrogate of work experience in the country of settlement.

•

Volunteering is not only an important way in the labour market because it provides work
experience in the country of settlement but also because it enables access to new personal
networks and ties.

•

Migrants’ commitment and volunteering can have a negative or positive connotation
depending on the context, the functioning of the integration mechanisms and above all the
recognition of skills of MRAs. The social commitment of MRAs as the only possibility of
accessing the labour market can have a frustrating and discriminatory connotation for
themselves. At the same time the ability to network or to be on the net can be a test of
autonomy and self-confidence or binding links.
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POLICY IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
The critical analysis of the needs of migrants and refugees suggests several policy implications.
In general, in all countries the perspective of migrants suggests that stakeholders are not
necessarily aware of the problems of MRAs nor their perception of LMI barriers, and enablers do
not mirror the needs of MRAs. We further discuss the adequacy of LMI alongside the six following
dimensions: (1) administration services, (2) language provision, (3) public discourse, (4) labour
market integration, (5) social and health care provision and schooling, and, finally, dealing with (6)
the dark sides of employment related to working conditions and contracts.
Migrants identify these following needs useful to understand the policy work:
• concerning the education, migrants identify the need for better matching of educational
training with market skill demands; the need to enhance MRAs freedom to engage in
educational training of choice at the appropriate level; and the need to recognise MRAs
educational qualifications obtained in host countries.
• Concerning the recruitment practices, migrant identify the need of transparent and fair
labour market ones and the need to evaluate and reform the underlying structure of LMI
practices such as recruitment norms. Finally, this is linked to the importance of social
networks and with the need to a strict regulation against network recruitment.
• Concerning the recognition of skills, migrants identify the need to a system that allows de
facto equal and fair valuation of MRAs labour market capacity and a national database.
In almost all countries involved, in a different way, there is a general need for greater
rationalization of the rules concerning the labour market and immigration, it is necessary to fill a
fragmentation both in the regulatory framework and between institutional actors and stakeholders.
There are certainly some aspects necessary to enhance the possibilities of accessing the labour
market as of specialised language programmes and legal counselling, many of these interventions
need to be calibrated and lowered in the specificities of the contests but also tailored to individual
expectations. It's necessary a synergistic approach to integration simultaneous employment,
education, and language learning.
In the case, as the Finland one, where Integration of MRAs is largely an official state responsibility
and is implemented through active labour market policies it's important to work about the gap
between integration policy discourse and policy response because of the missing MRA
perspective.
In the line of a synergic approach, we need a procedure of recognition of skills which is designed to
meet the realities of migrants’ lived experiences. With the acknowledgement of migrants’ skills and
qualifications there is a chance of reinstalling aspirations, the feeling of value and a wish to pursue
a career where one can fulfil one’s potential in the LMI process.
The aspect of the recognition of skills is central in all the different contexts whether the context
manages to have active policies or in contexts where the debate on enhancement is far away
because there are obstacles concerning fundamental issues, such as the legal status of residence
and the insecurity that exists until the acquisition of residence permits. In all contexts it is
necessary to pass from the creation of the conditions for a linear enhancement of skills but at the
same time institutional mechanisms and tools are needed to certify skills starting from motivations
and aspirations.
These same aspects are so absent in the public debate and more necessary in the contexts of
fragility and vulnerability of the labour market, in these the job and legal status precariousness
influence the real possibilities but also the attitude and aspirations of MRAs. Migrants’ agency, of
course, intertwines with the segmented nature of European labour markets, which allocate
employment resources according to an invisible division of workers as if in castes. In this case it is
necessary to have greater control of distortions such as the emergence of intermediation actors for
recruitment but at the same time structural labour reforms are needed within which to often insert
the betrayed expectations of MRAs. An important element is the value of networks or even the role
of civil society organized in different ways. What emerges from our research is that the role of
these actors grows as state control decreases but that at the same time, in all the different
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contexts, there should be an effort of complementarity among these actors and elements. In this
line of work towards complementarity and synergy between active policies and the role of civil
society, the aspect of permanent critical reflection on the real capacity of both to take into account
the aspirations or the recognition of skills of MRAs remains central.

RESEARCH PARAMETERS

The SIRIUS research project looks at the enablers and barriers of labour market integration of nonEU migrants, refugees and asylum seekers. Our research is organised into several work packages,
and this report details the findings of the sixth work package, building on our previous research in
work packages. Work package one analyses the labour market position of migrants, refugees and
asylum seekers in the SIRIUS countries. Work package two details the legal frameworks of each
SIRIUS partner country relevant to inhibiting or enabling integration. Work package three focused
on migrant labour market integration (LMI) policies and services. Work package four focused on
the role of Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) in LMI. Work package five focused on the views and
role of Social Partners in MLI. The work package upon which this policy brief is based addressed
the following objectives: (a) to analyse MRAs’ insights into barriers and enablers of LMI; (b) to
analyse the difference/similarity between the official knowledge about LMI and the MRAs’
experiences on the ground; (c) to create a comprehensive narrative of LMI that would present the
findings to wider, non-academic audiences. The research presents findings from a four-month long
process of field work of interviews with migrants, refugees and asylum seekers, we have
conducted 100 semi-structured narrative-biographic interviews with post-2014 migrants, refugees
and asylum seekers in 7 countries, namely: 16 interviews in Greece; 10 in Italy; 11 in Switzerland,
Finland and the UK each; 14 in the Czech Republic; and 27 in Denmark. The smaller samples in
Italy, Finland, Switzerland, and the UK were caused by the recent coronavirus and related
quarantine.

PROJECT IDENTITY
PROJECT NAME

Skills and Integration of Migrants, Refugees and Asylum Applicants in European
Labour Markets (SIRIUS)

COORDINATOR

Professor Simone Baglioni
University of Parma
Parma
Italy
simone.baglioni@unipr.it

CONSORTIUM

Charles University – Faculty of Social Science
Prague, Czech Republic
European University Institute – Robert Schuman Centre for Advanced Studies
Florence, Italy
Glasgow Caledonian University – Yunus Centre for Social Business and Health
Glasgow, United Kingdom
Multicultural Center Prague – MKC
Prague, Czech Republic
National Technical University of Athens – Applied Mathematical and Physical

- EUROPEANPOLICYBRIEF -

Page|4

Sciences
Athens, Greece
Roskilde University – Department of Social Sciences and Business
Roskilde, Denmark
Solidar
Bruxelles, Belgium
Solidarity Now – SN
Athens, Greece
University of Florence – Department of Legal Sciences
Florence, Italy
University of Geneva – Institute of Citizenship Studies
Geneva, Switzerland
University of Jyväskylä – Department of Social Sciences and Philosophy
Jyväskylä, Finland
University of Parma – Department of Economics and Management

FUNDING SCHEME

Awarding body: European Union, Horizon 2020 Research programme H2020-SC6REVINEQUAL-2017
Project reference: 770515

DURATION

January 2018 – July 2021 (42 months).

BUDGET

EU contribution: 2 500 000 €.

WEBSITE

www.sirius-project.eu

FOR MORE

Contact: Professor Simone Baglioni ( simone.baglioni@unipr.it )

INFORMATION

FURTHER READING

WP1 Report – Labour Market Barriers and Enablers – Comparative report on the
position of post-2014 migrants, refugees and asylum seekers in the labour market
(available on https://www.sirius-project.eu/publications)
WP2 Report – Legal Barriers and Enablers – Comparative report on the legal,
institutional and socio-cultural analysis (available on https://www.siriusproject.eu/publications)
WP3 Report – Policy Barriers and Enablers (available on https://www.siriusproject.eu/publications)
WP4 Report – Civil Society Barriers and Enablers (available on https://www.siriusproject.eu/publications)
WP5 Report – Social Partners Barriers and Enablers (available on
https://www.sirius-project.eu/publications)
WP6 Report – Individual Barriers and Enablers (available on https://www.siriusproject.eu/publications)

- EUROPEANPOLICYBRIEF -

Page|5

