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The Integration of Migrants and
Asylum Seekers into the Labour
Market: the Case of Italy
How does Italy respond to the challenges of the labour market integration of migrants?
A reflection on structural features, policies and practices.
by Annavittoria Sarli, Pierre Georges Van Wolleghem
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igrant labour integration is a long process marked by consistent and enduring differences between natives and
migrants. The most recent data in European countries shows that migrants are
over-represented amongst the unemployed and are often overqualified for their job (OECD 2016a).
Differences in labour market outcomes also appear to vary
between migrant categories, with asylum seekers and refugees
faring worse than other categories of migrants (OECD 2016b;
Ortensi 2015). Despite the clear need for a successful integration for all categories of migrants and the efforts made at the EU
level to support national policies (Van Wolleghem 2017, 2018),
migrants’ labour market outcomes have a lot to do with national
structures and the policies a nation-state undertake.
As the so-called “refugee crisis” dissipates, this paper proposes to highlight the features that are likely to weigh on the
labour integration of economic and forced migrants1 in Italy.
It is not meant as an exhaustive piece and therefore does not
do justice to the complexity of the phenomenon. Rather, it
sketches a portrait of a situation for the reader not acquainted with the Italian case.2 We start by highlighting the structural characteristics which make Italy a particular case. A recent immigration country, Italy displays a reluctant approach
to migration which translates into limited opportunities for
both economic and forced migrants. Then, we propose a reflection on Italy’s response to the challenges of labour integration. More specifically, we provide a succinct outline of
the policies and practices in place to favour migrant’s integration in the economic sphere. Emphasis is placed on policies targeted at forced migrants.

Left: Migrants are over-represented amongst the unemployed and are often
overqualified for their job. © Pixabay

Migration and the Labour Market in Italy:
General Features of a Particular Case
Flows to Italy may have been under the spotlight for some
years now, Italy’s history is that of an emigration country.
From 1876 to 1976, around 24 million Italians left their motherland in search of greater opportunities (Rosoli 1978). It was
only in the 1970s that the trend reversed with the first records
of positive net migration, marking a turning point in the country’s migration history: from country of origin, Italy became
a destination. By the time of the general population census
of 1981, about 321,000 foreigners were residing in the territory (ISTAT 1981). Since that point onwards, flows to Italy have
grown, not always steadily, but decidedly, so that population
forecasts predict more immigration over the coming decades
(Blangiardo, Cesareo 2013). To date, the number of regularly
staying foreigners is estimated at around 5.5 million (Blangiardo 2018). But if immigration has indubitable positive economic effects,3 migrants’ contribution to the economy in general
is by no means immediate. Coming from a different context,
they need to adapt to a reasonable extent to the pre-existing
structures of their receiving societies. Even though the successful integration of migrants in the labour market is the re-
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sult of complex dynamics (Zanfrini 2016), it has a lot to do
with the specificities of a country: its attitude towards migration and the characteristics of labour markets.
Italy’s Approach to Migration:
Reluctant Labour Importer
Italy’s transition from emigration to immigration country was
very sudden and widely unexpected, so that immigration was
only loosely regulated at first. Whilst Italy appeared to have
become a de facto country of immigration in the 1980s, the
authorities perceived the phenomenon as an issue resulting
in widespread unemployment and regional disparities. On the
other hand, migrants, most of whom were residing irregularly,
began their economic integration in a context marked by unequal labour demand in the most developed regions. Facing this
paradoxical situation, the authorities started to design a “reactive” labour migration policy that would walk on two legs. Firstly, there would be mass regularisations from time to time as
an exceptional measure to solve the problem of irregular residents. Their number and frequency have however brought into
question their exceptional character (Zanfrini, Kluth 2008).
Secondly, the system would rely on a system of entry quotas
to satisfy labour markets’ demand for workers. In many cases,
these quotas proved far lower than the labour market’s absorption capacity4 whilst in other cases quotas were used as a functional equivalent to mass regularisation as they would be used
to regularise the situation of those irregularly staying and working in the territory.5 Those two aspects have often gone hand
in hand and served the same purpose, that of limiting irregular
stays while not depriving companies of their labour force.
All things considered, the Italian migration system relies on a
close relationship between regular stay and work. Since the
Bossi-Fini law of 2002, residence is conditioned by the possession of a (long-term) work contract, so that immigrants who
fall into unemployment may also fall into irregularity (OECD
2014). As a matter of fact, many do fall into irregularity, as the
2005 estimates in Lombardy show: around two thirds of the
migrants regularly staying in the region had been irregular at
some point during their stay (Blangiardo 2005).
The Specificities of the Italian Labour Market
The Italian labour market presents particular structural characteristics which deeply affect migrants’ ability to
make the most of their potential (Zanfrini 2014, OECD 2014).
There are at least two such specificities which we shall consider in turn.6 Firstly, Italy is marked by wide disparities in
the economic, social and institutional characteristics of different regions: they may be wealthier or poorer, more or
less industrialised, with lower or higher rates of unemployment. These characteristics have a real influence on the outcome of migrants (and also nationals) in the labour market.
For instance, those migrants who are residing legally tend
to concentrate in the wealthier north, thereby highlighting
a relationship between economic development and the use
of foreign labour much more than a relationship between
lagging economies and the use of foreign workforce to sustain weak and less efficient economic activities (Ambrosini
2011). Note also that unemployment tends to be higher in
southern Italy, all the more so since the Global Economic
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Crisis of 2007-2008. Ambrosini (2011) distinguishes four
territorial patterns of migrant employment: industrial provinces (Lombardy, north-east and centre) where migrants
are typically factory workers;7 big metropolises such as
Rome or Milan where migrants are employed in various
sectors ranging from construction to the restaurant industry, cleaning services or transportation; the southern temporary (and in many cases irregular) employment model
mostly concerned with agricultural activities;8 and lastly,
the centre-north (Trentino Alto Adige) which attracts a fair
deal of (regularly hired) seasonal workers for tourism and
fruit-picking in autumn.
Another fundamental characteristic is Italy’s model of migrant labour integration which somehow endorses the socalled “economy of otherness” approach (Calavita 2005, but
see also Avola 2012). In this model, labour integration proceeds through the relegation of foreigners, the “others”, to
lower levels of the labour market, giving the idea of a duality
of the latter. Such a concentration in the lower levels results
from the way in which migration was conceived in the first
place: a complementary workforce not aimed at competing
with nationals but rather at doing the jobs nationals would
no longer want to do themselves. As a result, migrants often
occupy positions below their education level (about four out
of ten migrant workers are overqualified for their jobs, about
five out of ten if we only consider women). It is thus no wonder that the two ideal-types of immigrant work in Italy relate
to subaltern positions. The first concerns domestic workers,
the presence of a family aid who, to some extent, fills the gaps
left by the Italian welfare state by taking care of the elderly
and carrying out other domestic tasks. Thus, a veritable private care market, mostly made up of foreign female workers,
has developed in parallel to the welfare state (see Sarli 2014
for more). The other ideal-type is that of the factory worker,
which boomed in the 1990s within small and medium enterprises in northern Italy, a sector that suffered the recession
ensuing the Global Economic Crisis. Interestingly, this confinement to lower segments of the labour market led many
migrants towards self-employment as an alternative to scarce
social mobility. Immigrant entrepreneurship has been booming since the early 2000s: their number more than doubled
between 2005 (116,000) and 2012 (266,000). Most of the businesses they create are construction companies or shops.
Italy’s Response to the Challenges of Labour Integration
The current national employment policy framework is based
on an interaction between passive and active policies. According to the 2001 Reform of the fifth article of the Italian Constitution, labour laws are to be designed by the Regions, within
general guidelines set by the State, whilst laws on professional
training are autonomously defined by Regions. Consequently, very different labour and professional training policies
have been implemented in the 20 Italian regions, resulting
in inequalities in terms of opportunities across the national
territory (Tursi, Varesi 2016). The Law Decree 150/2015 seeks
to improve the homogeneity of active labour market policies
and employment services across Italy by setting basic standards. However, this requires the reorganization of the overall
system. The Italian employment service system varies: em-

62

Africa e Mediterraneo 88 • Settembre 2018

ployment services can be provided by employment centres
(public employment services) and by other bodies accredited
by the public administration such as local institutions and private organisations. This contributes to making the geography
of employment services quite fragmented and complex.
Migrants’ Access to Mainstream Employment
Policies and Services
In Italy the access to employment services and labour policies
is conceived as universalistic but, in the absence of ad hoc
support services, this universalism may struggle to translate
into facts. According to the VII Annual Report of the Ministry
of Labour and Social Policy (MLSP 2017), 56.5% of foreign job
seekers turned to an employment centre to find a job during
the last four months of 2016, a higher percentage than Italian
job seekers. This difference is likely due to meeting administrative requirements: only 0.4% of them received a job offer.
In addition, the percentages of those accessing services of orientation or other active policy services are very low. This may
be due to the lack of information on existing opportunities
and related activation mechanisms, often implying complex
bureaucratic procedures, and to a set of linguistic and cultural barriers. Services of linguistic and cultural mediation or ad
hoc measures which take into account the specific needs of
migrants are rare in the employment service system.
Protection Seekers’ Reception and Labour Integration
For Beneficiaries of international protection (hereinafter
BIPs), who represent the most vulnerable migrant group in
terms of social and economic inclusion, their stay in the reception system plays an essential role: this is when psychological adjustment to new life conditions should be enhanced,
language tuition and knowledge of the Italian culture and
institutions should be provided, and social networks should
be created in the receiving society. The Italian reception
system provides that, after their rescue, identification, first
assistance and international protection application, asylum
seekers have access to the Protection System for Refugees and
Asylum Seekers (so-called SPRAR). Their stay in SPRAR centres is supposed to last the time it takes for their application
to be processed and, in case it is granted, for six additional
months. If protection is not recognized, asylum seekers can
file an appeal and prolong their stay.
SPRAR centres are managed by local institutions who act in
partnership with the tertiary sector, within territorial networks
of stakeholders. SPRAR centres are small structures hosting
groups of 10-20 people, distributed throughout the whole
national territory, and located in preferably small urban centres. In SPRAR centres, asylum seekers are supported in undertaking personalized projects towards autonomy and social
and labour integration (Venturini 2016). This assisted process
allows the laying of solid bases for future labour integration.
However, only a small proportion of the asylum seekers living
in Italy can benefit from this effective support. As of July 15th
2017, only 15.3% of all asylum seekers hosted in the reception
system where hosted in SPRAR centres; 7.3% were in first reception centres, whilst 77.4% were in extraordinary reception centres (CAS) (Anci 2017). These centres, run by local prefectures
who stipulate contracts with public or private bodies, address
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the incapacity of SPRAR in order to meet the existing reception needs, largely due to extremely long procedures for the
evaluation of international protection requests. CAS are often
big, collective structures, located far from urban centers. Hosts’
interactions with the local population, territorial services and
institutions are not promoted and services such as professional
training and assistance in job seeking are not provided. This
has clear negative repercussions on the adjustment process of
asylum seekers, who often leave the reception system without
developing the tools necessary for labor integration. This exposes them to the risk of exploitation or social exclusion.
The Key Role of Local Institutions
and Civil Society Organizations
With regards to the integration of migrants and BIPs, a feature of the Italian case is the central role played by local
institutions and civil society organizations. They work in
close collaboration with the reception system, promoting
initiatives strongly rooted at the local level, hence able to
meet specific territorial needs and create synergies between
different local stakeholders. These initiatives vary, often
combining actions in the field of job creation, support for
migrant entrepreneurship, the matching of labour demand
and supply, language training, professional training and
work placement, as well as on-the-job mentorship.
The National Integration Plan
The abovementioned practices promoted by local institutions
and civil society organizations are of great value for BIPs’ labour integration. However, their main weakness is that they are
not organically coordinated in a systematic, long-term general
strategy. The first National Plan for the Integration of Beneficiaries of International Protection,9 approved in 2017 by the
National Coordination Committee, instituted at the Ministry of
Interior, represents the first step towards the definition of some
general guidelines on integration policies. This Plan considers
BIPs’ labour integration to be one of its three strategic priorities, in addition to language tuition and intercultural dialogue.
This objective is to be achieved through actions based on multi-level governance and the subsidiarity principle. A strategic
indication regards the need to strengthen connections between
reception actors, employers and intermediation organizations
(such as trade unions and employment services). The role of
organizations of the third sector is considered crucial in this
direction. The Plan also stresses the importance of supporting
BIPs’ entrepreneurial initiatives, for instance addressing their
difficulties in accessing credit through their inclusion in microcredit programmes. It emphasizes the potential value of volunteering for labour integration in that it favours the involvement
in local social networks and the acquisition of new competences. The Plan underlines the need to increase BIPs participation
in tertiary education, the need to consolidate qualification
recognition procedures, and the importance of interventions
aimed at bringing to light BIPs’ competences.
Some National Pilot Experiences
No systematic measures specifically targeted at migrants and
PIBs are envisaged in the Italian labour policy system. Nevertheless, some national pilot programmes are mentioned in the Na-
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L’integrazione lavorativa di
migranti e richiedenti asilo:
il caso dell’Italia

L

a politica del lavoro in Italia presenta un alto grado di complessità. Anche se l’approccio utilizzato per l’accesso al mercato del lavoro è di tipo
universalistico, l’assenza di misure di sostegno
strutturate rivolte ai migranti rende complessa e difficoltosa la loro partecipazione alle politiche attive del lavoro.
In aggiunta alla mancanza di una solida strategia nazionale per l’inserimento lavorativo di migranti e richiedenti
asilo, le regioni italiane sono caratterizzate da ampie disparità di tipo economico, sociale e politico, che incidono pesantemente sui livelli di occupazione non solo dei
migranti, ma anche dei cittadini italiani. Secondo Maurizio Ambrosini, si possono distinguere in Italia quattro
modelli territoriali di occupazione migrante: le province
industriali, dove gli immigrati sono tipicamente operai; le
grandi città, dove sono impiegati in vari settori quali edilizia, ristorazione, servizi di pulizia o di trasporto; il modello di occupazione temporanea meridionale (e in molti
casi irregolare), che impiega principalmente in attività
agricole; il centro-nord (Trentino Alto Adige) che attira
un discreto numero di lavoratori stagionali (regolarmente assunti) per turismo e raccolta di frutta.
Un’altra caratteristica del modello italiano è quella che
viene definita come “economia dell’alterità”, secondo la
quale i lavoratori stranieri sono impiegati proprio perché
sono “altri” rispetto ai lavoratori italiani e la loro forza
lavoro non è finalizzata a competere con questi, ma piuttosto a svolgere quei lavori che gli Italiani non vogliono
più, in posizioni subalterne e al di sotto del loro livello di
istruzione (circa quattro lavoratori migranti su dieci sono
troppo qualificati per il lavoro che svolgono).
L’integrazione lavorativa risulta più efficace per i beneficiari di protezione internazionale, che vengono ospitati nei centri SPRAR, piccole strutture che ospitano
gruppi di 10-20 persone, distribuiti su tutto il territorio
nazionale e situati in centri urbani di piccole dimensioni.
In queste sedi i richiedenti asilo sono supportati nello
svolgimento di progetti personalizzati verso l’autonomia e l’integrazione sociale e lavorativa. Tuttavia, solo il
15,3% arriva ad essere ospitato in questi centri, mentre
la maggioranza rimane in Centri di accoglienza straordinari (CAS), in cui i servizi non sono sempre strutturati.
Grande forza dell’Italia è l’attivismo della società civile
che, in collaborazione con istituzioni locali e centri di
accoglienza, svolge un ruolo chiave nel collegare il sistema di accoglienza e il mercato del lavoro attraverso
iniziative che combinano azioni di sostegno all’imprenditorialità dei migranti, incontro tra domanda e offerta,
formazione linguistica, formazione professionale, tirocini
e tutoraggio sul posto di lavoro.
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In an ageing Europe, immigration feeds the workforce. © Pixabay

tional Integration Plan as experiences to be built upon and replicated. Firstly, two pilot projects were promoted in 2016-2017
by the Ministry of Labour and Social Policies, supported by
the National Fund for Migration Policies. They can be considered as the only existing policies promoting BIPs’ inclusion in
the labour market at the national level. These are: “Percorsi”,
aimed at unaccompanied minors; and “Inside”, aimed at asylum seekers10 and beneficiaries of international protection.
These two projects provided for a wide number of individual
allowances, entrusted to public and private employment services, in order to design and implement personalized inclusion strategies comprising of orientation, guidance, training
and work placement.
Secondly, the National Integration Plan underlines the opportunity to reinforce and replicate pilot experiences such as the
memorandums of understanding stipulated by the Ministry
of Interior and of Labour and Social Policies with Confindustria (the main association representing Italian industries) and
Unioncamere (the public body representing the Italian system of chambers of commerce). Both entities are committed
to the professional integration of BIPs by promoting training
initiatives and work placements. These initiatives have great
potential to sensitise enterprises who are key actors in the
professional integration of BIP.

on the services they benefit from whilst hosted in the SPRAR
reception centres. That said, only a minority of the asylum
seekers who recently arrived in Italy are hosted in those centres; the majority are staying in extraordinary reception centres where integration services are not as good. The activism
of civil society, which works in collaboration with local institutions and reception centres, is a key characteristic of the
Italian case. It plays an essential role in connecting the reception system and labour market through a wide array of initiatives. However, due to the absence of a solid national strategy,
civil society’s initiatives are not systematically implemented
and lack a long-term perspective. The National Plan for the
integration of BIPs is the first step in the right direction.
NOTES
1 - We are fully aware that economic and forced migrants are, in many
ways, artificial categories (Zanfrini 2016). However, they prove useful, especially where policies tend to be targeted at either of the two categories.
2 - Accordingly, we focus on the main trends instead of providing data. The
reader more interested with data may want to consult the seventh annual
report on migrants in the labour market, released by the Ministry of Labour and Social Policies (MLPS 2017).
3 - In an ageing Europe, immigration feeds the workforce, thereby alleviating the old-age dependency ratio, a necessary condition for the maintaining of social policies.
4 - For instance, between 1995 and 1998, between 20,000 and 25,000
entries for work purposes were programmed, a rather low figure.
5 - The entry quotas for 2006 are a case in point: a total of 690,000 were
programmed, way more than the previous years, most of which were
used for regularisations. See Zanfrini 2014.

Conclusions
The Italian labour policy framework is highly complex. Even
if it endorses a universalistic approach, the absence of ad hoc
support measures may make it difficult for migrants to participate in active labour market policies. The labour integration
of beneficiaries of international protection greatly depends
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6 - To the features mentioned in the text, we should add the importance
of the shadow economy, which is credited of representing about 10% of
the employment in Italy. Due to limited space and to the purpose of this
paper, we decide to leave this aspect aside.
7 - Note though that a very important figure is that of the domestic or
care worker.
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many, Council of Europe Publishing, Strasbourg 2008

10 - Law Decree 142/2015, implementing directive 2013/33/EU, allows asylum seekers to work regularly after two months from the presentation of
their international protection request.
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