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Promising Developments in the 
Labour Market Integration of Asylum 

Seekers and Refugees in the EU
Amidst tensions and challenges, several promising developments and experiments in the area of 
integration of refugees and other third country nationals have emerged in the EU Member States.

by Chiara Monti

Disclaimer: the views and opinions expressed in this article are those of the author 

and do not necessarily reflect the o!cial position of the European Commission.

B etween 2015 and 2017,1 about 3.1 million of 
third country nationals2 asked for asylum 
(first time applications) in the European 
Union (EU), out of which 1.4 million (45%) 
received some form of international pro-
tection (Eurostat 2018). While high by his-

torical standards for the EU,3 they remain low compared to 
the EU population (more than 511 million) and much lower in 
absolute and relative terms than the inflows experienced by 
countries neighbouring Syria (OECD 2018).4 Nevertheless, the 
unprecedented scope and pace of this increase in arrivals – 
concentrated in a handful of countries5 – has put the issue of 
migration and integration at the centre of the public and polit-
ical debate across the EU. By turning the spotlight on several 
challenges and shortcomings of existing policies and systems, 
this situation has contributed to the development of a wealth 
of promising policy changes and experimentation in the field of 
integration across Europe. These make for a better integration 
prospect in the future.
When speaking about integration policies in the EU it is im-
portant to recall that the European Treaties6 establish that 
each Member State is primarily responsible for developing and 
implementing policies for the integration of third country na-
tionals. Therefore, there is no harmonisation in the EU. More-
over, the framework of competences across various levels of 
governance (national, regional, local) and actors di!ers quite 
significantly between Member States. Nevertheless, measures 
taken at the EU level can support actions in Member States to 
promote integration. 
Integration is a cross-cutting issue which requires interventions 
across several policy areas and levels of governance, with ef-
forts from both the third country nationals and the receiving so-
ciety (i.e. integration as a two-way process). In addition, asylum 
and migration policies may impact integration prospects. While 
acknowledging that, especially in the case of asylum seekers 
and refugees, the approach should be as holistic as possible, it 
is clear that labour market integration has to be a core part of 

this process. Finding a job is fundamental to becoming part of 
the host country’s economic and social life. Moreover, in light 
of current and future skill shortages and labour market needs,7 
not making full use of available talent and human capital would 
be a considerable waste of resources – for the individuals con-
cerned as well as for the economy and society as a whole. 
However, third country nationals face significant obstacles 
in the European labour markets. The situation is particularly 
di"cult for refugees and family migrants, who are the most 
vulnerable groups of non-EU born in the labour market. The 
hope is that, despite the challenges due to the unprecedented 
situation, the policy innovation and dedicated initiatives trig-
gered by the recent arrivals of asylum seekers and refugees will 
partially o!set these obstacles and result in swifter and more ef-
fective labour market integration in the medium and long run. 
With this in mind, the rest of the article is organised as follows: 
first, it describes the existing legislative framework; second, 
it discusses recent evidence concerning socio-economic out-
comes of refugees in the EU; third, it presents some of the latest 
integration policy developments; finally, it concludes by look-
ing at the broader and longer-term perspective.

Integration in the Current EU Legal Framework
on Asylum and Migration Policies in the EU
As mentioned above, the EU Member States are primarily re-
sponsible for developing and implementing integration policies 
for third country nationals. The EU can support actions taken in 
Member States notably through financial support, policy guid-
ance and peer learning opportunities. However, some legisla-
tive provisions contained in the so-called Reception Conditions 
Directive and Qualification Directive set out minimum common 
standards across the EU Member States in terms of access to 
services and integration measures for applicants and benefi-
ciaries of international protection respectively.8 

The Reception Conditions Directive (2013/33/EU) sets out mini-
mum standards of reception conditions for asylum seekers with 
the aim of ensuring a dignified standard of living and compara-
ble living conditions in all the Member States bound by the Di-
rective.9 Provisions include access to housing, food, clothing, 
healthcare, medical and psychological care, schooling and edu-
cation of minors, employment and vocational training. Concern-
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ing employment (article 15), it is important to recall that Mem-
ber States have to ensure access to the labour market for asylum 
seekers no later than nine months from the lodging of the asylum 
application if a first instance decision has not been taken. Howev-
er, when transposing it into national legislation, Member States 
have chosen very di!erent durations for this time-limit: from 
immediate access to the labour market to the maximum waiting 
time. In addition, there are wide di!erences in the actual proce-
dural steps and in other conditions of access (e.g. labour market 
tests, limitations on the eligible occupations or the duration of 
the employment) (OECD 2016; EEPO 2016; European Commis-
sion 2016f ). Such di!erences can have significant implications 
for the success of the integration e!orts (EEPO 2016).
The Qualification Directive (2011/95/EU) lays down common 
standards for the identification of non-EU citizens or stateless 
persons genuinely in need of international protection in the EU, 
either as refugees or as beneficiaries of subsidiary protection. It 
also ensures that those persons have access to a minimum lev-
el of benefits and rights in all 
EU countries. In particular, it 
provides for equal treatment 
for beneficiaries of interna-
tional protection (compared 
to nationals of the host coun-
try) in the fields of access to 
employment, education, pro-
cedures for the recognition of 
qualifications, social welfare10 
and healthcare. In addition, it 
provides access to accommo-
dation under equivalent con-
ditions to those of other third country nationals legally resident 
and access to integration facilities.
In light of the increased arrivals of the recent years, the Euro-
pean Commission has brought forward several measures in the 
areas of irregular migration, borders, asylum and legal migra-
tion, as foreseen by the 2015 European Agenda on Migration.11 In 
particular, in 2016, it presented two packages of proposals con-
cerning the review of the EU asylum legislation, including revi-
sions of the Reception Conditions and Qualification Directives. 
The main changes concerning integration aimed at providing 
a prompter and more e!ective access to the labour market. In 
particular, the revised Reception Conditions Directive propos-
es that the time-limit for asylum seekers to access the labour 
market should be reduced to no later than six months from the 
lodging of the application (and possibly to three months where 
the application is likely to be well-founded). The proposal for 
a new Qualification Regulation reinforces Member States’ ob-
ligations to provide integration measures (including vocational 
training). In addition, in its 2016 proposal to reform the Blue 
Card Directive, the European Commission has suggested to 
open this scheme also to highly skilled refugees. At the time this 
article is being written, these proposals are being negotiated by 
the European Parliament and the Council.

Labour Market Integration of Refugees: Evidence from 
the Past with a View to Future Policy Developments
Besides some recent surveys or administrative sources at na-
tional or local level, unfortunately, as of today there is no com-

prehensive and recent data at the EU level to shed light on 
the outcomes and characteristics of the newly-arrived asylum 
seekers and refugees and to assess their economic impact12 on 
the EU labour markets. However, existing evidence on the out-
comes of refugees resident in the EU prior to 2014 can provide 
valuable policy guidance for addressing the current situation. 
In this regard, this chapter builds on the analysis developed in 
the Employment and Social Development in Europe 2016 (Eu-
ropean Commission 2016d). Such publication used the most re-
cent and detailed data available on di!erent groups of non-EU 
born (di!erentiated by reason for migration) as derived by the 
2014 Labour Force Survey (LFS) Ad Hoc Module on Migration in 
combination with micro data from the standards LFS. 
Refugees, together with family migrants (i.e. those who arrived 
for family reunification), represent one of the most vulnerable 
groups of non-EU born in the labour market. On average at the 
EU level, refugees have lower employment rates than the na-
tive-born (56% v. 65%) and almost double their unemployment 

rate (19% v. 10%). And the sit-
uation is worse when looking 
at the employment outcomes 
of female refugees. Interest-
ingly, there is little di!erence 
between the activity rate of 
refugees and native-born (3 
percentage points). This seems 
to suggest that refugees are 
highly motivated to work but 
face obstacles in obtaining a 
job – this holds both for finding 
a job that matches their skills 

and qualifications or any job. When asked to identify the main 
barriers to employment (Figure 2), refugees refer mostly to lack 
of host country language skills, issues with the recognition of 

In light of current and future skill shortages 
and labour market needs, not making full use 
of available talent and human capital would be 

a considerable waste of resources – for the 
individuals concerned as well as for the economy 

and society as a whole. 

FIGURE 1.
Employment, unemployment and activity rates by reason for 
migration of working age people (15-64), EU total, 2014. 
Source: Calculations based on EU LFS 2014 AHM. Data cover 25 
countries of the European Union (exceptions are NL, DK and IE 
which did not implement this questionnaire) (European Commis-
sion 2016d).
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qualifications obtained abroad and legal restrictions. Other ob-
stacles such as discrimination, traumas, lack of social capital 
and full understanding of the host society norms and values 
may also play a role. For the refugees who arrived before 2014, 
at the EU level, it took between 15 and 19 years to reach the 
EU-average employment rate of native-born (Figure 3). The gap 
is particularly large during the first five years, which is likely ex-
plained by some of the obstacles described above. It should also 
be considered that, even when reaching the same employment 
rate, the quality and conditions of employment are likely to be 
worse than for other groups. Furthermore, while the employ-
ment rate of refugees rises almost in parallel with their level of 
knowledge of the host country’s language, the highest jump in 
their employment rate is between a beginner (27%) and inter-
mediate (59%) level of host country’s language knowledge. This 
seems to hold true across education levels. 
Clearly, it is important to bear in mind that refugees from re-
cent waves might di!er along several dimensions from the 

ones analysed in the 2014 LFS and that this could a!ect their 
integration patterns over time. Moreover, the increase in the 
processing time of asylum applications in several EU Member 
States may negatively a!ect and slow down the labour market 
outcomes of recently-arrived refugees compared to previous 
cohorts. This negative e!ect could be reinforced by having an 
unprecedented number of refugees with similar characteris-
tics entering the labour market at the same time (OECD 2018). 
It should also be considered that, in the absence of e!ective 
return policies or possibilities to obtain alternative status, 
increasing numbers of rejected asylum seekers may join the 
informal labour market (OECD 2018), exposing themselves to 
further vulnerability. 
Finally, we should not forget the challenges faced by family mi-
grants, especially women. This is particularly important consid-
ering that they are the biggest group of non-EU born currently 
living in the EU (52% in 2014) and that, through family reunifica-
tion, inflows of family migrants from the main origin countries 
of recent refugees have increased and are likely to continue 
in coming years (OECD 2018). Their less favourable outcomes 
might be in part explained by the fact that in several countries 
they are o!ered less support measures than those available, for 
instance, to refugees (OECD 2017a). 

«Never Let a Good Crisis Go to Waste»: Policy Changes 
Brought by the Recent Increase in Arrivals to the EU
During the last few years, the distribution of the arrivals and 
applications of the 3.1 million first time asylum applicants has 
been concentrated mostly in a few EU countries (Eurostat 
2018), resulting also in tensions and challenges across and with-

FIGURE 2.
Main obstacles preventing people gaining a job corresponding with 
their qualifications or having a job at all, 2014. 
Source: Calculations based on EU LFS 2014 AHM. Data cover 25 coun-
tries of the EU (exceptions are NL, DK and IE which did not implement 
this questionnaire) (European Commission 2016d). 
* Low reliability for answer category of origin, religion or social 
background.

FIGURE 3.
Employment rate by reason for migration and years of residence 
in the European Union (age 15-64), 2014. 
Source: Calculations based on EU LFS 2014 AHM. Data cover 25 
countries of the European Union (exceptions are NL, DK and IE 
which did not implement this questionnaire) (European Commis-
sion 2016d).
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in Member States. While there has been a significant decline in 
asylum applications since the second half of 2016, due to the 
time required to process such requests, the number of pending 
applications remains high (OECD 2018). 
The situation has received extensive media and political atten-
tion, resulting in a highly polarised discourse and triggering a 
wide spectrum of reactions and responses. These range from 
the many expressions of solidarity, especially at the peak of the 
arrivals, from citizens and other actors to the growing support 
for anti-immigration candidates and platforms in recent elec-
tions. Amid the many tensions and challenges triggered by this 
situation, a renewed consensus about some aspects of integra-
tion policies as well as several promising trends and initiatives 
have emerged across Europe.
At the EU level, as part of its comprehensive response foreseen 
under the European Agenda on Migration, the Commission pre-
sented the Action Plan on the Integration of third country na-
tionals in 2016. The Action Plan o!ers policy guidance to key 
actors in 5 priority areas (pre-departure and pre-arrival meas-
ures; education; employment and vocational training; access 
to basic services; active participation and social inclusion) and 
announced over 50 actions to be implemented at the EU level.13 
These include actions of the New Skills Agenda for Europe (Eu-
ropean Commission 2016b) such as the multilingual EU Skills 
Profile Tool for Third Country Nationals.14 The Commission has 
also stepped up its support to Member States to better target 
available funds for reception and integration (e.g. AMIF, ESIF, 
FEAD, EaSI)15 and promote the exchange of experiences among 
stakeholders through dedicated initiatives and peer learning 
events.16 It has strengthened cooperation with the economic 
and social partners through the Partnership on Integration and 
the initiative “Employers together for integration”.17 It has also 
increased the focus on integration of people with a migrant 
background18 in the European Semester and its e!ort to collect 
timelier and better data.
Similarly, strategies and policy changes were introduced at 
national, regional and local level – both through targeted and 
mainstreamed actions. The Member States that received the 
highest numbers of asylum applications were particularly ac-
tive in addressing the new challenges arisen. In addition, inter-
national organizations, public and private service providers, 
economic and social partners, employers, education institu-
tions, civil society and the general public worked to support 
the e!ective integration of refugees. Among the main develop-
ments, there has been an enhanced coordination between sev-
eral stakeholders involved in di!erent aspects of the integration 
process, which led, for example, to developing more one-stop 

Promettenti sviluppi 
nell’integrazione di richiedenti 
asilo e rifugiati nel mercato 
del lavoro dell’UE

T ra il 2015 e il 2017, circa 1,4 milioni di cit-
tadini di Paesi terzi (su oltre 3,1 milioni di 
richiedenti asilo alla loro prima richiesta) 
hanno ottenuto protezione internaziona-

le nell’Unione europea. L’aumento senza preceden-
ti degli arrivi, concentrato in alcuni Stati membri, ha 
ricevuto un’attenzione mediatica e politica elevata e 
ha generato diversi cambiamenti nel campo delle po-
litiche migratorie, a livello non solo dell’UE, ma anche 
nazionale, regionale e locale. 
L’articolo presenta il quadro legislativo di riferimen-
to per poi analizzare i dati socioeconomici e gli ultimi 
sviluppi nelle politiche di integrazione comunitarie. Tra 
tensioni e sfide, negli Stati membri dell’UE sono emerse 
promettenti sperimentazioni nell’area dell’integrazio-
ne dei rifugiati e di altri cittadini di Paesi terzi. Alla luce 
delle carenze di competenze attuali e future e delle esi-
genze del mercato del lavoro, non sfruttare appieno i 
talenti disponibili e il capitale umano sarebbe un note-
vole spreco di risorse, sia per gli individui interessati, sia 
per l’economia e la società.
Tra le maggiori difficoltà riscontrate da chi giunge in 
cerca di lavoro, vengono segnalate quelle linguistiche 
e relative al riconoscimento dei titoli esteri, ma anche 
le restrizioni legali e le discriminazioni. Per i rifugiati ar-
rivati prima del 2014, a livello europeo, sono necessari 
in media dai 14 ai 19 anni per raggiungere il tasso di 
occupazione dei nativi; comunque, una volta trovata 
un’occupazione, la qualità e le condizioni di lavoro sono  
spesso inferiori a quelle degli altri gruppi sociali.
Secondo varie esperienze documentate, un’integra-
zione positiva di richiedenti asilo e rifugiati dovreb-
be includere: misure di intervento precoce; politiche 
globali e meglio coordinate (in particolare nei settori 
dell’istruzione e formazione professionale, e in materia 
di competenze, alloggio, salute e inclusione sociale); 
approcci più personalizzati e flessibili e un insieme ef-
ficiente di servizi offline e online. La gestione efficace 
della migrazione e dell’integrazione sarà fondamentale 
a lungo termine per la prosperità e la coesione delle 
società e dei mercati del lavoro dell’intera UE: stime 
recenti suggeriscono che un’integrazione lavorativa 
di successo dei rifugiati che sono arrivati in Europa 
dal 2015 potrebbe aggiungere circa 70-80 miliardi di 
euro al PIL annuo entro il 2025.

When asked to identify the main barriers to 
employment, refugees refer mostly to lack of 
host country language skills, issues with the 
recognition of qualifications obtained abroad 

and legal restrictions. Other obstacles such as 
discrimination, traumas, lack of social capital and 
full understanding of the host society norms and 

values may also play a role.
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shop service delivery as well as partnerships between public, 
private and civil society actors. Furthermore, a consensus arose 
about the need for a stronger focus on early intervention meas-
ures and more integrated, customised and flexible integration 
programmes that take into account the individual’s needs and 
characteristics. This resulted, for example, in the creation of 
so-called “fast-track” labour market integration programmes, 
which combine professional and on-the-job language training 
with the aim of ensuring a swifter integration.19 With the same 
goal, many Member States o!ered training and integration op-
portunities to (some) asylum seekers as well. Moreover, a mix of 
o#ine and online solutions was developed by a broad range of 
stakeholders at local, regional, national and EU level to address 
challenges such as: language assessment and training; profiling 
and recognition of qualifications and skills; reskilling and up-
skilling; job-matching and access to housing.20 

Concluding Remarks
International migratory flows have never been greater and are 
forecast to increase further in the coming decades. Besides 
their scale, they are also likely to evolve in their reach and 
complexity. As Europe will likely remain a top destination for 
third country nationals, it should put forward comprehensive 
and coordinated policy interventions in the area of migration 
in order to maximise potential benefits and minimise related 
costs for countries of destination, transit and origin, as well as 
for third country nationals and their families. But migration and 
integration policies are two sides of the same coin. As European 
societies are and will become more and more diverse, Europe 
has also to inevitably continue strengthening the social and la-
bour market inclusion of people with a migrant background – 
whether they are recently-arrived refugees, other third country 
nationals that have been long residing in the EU, or EU-born 
descendants of third country nationals. 
The outcomes of refugees living in the EU before 2014 provide 
some clear indications for current and future policy develop-
ments in the area of integration. They point to a need to focus 
on early intervention and comprehensive integration policies 
that address some of the obstacles previously described. In this 
regard, physical and mental health support, access to housing, 
socio-cultural programmes, education, language and profes-
sional training, recognition of skills and qualifications are key 
for successful integration. While the immediate focus of inte-
gration policies should be on ensuring swift employment and 
training opportunities, in the long run, the attention should 
shift to quality and sustainable work. Policies should also o!er 
adequate integration opportunities to family migrants,21 includ-
ing those who might be reunited with recently-arrived refu-
gees. These should be combined with e!ective support to the 
increasing portions of the EU population with a migrant back-
ground, including EU-born descendants as many of them often 
face significant challenges. 
Future policy developments should also build on the promising 
policy innovation triggered by the recent arrivals of refugees 
and asylum seekers. This situation has undoubtedly generated 
a tense political and public debate around this topic. In addi-
tion, as recalled earlier, the integration of an unprecedented 
number of refugees may have negative impacts on their labour 
market prospects. Nevertheless, one could argue that the in-

creased attention devoted to this issue and the more targeted 
initiatives put in place in recent years could, at least partially, 
o!set some of these challenges and provide hope for a swifter 
improvement of refugees’ employment rate over time. In par-
ticular, a holistic approach, increasing the coordination across 
di!erent stakeholders, combining mainstreamed and targeted 
actions, as well as o#ine and online services, and collecting 
better and timelier data should be part of the recipe. This will 
better ensure the exchange and transferability of knowledge 
and experiences, the experimentation of new measures and the 
cross-fertilisation between policy areas and priorities. In fact, 
many of these approaches could be used or adapted to bene-
fit other groups of third country nationals, as well as, in some 
cases, the broader population. Finally, e!ective integration 
strategies should always be coupled with open dialogue, trans-
parency and accurate information in order to prepare hosting 
communities, address their concerns and improve public con-
fidence and support. This is crucial, especially considering the 
current polarised discourse.
Migration and integration, if e!ectively managed, could trans-
late into significant economic and social gains for the EU. Recent 
estimates suggest that successfully integrating into the labour 
market the refugees who arrived in Europe since 2015 could 
add roughly $ 70-80 billion to annual GDP by 2025 (MGI 2018). 
Clearly, these outcomes will depend on several factors such as 
the skill composition of the newly-arrived and their degree of 
labour market integration (European Commission 2016a; IMF 
2016). Nevertheless, ensuring that all those who are rightfully 
in the EU can participate and contribute, by building fairer and 
more inclusive societies and labour markets, is key to the long-
term well-being, prosperity and social cohesion of the EU. 

NOTES
1 - The author would like to thank Markus Wilthaner, Stefano Campolo, 

Balazs Palvolgyi, Efi Anastasiou, Laurent Aujean, Filip Tanay as well as Ma-

nuela Geleng and Olivier Bontout for the precious support and suggestions 

received.

2 - Please note that the EU legislation typically refers to “third country na-

tionals”, i.e. everyone who is not a citizen of any EU Member State. Analy-

sis in this article may refer to “third country nationals” if based on citizen-

ship, or to “non-EU born” when country of birth is used. 

3 - As a comparison, a total of 2 million first time asylum applications were 

filed by third country nationals between 2008 and 2014 (Eurostat 2018).

4 - Cf. UNHCR 2018 in OECD 2018: «in March 2018, about 3.5 million Syrians 

benefited from temporary protection in Turkey, 1 million in Lebanon, and 

about 660,000 in Jordan» (UNHCR, 2018).

5 - Between 2015 and 2017, the highest numbers in absolute terms of first 

time asylum applications were registered in: Germany (1.4 million), Italy 

(331,000), France (239,000), Hungary (206,000), Sweden (201,000), Aus-

tria (148,000), Greece (118,000), United Kingdom (112,000). However, it 

should be noted that Hungary seems to be more of a transit than a des-

tination country: during the period in question, out of the 206,000 first 

time applications registered, only 2,000 received a first instance positive 

decision, while more than 151,000 were reportedly withdrawn by the ap-

plicants (Eurostat 2018).

6 - Art. 79(4) Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU).

On the left: © Ahsan Shahbaz
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7 - Cf. for instance: Cedefop, Skills Forecast.

8 - Please note that in this article “asylum seekers” and “applicants of in-

ternational protection” are used as synonymies. Moreover, in the EU leg-

islation the notion of “beneficiaries of international protection” includes 

“refugees under the Geneva convention” and “beneficiaries of subsidiary 

protection”. Please note that in this article, when no distinction is needed, 

both these groups are referred as “refugees” or “beneficiaries of interna-

tional protection”.

9 - Please note that Denmark, Ireland and the United Kingdom are not 

bound by this Directive.

10 - According to article 29, Member States may limit social assistance 

granted to beneficiaries of subsidiary protection to core benefits.

11 - A mid-term review of the European Agenda on Migration was published 

in September 2017.

12 - Please note that several publications have analysed the potential labour 

market and economic impact of the recent inflows of refugees and asylum 

seekers, e.g.: European Commission 2016a; IMF 2016; OECD 2018; MGI 

2018. A comprehensive assessment of the actual impact in the EU based on 

observed data will only be feasible in a few years.

13 - Cf. European Commission, Implementation of the 2016-2017 Action Plan.

14 - Cf. European Commission, EU Skills Profile Tool for Third Country Nationals.

15 - For information on the current programming period, please cf. European 

Commission, Strategic Alignment of EU Funding Instruments. In addition, the 

European Commission’s proposal for the next Multiannual Financial Frame-

work, presented in May 2018, foresees additional resources to support early 

integration of third country nationals under the new Asylum and Migration 

Fund (AMF), complemented by funding under the new European Social 

Fund + (ESF+) and European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) for long-

term socio-economic integration. 

16 - Cf. European Commission, Social and Labour Market Integration of Refu-

gees; European Commission, European Web Site on Integration.

17 - Cf. European Commission, Employers Together for Integration.

18 - “People with a migrant background” includes third country nationals, 

non-EU born and their descendants.

19 - Cf. Swedish Government, Fast track - a Quicker Introduction of Newly Ar-

rived Immigrants.

20 - For examples of the trends described in this section, you may refer, 

among others, to: European Commission, European Web Site on Integration; 

European Commission, Repository of Promising Practices of Labour Market 

Integration and Social Inclusion of Asylum Seekers and Refugees; European 

Commission 2016e; European Commission 2017b; MGI 2018; MPI 2018; OECD 

2016. 

21 - Recent evidence shows the importance of investing in their integration. 

For example, while children of non-EU born parents face multiple disad-

vantages and tend to have lower educational attainment and labour market 

outcomes, whether migrant mothers have a job has a strong impact on the 

children’s outcomes – especially for girls (OECD 2017b).
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